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Canadian Terminology of Aboriginal Peoples  

First Nation(s). The term First Nations came into common usage in the 1970s to replace 
band or Indian, which some people found offensive (see Indian). Despite its 
widespread use, there is no legal definition for this term in Canada. 

Indian. The term Indian collectively describes all the Indigenous People in Canada who 
are not Inuit or Métis. Indian Peoples are one of three peoples recognized as 
Aboriginal in the Constitution Act of 1982 along with Inuit and Métis.  

Indigenous. Indigenous means “native to the area.” In this sense, Aboriginal Peoples are 
indeed indigenous to North America. Its meaning is similar to Aboriginal Peoples, 
Peoples or First Peoples 

 The term is rarely used, but when it is, it usually refers to Aboriginal people 
internationally. The term is gaining acceptance, particularly among some 
Aboriginal scholars to recognize the place of Aboriginal Peoples in Canada’s late-
colonial era and implies land tenure. The term is also used by the United Nations 
in its working groups and in its Decade of the World’s Indigenous People. 

Inuit. Inuit are the Aboriginal People of Arctic Canada. Inuit live primarily in the 
Northwest Territories, Nunavut and northern parts of Quebec and throughout 
most of Labrador. They have traditionally lived north of the tree line in the area 
bordered by the Mackenzie Delta in the west, the Labrador coast in the east, the 
southern point of Hudson Bay in the south, and the High Arctic islands in the 
north. The word Inuit means “the people” in Inuktitut and is the term by which 
Inuit refer to themselves. 

Metis. The word Métis is French for “mixed blood.” The Constitution Act of 1982 
recognizes Métis as one of the three Aboriginal Peoples. 

Native. Native is a word similar in meaning to Aboriginal. Native Peoples is a collective 
term to describe the descendants of the original peoples of North America. The 
term is increasingly seen as outdated (particularly when used as a noun) and is 
starting to lose acceptance. 

Native American. This commonly-used term in the United States describes the 
descendants of the original peoples of North America. The term has not caught on 
in Canada because of the apparent reference to U.S. citizenship.  
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PREFACE 

While this paper speaks to the global issue of colonization, it does so from the 

context of a specific location and culture. The location is the west coast of what is now 

known as Vancouver Island, traditionally the home of the various tribes of the Nuu-chah-

nulth people. 

 

Figure 1. Nuu-chah-nulth territory 
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For this reason the paper refers to places and words the reader may not be familiar 

with. I have included a glossary and a map to help the reader navigate its pages. 

Throughout the paper I have chosen to spell Nuu-chah-nulth words phonetically in a way 

that the reader will be able to approximate the actual sound. I have used the spelling 

found in various Nuu-chah-nulth sources but for the most part have mimicked the 

spelling in Richard Atleo’s first book Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth worldview. When 

quoting early sources or other authors, I have retained their spelling.  

On the map, take a moment to find the community of Esperanza. This is the birth 

place of both my wife and I. Our children are the third generation from our family to call 

Esperanza home. Esperanza is within the traditional territory of the Ehattesaht tribe. We 

recognize the Ehattesaht people as the stewards of the land and are grateful to them for 

their friendship and for allowing us to be here. Prior to the establishment of a medical 

mission in 1937 at Esperanza, the place was known to the Nuu-chah-nulth people as 

Tlay-maak-su; a place of rest, cleansing, and purification.  

I have lived the majority of my life with one foot in one world and one foot in the 

other. In my younger years, I did not attempt to make sense of the differences between 

the worlds; I just accepted it as reality. My house was painted, had electric heat, and 

running water; while my friend Vince’s did not. The fuel for our generators was delivered 

by a large tug and barge and pumped up a hill to large storage tanks. Their fuel was 

delivered in forty-five gallon drums that were dropped into the water on the beach. They 

had to roll them up the hill by hand. Our groceries were delivered on a freight boat from 

Vancouver once a month, packaged neatly, frozen, and fresh. They ate mostly fish, 

clams, and seals and bought flour, sugar, oatmeal, and powdered milk from the closest 
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store about two hours away by boat. Our house had four bedrooms for five people; theirs 

had two bedrooms for thirteen people. I lived with my parents all year long; he and his 

brothers and sisters were sent away to residential school for ten months of the year. 

Somehow these differences had no affect on our friendship. I was oblivious to the 

inequity, and he was gracious in it. 

When I grew older and moved away to go to college, I took the foot that was in 

his world and placed it firmly beside my other foot in the dominant society. During 

university, it seemed like his world disappeared. Living in the city, I had no connection to 

his world. It was like that world did not exist. Every now and then I would hear 

something of his world on the news or hear a comment from a friend or colleague, 

usually of a disparaging nature. When I heard these things it did not feel right, but I did 

not know how to respond. Some people seemed so sure of their opinions.  

After I married, my wife Sharon and I moved to Ahousaht, where we took both of 

our feet out of the dominant society and placed them in this First Nations community. I 

remember noticing the difference much more than when I was young. The house we were 

given to live in as teachers was brand new and of superior construction to other houses in 

the community. The new school was beautiful and state of the art. This was in stark 

contrast to the band office, the community center, and most of the homes in the 

community that were unpainted, poorly insulated, and many standing on posts without 

proper foundations. I felt a twinge of unease about the dual standard, but I did not let it 

bother me. The people were very gracious and kind. No one else seemed to notice the 

disparity. Fred Thomas, an elderly fisherman, brought us fresh salmon to welcome us, 

and whenever we would walk through the community, we were invited in to homes for 
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coffee and fresh bread or chumus. Most of the homes were warm and inviting and they 

almost all had pictures on the walls of children or grandchildren. Roy Haiyupis, an elder 

in the community, walked up to the school one day to give me a book. It was Paulo 

Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. I had never heard of Freire, nor did I know what 

pedagogy meant. After he left, I pulled out a dictionary, wondering if he thought his 

people were oppressed. This idea had never crossed my mind. I tried reading a few pages, 

but the language was obtuse and other things seemed more pressing. I did not understand 

the message. 

Over the years, I grew increasingly aware of the chasm. After seven years in 

Ahousaht, our family moved back to Esperanza. Although that move physically removed 

us from the First Nations community directly, one foot remained firmly and permanently 

planted in it. Families began coming to Esperanza from Ahousaht and other First Nations 

communities searching for hope and healing in their lives, and we began to develop more 

intimate relationships with the people in this setting. As we heard stories of abuse, pain, 

and loss we grew in our appreciation for the strength and graciousness of the people. We 

also grew in our awareness of their oppression. Two trends appeared to be developing. 

Firstly, the socioeconomic gap began to close somewhat. New subdivisions were built on 

the reserves, more students began to graduate from high school, and access to health care 

improved. The second trend was an increasing animosity between the two worlds. The 

more that First Nations stood up for their rights and let the dominant society know that 

they were no longer willing to be silent and ignored, the greater the animosity became. 

As stories of abuse in residential school began to surface, there was also an increasing 
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anger of First Nations people towards governments and churches. Even though on a 

physical level, the chasm was closing; on a relational level, it was increasing.  

Particularly troubling to me were comments I would hear both about the church 

and from within the church. How could the stories I was hearing about abuses by the 

church in residential schools be true? They did not fit my internalized picture of 

Christians and missions as benefactors and advocates of First Nations. Were the churches 

really responsible for oppressing First Nations people, or, even worse, did they 

participate in an attempted genocide? The more disturbing comments for me were those 

made from within the church about First Nations people. At first, I dismissed the 

comments as merely uninformed opinions. However, they became personal when these 

comments began to emerge from within our own mission organization. The comments 

took two general forms. One form was critical of First Nations demands to be heard and 

to be compensated for what was taken from them. These comments were generally 

condescending and blamed the conditions of Fist Nations communities on poor choices 

and character deficiencies within those communities. On one occasion, a recently 

appointed member of our board, in a condescending manner, asked one of the elders from 

Ahousaht, “Can you explain to me why I should have to apologize to you for something 

my grandparents did to your grandparents?” I soon realized that this was a common 

question from members of the dominant society, a question that needed to be explained. 

Other comments took a different form. Some looked at First Nations people as hopelessly 

lost, morally bankrupt, and in dire need of the gospel. Here is an excerpt from a letter, 

sent out by a well intentioned fund raiser, to all of the supporters, describing First Nations 

communities:  
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Picture yourself never getting the attention you are starved for from your parents; 
worse still picture yourself not having parents, or not knowing which of the many 
men and women in your house are your parents. Unemployment, alcoholism, 
stronger drug addiction, and sexual, mental, and physical abuse are all common 
experiences in your family for as long as you can remember and to boot, you 
doubt very much you’ll have a chance to break the cycle. Add to that the inability 
to read, and the lack of freedom to smile lest those others with teeth laugh at you 
having none. Be afraid to go to bed hungry, be ashamed of your clothes, or having 
medical conditions for which you cannot afford or find medicine or treatment. 
Picture having someone instill in you the value of stealing, lying, fighting, selling 
your body, and perhaps even killing so that you will survive just one more day. 
Picture a house where God and Christ are four-letter words, where there is no talk 
of love and where suicide becomes a most viable option.1 

This letter and the previous exchange opened my eyes, perhaps more than any 

others, to the reality and dangers of the chasm. The person who wrote the letter had never 

been to Esperanza or visited any of the communities he thought he was describing. His 

view was based on perception rather than on relationships. The negative images were so 

extremely exaggerated and the more redeeming qualities so obviously absent that if 

painted on a canvas, they would be a caricature of ridicule and condescension. It gave a 

sense that the dominant society, with wonderful, perfect lives, lacking nothing, can look 

down on the poor lowly people who have not yet learned how to behave or make good 

decisions.  

The letter is not only damning in its depiction, it is inaccurate and misleading. 

Having lived in First Nations villages for many years, my wife and I have never seen a 

home where “stealing, lying, fighting, selling your body, and perhaps even killing” have 

been “taught as values.” We have never seen a house where “there is no talk of love.” We 

have experienced warmth and welcome, and have shared in sorrow and celebration. We 

                                                 
1 From a letter dated June 2006 to the mission supporters. I do not want to identify the writer; 

however, for those of you who may know or think you know the writer, there has been recent 
correspondence from the same person that expresses a much more positive outlook and understanding of 
First Nations communities. 
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have witnessed a graciousness that far surpasses any graciousness I have experienced in 

non-native circles, churches included. We have seen far more reverence for God and 

Christ in First Nations communities than in any predominantly non-native community. 

Smiles are shared freely and it was more often I and my children that had the toothless 

grins. 

Letters like this reinforce common negative stereotypes. When they come from 

the head office of a mission that works primarily among First Nations people, they are 

given undeserved credibility. The writer was not speaking from experience, but from an 

impression molded in the psyche of the dominant society. There was no mention of how 

systemic racism and injustice contributed to the problem. The letter implied that this 

people group chose to live evil lives. I would rather the letter had been written as a rally 

cry for repentance to a church and society that had allowed situations of poverty. I 

responded to the letter writer with this question:  

How can we as a mission hope to develop and foster strong partnerships with First 
Nations believers when we distribute such disturbingly racial stereotypes? Only 
when we become fully aware that there are many, many native people more 
intelligent, more godly, more educated, wiser, who demonstrate more integrity, 
love and grace, and are more committed to the call of Jesus than you or I can we 
become effective partners with them in ministry.2 

I continued in saying that we had betrayed their trust, and recommended that we 

retract the statement and make a public apology. My recommendation was not accepted 

and the contents of the letter were firmly supported by the board members who all lived 

three thousand miles away. Clearly, we were at odds with each other and I accepted their 

urges to resign. To my surprise, the people of the coast and the supporters of Esperanza 

refused to accept my resignation and called on the board members to come to Esperanza 

                                                 
2 Taken from an email I sent to the ED and Board Members in July of 2006. 
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to discuss the issues. The board accepted and came for four days, during which they met 

with representatives from the local First Nations. While nothing was solved in that time, 

it did result in the formation of a transition team that worked with the board in Ontario 

towards a separation of Esperanza from their organization, and the development of a new 

organization with local leadership and board members from the Fist Nations 

communities. It was just prior to these proceedings that I began my studies at BGU and 

began to examine the chasm more closely. In seeking to understand the chasm, I 

examined three of its dimensions: its origins, nature, and dynamics. 

Today Esperanza is a community, united in faith and purpose. We acknowledge 

the heritage of the people who came before us and we recognize the privilege given to us 

to participate in the ongoing work of God. We believe his presence amongst the Nuu-

chah-nulth has been both real and known since ages long past and we seek to focus our 

ministries at the point of grace where our hearts, our neighbours’ hearts, and our 

Creator’s heart intersect. We recognize that our primary witness is not our programs, our 

doctrinal position, or our words, but rather how we live and move in a community of 

broadening and deepening relationships. We also recognize the immeasurable ways that 

our lives have been enriched, in every respect, through our shared life with the people of 

the coast. 
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CHAPTER 1. 

INTRODUCTION OF THE PROBLEM 

Statement of the Problem 

There is a chasm that separates the Church from many First Nations people in 

Canada. As long as this chasm exists and continues to grow, both the Church and First 

Nations are weakened. In order for the gap to be closed, it is important to recognize and 

understand three facets of the chasm: its nature, origins, and dynamics. This issue can 

only be addressed when people are able to see the chasm, understand how it was formed, 

and see how it is being maintained. The focus of this study is on the chasm will be the 

encounters between the Church and the Nuu-chah-nulth people.  

One cannot understand this chasm without first recognizing its existence on a 

broader scope. This chasm is not unique to First Nations and the church in Canada. It 

exists between First Nations and various levels of governments in Canada, between First 

Nations and industry, and increasingly between First Nations and other Canadians. This 

chasm is also reflective of the chasm that exists between the colonized and the colonizers 

around the world. 

Origins of the Chasm 

The chasm was carved by mighty rivers that began to flow through the land upon 

contact. The rivers, which began as a trickle, slowly and steadily began to rise. The 

source of these flooding waters was the massive mountain watersheds and snow caps of 

exploration, colonialism, and industrialization. The clouds which fed these watersheds 

were ideologies of progress and civilization and theologies of justification. The newly 
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carved chasm was entrenched in the land through paternalistic and assimilative policies 

of the Federal Government and implemented through various offices of power, including 

the Church. This chasm has resulted in significant gaps between the socio-economic 

conditions of First Nations communities and other communities, which further isolate 

them and keep them separate, expediting polarization.  

Nature of the Chasm 

Canada’s Aboriginal population of 1.2 million makes up 3.8 percent of Canada’s 

total population. To many Canadians, this segment of the population is invisible; they are 

frequently hidden away on remote reservations across the country or concealed in urban 

areas. To help the reader see the chasm, I will highlight three areas that do not necessarily 

define the chasm, but clearly demonstrate its existence. 

Health Crisis 

The Canadian Assembly of First Nations (AFN) published a booklet entitled 

Backgrounder on Health Crises in First Nation Communities.1 The following table 

demonstrates the gap in health outcomes and determinants between First Nations and the 

rest of Canada.  

                                                 
1 “Backgrounder on the health crisis in First Nations communities,” Assembly of First Nations, 

http://64.26.129.156/article.asp?id=2853 (accessed March 1, 2011).  
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Figure 2.1. Symptoms of Health Crisis 

Housing Crisis 

A second clear indicator of the chasm is the housing crisis found in many First 

Nations communities. First Nations’ homes are four times more likely to need major 

repairs. Less than half of First Nations’ on-reserve homes are considered adequate by the 

federal government. In 1999, 41.4 percent of First Nations communities had 90 percent of 

their homes connected to centralized water treatment plants and 36.6 percent connected 

to community sewage disposal systems. From 2002 to 2003, First Nations were twenty-

five times more likely to live in an overcrowded home than other Canadians. The 1999 

“Tuberculosis in First Nations Communities” report from the First Nations and Inuit 

Health Branch (FNIHB) stated that tuberculosis is far more likely to occur in 

communities with higher levels of crowding.2 

                                                 
2 Canada, “Tuberculosis in First Nations communities,” Health Canada, http://www.hc-

sc.gc.ca/fniah-spnia/diseases-maladies/tuberculos/tb_fni-pni_commun-eng.php#housing (accessed 
February 7, 2012).  
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Attitudes between First Nations and the Church 

The chasm between the Church and First Nations can be illustrated through 

several conversations of which I have been a part. One side of the chasm can be 

represented by the opening sentence spoken at a healing circle I attended for men who 

had been students at government-funded, church-operated residential schools. “I never 

saw a church I didn’t want to burn down. I never met a priest I didn’t want to kill.”3 The 

other side of the chasm can be represented by comments I hear from within the church: 

“Until they let go of their drums and traditions, they will never really know Jesus” or 

“It’s too late for the adults; we have to focus on the youth.” Albeit, these are examples on 

the extreme edges of the chasm; however they demonstrate its existence. That being said, 

it is important to recognize that there are many people on both sides who refuse to be 

separated, who call themselves friends or even relatives, and who together live through 

the tensions of forging a common heritage of faith and respect. There are significant 

contributions of First Nations in the Church today and significant contributions of the 

Church among First Nations. Together, they are working hard to bridge this gap.  

Dynamics of the Chasm 

Despite the efforts of many to bridge this gulf, it is being maintained by multiple 

streams of erosion. One of the streams is a combination of indignation and defensiveness. 

There is a growing awareness amongst First Nations of the role of the Christian Church 

and its alignment with government policies that have had a devastating impact on their 

language and culture. This awareness has led some to angrily denounce Christianity. 

“Who cares if the people that committed these crimes originally said they intended to 

                                                 
3 Qua?asa healing conference at Esperanza 2006 
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civilize and Christianize or have Aboriginal people adapt to a new economic system. 

Arrogance of an imagined cultural superiority let them justify their uncivil, unchristian, 

illegal activities.”4 This is a sensitive area that needs to be navigated. Any attempts to 

minimize or rationalize the abuse only serve to exacerbate the situation. Anger is a 

natural, and healthy, response. It empowers the abused and oppressed to say, “No more. 

We have had enough. It ends now!” For many years that voice was silenced and 

generations suffered the consequences. However on the other side of the chasm are those 

who feel they are being unjustly blamed. They react defensively to the anger and ask, 

“Can you explain to me why I should apologize to you for something my great 

grandfather did to yours?”, or they state “My church certainly didn’t operate any 

residential schools.” In separating oneself from the problem there is the ensuing tendency 

to separate oneself from the solution. This attitude is also understandable as the situation 

can seem beyond repair, or at least beyond us to respond to. However if those within the 

dominant society truly seek to join Jesus in his ministry of healing the broken hearted and 

setting the captives free they must be willing to listen to the stories of the oppressed, feel 

their pain, and join them in their journey towards healing. Those who are willing to listen 

to the stories and join the pain will recognize a miracle of healing in their own lives as 

well. If, as Beltran suggests, the poor are the privileged bearers of the gospel,5 then the 

face of Christ can be seen more clearly in their midst. Those in the position of privilege 

and members of the dominant society may begin to see how their position has made it 

difficult to see and respond to injustice. 

                                                 
4 Nuu-chah-nulth woman, letter to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, January 27, 2012 

5 Benigno P. Beltran, The Christology of the Inarticulate: An Inquiry into the Filipino 
understanding of Jesus the Christ (Manila: Divine Word Publications, 1987), 15.  



 

6 

A second stream is a fear of the cost of reparations. Canada is a very resource rich 

country with vast deposits of oil, minerals, timber, and fish and water. The courts are 

making it increasingly clear that if industry wants to operate within the traditional 

territory of First Nations it must be done in consultation and partnership. This issue is 

becoming polarized across Canada as industry and governments want to extract oil and 

other resources and build pipelines on and through First Nations territories. First Nations 

can be viewed as enemies of progress or as roadblocks to the industry our economy and 

way of life depends on. This fear is also prevalent on the coast, where the various 

stakeholders in the logging and fishing industries resent the idea of reallocating some of 

the resources back to First Nations. On the other side First Nations are fearful that the 

trend will continue; that resources will be extracted from their land, the environment will 

be destabilized, and their people will remain living in abject conditions. 

A fourth stream of erosion that is maintaining and even serving to broaden the 

chasm is a prevalence of negative stereotypes on both sides. Many First Nations people 

have a hard time finding adequate housing to rent or obtaining gainful employment 

because of stereotypes that depict them in the worst of manners. Children are sometimes 

streamed into non-academic fields in schools based on the colour of their skin rather than 

on their aptitude for success. Sometimes the stereotyping is more subtle as in old-style 

Westerns or Disney’s Peter Pan where the notion is being reinforced that First Nations 

only existed in the past and are forever destined to remain on the fringe or margins of 

today’s society. Another stereotype that has been perpetuated by paternalism is the notion 

that First Nations are a simple and innocent people that need the guidance and protection 

of a benevolent caretaker; that somebody else knows what is best for them. This 
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stereotyping is especially harmful in that it feeds the dependency that cripples growth. On 

the other side non-Aboriginal people, especially Christians, have been stereotyped by 

some as arrogant and uneducated destroyers of culture or even worse as willing 

participants in the genocide of colonized people around the world. The truth is that some 

people, perhaps even many people, including Christians, were and still are complicit in 

the assimilative hegemony of colonization just as there a First Nations people who fit the 

stereotypes ascribed to them. However until these stereotypes can be let go and people 

begin to recognize the need for those within the dominant culture and within the Church 

to oppose injustice, it is very difficult to forge partnerships that cooperate towards 

pursuing justice. One of the difficulties in letting go of these stereotypes is that doing so 

sometimes feels like relinquishing power or increasing culpability. It involves 

establishing trustful relationships based on vulnerability rather than on power. 

This chasm is representative of the brokenness of creation; of broken 

relationships, abuse of power, and misguided motives. Society is fractured and will only 

continue to erode until it reaches the point where everyone realizes that they are in this 

together and can only solve the problems through partnerships established on the 

principles of love and respect. Participants in this partnership need to dialogue in truth, 

where freedom is given to express pain and hurt, and where anger is released so that it 

can be channelled productively. Participants must be willing to examine themselves and 

realize that the cost of ignoring the brokenness is greater in every respect than the cost of 

addressing it.  

Throughout this paper I will examine various aspects of the chasm. While this 

chapter introduces the chasm and provides some background information in 
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understanding its dynamics, chapter 2 looks at ways in which governments, churches and 

First Nations have been and continue to address the chasm. Chapter 3 develops the 

context of the problem by looking at its origins while chapter 4 looks at research methods 

in studying the chasm. Chapter 5 examines the findings of the research and chapter 6 

describes the theological considerations including theologies that justified colonialism 

and theologies that address the brokenness resulting from it. Finally Appendix A is an 

example of a partnership formed between the Ahousat First Nations and Esperanza 

Ministries in addressing aspects of the chasm. 

Audience/Ministry Opportunity to be Addressed  

This paper is written with a specific audience in mind. In order to describe the 

audience, I find it necessary, both for the sake of integrity and clarification, to place 

myself in the story. I am not approaching this topic from a culturally, spiritually, or 

physically distant position. The lens through which I see and tell this story is from the 

middle of it. I was born in a mission hospital at Esperanza located in traditional Nuu-

chah-nulth territory. Both my parents and my wife’s parents were missionaries to this 

area, and my wife and I continue this work as missionaries. We have lived our lives on 

the west coast of Vancouver Island in a variety of capacities. I have worked in fish 

processing plants and on a log salvaging boat. I taught school in the Nuu-chah-nulth 

village of Ahousaht for seven years and was a commercial fisherman for seventeen 

seasons. Apart from four years spent in Seattle, Washington, as a child when my father 

returned to university and seven or eight years in various other urban locations attending 

university and working, I have lived most of my fifty three years on the coast amongst 

the Nuu-chah-nulth people. For the last seventeen years, we have worked with Esperanza 
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in the role of Directors. Esperanza is a Christian missional community that strives to love 

God, love each other, and love our neighbours. Our programs include youth camps, 

support for families and individuals in crisis, and pastoral care. Esperanza has come to be 

a place of hope and refuge for many Nuu-chah-nulth people, as well as others on the 

coast. The intended audience of this paper includes the people who make Esperanza what 

it is. This includes the many individuals, families, communities, groups, and 

organizations, from both sides of the chasm, who participate in the ongoing life of 

Esperanza.  

It is likely that the majority of people who come to Esperanza will not read this 

paper. However, this paper does represent a current glimpse of my ever evolving and 

growing understanding of the setting in which we live and work. My hope is that most 

who come will hear and see parts of it, directly or indirectly through our lives and 

actions. The only claim that I can make with certainty is that my understanding is limited 

and flawed. For that reason, I welcome dialogue and realize that conversation and 

storytelling is a gift from the Creator that can be used to grapple with and grow our 

understanding of reality.  

Stakeholders 

Although the specific audience I am speaking to in this paper is the Esperanza 

community both on and off location, the stakeholders include a much larger cross section. 

While the primary stakeholders are the Nuu-chah-nulth people, the Church, and all levels 

of government, on a secondary level, all Canadians are stakeholders, as bridging this 

chasm between the colonizers and the colonized will make stronger First Nations 

communities and a stronger Canada. The relationship described in this paper between the 
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Nuu-chah-nulth people, the people of European descent who have colonized the area, and 

the Church are a microcosm of the much broader colonized world. Throughout this paper 

I use the general context of global colonization to shed light on the Nuu-chah-nulth 

situation while also using specific examples from the Nuu-chah-nulth experience to shed 

light on global implications of colonization. 

Currently, the Nuu-chah-nulth people are front and center in Canadian politics. 

On January 24, 2012, our country had the first Crown-First Nations6 gathering of this 

current government. Over seven hundred chiefs led by Shawn Atleo, Grand Chief of the 

Assembly of First Nations, met with Stephen Harper, the Prime Minister, and John 

Duncan, the Minister of Aboriginal Affairs. Both Shawn Atleo and John Duncan are from 

Vancouver Island, and John Duncan’s wife and Shawn Atleo are from the same Nuu-

chah-nulth community of Ahousaht.  

The Indian Act, written in 1876, gives Canada’s federal government exclusive 

authority to legislate in relation to “Indians and Lands Reserved for Indians.”7 

Interestingly, both Atleo and Harper used word pictures to describe the Indian Act. Atleo 

used the word picture of a boulder. He said the Indian Act is “like a rock that sits in the 

middle of that road ... a boulder that blocks the path of collaboration ... along with the 

age-old structures and policies that administer it and steadfastly resist change. [He called 

it a] complete abrogation of the partnership between respectful nations.”8 On the other 

                                                 
6 Crown (Government of Canada) 

7 Canada, Indian Act (R.S.C., 1985 c. I-5) http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/I-5/ 

8 Shawn Atleo, “Address to the Crown” (Vancouver, Crown-First Nations, January 24, 2012). 
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side, Harper used the word picture of a stump. He said, “After 136 years, that tree has 

deep roots. Blowing up the stump would just leave a big hole.”9 

Another significant link between the Nuu-chah-nulth people and the rest of 

Canada is that the European history on the west coast of Canada began at Yuquot, a Nuu-

chah-nulth community, 234 years ago. This early contact was eighty nine years before 

Canadian confederation and ninety three years before British Columbia joined the 

confederation. After over two centuries, First Nations people are still patiently waiting to 

be heard and understood. While diseases, oppression, and assimilative policies managed 

to quiet their voice for many years, First Nations refused to remain silenced. As of this 

writing in 2012, populations are rebounding, education and self-determination are 

increasingly important, and First Nations, supported by the Canadian Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms (1982), recent decision by the Supreme Court of Canada and the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, are making their voice heard. 

Another stakeholder in this project is the Church, local and universal. This project 

includes a call to listen to the teachings of others and to believe that the Church can only 

be strengthened by hearing the voice of First Nations as they read and interpret scriptures 

for themselves. If Jesus truly is the life and light for all mankind and he was there at the 

beginning, it follows that truths revealed to First Nations had their origin in the Creator 

and can be instructive to the Church. This paper is, on a broader level, an appeal for all 

Canadians to listen, to hear the voice of our country’s first inhabitants, and to seek 

justice, not only for their sake but for our common good. 

                                                 
9 Stephen Harper, Address to First Nations" (Vancouver, Crown-First Nations, January 24,2012). 
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Background of the Project 

Many First Nations people today are bilingual and almost all are bicultural. This 

means that they have the ability to function at a high level from two very different 

frameworks through which they view daily events. At times, this bifurcation creates a 

dilemma. One worldview demands one particular action in response to a set of 

circumstances, while the other demands a very different response. The following story 

exemplifies this point. 

Two ma-multh-nee (non-First Nations) men who lived at Esperanza decided that 

they wanted to fish for prawns. It can be quite labour intensive, often with small returns 

for the effort. They had tried a few times over the years, but decided that they wanted to 

streamline the process and come up with a daily routine of catching, processing, and 

freezing so that they could have a plentiful supply available when needed. They both 

purchased sports fishing licenses, traps, ropes, buoys, and weights. They also bought a 

freezer and a few cases of freezer bags. One of the men owned a boat, and together they 

shared the fuel costs. Each day, they would faithfully go out to catch prawns, come back 

to the dock and process them, place them in freezer bags, label them, and store them in a 

freezer. This procedure went on for several months. Whenever friends would visit, they 

invited them to enjoy the fishing experience. They would usually have at least one meal 

of prawns with their guests during their stay. Everyone was happy.  

Five or six koo-us (First Nations) families were participating in one of the 

programs at Esperanza for six weeks. Two of the men were invited to go out prawn 

fishing with the two fishermen. They accepted the invitation and helped with the work of 

pulling up the traps, processing the prawns, and bagging them for freezing. If I remember 
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correctly, they were given some prawns to take home for lunch. They went home 

unhappy. Why? Because they had conflicting views on the nature and purpose of fishing 

as well as on the concept of ownership. 

For the ma-multh-nee men, the prawns were theirs. They bought the licenses, the 

boats, the traps, the ropes, and the buoys. They paid for the gas. It was clear: whoever 

owns the license and pays the bills owns the prawns, and anyone else is along to enjoy 

the experience. For their koo-us friends, the prawns were a gift from the Creator for 

everyone to share. Those in the community who had the strength and resources to catch 

them had a responsibility to share with those who did not. To take all of the prawns 

would be greedy. In a culture that for thousands of years had taught the value and 

importance of sharing what the Creator had provided, greed was inexcusable. They were 

not upset that they did not personally get their share. They were upset because they were 

not able to share what they had helped to catch with others in the community. There were 

single mothers with children who would never be able to afford the resources to fish for 

prawns. This story reveals a deeper truth that is important to the understanding that can 

lead to reconciliation. It is examples like this story that initiated this project. I have lived 

in both cultures. I have listened to my koo-us friends sing and chant their prayers while 

some of my ma-multh-nee friends look at them with suspicion.  

Coming to an understanding is not an easy task. It involves layers of complexity. 

One layer is the lack of an adequate metanarrative in which to frame the discussion. 

Although the history of colonialism in Canada is five hundred years old, it is only two 

hundred years old on the west coast of Canada. The metanarrative that drove colonialism 

was simply civilization is triumphant - tribal cultures will be subsumed. Today, perhaps 
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more than ever, that story is in doubt. Two world wars, terrorism, epidemics, global 

warming, and daily news of economic collapse have seriously challenged this 

metanarrative. After centuries of attempts to assimilate First Nations people into 

mainstream society, the tribal system still exists. In fact, it is gaining strength among the 

Nuu-chah-nulth people. Assuredly, much has changed, much has been lost or stolen, 

people have adopted and accepted many of the elements of modern society, yet that 

bruised reed refuses to be broken, that flickering flame refuses to be snuffed out. I can 

confidently state that cultural survival, even more than that, cultural revival is close to the 

heart of the large majority of Nuu-chah-nulth people. What will that look like in a post 

colonial world? Is it achievable? What is the role of the church in this place in history? 

A second layer of complexity is the diversity of denominational input on the 

coast. The Catholic Church came with very different presuppositions and methods than 

the Methodist or the United Church. The Pentecostal movement was also fuelled by very 

different motivations and practices. The work of the Shantymen’s Christian Association 

who founded Esperanza had very different roots and operated in even more distinct ways 

than the others. These denominations did not all arrive at the same time. The context of 

any field of mission is fluid. Each branch of the Church that has come has faced a very 

different set of circumstances and hence has had different priorities. To view and 

understand each denomination in the same way would be a mistake.  

A third level of complexity is the triune nature of the colonizing forces: state, 

church, and commerce. So much emphasis is placed today on the role of the government 

and church in creating the chasm. I will contend and argue the point in a later chapter that 

the greatest eroding force and contributor to the chasm was industry.  
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A fourth level of complexity is the vast difference between the holistic world 

view of the ancient Nuu-chah-nulth and the dualistic world view of the ma-multh-nee. 

This clash of world views led to many misunderstandings. I am reminded of a comment 

from Millie Smith, an Ehattesaht elder. She said that her mother used to tell her, “Be 

patient with the missionaries. One day, they will understand.” 

Reflection on the history of the Nuu-chah-nulth/Christianity encounter is essential 

in order to proceed. However, it cannot be viewed outside of the context of the Nuu-

chah-nulth encounter with Europeans. We will look at the details in more depth in 

chapter five but in summary there were three eras or periods of contact between the Nuu-

chah-nulth and Europeans prior to the arrival of missionaries. The first era, from 1778 

until 1805 could be considered the era of exploration and trade. The Spanish, Russians, 

British and Americans were all vying for a foothold on the Northwest coast and access to 

the lucrative sea otter fur trade with China. The Nuu-chah-nulth eagerly participated in 

this trade and vied amongst themselves for exclusive access to this new trading partner. 

What began with friendly trade quickly disintegrated into the flagrant abuses common in 

colonialism. While the traders introduced new wealth and resources to the Nuu-chah-

nulth people in the form of metal tools, firearms, and ornaments they also, in the words of 

Drucker, cajoled, robbed, and murdered them.10 A society that had remained relatively 

stable for two thousand years11 become out of balance; harmony was disrupted and the 

pendulum began to swing towards destructiveness The introduction of European goods 

                                                 
10 Philip Drucker, The Northern and Central Nootkan Tribes (Washington: the Supt. of Docs., 

U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1951), 11.  

11 Yvonne Marshall, “Transformations of Nuu-chah-nulth Houses,” in Beyond Kinship: Social and 
Material Reproduction in House Societies, ed. Rosemary A. Joyce and Susan D. Gillespie, eds. 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 89.  
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had abundant social repercussions including a marked increase in intertribal wars. 

However, the invisible “gifts of higher civilization” that almost certainly had the greatest 

repercussions were venereal disease and small pox.12  

The second era could be considered the era of death. It was a period of about fifty 

years where there was very little if any contact at all between the Nuu-chah-nulth and 

Europeans. The explorers and traders had left and the settlers had not yet arrived. In the 

words of a Nuu-chah-nulth historian this was a dark period in their history. 

After the fur traders left our territory, the consequences of their visits remained. 
The results were devastating. We know that we once numbered many tribes, 
counting among us several thousand people. When the diseases came upon us, 
just about all of us died. By the beginning of the 20th century we numbered fewer 
than 300 people, less than ten per cent of our original strength. You cannot 
imagine what suffering this brought to the lucky few who survived.13 

In or around 1850 the third era began. This was the era of settlement. A saw mill 

industry developed on the coast and a brisk trade began with dogfish oil which was used 

as a lubricant. In 1860 the first settlers began to arrive in Nuu-chah-nulth territory with a 

promise of great things. The following is a conversation between Gilbert Sproat, an early 

settler in Nuu-chah-nulth territory who later became justice of the peace for the colony of 

Vancouver Island, and Shewish, a Nuu-chah-nulth chief of the Tseshaht people: 

My great chief, the high chief of the King George men, seeing that you do not 
work your land, orders that you shall sell it. It is of no use to you. The trees you 
do not need; you will fish and hunt as you do now, and collect firewood, planks 
for your houses, and cedar for your canoes. The white man will give you work, 
and buy your fish and oil. 

Ah, but we don’t care to do as the white men wish. 

Whether [you care] or not the white men will come. All your people know that 
they are your superiors; they make the things which you value. You cannot make 

                                                 
12 Drucker, 12. 

13 Hoover, Nuu-chah-nulth Voices, Histories, Objects & Journeys, 21.  
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muskets, blankets, or bread. The white men will teach your children to read 
printing, and to be like themselves. 

We do not want the white man. He steals what we have. We wish to live as we 
are.14 

One thing that Gilbert Sproat said was true: the white men did come – and they 

did bristling with the confidence of their own superiority and the superiority of western 

civilization over the traditional tribal culture of the Nuu-chah-nulth.  

It was into this setting that the first missionaries arrived fourteen years later. The 

continuity of traditional society had been broken by trade and commerce. Warfare and 

disease had decimated the population and the message of the gospel apparently resonated 

with the hearts of many. Brabant, the first Catholic priest in the area was welcomed into 

most of the villages and invited to stay. However he was a man of his day and 

unfortunately suffered from the same delusions of superiority as the Europeans who 

preceded him. So confident was he in his commission to “take charge of the West Coast 

Indians,”15 that he waged a relentless onslaught against any practices which he 

considered uncivilized and hence unchristian. Charles Lillard, a well known west coast 

author heaped what he considered high praise upon Brabant saying that he almost single-

handedly changed a civilization and referred to him as a Quixote who’s “courage and 

tenacity ... [enabled him to] force his vision on the Pacific Northwest.”16  

This view places a much greater emphasis on Brabant’s influence than perhaps it 

deserves. Nuu-chah-nulth historians make only passing reference to his presence on the 
                                                 

14 Gilbert Malcolm Sproat, The Nootka: Scenes and Studies of Savage Life (1868; repr., Victoria, 
BC: Sono Nis Press, 1987).  

15 Augustin Joseph Brabant, Mission to Nootka: 1874-1900, ed. Charles Lillard, 4th ed. (Victoria: 
Gray’s Publishing, 1977), 54.  

16 Charles Lillard, ed., Mission to Nootka, 1874-1900: Reminiscences of the West Coast of 
Vancouver Island (Sidney, BC: Gray’s Pub., 1977), 5.  
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coast. He is most widely remembered, in a negative manner, as the man who envisioned 

and established the Christie Residential School. However on the positive side he is 

credited with the role he played in putting a stop to the inter tribal wars.17 Another aspect 

of his life that isn’t often told is the incarnational aspect of his ministry. In spite of his 

cultural blindness his love for the people was evidenced by his actions. He learned the 

language, made his home and life amongst them. He risked his life during the small pox 

epidemic of 1875, accessing and distributing medicine to everyone he could, and 

personally digging graves and burying people when others feared to do so. Equally 

important is the evidence that the Hesquiaht people cared for him. When he was wounded 

and sick they kept him alive for days, staying at his side day and night constantly pouring 

cold water over his wounds, until a ship could come that would take him to a hospital 

hundreds of kilometers away. When he returned they held a feast in his honour and 

presented him with a blanket. These reciprocal acts were early efforts at bridging the 

chasm. After he left Hesquiaht in retirement his heart remained with the people. He 

became an outspoken critic of the abuses he witnessed at the Christie Residential School 

to which his legacy is most often attached. 

Europeans brought western civilization with them. To say that it was forced upon 

the Nuu-chah-nulth wouldn’t be completely accurate. They both opposed it and embraced 

it. They, for the most part, welcomed the trade but bore the brunt of the consequences. 

They saw the inevitability of expansion and accommodated it. They saw the promises of 

civilization and pursued them. However the benefits of that civilization are more in doubt 

today than they were at that time. While it is true that civilization brought advances in 

                                                 
17 Drucker, 13.  
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many areas, including transportation, communication, technology, and healthcare, it also 

brought disease, oppression, racism, and an industrialism that not only compromised the 

fishing and forestry industries on the coast but had global repercussions. After 150 years, 

our current Prime Minister acknowledges that the Indian Act, which was passed at the 

time of European settlement amongst the Nuu-chah-nulth has “self-evidently led to 

outcomes that we all deplore.”18 

The social context, including demographics, metanarratives, and attitudes towards 

the gospel among the Nuu-chah-nulth are changing rapidly and are currently much 

different than they were even ten years ago. A new paradigm of what it means to be 

missional is needed for this emerging population. A new type of leadership is required to 

meet these demands. A stated goal of the BGU DMin program is to raise transformational 

leaders. These leaders are called transformational because they create something new 

from something old. 

Integration with Various Dimensions of Transformational Leadership 

A transformational leader goes beyond adjusting or tweaking present systems and 

facilitates fundamental changes in the organization’s basic political and cultural systems. 

Transformational Leadership, as originally defined in 1978 by political scientist James 

McGregor Burns, is a form of leadership that seeks to “raise the level of human conduct 

and ethical aspiration of both the leader and led, and thus it has a transforming effect on 

both.”19 Burns focuses on ways that leaders emerge from being ordinary “deal makers” to 

                                                 
18 Laura Payton, “First Nations get broad promises on Indian Act development,” CBC News, 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/story/2012/01/24/pol-crown-first-nations-tuesday.html (accessed January 
25, 2012).  

19 James MacGregor Burns, Leadership (New York: Harper & Row, 1978), 20.  
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become dynamic agents of major social change.20 In order to provide an environment in 

which transformational leaders can develop, it is important to create an awareness of our 

current situation. The purpose of this dissertation is as a tool to raise that awareness. The 

process of researching, reflecting, and writing this paper has been transformational for me 

and, I hope, for the rest of the team at Esperanza. My hope is that this project will be both 

instructional and motivational in the development of new ways of partnering in the 

redemptive purposes of God in this world. 

BGU teaches eight perspectives of Transformational Leadership: Reflective 

Leadership, Calling-Based Leadership, Incarnational Leadership, Contextual Leadership, 

Prophetic Leadership, Shalom Leadership, Servant Leadership, and Global Leadership. 

Each of these perspectives continues to be instrumental in the missional paradigm that 

emerges in this paper. An appreciation for the importance of shared struggles and 

common goals21 between the Church and the Nuu-chah-nulth people is magnified when 

one can see the results of years of contact that were precipitated by a paternalistic 

imbalance of power and a Eurocentric worldview. By looking at the ideologies and 

theologies that justified a theology of colonialism, we can examine our current 

presuppositions and see if and how they are manifest in our ministry today.22 For too long 

the message of the gospel was married to the power structures of Western societies, 

making it necessary to re-evaluate what it means to serve in the style of Jesus.23  

                                                 
20 James MacGregor Burns, Transforming Leadership: A New Pursuit of Happiness (New York: 

Atlantic Monthly Press, 2003), 230.  

21 Incarnational Leadership 

22 Reflective Leadership 

23 Servant Leadership 
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A second important result of examining the encounter is to create an 

understanding that fosters reconciling relationships.24 Truth is at the heart of 

reconciliation. Coming to a common understanding of our histories can only come 

through dialogue and listening. Too often, the history we know is the history written by 

the oppressor. Listening to the voice and history from the perspective of the oppressed 

will open the door for dialogue. By listening to that voice we will see the truths (light, in 

the sense of John 1) that previously existed in the culture. God is the giver of all truth, 

and this realization will allow us to see the truths revealed to others and how those truths 

can instruct and even correct Western understandings.25 

Thirdly, my hope is that the relationships that are built on a shared understanding 

will forge partnerships and common goals that will address the resulting inequities of the 

chasm,26 not only locally but between indigenous peoples, churches, and cultures of 

power around the world.27 We are in crisis today as the chasms between First Nations and 

the Church and First Nations and Canadian society widens. Canada needs to hear a 

different history. The Church must acknowledge its role in creating that chasm and 

participate with God in his redemptive work of reconciliation.28  

                                                 
24 Shalom Leadership 

25 Contextual Leadership 

26 Prophetic Leadership 

27 Global Leadership 

28 Calling-Based Leadership 
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Desired Outcome 

I met recently with Louie Frank, a respected Nuu-chah-nulth elder. He clearly 

stated that the heart of reconciliation is love and respect. Truth is important; however, if 

one knows everything but does not have love and respect, it means nothing. Money is 

important, as a form of reparation; however, no amount of money can replace what was 

lost, the most valuable of which was respect. He stated that what happened two hundred 

years ago is still happening today. One group of people is saying to the other, “We know 

what is best for you.” Only when love and respect are intact, and these are not simplistic 

constructs, will genuine dialogue occur that leads to the type of understanding and 

sacrifice necessary for true reconciliation. 
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CHAPTER 2. 

LITERATURE REVIEW OR OTHER POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 

This chapter will examine some of the attempts by governments, churches, and 

First Nations to address the chasm. 

Government Solutions 

Assimilation 

Since confederation, the Canadian government has been aware of the chasm 

between the Aboriginal population and other Canadians and has devised policies and 

programs to address it. In the nineteenth century, one of the assumed beliefs, a product of 

social Darwinism, was the eventual and inevitable demise of Aboriginal cultures. In 1887 

Prime Minister Sir John A. MacDonald stated that “the great aim of our legislation has 

been to do away with the tribal system and to assimilate the Indian people in all respects 

with the other inhabitants of the Dominion, as speedily as they are fit for the change.”1 

Two institutions were established to facilitate this goal: reservations and residential 

schools. The government rationalized that by isolating First Nations people onto small 

reserves, they were supposedly protecting them from potential conflict with settlers. 

Secondly, they thought that these reservations could be training grounds for membership 

in the larger society. Residential schools were then considered the instrument to provide 

the necessary training. MacDonald’s stated aim was elaborated in 1920 by Duncan 

Campbell Scott, Deputy Superintendent of Indian Affairs: “I want to get rid of the Indian 

                                                 
1 Alan C. Cairns, Citizens Plus Aboriginal Peoples and the Canadian State, Brenda and David 

McLean Canadian studies series (Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2000), 17.  
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problem . . . Our objective is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that 

has not been absorbed into the body politic and there is no Indian Question and no Indian 

Department.”2 Scott felt that any opponents to this policy of assimilation were unwisely 

opposing their “ultimate destiny” and that the “happiest future for the Indian race is 

absorption into the general population.”3 He concluded that the “great forces of 

intermarriage and education will finally overcome the lingering traces of native custom 

and tradition.”4 This longstanding “Indian policy” was reiterated throughout the decades 

of the 1900s and culminated in 1969 with the now infamous federal government’s White 

Paper. This paper, advocated by Prime Minister Trudeau, was also based on the premise 

that Indians were a culturally backward people and would benefit from a closer, intimate 

encounter with the progressive, dominant society. The White Paper called for the 

abolition of the Indian Act, the winding down of the Indian Affairs Branch, and the 

speedy assimilation of Indian peoples into the larger society.5 Again, the underlying 

premise of this proposal was that a Darwinian competition among cultures existed and 

that societies could be ranked. The higher would inevitably supplant the lower, and those 

who ascended from lower to higher societies would ultimately be grateful to those who 

guided them on their pilgrimage.6 Thus Trudeau was both frustrated and surprised when 

the Aboriginal response to this paper was massive opposition. It soon became clear to the 

Canadian government and policy makers that one hundred years of assimilative policy 

                                                 
2 Ibid.  

3 Ibid., 34.  

4 Ibid.  

5 Honourable Jean Chretien, Minister of Indian Affairs, and Northern Development, Statement of 
the Government of Canada on Indian Policy, 1969 (Ottawa: Queen’s Printer, 1969).  

6 Cairns, 18.  
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was not working and Aboriginal people had a tenacious attachment to their Aboriginal 

identity.  

Parallelism 

The defeat of the White Paper was monumental, as it was not only the defeat of a 

particular bill or policy, but also the repudiation of one hundred years of policy direction. 

This response marked a turning point which no longer assumed the eventual demise of 

Aboriginal people, but one that recognized they would have a permanent presence in 

Canada. Radical change was called for in the relationship between Aboriginal people and 

the rest of Canada. The rebuttal, the Red Paper - Citizens Plus,7 condemned the White 

Paper and stated that the ultimate goal for Indian peoples was to “take their rightful place 

as full-fledged participants in the mosaic of the just society as meaningful and 

contributing citizens of Canada.”8 It was a statement that affirmed their identity both as 

Canadians and as Indians. The Red Paper confidently proclaimed that after a century of 

assimilative policy, they were still here, still different, and steadfastly refusing to 

disappear into the great melting pot of Canadian society. 

This new premise of a permanent Aboriginal presence in Canada set the basis for 

new policy directions. In 1982, as Canada was going through constitutional reforms, a 

new constitutional category, “Aboriginal Peoples,” was instituted, which included Indian, 

Inuit, and Métis. This category enlarged and diversified the voice of those seeking 

separate treatment. Bill C-31 in 1985 also reinstated the Indian legal status of many, 

adding over one hundred thousand to the Aboriginal population of Canada and further 

                                                 
7 Indian Chiefs of Alberta, Citizens Plus: A Presentation by the Indian Chiefs of Alberta to Right 

Honourable P.E. Trudeau (Edmonton: Indian Association of Alberta, 1979).  

8 Cairns, 68.  
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strengthening the voice of Aboriginal Canadians. Over the next decade, both the 

Francophone people and the Aboriginal people of Canada were debating their place in 

Canada. In 1992 the federal, provincial, and territorial governments and representatives 

from the Assembly of First Nations (AFN), the Native Council of Canada, the Inuit 

Tapirisat of Canada, and the Métis National Council underwent intensive negotiations in 

Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island. They came to an agreement known as the 

Charlottetown Accord. Aboriginal provisions in the Accord provided agreement in 

principal to the idea of Aboriginal self government whose role was: a) to safeguard and 

develop their languages, cultures, economies, identities, institutions and traditions; and b) 

to develop, maintain and strengthen their relationships with their lands, waters, and 

environment so as to determine and control their development as peoples according to 

their own values and priorities and ensure the integrity of their societies.  

However, the idea of giving certain segments of society, such as the Francophone 

and Aboriginal populations, special status as “distinct societies” or “self government” 

represented a reversal in direction from past policy and there was much public outcry. 

Even though all of the premiers had agreed to the terms of the Accord, it was defeated in 

a national referendum. The great supporter of the White Paper, Prime Minister Trudeau, 

was the most vocal opponent. He gained support from the conservative Reform Party 

and, ironically, from Quebec sovereignists who did not think the reforms went far 

enough. General society was slow to recognize the failure of assimilative policy. To 

many in the dominant society, Aboriginals moved from the realm of hidden and ignored 

to accused and disdained. The fear of providing special status to First Nations was 

propagated by people who had acquired wealth and power by appropriating Indian lands 
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and who now feared what a reversal in policy direction might mean. While the founders 

of assimilation policy and ideology were from the liberal spectrum, the defenders of it 

were from the conservative side. The liberal ideology of Social Darwinism was its 

mother, but conservative ideologies of independence and personal responsibility had 

become its guardian. Where the liberal ideology justified assimilation on the basis of a 

supposed evolutionary superiority, the conservative ideology supported it for more 

practical reasons. They viewed First Nations people as a financial burden on society and 

resented the thought that their hard work and tax dollars were being used to support a 

dependant portion of society. The Protestant work ethic that taught if you don’t work you 

don’t eat had served them well and many were not able to see the historic and systemic 

causes of the dependency of First Nations. They also had easy access to the symbolically 

potent rhetoric of equality, and in a society where assimilation for immigrants was a 

reality, the expectation for Aboriginal people to assimilate seemed fair and logical. 

In the forward to Melvin Smith’s anti First Nations and pro assimilation book, 

Our Home or Native Land?, conservative talk show host Rafe Mair of CKNW writes: 

The government of BC (because of its rejection of assimilation policy) is 
determined to change us from a peace loving democratic province, under the rule 
of law being equally applied to all, to a state where in large areas race counts for 
everything. If the government has its way, sad as this is to say, it is hard to believe 
that we will be a peaceful people for very long.9 

Fuelling the fears, Smith describes in his book the pending economic collapse if 

Native people continued to be provided with special rights. Chapters two and three of his 

book are ironically titled Sacrificing our Northern Inheritance and Carving up the Yukon. 

They mourn the idea that the rightful owners and heirs to the land would squander it by 

                                                 
9 Melvin H. Smith, Our Home or Native Land?: What Governments’ Aboriginal Policy Is Doing 

to Canada (Victoria, BC: Crown Western, 1995), iii.  
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giving it away to the natives. One has to smile at the response of Mr. Jack Anawak, the 

Inuit MP from the NWT at the time: 

My response is very short. I was looking forward to this particular meeting with 
you, Mr. Smith. However, on reflection, having thought about it while being here, 
I’ll say that we Inuit are hunters and we believe in making sure an animal doesn’t 
suffer when we are going to kill it. I see the same thing in your attitude, basically 
being a dying attitude, in danger of extinction - the attitudes you have towards 
Aboriginal people or the people who were first here and so on. So my only 
comment is that rather than prolong the death of the attitudes you have, I think it 
would be better for me to have a quick kill, and thus will not respond to your 
concerns.10 

Both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal governments now had to consider the next 

step. In 1991 the Federal government established the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 

Peoples (RCAP).11 The findings, published in 1996, consisted of a four thousand page, 

five volume report that consisted of 440 recommendations. While these recommendations 

have not yet been implemented, the report set out a twenty year agenda for 

implementation. The leaning of the RCAP is towards parallelism, a side-by-side 

relationship between Aboriginal governments and the federal government. The idea of 

parallelism comes from the two-row wampum analogy described by Ovid Mercredi, the 

Grand Chief of the Assembly of First Nations at the time: 

The First Nations view our relationship today as a continuation of the treaty 
relationship of mutuality where neither side can act unilaterally without 
consultation. This partnership is symbolized by the grandfather of all treaties, the 
Iroquois Confederacy . . . two-row wampum between your ancestors and those of 
the Iroquois. The two-row wampum committed us to a relationship of peaceful 
coexistence where the First Nations and Europeans would travel in parallel paths 
down the symbolic river in their own vessels. The two-row wampum, which 
signifies “One River, Two Vessels,” committed the newcomers to travel in their 
vessel and not attempt to interfere with our voyage. The two vessels would travel 
down the river of life in parallel courses and would never interfere with each 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 47.  

11 Canada, “Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples,” Perspectives and Realities 4 
no.7 (1996), http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/ch/rcap/sg/sgmm_e.html (accessed March 14, 2012).  
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other. It was a co-living agreement. The two-row wampum captures the original 
values that governed our relationship — equality, respect, dignity and a sharing of 
the river we travel on. This is how the First Nations still understand our 
relationship with Canadians.12 

When the commissioners drafted their report, they were faced with two possible 

directions: they could either promote the idea of land-based communities where the 

possibility of cultural survival was superior, or they could promote an urban setting 

where the possibility of cultural survival was weaker, but economic opportunities were 

better. Because of the importance that Aboriginal people almost universally place on 

cultural survival, the report’s recommendations favoured the former.13 Hence, the main 

thrust of their report was to seek ways to increase the economic opportunities in land-

based communities by promoting economic development and allocating more land and 

resources. For the urban Aboriginal population, they focused on ways to promote the 

“survival and maintenance of Aboriginal cultural identities.”14 

In 1998 the Honourable Jane Steward, Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern 

Development, prepared a statement of reconciliation to Aboriginal populations in Canada 

on behalf of the government of Canada.15 In her statement she admitted the historical 

injustices:  

Sadly, our history with respect to the treatment of Aboriginal people is not 
something in which we can take pride. Attitudes of racial and cultural superiority 
led to a suppression of Aboriginal culture and values. As a country we are 
burdened by past actions that resulted in weakening the identity of Aboriginal 
peoples, suppressing their languages and cultures and outlawing spiritual 
practices.  

                                                 
12 Ovide Mercredi and Mary Ellen Turpel, In the Rapids: Navigating the Future of First Nations 

(Toronto: Viking, 1993), 35.  

13 Canada, Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 25.  

14 Ibid., 522. 

15 For the full text of the statement see Appendix B 
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She acknowledged the Government’s role: 

The Government of Canada acknowledges the role it played in the development 
and administration of these schools. Particularly to those individuals who 
experienced the tragedy of sexual and physical abuse at residential schools, and 
who have carried this burden believing that in some way they must be 
responsible, we wish to emphasize that what you experienced was not your fault 
and should never have happened. To those of you who suffered this tragedy at 
residential schools, we are deeply sorry.  

And she outlined a plan for reconciliation: 

We must instead continue to find ways in which Aboriginal people can participate 
fully in the economic, political, cultural and social life of Canada in a manner 
which preserves and enhances the collective identities of Aboriginal communities, 
and allows them to evolve and flourish in the future. Working together to achieve 
our shared goals will benefit all Canadians, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
alike.16 

Falling short of an official apology, this statement was recognition of failed policy 

and direction and a direct statement to continue to pursue a better direction. In the 

fourteen years since this statement was made and sixteen years since the RCAP report 

was released, the government has been slow to act on any of the report’s 

recommendations. The early vision of obliterating difference through assimilation, as 

outlined in the White Paper of 1969, continues through various conservative politicians 

and authors, while the parallelism proposals of the Red Paper, Charlottetown Accord and 

the RCAP have failed to materialize. If anything, the last sixteen years have been 

polarizing years in which the chasm has grown rather than diminished.  

Church Solutions 

In his sweeping book, Moon of Wintertime, John Webster Grant surveys almost 

five centuries of encounters between missionaries and First Nations in Canada. It is both 

                                                 
16 Appendix B 
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interesting and sad to see that for the most part the Church’s actions among the 

Aboriginal people in Canada have mirrored the government’s actions. With the exception 

of some of the smaller denominations and mission organizations, it would appear that the 

Church became so acculturated to the dominant society that it was not able to effectively 

challenge it. I am not bemoaning the lack of power or voice of the Church, but the lack of 

perspective. The Church has not been, for the most part, a critical voice to the injustices 

of yesterday and today, but rather has both been party to and beneficiary of government 

direction. The greatest part of the encounter between the Aboriginal population in Canada 

and the Christian Church can be told in terms of the major denominations of European 

origin: the Roman Catholic Church, the Anglican Church, and the Presbyterians and 

Methodists, who amalgamated in 1925 to become the United Church. 

Classical Mission pattern 

The classical mission was centered around the missionary and the church. The 

missionary was generally considered a person of significant importance, often actively 

involved in activities beyond those of spiritual oversight. They regularly took general 

responsibility for education, first aid, dispensing drugs, mediating disputes, and being an 

interpreter of government policies to the people. In the early days, circa 1880s, before the 

government established its authority and transferred power and hence economic initiative 

into the hands of the Indian agents, some missionaries elevated their position almost to 

that of dictator.17  

From the outset, almost all Christian denominations and missions viewed 

education as an essential aspect of their work. After confederation and the establishment 

                                                 
17 John Webster Grant, Moon of Wintertime: Missionaries and the Indians of Canada in Encounter 

Since 1534 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1984), 173.  
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of the Indian Act, First Nations children were considered ‘wards’ of the government. 

Some of the churches began to look for government funding to build and run these 

schools. This was an easy marriage for the Catholic and Anglican churches, which were 

used to having strong ties with governments in Europe. For the Methodists and 

Presbyterians, who were skeptical of any government involvement in spiritual affairs, it 

was more difficult. As John McDougall, a writer in the Western Missionary wrote, there 

were “not a few good people in the Presbyterian and other Protestant churches who look 

with suspicion on the cooperation of church and state in this matter of Indian 

education.”18 While the Presbyterian and Methodist churches originally funded their 

residential schools themselves, they began to accept government funding as they grew in 

size. Only the Baptist church refused to accept government funding. 

Residential Schools 

Schools were of three main types: day schools, boarding schools, and industrial 

schools. Most were run by missions and all three received various levels of government 

funding. The conventional wisdom of the day amongst the dominant society was that 

boarding schools and industrial schools were better than day schools because they 

allowed for much greater control of attendance and behavior. Dr. Andrew Baird, 

responsible for the general supervision of Presbyterian work among the Indians, stated, 

“In the industrial school the children are withdrawn for long periods – and the longer the 

better – from the degrading surroundings of their pagan homes, and placed under the 

direct influence of all that is noblest and best in our Christian civilization.”19  

                                                 
18 Ibid.  

19 Ibid., 178.  
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History has taught us that these schools were, for the most part, a mistake. 

Financial handicaps and ideologies of progress and civilization, fuelled on one side by 

Christian theologies of the kingdom of God and on the other side by secular beliefs in 

social evolution, forged a partnership between the churches and government. This 

partnership led to a complicity of the Church with government policies of assimilation. 

The weaknesses became visible early. Overcrowding and poor nourishment led to 

outbreaks of tuberculosis, influenza, and measles that killed many. Government policies 

requiring mandatory attendance and the onset of per capita funding led to active, 

aggressive, and often forced recruitment of students against the wishes of some parents. It 

became policy within the department of Indian Affairs, in spite of the protests of some 

missionaries, to carry out instruction in English only. Rules against speaking traditional 

languages were heralded by some as contributing to the “spiritual and temporal welfare 

of these people and even as having a marked effect on nearly the whole tribe.”20 As we 

are finding out today, physical, sexual, and emotional abuse were common place. 

In spite of the residential schools, by the end of the nineteenth century, the great 

majority of First Nations in Canada were at least nominally Christian. 79,000 of the 

100,000 First Nations enumerated by the Department of Indian affairs adhered to one of a 

number of Christian denominations. The rate of Christian growth was remarkable. In the 

1971 census, 97 percent of the 313,000 First Nations people enumerated declared 

themselves Christian; 174,000 as Roman Catholic and the other 139,000 as Protestant.21 

                                                 
20 Ibid., 179.  

21 Ibid., 242.  
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What was once considered the golden age of missions, in which the self-

sacrificing missionary forsook all and sought to save the lowly savage, has been replaced 

by the perhaps equally misguided myth of the noble savage being spoiled by the ignorant, 

evil missionary. The general image today of the encounter between Christianity and the 

First Nations people of Canada is a picture of a dominant missionary gathering Indians 

around him and forcing on them a strange culture and religion. As John Webster Grant 

explains, “This picture does capture an element of painful reality, but it is unfair not only 

to the missionaries but to the Indians.”22 Such a description reduces the latter to passive 

recipients and ignores the voluntary decisions of many to accept the teachings of 

Christianity. Many reasons have been proposed as to why the message was so readily 

accepted. Grant identifies two which stand out. One involved the tangible benefits of 

accepting European technology. As Joseph Chihwatenha, a Huron convert expressed, “If 

European hatchets and knives, why not European beliefs?”23 This seemed a common 

rational amongst the colonized world. One Samoan chief was recorded as saying: 

Only look at the English people. They have noble ships while we have only 
canoes. They have strong, beautiful clothes of various colors while we have only 
Ti leaves; they have iron axes while we use stones; they have scissors while we 
use the shark’s teeth; what beautiful beads they have, looking glasses, and all that 
is valuable. I therefore think that the god who gave them all things must be good, 
and that his religion must be superior to ours. If we receive this god and worship 
him, he will in time give us these things as well as them.24 

A second reason pointed out by Grant was the deep trouble that most Indian 

societies had fallen into and their eagerness to find new answers for new problems: 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 239.  

23 Ibid., 244.  

24 Adrian Hastings, ed., A World History of Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 
1999), 514.  
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Conversion to Christianity was essentially a phenomenon of the moon of 
wintertime, when ancestral spirits had ceased to perform their expected functions 
satisfactorily and angel choirs promised to fill a spiritual vacuum ... It offered a 
means of reintegrating societies in which old standards had broken down. 25 

A third reason, one I have heard many times from elders on the coast, is that the 

message resonated with them. They knew that it was true. It matched what they knew 

already. Ojaouanon, a chief of Wapole Island, stated: 

I, an Indian, know that the Great Spirit has given us all that we have: eyes to see, 
ears to hear, and a spirit to think of him and to understand the things he has 
created. I know that he is here, I know that he is elsewhere, that he is everywhere. 
I know that he sees us to the bottom of our hearts. I know that we ought to do his 
will. The Indian understands well these truths and many others; they are present to 
his spirit wherever he goes. It is not in books, my brother, that I have learned what 
I know. The Great Spirit has taught my elder, and my elder has spoken to me of 
what the Great Spirit told him. I am happy to have had these teachings. I keep 
them in my heart, and never will I renounce them.26 

A similar position was expressed by a Nuu-chah-nulth chief Queesto from 

Pacheenaht, born in 1876. 

We have always believed in the spirit. The white man’s Bible says that when you 
die, you will go up to heaven and meet your relatives. In our religion, we also 
believe that when you die, you go to heaven. Unlike the white man, however, we 
believe everything changes when you die – you’re not a human being anymore, 
just a spirit. All the people who were born and raised here on the west coast of 
Vancouver Island believe this, and it has been our belief since thousands of years 
before the white man arrived on our shores. We believe that God made us all. 
That is our understanding. The land is our mother and heaven is our father. God 
created man and woman, and showed them how to live. God said that man and 
woman should become man and wife and have babies to increase the population. 
You can read it in your Bible, and our people have exactly the same belief.27 

                                                 
25 Grant, Moon of Wintertime, 245. 

26 Ibid., 240.  

27 Charles Jones, Queesto, Pacheenaht Chief by Birthright (Nanaimo, BC: ytus Books, 1981), 45.  
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Questions Raised 

The 1960s and 1970s saw a revival of Aboriginal consciousness. This 

consciousness, which lay latent at times, always existed, but it was in these decades that it 

began to gain a broader voice. All over the world, including the civil rights movement in 

the United States, oppressed ethnic groups were demanding recognition, and First 

Nations readily recognized parallels with their own situation. The West’s crisis of 

conscience, spurred by two disastrous world wars, made the claim of the supremacy of 

the Western way doubtful. Many First Nations began to wonder why they had so 

uncritically accepted society’s low estimate of their traditional ways. The defeated notion 

of assimilation, and the Christian missionary activity, as one of the most noticeable 

expressions of European influence, became an obvious target of critics. George Tinker, 

Professor of American Indian Cultures and Religious Traditions at ILIFF School of 

Theology in Denver, refers to the net result of Christian missions as conquest and 

enslavement: 

This illusion of Western world superiority has functioned implicitly, and at times 
brutally explicitly to facilitate the conquest and enslavement of native peoples, the 
exploitation of their labour and the natural resources, and the genocidal 
destruction of whole cultures of people...Thoroughly blinded by their own 
inculturation and their implicit acceptance of the illusion of European superiority, 
these apostles of the church, and indeed virtually every missionary of every 
denomination, functioned one way or another as a participant in an unintended 
evil.28 

Grant furthers these conclusions by saying that the most serious charge against the 

missionary movement may have been its complicity with the takeover of Indian 

patrimony. By their very presence, he says, they prepared the way for land grabs, 
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validated the government’s good faith in treaty making, and provided spiritual 

justification for the European’s sense of destiny.29  

While these claims are too often true they neglect the fact in many situations it 

was the missionaries who worked hard to stop the indiscriminate acquisition of land by 

the BC Government and intervened in attempts to get the BC Government to sign treaties 

and stop the commercial exploitation. For example, Thomas Crosby, missionary among 

the Tsimshian, petitioned Indian Superintendent Powell on several occasions expressing 

concern over the encroachment of settlers on the Tsimshian Peninsula and the expansion 

of the Canadian Pacific Railway. He called this a ‘great mistake’ because the land 

question had not yet been settled.30 The tribes concerns were ignored and when they 

related in a petition, written by Crosby, that they wanted the whole Tsimshian Peninsula 

and all of the fishing stations between the Nass and the Skeena the government replied 

that they considered this application “unreasonable” and would not give such a large area 

“of country of no practical use to them.”31  

Apologies 

By the end of the 1960s a new attitude was beginning to emerge in the Church. In 

1967 the Anglican general synod declared its penitence for wrong doings to native people 

by authorizing an inquiry that would lead to Charles Henry’s Beyond Traplines,32 a 

searching and critical look at the work of the Anglican Church amongst Native people in 
                                                 

29 Grant, Moon of Wintertime, 204. 

30 Clarence Bolt, Thomas Crosby and the Tsimshian: Small Shoes for Feet Too Large (Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 1992), 73.  

31 Ibid., 75.  

32 Charles E. Hendry, Beyond Traplines: Does the Church Really Care?: Towards an Assessment 
of the Work of the Anglican Church of Canada with Canada’s Native Peoples (Toronto: Anglican Book 
Centre, 1998).  
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Canada. In 1993 the Primate, Archbishop Michael Peers said, “I accept and I confess 

before God and you, our failures in the residential schools. We failed you. We failed 

ourselves. We failed God. I am sorry. [which he followed up with] I pledge to you my 

best efforts, and the efforts of our church at the national level, to walk with you along the 

path of God’s healing.”33 

In 1998 the Right Rev. Bill Phipps, Moderator of The United Church of Canada, 

also made an apology to former Students of United Church Indian Residential Schools, 

their families, and their communities.  

To those individuals who were physically, sexually, and mentally abused as 
students of the Indian Residential Schools in which The United Church of Canada 
was involved, I offer you our most sincere apology. You did nothing wrong. You 
were and are the victims of evil acts that cannot under any circumstances be 
justified or excused.34 

His apology too, came with a commitment towards reconciliation. “As we travel this 

difficult road of repentance, reconciliation, and healing, we commit ourselves to work 

toward ensuring that we will never again use our power as a church to hurt others with 

attitudes of racial and spiritual superiority.”35 

                                                 
33 For full text see Appendix B: Statements of Apology and Reconciliation. Anglican Church of 

Canada, Mission and justice relationships, http://www.anglican.ca/relationships/trc/apology/english 
(accessed March 16, 2012).  

34 For full text see Appendix B: Statements of Apology and Reconciliation. United Church of 
Canada, United Church social policy positions, http://www.united-church.ca/beliefs/policies/1998/a623 
(accessed March 16, 2012).  

35 Ibid. 
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First Nations Solutions 

Cultural survival 

The notion that First Nations have been on the sidelines during this transition 

from assimilation to parallelism is far from accurate. It was their stubborn refusal to 

reject who they were and become who the dominant society wanted them to become that 

ultimately precipitated the swing.  

In pre-contact times, for the Nuu-chah-nulth, the profusion of fish and resources 

and the mildness of the climate allowed for much leisure time in the winters. This natural 

wealth made possible a complexity of culture unmatched anywhere else in Canada.36 

Social organization was highly defined and the winter season was dedicated to a variety 

of feasts and potlatches. These were used both to redistribute wealth and to maintain and 

develop the social structures. However with the arrival of Europeans, in some northern 

communities, white traders capitalized on the popularity of these potlatches, and 

introduced alcohol as a trade item. Thomas Crosby wrote, after witnessing potlatches that 

involved alcohol and the resultant drunkenness and promiscuity: 

When a score of white men come in with a few gallons of fire water, and spend 
the night with the Indians, the scenes become indescribable. Men and women in 
their drunkenness actually tear the clothes off each other, and wallow about in 
reeking filth. The picture is more like hell upon earth than anything of which we 
have heard.37 

He and other missionaries and Indian agents petitioned for the government to ban 

these potlatches. In 1884 the Canadian parliament passed legislation outlawing them. The 

ban was not lifted until 1931, but the Nuu-chah-nulth continued, sometimes 
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clandestinely, to carry on the tradition. In 1885 Harry Guillod, the Indian agent amongst 

the Nuu-chah-nulth, tried to explain the rationale behind this law, but was given an even 

more compelling answer as to why they should not be banned: 

On my trip this summer I more fully explained the reasons for the Department 
wishing to put a stop to potlatches, and the law passed prohibiting them. The 
chiefs and head men in all the tribes spoke in favor of the custom. Moquina, the 
chief of the Moo-a-chaht or Nootka tribe, who also claims headship over the 
Ehattesahts, brought out his mask and paraphernalia used at potlatches, and made 
a long speech, to the effect that the Indians had given up all their bad customs ... 
but it was very hard to ask them to give up a custom which was intermixed with 
all their thoughts and feelings, an incentive to industry, a great help to the white 
man’s trade in Victoria, which encouraged friendly relations with other tribes 
being an occasion of amusement and rejoicing, and had been handed down to 
them by their ancestors.38 

This refusal to succumb to the acculturating forces of society did not come 

without great cost. A third force apart from church and state that applied great pressure to 

Aboriginal community was and continues to be economic opportunity. As Yvonne 

Marshall demonstrates in her work “Transformations of Nuu-chah-nulth Houses,” intense 

economic pressure played a much greater role in the collapse of the traditional house 

society than either incursion from the church or demographic collapse.39 Since contact, 

there has been great economic and social pressure to move away from traditional land 

bases to urban centers. Data from the RCAP clearly shows positive features of the urban 

experience for Aboriginal people compared to the on-reserve experience:  

Projected growth of jobs is much more favourable in urban locations. Incomes are 
significantly higher, educational attainment is superior, labour participation rates 
are higher and unemployment rates are lower, the likelihood of holding a full-time 

                                                 
38 Harry Guillod, Dominion of Canada Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs for the 

Year Ended 30th June 1885, Library and Archives Canada 143, 
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/databases/indianaffairs/001074-119.01-
e.php?page_id_nbr=4194&&&&&PHPSESSID=252aeh7ppfser495q9m96kcij7 (accessed March 19, 
2012).  

39 Marshall, Beyond Kinship. 
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job is higher, the population of social assistance recipients is much lower. Indian 
people in urban settings have the highest life expectancy among Aboriginal 
peoples. Various indicators of social breakdown - family violence, suicide, sexual 
abuse, rape, alcohol and drug abuse - are markedly higher for the on-reserve 
Indian population over the non-reserve population.40 

As valued as these incentives are, community, family, and survival of identity and 

culture are held higher. In his book Principles of Tsawalk, Richard Atleo refers to a 2007 

ABC News documentary on the tiny Alaskan village of Shishmaref. The village was 

being threatened by the effects of global warming. An elder points out that in his lifetime 

the shores had receded about 400 feet. It appeared inevitable that the community would 

have to be relocated to survive. The documentary concluded with questions for the high 

school students: “How many of you want to leave your village?” Not a single student 

raised their hand. “How many of you want to stay?” They all do. “Why do you want to 

stay?” The students answer that the village is their home, that life in the village contains 

all their memories, that the village is their life.41 To the Western migrant mind, this 

makes little sense. However, Atleo points out the powerful sense of home. 

Their stories are about their land, which is full of their own histories, about the 
great exploits of their grandparents and the great discoveries of their first peoples. 
It seems that all indigenous peoples have songs, dances, and ceremonies that 
accompany their stories. And always they have something that Nuu-chah-nulth 
call tupati, or the empirical demonstration of spiritual power. It is this attachment 
to the land, Haw’ilume, represented by stories, songs, dances, and ceremonies, 
together with a contemporary history, that is bound up with the deep and powerful 
sense of home felt by the Shishmaref students.42 
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41 E. Atleo, Principles of Tsawalk: An Indigenous Approach to Global Crisis (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2011), 10.  

42 Ibid., 12.  
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History of Resistance 

There has been a long history of resistance to European expansion and 

assimilative policies amongst the Aboriginal people of Canada.43 Contrary to the idea that 

First Nations meekly accepted the authority of the various powers to exercise control 

over their land and affairs, First Nations have, from first contact, been active in opposing 

it. The resistance took various forms. In the early 1800s the Nuu-chah-nulth captured and 

killed the crew of various ships who had mistreated them. Attempts were made on 

various occasions to stem the flow of settlers and small pox into their lands. On numerous 

occasions petitions were signed and delivered to various levels of government including 

the King of England. Numerous organizations and delegations were formed to both 

politically and legally challenge government positions of land title.44  

Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement 

In 1998 a small group of Indian Residential School survivors walked into a small 

law office in Thunder Bay. They were seeking advice as to how to best obtain 

compensation for abuse they suffered as children at these schools. This simple query soon 

grew into the largest class action law suit in Canadian History, in which both the 

Canadian government and the churches involved in the schools were named. In May of 

2006, the Government announced the approval by all parties of what is now known as the 

Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement (IRSSA). The terms of the settlement 

call for $1.9 billion to be set aside for direct financial compensation to all former 

                                                 
43 See Appendix C History of Resistance. Most of the information from this paragraph was 

obtained from: Union of BC Indian Chiefs, Stolen Lands, Broken Promises: Researching the Indian Land 
Question in British Columbia, second ed. (BC: UBCIC Research Department, 2005), 

44 A more comprehensive list of resistance activities is found in Appendix C, History of First 
Nations Resistance in BC. 
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students. The terms also called for the establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC) to learn the truth about and inform all Canadians of what happened in 

the residential schools. In addition, $125 million dollars was set aside to support healing 

programs and initiatives. 

The hopes of the TRC are to “guide and inspire First Nations, Inuit, and Métis 

peoples and Canadians in a process of truth and healing leading toward reconciliation and 

renewed relationships based on mutual understanding and respect.”45 During the 

residential school era more than 150,000 Aboriginal children were place in these schools, 

often against their parents’ wishes. Many were forbidden to speak their language and 

practice their own culture. While there are an estimated 80,000 former students still 

living today, the ongoing impact of residential schools has been felt throughout 

generations and has contributed to current social problems.46 

The willingness and bravery of that small group of former students finally brought 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper to the place where he was ready to make an official 

apology on behalf of Canada for the assimilative policies and practises of our country. 

“You have been working on recovering from this experience for a long time and in a very 

real sense, we are now joining you on this journey. The government of Canada sincerely 

apologizes and asks the forgiveness of the Aboriginal peoples of this country for failing 

them so profoundly. We are sorry....”47 

                                                 
45 Canada, Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 
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46 Ibid.  

47 For full text and reference see Appendix B. Statements of Apology and Reconciliation 
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Treaties and Court Rulings 

Many First Nations have turned to the courts seeking justice because of the 

government’s inaction on recommendations in the RCAP. Governments have 

demonstrated a willingness to meet with Aboriginal groups to discuss how treaty 

negotiations might begin and what they should cover, partly due to a fear of court 

settlements and partly due to the ideological and political shift away from assimilation 

towards some form of parallelism. In 1993 the British Columbia Treaty Process (BCTP) 

was initiated. By 1996, forty-seven First Nations representing about 60 percent of the 

registered Indian population in British Columbia had decided to participate. As of today 

there are sixty First Nations negotiating representing approximately 67 percent of the 

registered population.48 

In 1997 the Supreme Court of Canada rendered its decision on Delgamuukw v. 

British Columbia, which marked a turning point for negotiations. The case concluded that 

Aboriginal title is a right to the land itself, not only the right to hunt, fish, and gather. 

Delgamuukw confirmed that Aboriginal title was never extinguished in BC and therefore 

still exists as a burden on Crown title, and when dealing with Crown land the government 

must consult with and may have to accommodate First Nations whose rights are affected. 

The Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council, representing thirteen of its fourteen member 

bands, entered the treaty process in January 1994 at a common treaty table. In 2001 the 

negotiators reached an Agreement in Principal (AIP) with the province. However, after 

community consultation, six bands rejected the AIP so that it was never signed. Five of 

the six bands (Huu-ay-aht, Kyuquot/Cheklesaht, Toquaht, Uchucklesaht, and Ucluelet) 
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that approved the AIP joined together to form the Maa-nulth First Nations. They together 

negotiated their own treaty that was finalized in April of 2011. The remaining Nuu-chah-

nulth returned to the table where they are still in the process of negotiating an AIP.  

In June of 2003, several of the bands commenced litigation against BC and 

Canada seeking declarations that they hold Aboriginal title to their identified fishing 

territories and have the rights to a commercial fishery. In 2009 the British Columbia 

Supreme Court ruled that the Nuu-chah-nulth hold the right to harvest and sell any 

species of fish in their territories. This ruling was upheld in the BC Court of appeal in 

May of 2011. 

Postcolonial Discourse 

One essential element in closing the chasm between the dominant society and the 

Aboriginal people of Canada is challenging the ideologies that were instrumental in 

creating it and debunking the myths that sustain it. Ideologies such as Social Darwinism, 

Progress, Manifest Destiny, and Civilization have been discredited at an academic level 

and the fallacies of the premises upon which they rest are well known. However, the 

general population is often slow at internalizing the change. Likewise, representations of 

Aboriginal people developed during colonial times are difficult to erase from the public 

consciousness. For example, at a recent conference in which an Aboriginal man was the 

keynote speaker, I overheard other participants comment on “how intelligent” he seemed 

as if this was an anomaly. Aboriginal attempts to re-represent themselves are attempts at 

both countering the misrepresentations that continue to prevail in the dominant society 

and attempts at deflecting the cultural bombardment they personally experience.49 These 
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attempts sometimes involve studies which apply the traditional principles of Indigenous 

societies to sustainable development and to global environmental crisis,50 or they may 

include scientific reports which validate certain aspects of traditional healing and 

medicines.51Perhaps the largest body of work amongst Aboriginal authors has been a 

critique of Western ideology. 

One of the first books published in Canada from an Aboriginal perspective that 

challenged the western hegemony was Unjust Society.52 The title of his book was in 

reaction to Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau’s proclamation of Canada as a Just Society,53 

and was a critique of Canada’s history of assimilation of its First Nations. The author, 

Harold Cardinal, was a Cree lawyer and a lifelong activist for justice for his people. He 

was also the author of the Indian Association of Alberta’s response to the White Paper 

entitled Citizen’s Plus, which became more widely known as the Red Paper. The result of 

his work galvanized the First Nations of Canada and sparked the conscience of national 

leaders and academics.  

On the American side of the border, Vine Deloria Jr.’s book God is Red54 

received high praise from many circles. Time magazine named him one of the greatest 

religious thinkers of the twentieth century. Each of his many books on history, law, 

religious studies, and political science systematized and gave voice to Aboriginal 
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thought, providing a critical reflection on Western thought and culture. George Tinker, 

associate professor of Cross-Cultural Ministries at Iliff School of Theology, wrote a 

powerful and challenging critique of ‘religion in the service of evil’ in his book 

Missionary Conquest. His critique extended beyond the missionary efforts that were 

explicitly aligned with ideologies of European supremacy to critique even those who 

considered themselves friends and advocates of Indians: 

One pattern, which viewed immigrant America as the New Israel, overtly helped 
build the theological base for the doctrine of Manifest Destiny. This became a 
justification for the brutal military conquest of native peoples. The other pattern 
was very critical of white American dealings with Indians or blacks, but lived its 
own Manifest Destiny agenda. They preferred the conquest of conversion instead. 
They were the proponents of the movement defined as “expansion with honor.” 
For them this meant conversion to what they assumed was a superior culture and 
set of values and societal structures every bit as much as it meant conversion to 
the gospel of Jesus Christ. It always happened with the best of intentions, both 
verbally expressed and heartfelt yet still supported and even enabled the ultimate 
military and social conquest of Native Americans.55  

In a similar vein, Paulo Freire, the famous liberation theologian, educator, and 

social theorist from Brazil, describes the pitfalls common to those who consider 

themselves friends of the oppressed. He emphasizes the importance of an incarnational 

engagement based on trust with the oppressed in their struggle rather than doing favours 

for them: 

...the fact that certain members of the oppressor class join the oppressed in their 
struggle for liberation, thus moving from one pole of the contradiction to the 
other... Theirs is a fundamental role, and has been throughout the history of this 
struggle. It happens, however, that as they cease to be exploiters or indifferent 
spectators or simply the heirs of exploitation and move to the side of the 
exploited, they almost always bring with them the marks of their origin: their 
prejudices and their deformations, which include a lack of confidence in the 
people’s ability to think, to want, and to know. Accordingly, these adherents to 
the people’s cause constantly run the risk of falling into a type of generosity as 
malefic as that of the oppressors. The generosity of the oppressors is nourished by 
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an unjust order, which must be maintained in order to justify that generosity. Our 
converts, on the other hand, truly desire to transform the unjust order; but because 
of their background they believe that they must be the executors of the 
transformation. They talk about the people, but they do not trust them; and 
trusting the people is the indispensable precondition for revolutionary change. A 
real humanist can be identified more by his trust in the people, which engages him 
in their struggle, than by a thousand actions in their favor without that trust. 

Andrea Smith, a Cherokee woman and assistant professor of Native Studies at the 

University of Michigan, provides in her book Conquest: Sexual Violence and American 

Indian Genocide, a Native feminist viewpoint of the use of sexual violence as a tool of 

colonialism and genocide. She also provides a compelling critique of the continued 

oppression of Indians who occupy land resources that the dominant society wants. Using 

the Hebrew word YDH, or “to know,” which is frequently used in Hebrew scriptures to 

connote sexual relations, she equates the dominant societies appetite to “know” and study 

Aboriginal people and societies as a form of sexual appropriation: 

Native peoples as well as other people of colour who continue to survive centuries 
of genocide are a constant threat to the dominant culture’s confidence that it will 
remain triumphant. Native peoples who continue to exist pollute the colonial body 
from the colonizer’s perspective – they are matter out of place.56 To fully 
understand, to “know” Native peoples is the manner which the dominant society 
gains a sense of mastery and control over them. 

Consequently, Indian communities are flooded with people who want to know 
more about them – New Agers looking for quick spiritual enlightenment, 
anthropologists eager to capture an ‘authentic culture thought to be rapidly and 
inevitably disappearing’ and Christians eager to engage in interreligious 
dialogue.57 

Smith acknowledges the paradigm that oppression would cease if non-Native got 

to know Native people and understood the value of their culture, as a step in the right 
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direction. However, she maintains that material conditions, specifically resources of the 

land, are the primary reason for the continuing genocide. Citing Winona LaDuke in Toxic 

Struggles,58 Smith claims that the majority of energy resources in the United States are on 

Indian land, and the United States could not stop oppressing Indian people without 

fundamentally challenging its hegemonic position or multinational capitalist operations. 

In Canada, George Clutesi, a Nuu-chah-nulth man born in 1905, became one the 

first Aboriginal writers to become recognized. He authored three books on First Nations 

culture, and delivered in his last book Stand Tall my Son an insightful critique of 

‘civilized society.’ Two excerpts may help to give a glimpse into the heart and mind of 

the man: 

Civilized man came to our land and continent and in a few years rendered it 
somewhat unsanitary with their own garbage, waste and sewage. Their places of 
dwelling became so big that they were forced to dig their waste underground and 
pour it into huge sewer pipes and so into virgin lakes, rivers, streams and 
sparkling seas.... 

It may be that we have used up all the coal; it is said that the vast seas of black 
gold underground may dry up and it is evident that the fish and salmon that 
teemed our shores, like the carrier pigeon and buffalo, will not be there for our 
children’s children unless we moderate our demands of nature ... The powers that 
be boasted that you could not deplete the herrings, it came to our shores in such 
large numbers. They permitted the huge fishing boats equipped with modern 
depth sounders to pit-lamp them with bright glaring lights, to lure the fish to the 
surface where it was trapped with huge nets. Now entire areas have been closed 
because there are no more fish...  

With the help of technology, a pill was invented ostensibly to allay fears of 
married couples from too frequent pregnancies. With little delay that same pill 
reached the hands of younger and still younger people with devastating results. 
According to recent news results both from our own country and from the States 
also, venereal disease is rampant among our young, so much so that the health 
authorities have declared it an epidemic. Why?  
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These are questions that persistently appear to those of us who stand by the 
wayside, observing with a jaundiced eye. It is a concept, would this living for 
technology lead to more and more greed until a whole society becomes totally 
mercenary?59 

Love and respect 

Much of post colonial discourse has focused on three concepts: othering, 

stereotyping, and hybriding.60 From colonization to the present, the oppressed have been 

othered or marginalized away from a center occupied by the colonizer. Instead of being 

namers they are named. Instead of being stewards of their land and resources they and 

their lands are possessions and wards of the center. The oppressed are stereotyped in 

ways that provided justification for their oppression. They were called savages, 

uncivilized, and pagan; today they are called lazy, dependant, unaccountable, and free 

loading nepotists. Although assimilation may be dead in Canada as an official policy, the 

large number of Canadians with Aboriginal ancestry who lack ties to their land and 

identity as Aboriginal people suggests that considerable disappearance or hybriding into 

the major society has occurred.61  

In postcolonial discourse the tables are flipped and the colonizers are othered. 

They no longer hold the center, at least ideologically. They are racist, genocidal 

perpetrators, rapists, and greedy mercenaries. While these correctives on perceptions and 

representations serve a very real and useful purpose, they will not in and of themselves do 

anything to close the chasm. Both the colonized and the colonizers are locked in an 
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inescapable interdependence. The colonizers cannot and will not leave. The colonized 

have demonstrated again and again that they will not disappear. In spite of hundreds of 

years of forced assimilation, Aboriginals are currently the fastest growing demographic in 

Canada.62  

Today we see two trends in regards to the chasm between Aboriginals and non-

Aboriginals in Canada. Firstly, though the gap remains large, socio-economic indicators 

such as school attendance, post-secondary completion, employment, and health outcomes 

are improving among the Aboriginal population. However, a second trend that reinforces 

the gap is an increasing polarization resulting from othering and stereotyping from both 

sides of the chasm. No amount of finger pointing, blaming, lawsuits, or legal victories 

will reverse this trend. As Louie Frank, a Nuu-chah-nulth elder from Ahousaht, says, “the 

heart of reconciliation is love and respect.”63
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CHAPTER 3. 

CONTEXT OF MINISTRY 

A Nuu-chah-nulth Perspective 

 

Figure 3.1 - Nuu-chah-nulth Ha-hoolth-ee 

Nelson Keitlah, a Nuu-chah-nulth elder, shared that the term Nuu-chah-nulth 

means “all along the mountains and sea.”1 The territories that they have occupied for 

thousands of years have been called ha-hoolth-ee or chiefly territories. These ha-hoolth-

ee stretch along approximately 300 kilometres of the Pacific Coast of Vancouver Island, 
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from Brooks Peninsula in the north to Point-no-Point in the south, and includes inland 

regions. Although Nuu-chah-nulth people of the past shared traditions, languages, and 

many aspects of culture, they were divided into chiefly families, local groups, and later 

into Nations. Each Nation included several local groups, each centred around a Ha’wiih 

(hereditary chief), and each living from the resources provided within their ha-hoolth-ee.2  

Today, each Nuu-chah-nulth First Nation includes several chiefly families, and 

most include what were once considered several separate local groups. The communities 

comprising the Nuu-chah-nulth have two separate languages and at least nine different 

dialects. They are classified as Wakashan speakers by linguists. The linguistic 

designation is related to the term Wakash, which connotes “praise associated with 

gratefulness to the Creator for the creation and all good things.”3 

Relationship to the Land 

Marlene Atleo, a Nuu-chah-nulth academic and educator examines in her 2006 

paper, The Ancient Nuu-chah-nulth Strategy of Hahuulthi,4 the relationship between the 

Nuu-chah-nulth people and their land: 

The relationship of land and specific sites is central to identity, to being Nuu-
chah-nulth. Self definition is anchored in place. Nuu-chah-nulth-aht are people 
who live along the windward side of the mountains on the West Coast of 
Vancouver Island, British Columbia, Canada. A person from Ahous is an Ahous-
aht. And while the colonial world called them ‘Nootkan’, Sproat (1868) 
recognized this attribute of self reference and called Nuu-chah-nulth people 
‘Ahts’ because they were people who identified themselves as being from specific 
places. Nuu-chah-nulth-aht identify not only themselves but “others” by the 
landscape in which they originate, by the territories which they embody. So 
prominent is territory in the philosophy of Nuu-chah-nulth that from contact, 

                                                 
2 Ibid.  

3 Atleo, The Ancient Nuu-chah-nulth Strategy of Hahuulthi, 16. 
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Europeans, who came floating in to the territory on sail boats could not be 
associated with known ancestral territory. Europeans are thus called ‘maa-multh-
nii’, ‘people who came floating in’ (to Nuu-chah-nulth territory). Such people 
were not seen to be so intimately bound to territory as Nuu-chah-nulth, people. 
They were seen to be people ‘without’ land.5 

There should be little wonder as to this connection or embodiment with the land. 

Archaeological evidence has shown that the Nuu-chah-nulth people have lived the same 

way on the west coast of Canada for over 2000 years and have had a presence there for at 

least 4200 years.6 Because of the small footprint they left with their holistic relationship 

with the land, it is probable they were there for much longer. While 97 percent of First 

Nations are thought to belong to one of four major founding lineages, mitochondrial 

DNA studies portray that the Nuu-chah-nulth actually appeared much earlier than the 97 

percent, perhaps as early as 36,000 years ago. This data supports the conclusion that the 

Nuu-chah-nulth were among the original founders of Native American populations.7 

What makes this most remarkable is that Haplogroup X, the unique identifier of the other 

3 percent including the Nuu-chah-nulth, has not been found in Asians, including 

Siberians, supporting the frequent claim of Nuu-chah-nulth people that they did not 

migrate over the Bering land bridge. According to Mozino, the coming of Qua-ootz, the 

Creator, in the copper canoe is the first event from which they began to count their years.8 

On a speculative side note, I found two disparate observations quite intriguing. In 

March of 1792 Cook mused that although the people were distinct from other Pacific 
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peoples of Polynesia they came from some “common and as yet mythical well of 

mankind, their weapons resembling those of the Maori and their art forms curiously 

mirroring Polynesians forms.”9 Then in 1969 a survey of blood groups was conducted on 

the Ahousaht tribe. In their concluding remarks the authors stated,  

Finally, a very striking frequency was obtained...The Ahousaht frequency for the 
LE (a+) phenotype is 0.571. With the exception of a Central Australian 
group...this is the highest frequency known to us...The only region that seems to 
have frequencies of this phenotype in the range observed at Ahousaht is 
Polynesia.10  

Regardless of origins, the Nuu-chah-nulth have occupied their land for an extensive 

amount of time.  

Sacred Space, Land and Life 

This prolonged stasis that predates history is almost impossible for a Western 

mind to comprehend. Our family has been in Esperanza for three generations. For many, 

this is a long time. At eighty-three my father is perhaps the oldest living long-term 

resident of the area. More than one person has commented on the longevity of our 

family’s ties to the location of Esperanza. However, three generations is miniscule in 

comparison with the millennia the Nuu-chah-nulth have occupied the same area. Over the 

years, certain places have found a special place in my heart: Lord’s waterfall, where we 

used to escape as teens and explore; Third Beach, where we would camp on the edge of 

the world and be visited by both wolves and deer; and the beach where I was baptized, as 

were other members of my family. I can begin to get a glimpse of how and why the Nuu-

chah-nulth speak of the sacredness of ‘place.’ The Western mindset is so entrenched in a 
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dualistic world view, in which the sacred and profane or spiritual and physical realms are 

separated, that it is difficult to think of a place as having spiritual significance, let alone 

be considered sacred. To the Nuu-chah-nulth mind, as to the Hebrew mind, there was no 

such distinction. Land and locations were sacred. As Vine Deloria states, “Some sites 

were sacred in themselves, others had been cherished by generations of people and were 

now part of their history and, as such, revered by them and part of their being.”11 

In her paper, Marlene Atleo goes on to describe a very informative and interesting 

multidimensional embodiment of Nuu-chah-nulth life and culture to the land.12 Each 

hereditary chief had a ha-hoolth-ee or territory with discrete borders that he owned. He 

had the responsibility to care for the resources in that territory and to use those resources 

to care for his tribal members. The first dimension she lists that connected the life and 

culture to the land was sacred sites. These sites orient the members to their roles and are 

used for a number of purposes including training for particular skills, spiritual practices, 

remembrances, cleansing, medical gathering, and strategic planning. Atleo states: 

Sacred sites are “natural” places in which the spiritual work of ha-hoolth-ee roles 
intersect with the environment of the territory and have been carried out there for 
millennia. Particular sacred sites are places in which the spirit of the individual 
that embodies a particular ha-hoolth-ee role can become immersed in an 
environment associated with that role for possibly millennia, a place where the 
past, present and future crystallizes for a particular position and role.13 

A second dimension, which mirrored the division of territory amongst chiefs, was 

the positioning of houses within the winter village. Throughout the spring, summer, and 

early fall the main winter village was deserted. The people were dispersed throughout 
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their various territories to work or manage their various responsibilities including the 

gathering of food and resources. In the late fall the people returned to the winter village 

with more than enough supplies to last until the next spring. Until recently, the big houses 

were situated in the winter village in an ordering that mimicked the geography of the 

management territories.14  

A third dimension was illustrated by the ranked seating at formal gatherings. The 

organization of the ceremonial seating was consequently then determined by territory. 

Seating mirrored “the territory where one’s house is anchored in time and space. The 

Nuu-chah-nulth word for house, maa-us, literally means “grabbing into the ground” 

where one’s history and lineage is anchored.”15  

Atleo identified a fourth dimension that mirrored the spatial orientation of Nuu-

chah-nulth life, which was the ordering of the ritual space in which ceremonial events 

were enacted in such a manner that they informed and reminded individuals of their 

relative roles. The ceremonies involved performances which were re-enactments of 

events and activities that occurred at sacred sites. The organization of the space in these 

ceremonies was “particular but the people flow back and forth over the boundaries of that 

organization as successive rights and privilege are displayed to which they are a party. 

There was a constant reorganization of ‘players’ in this fluid enactment of roles in 

territorial space.”16  

I have used the past tense in these descriptions of the ties and links between the 

land, life, and culture of the Nuu-chah-nulth people. However these sometimes hidden, 
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15 Ibid., 16.  
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sometimes lost practices and representations are being recalled and used again today in 

various degrees. 

A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview 

The term heeshuk-ish tsawalk, meaning everything is one, was coined and used by 

Chief Umeek (E. Richard Atleo) to describe a Nuu-chah-nulth world view.17 A basic 

understanding of this worldview is essential in understanding the chasm that exists 

between the dominant society and First Nations in Canada. This worldview assumes that 

both the physical and metaphysical realities of life are interrelated; it assumes the unity of 

the physical and the spiritual; and it assumes that the Creator creates the physical world 

from the spiritual. The Nuu-chah-nulth world isaak, or respect, is based on a 

consciousness that all of creation has a common origin and hence isaak is extended to all 

life forms.18 

The ha-huup-a, ancient teachings of the Nuu-chah-nulth, reflected this worldview. 

The teachings outlined a way of living in harmony with the spirit world and with spirit 

beings that inhabited the world. To the Nuu-chah-nulth, the ocean, forests, land, rivers, 

heavens, and all the life they sustained were spirit and therefore sacred. Children were not 

only born into the physical world of their ha-hoolth-ee; they were born into the spirit 

world as well. Qua-ootz, literally translated as the owner of reality,19 was the word they 

used for God, or creator.20,21 Qua-ootz is also a word commonly used for grandchild. 
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Richard Atleo says that this is a “permanent reminder that life is a gift and that all 

creation belongs to Qua-ootz. It is the recognition that although people procreate, Qua-

ootz is the creator. Since the creator owns everything, all must be held in esteem.”22 

Heshook-ish tsawalk is based on the belief that there is a dynamic spiritual realm 

beneath the seemingly inert physical properties of the earth. It follows that there is divine 

revelation that is a reliable source of knowledge:  

For success in hunting, fishing and other pursuits, or for health and long life, Nuu-
chah-nulth men and women sought to obtain spiritual power through prayer and 
through special preparations, usually oo-sum-ich (a cleansing bathing ritual). This 
could involve fasting, continence, bathing in cold water, cleansing oneself with 
bundles of twigs and plants, singing, and more. Each family had its own set of 
inherited ritual practices and sacred places that are closely held family secrets.23 

Atleo draws the following oo-sum-ich model to demonstrate that the source of 

success in the physical realm is found in the spiritual realm.  

  
Figure 3.2 - Model of oo-sum-ich methodology 

Louie Frank gives an example of a success where credit is given to the power of 

oosumich. Traditional halibut fishing spots located many miles off shore were revealed in 

a vision after much prayer. He said his ancestors had no way of knowing these halibut 

spots existed. They had no Global Positioning System receivers or sonar, nor did they 

have charts that described the contours of the ocean floors. The ancient Nuu-chah-nulth 
                                                 

22 Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 16.  

23 Hoover, Nuu-chah-nulth Voices, Histories, Objects & Journeys. 
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had a saying: Ah-inchae-neesh Nass, meaning they are completely dependent on the 

Creator. Likewise, success in the whale hunt or in war was also attributed to spiritual 

resources obtained through the practice of oosumich. Likewise, success in the whale hunt 

or in war were also attributed to spiritual resources obtained through the practice of oo-

sum-ich. 

In a post modern world, where empiricism and rational thought have been 

exposed for their limitations and “the colonial experiment by the western world appears 

to be over,”24 the Nuu-chah-nulth worldview brings a fresh perspective on the possibility 

of “other ways” of accessing truth other than science. Richard Atleo states that 

“heretofore, scientific truth has been constrained by evidence founded in the context of 

the physical world. In contrast, spiritual truth is based on evidence founded in a spiritual 

context.”25 Richard Atleo’s theory of Tsawalk, rooted in the origin stories of the Nuu-

chah-nulth, challenges the western epistemological assumption that reason is the basis of 

all true knowledge. He challenges the assumption that “those humans who told tales were 

unscientific and therefore could have no substantive and reliable knowledge about the 

nature of existence.”26  

The Nuu-chah-nulth village of Yuquot is home to the Mowachaht people. For 

thousands of years it was the center of their world. The name of the village, means 

“where the wind blows from all directions,” acknowledging the central nature of the 

place given to them by the creator. 27 For some time in the late eighteenth century, 

Yuquot did become the center of the world when the winds of colonial expansion blew 
                                                 

24 Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 66.  

25 Ibid., 5.  

26 Ibid., xix.  
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the three largest empires in the world, represented by the three major streams of Christian 

tradition, to their shores.  

 

Figure 3.3 - Map of converging Empires 

At this point in time European powers began to recognize the central nature of 

Yuquot and vied to claim it. The Russians wanted to secure their foothold in the sea otter 

industry and their trade with China; Spain wanted to protect its interests in Spanish 

America to the south; and Britain who had already claimed and colonized much of North 

America wanted to expand its claim to the Pacific ocean as well as search for a shorter 

route to China Africa. 

                                                                                                                                                 
27 Hoover, Nuu-chah-nulth Voices, Histories, Objects & Journeys, 16. 
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A New Resource is Introduced 

In his book Principles of Tsawalk, Richard Atleo describes a Nuu-chah-nulth 

perspective on the value of striving for harmony or equilibrium within all parts of 

creation, including people, forests, animals, and all other life forms.28 He says that the 

Nuu-chah-nulth discovery that all of creation is connected determined the nature of 

questions they asked about the state of reality. Where scientists must ask the question 

why, Nuu-chahnulth peoples “confronted with the unutterable wonder of creation, are 

compelled to ask how? How does anyone describe the indescribable? How does one live 

and negotiate this creation? Since there definitely appears to be a kind of order, a method 

to the madness, how do we fit into the scheme of things?”29 Through the millennia, the 

Nuu-chah-nulth had learned to negotiate this balance. They saw creation as a unity in 

spite of its fragmented appearance. Even though animals today are considered 

biologically separate from humans, the Nuu-chah-nulth knew and recognized animals as 

people, like themselves. The Nuu-chah-nulth had to learn how to live with these other 

Koo-us, people, who were recognized as living beings originally part of one language and 

community. The first Europeans to appear in Nuu-chah-nulth waters were initially 

mistaken for salmon by some as demonstrated by the following record of oral history. 

When the ship, was spotted the chief sent a few men out to investigate: 

He sent them out in a couple of canoes to see what it was. So they went out to the 
ship and they thought it was a fish come alive into people. They were taking a 
good look at those white people on the deck there. One white man had a real 
hooked nose, you know ... And one of the men was saying to this other guy, “See, 
see ... He must have been a dog salmon, that guy, there he’s got a hooked nose.” 
The other guy was looking at him and a man came out of the galley and he was a 
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hunchback, and the other one said, “Yes! We’re right, we’re right. These people 
they must have been fish. They’ve come alive into people ... Look at that one, 
he’s a humpback. He’s a humpback. [Pink Salmon] So they went ashore and told 
the big Chief.30 

Over many years of coexistence with other parts of creation, the Nuu-chah-nulth 

people developed protocols for living within balance and harmony. Upon first sighting 

Perez’s ship, they were eager to learn about this newly discovered resource within their 

hahuulthi. They sent out many canoes to investigate this unusual vessel and tried by 

singing to invite them to visit. Although Perez did not go ashore, the Yuquot people were 

pleased with the arrival of this new resource and by the trade that occurred:  

We managed to do very well in barter. By giving up a few furs and used hats, we 
were able to procure some valuable copper, iron implements, silver utensils and 
even a few beautiful shells. Unfortunately, before we could gain even more 
through trade, a small storm blew up and the ship inexplicably left. News of this 
first visit to us must have spread quickly among the foreigners for, a few years 
later, we again were visited by other ships, this time commanded by Captain 
James Cook. The year was 1778. We remembered the great trade we had done 
with Perez’s ship, and were anxious to secure exclusive trade with the new 
vessels. To this end, we sent out some of our best canoes and mariners to 
welcome and assist our visitors. This we were able to do, directing Cook’s ships 
through the fog to an anchorage well within our territory. We were able to bind 
Cook to us through ceremonial welcome and gift exchange, and to establish and 
maintain excellent relations with the captain and his crews in the hope we could 
attract more visitors. We were very pleased with the trade that ensued, being able 
to exchange a few trifling furs, combs, spoons and hats for items we greatly 
valued, in particular iron, axes and cloth. This time, our visitors stayed longer 
with us and we were able to gain a better understanding of these men in “floating 
houses.31 

In order to understand this exchange from a Nuu-chah-nulth perspective, it is 

important to know why recognition and gift giving is the core of Nuu-chah-nulth feasts to 

which visitors from other communities have been invited. According to Atleo, the act of 
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recognition has been found to be an effective way of negotiating a reality that seems to 

range from utter destructiveness at one end to sublime harmony at the other.32 He points 

out that this is not an understanding unique to the Nuu-chah-nulth. The virtue and 

benefits of generosity are commonly held by both Western and Eastern morality. The 

Nuu-chah-nulth clearly understood that to neglect proper and formal recognition through 

song and gift exchange would open the way to conflict, while observing the protocols of 

recognition would open the way to balance and harmony. Perez had also been instructed 

to exchange gifts. If he found Indians where he went ashore, he was to “give them 

presents from the four boxes of articles carried for that purpose.”33 Perez and his men 

were forbidden to take anything from the natives unless it was given to them as a gift or 

offered in fair trade. The Indians were to be treated with amiability and kindness. 

However, the motives of the gift exchange were far different for the Spanish than for the 

Nuu-chah-nulth. Instead of seeking harmony and balance, the Spanish gifts were given 

with an ominous agenda; “so [they] would be welcome when [they] return[ed] to 

settle.”34 For the Spanish, this meant to conquer. 

Cook was given similar instructions, also with ulterior motives. He was 

commanded to “take possession, in the name of George III ... of such countries as you 

may discover, that have not already been discovered or visited by any other European 

power, to distribute among the inhabitants such things as will remain as traces and 
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testimonies of your having been there.”35 He gave gifts not to maintain harmony, but to 

stake a claim over and against the Spanish and Russians.  

Balance or equilibrium does not imply stasis; rather it involves a continual 

rebalancing or harmonizing of certain variables. For instance, when a person’s core 

temperature drops below the ideal they will begin to shiver as their autonomic nervous 

system instructs their muscles, mind, hormones, circulatory system, and skin to raise their 

temperature. Likewise, if one’s body temperature rises, a similar process is initiated that 

induces sweating so that the evaporation of the moisture from the skin will cool them 

down. In the same way the Nuu-chah-nulth recognized the importance adjustments to 

maintain balance or harmony. One practice they discovered, that helped to maintain this 

harmony between entities vying for the same resources, was a ceremonial welcome 

including singing and exchanging of gifts. However, the same practice of exchanging 

gifts was used by the Europeans, not to maintain harmony but as a ploy to gain access to 

the territory and to disrupt the harmony. The balance or equilibrium of the Nuu-chah-

nulth, including all aspects, land, animals, socio-political, and familial, was interrupted 

by the introduction of this new resource.  

Cook’s journals were published in 1784 and attention was drawn to the economic 

potential of the sea otter trade. His journals ignited a fur rush in which nearly fifty trading 

expeditions would visit in the next ten years. It is uncertain who the first Captain was to 

engage in the fur trade with the Nuu-chah-nulth, but it is thought to have been Captain 
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Hanna in 1786. He recorded that “soon after his arrival, the natives attempted to board his 

vessel in open day, but were repulsed with considerable laughter.”36 This laughter 

secured the friendship between the two parties, which then traded quietly and peaceably. 

However the peace was short lived. 

A Harmony Disrupted 

The next three decades were characterized by struggle: struggle between the 

Spanish and British for sovereignty over the area, struggle between the Nuu-chah-nulth 

and the traders for rights to resources and the conduct of the trade, and struggles between 

the chiefs of the area over who would control access to the trade. For the Europeans the 

struggles were over wealth and power. For the Nuu-chah-nulth there was the additional 

struggle to maintain the harmony that they knew was vital to their well being: 

During this time, some of our chiefs were insulted, and one, Chief Callicum, was 
shot and killed. Later, disagreement developed between the Spanish and another 
group of our visitors, the English. We used our best diplomatic skills to try to 
resolve matters between the disrupting parties. We sent canoe shuttles between 
them, trying to reach a consensus, but without success. Eventually they solved 
their differences.37 

This struggle was not just to maintain harmony amongst the different people 

groups, but it was to maintain the interconnected harmony of Tsawalk, or oneness. The 

Yuquot people were presented with a dilemma: they could continue the traditional pattern 

of fishing and gathering, or modify their age-long strategy to take full advantage of this 

new resource, the traders. The people of Yuquot chose the latter and the results were 

immediate and profound.38 The economic focus became sea-otter hunting and supplying 
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the vessels with fresh fish, meat, berries, and vegetables. Men who would normally be 

fishing and gathering were now occupied either protecting the ships from other tribes 

interested in gaining access to the new resource or hunting sea otters. They now had to 

find alternative strategies to acquire sufficient food to maintain them over the winter 

months. This change in age old strategies disrupted the harmony amongst the neighboring 

tribes, as the Yuquot had to procure food from them. References to famine among the 

Nootka villages, especially during the winter of 1793 to 1794 when the Spanish garrison 

fed the “destitute Indians,” demonstrates the economic breakdown early in the historic 

period.39  

Guns 

In 1789 the Spaniards, seeing a threat to their pacific empire, established a fort at 

the Yuquot village site. The Spanish then had conflicts with the Portuguese, American, 

and British captains who arrived. This conflict led to the capture of three British ships 

and the arrests of her crews. When Chief Maquinna’s relative Callicum tried to intervene 

on their behalf he was shot and killed.40 Shortly thereafter, Maquinna and his people 

abandoned their village. Outraged at the destruction of what had been a good business, 

the British managed to inflame British public opinion through a somewhat fabricated 

version of the incident, and instigated what became known internationally as the Nootka 

Sound Controversy. For fear of engaging in a war they thought they could not win, the 

Spanish eventually left.  
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While the English and Spanish versions of this story have been widely written 

about and debated, there is a Nuu-chah-nulth piece of oral history that has been for the 

most part unknown. Peter Webster tells the story: 

According to my father, my father got all the news from his cousins who were at 
Yuquot. They’re Moachat and this is how he got all this news, about the 
mamulthni ships. I believe it was the Spaniards that settled right in the reserve of 
Yuquot. They opened up blacksmith shop. And those Spaniards, mamulthni, they 
sure must have mistreated the Native Indian young girls. They used to pull them 
into the blacksmith’s without any romance. I think that what the mamulthni call it, 
without, you know, trying to flirt, or something. Some of the Indian girls refused 
what these guys wanted. The blacksmith had that red-hot iron always ready for 
those that refused. There’d be more than two boys, mamulthni boys, open up the 
girls legs and poke that red hot iron right into the poor native Indian girl’s vagina. 
The poor parents couldn’t revenge to the mamulthni because they had no weapons 
of any kind, except tools that were made of stone. This is the reason why that ship 
[the Boston] was murdered. They didn’t care who it was, only that a ship would 
come in. They all prayed for that ship to come in. They’d been praying, bathing, 
[oosumich] the whole village that nobody will get hurt by the mamulthni, white 
man.41 

For the remainder of the trade, tension was thick and conflict increased. Boit, an 

American captain on Captain Gray’s orders, shot up and burned out a Clayoquot 

village.42 Martinez, upon encountering what he considered great insolence when men in a 

certain village prescribed limits to his walks, “went among the villages ... where he killed 

more than fifty Indians.”43 When the Spanish tried to dismantle a house in one of the 

villages to take the lumber, the people drove them away and only lost one man. The next 

day the Spanish returned with two canons. The people had fled into the mountains, taking 

some of the planks with them. To their surprise, the Spanish found the man that they had 
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murdered the day before hanging on a cross, “that their pretended religion, and wanton 

Cruelty might stare at them in the face.”44 Yet traders of every nationality were horrified 

by the Yuquot massacres of the ships Boston and Tonquin. The fur trade only lasted a 

couple of decades before the sea otters were all gone. In that time, the relationships 

between the traders and the Nuu-chah-nulth diminished to the point where hostilities 

were the norm. 

The hostilities were not isolated to European and Nuu-chah-nulth encounters. 

Access to firearms45, the depletion of the sea otters, trade with Europeans, and the 

disruption in the balance of the geopolitical structures of the area, including access to 

food resources, destabilized the coast, and led to increased internecine wars.46 Strife and 

disharmony characterized the first seventy years of the nineteenth century.47 By 1870 

peace had come again to the west coast of Vancouver Island, but the wars had taken their 

toll. Many once populous local groups had either completely disappeared or been 

absorbed into other groups. 

The Great Death 

The introduction of firearms and European goods such as metal, firearms, and 

cloth materials had abundant social repercussions. However, the invisible “gifts of higher 
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civilization” that almost certainly had the greatest repercussions were venereal disease 

and small pox.48 Very little data is available on this, as the first seventy-five years of the 

nineteenth century the West Coast of Vancouver Island was spared from intensive 

European contact. With the demise of the sea otter trade and the escalation of hostilities, 

European traders and settlers stayed away, but their “gifts” remained. 

Written and oral history during this time period is limited. The Yuquot Agenda 

Paper put together by the Nuu-chah-nulth people of Mowachaht/Muchalaht in their 

representation of this time period only had the following to say: 

After the fur traders left our territory, the consequences of their visits remained. 
The results were devastating. We know that we once numbered many tribes, 
counting among us several thousand people. When the diseases came upon us, 
just about all of us died. By the beginning of the 20th century we numbered fewer 
than 300 people, less than ten per cent of our original strength. You cannot 
imagine what suffering this brought to the lucky few who survived.49 

George Clutesi was one of the few Nuu-chah-nulth who referred to the effects of disease: 

The terrible white plague, alone came close to wiping us out. It burned us up and 
finally drained our very lifeblood, wringing our lungs dry of life until we could 
wretch no more, until we collapsed with utter exhaustion or wasted away to mere 
bones like charred sticks on a hill where the lightning god licked it dry with one 
flick of its evil tongue. We could not see, feel or detect this dreadful visitation in 
time to seek aid from our mother nature. 

This disease ran rampant within our ranks. We succumbed like the delicate moths 
that blanket the ocean in their migrations from one climate to another. We buried 
many and we buried often. Yet we knew not the cause. We returned our dead to 
the bosom of a mother nature that seemed to grow more distant and sour as more 
and more white men invaded our domain. 

We grew distrustful of nature which was but yesterday our very god. In our daze, 
we forgot the teachings of our fathers. We forgot the laws of nature. We refused 
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to heed her. We no longer had access to her storehouses of foods. We rejected her 
healing powers.50 

Author and journalist Stephen Hume describes it this way: 

Over the 18 months that began in April of 1862, at least half and perhaps well 
over half of all the people living in B.C. — most of them first nations — perished 
in a single event that killed people so fast and in such numbers that it might have 
emerged from the pages of an apocalyptic science fiction novel by Stephen 
King... 

In the spring of 1862, B.C.’s total population was about 50,000. By the fall of 
1863, at a conservative estimate, about 32,000 people — virtually all the victims 
were first nations — had perished; likely 20,000 on the coast and probably 12,000 
across the more sparsely inhabited Interior Plateau where the remoteness and vast 
territories of many tribes made for a dearth of statistics. 

On the coast, corpses accumulated faster than stunned survivors could tip them 
into the mass graves that soon became commonplace. Some were burned in their 
houses, whole families at a time; entire villages at a time. Some lay unburied 
where they fell. One Victoria newspaper lamented in 1863 that from 1,000 to 
1,200 corpses of first nations’ smallpox victims still lay unburied on an acre of 
ground “a stone’s throw from the schoolhouse.”  

A few brave missionaries — forgotten heroes in this public crisis — risked their 
lives treating the sick under desperate conditions. 

The oft-vilified Hudson’s Bay Company, accused in popular revisionist history of 
causing the epidemic by distributing infected blankets in an attempted genocide, 
actually expended its stocks of smallpox vaccine in what became the province’s 
first major public health initiative, vaccinating as many first nations as possible.  

But politicians in denial about the risks had failed to respond quickly to the 
epidemic when they had the chance in Fort Victoria, and then succumbed when 
cowardly municipal leaders, pandering to a panicked non-native public, drove the 
sick away at gunpoint, dispersing up the coast and into the Interior a deadly 
disease that might have been contained....51 
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Harold Napolean, an Inuit man, talks about a phenomenon amongst his people 

called nallunguarluku or literally, “pretending it didn’t happen.”52 He said it has become 

something of a cultural trait, one manifestation of which is difficulty talking about painful 

circumstances.  

He points out that this can lead to alienation, anger, and self-destructive behavior 

that some people seek to numb with alcohol. He describes the Great Death this way: 

The suffering, the despair, the heartbreak, the desperation, and confusion these 
survivors lived through is unimaginable. People watched helplessly as their 
mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters grew ill, the efforts of the angalkuq 
[shaman] failing. First one family fell ill, then another, then another. The people 
grew desperate, the angalkuk along with them. Then the death started, with people 
wailing morning, noon, and night. Soon whole families were dead, some leaving 
only a boy or girl. Babies tried to suckle on the breasts of dead mothers, soon to 
die themselves. Even the medicine men grew ill and died in despair with their 
people, and with them died a great part of Yuuyaraq, the ancient spirit world of 
the Eskimo. 

...Compared to the span of life of a culture, the Great Death was instantaneous. 
The Yup’ik [Inuit] world was turned upside down, literally overnight. Out of the 
suffering, confusion, desperation, heartbreak, and trauma was born a new 
generation of Yup’ik people. They were born into shock. They woke to a world in 
shambles, many of their people and their beliefs strewn around them, dead. In 
their minds they had been overcome by evil. Their medicines and the medicine 
men and women had proven useless. Everything they had believed in had failed. 
Their ancient world had collapsed. 

From their innocence and from their inability to understand and dispel the disease, 
guilt was born into them. They had witnessed mass death – evil – unimaginable 
and unacceptable terms. These were the men and women orphaned by the sudden 
and traumatic death of the culture that had given them birth. They would become 
the first generation of modern-day Yup’ik. 

...Famine, starvation, and disease resulting from the epidemic continued to plague 
them...and many more died. These were the people whom the missionaries would 
call wretched, lazy, even listless...Disease had wiped them out. The long night of 
suffering had begun for the survivors of the Great Death and their descendants.53 
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Early Settlers 

It was into this backdrop of immense sociopolitical transition, war, and sickness 

that the first settlers came to the coast. Clearly, they had little understanding or concern 

of the setting into which they were imposing themselves. Gilbert Sproat gives this 

account of his first encounter with the Nuu-chah-nulth in 1860: 

These were the first savages that I had ever seen, and they were probably at that 
time less known than any Aboriginal people under British dominion.... 

Near a pretty point at one side of the bay, where there was a beach shaded by 
young tress, the summer encampment of a tribe of natives was to be seen. Our 
arrival caused a stir, and we saw their flambeaux of gumsticks flickering among 
the trees during the night. In the morning I sent a boat for the chief, and explained 
to him that his tribe must move their encampment, as we had bought all the 
surrounding land from the Queen of England, and wished to occupy the site of the 
village for a particular purpose.... 

But no movement was then made, and as an excuse it was stated that the children 
were sick...but being provided, fortunately, in both vessels with canon - of which 
the natives at that time were much afraid – they, after a little show of force on our 
side, saw that resistance would be inexpedient, and began to move from the 
spot.... 

A civilized settlement was now formed almost immediately in their midst, and the 
natives stared at the buildings, wharves, steam engines, ploughs, oxen, horses, 
sheep, and pigs, which they had never seen before.54 

By 1875 the government passed an order in council recommending that the 

provincial government allot eighty acres of land to every Indian family of five persons. 

The province refused, asserting that not more than twenty acres of land were required for 

each Indian family. Consequently, a revised BC Land Act was passed which allotted 

reserves using the formula of twenty acres per family. This allocation was one eighth of 

what individual settlers received free of charge. Then, in 1905 the BC Game Amendment 

Act authorized provincial game wardens to regulate and enforce restrictions on hunting, 
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fishing, grazing, and trapping. This Act significantly undermined and disrupted 

Indigenous economies as Indigenous people were fined and imprisoned for trespassing 

and breaking fish and game laws. 

Ironically, this period of time between the arrival of the settlers and 1920 became 

a time of two significant but seemingly incompatible trends. The first trend was the 

continuing decrease in population. The increase in contact also increased contact with 

germs. Prior to contact, the west coast of Vancouver Island supported one of the highest 

population densities in the New World; the impact of contagious diseases was magnified 

correspondingly. Small pox epidemics ravaged the populations with a particularly severe 

outbreak in 1852. Also measles, influenza, tuberculosis, venereal disease, and alcohol 

were newly available means of death.55 The population continued to decline until it 

reached its low in 1939.  

The second trend was that this same time period saw exceptional economic 

affluence for many Nuu-chah-nulth, clearly demonstrating both the indomitable character 

and the adaptability of the Nuu-chah-nulth people.56 The commercial fishing industry 

began to boom. Dog fish oil was highly sought after as lubricants in the saw mills. 

Queesto, a Pacheenaht chief, recalled his grandfather’s foray into the industry. Using a 

sixty-eight foot canoe, he would deliver twelve to fourteen barrels of dogfish oil at a time 

to the Hudson Bay Company in Victoria. When he returned, there would be another load 

ready to transport. He would return with his canoe full of blankets, rice, beans, molasses, 
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and sugar. When the fishing was good, he would make three or four trips in a month.57 

The proceeds were substantial. In four years “between five and six thousand gallons of 

oil per year were produced by the Pacheenahts.”58 By 1870 the sealing schooners were 

stopping at the villages to take on crews to work off the coasts of California and in the 

Bering Sea. In1874 Blenkinsop, who conducted the first systematic nominal census of the 

province’s native people, remarked that “without a question, these people are the richest 

in every respect in British Columbia.”59 This statistic was in spite of the 1871 law that 

restricted Native people from fishing commercially and an 1872 law that removed their 

right to vote.60 Harry Guillod, the west coast Indian agent, stated that “each Indian could 

make almost twice as much in one sealing season as the average white man would make 

in a year.”61 However, this 1887 report shows that it was not all easy: 

Last winter was unusually inclement – wind and rain without intermission, a late 
spring with heavy winds, making a bad sealing season. The “Black Diamond” in a 
gale on the 1st of April, with a crew from this place was struck by a heavy sea and 
a clear sweep made of the hatches and canoes on deck, the Indians returning home 
without money and with the loss of their canoes and sealing gear. 

At the same time the “Active” with a crew from Keltsomaht was lost with all 
hands. This has been a severe blow to the tribe; twenty-eight of the chiefs and 
young men having been drowned, leaving eighteen widows and forty-one children 
destitute; it is a sad sight to see these poor widows and orphans, some women 
have lost father, brother and husband...The partial failure of the sealing season has 
caused most of the Indians to travel to the American hop-fields and the British 
Columbia canneries in search of work.62 
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In 1889 the Nitinahts and the Ucluelets bought their own schooners for sealing 

purposes.63 By 1891 forty percent of the Nuu-chah-nulth men identified themselves as 

sealers. As with other resources exploited by European presence, the dogfish industry and 

sealing industry did not last long. 

Early Missionaries 

It was into these early days of internecine warfare, smallpox epidemics, social and 

political upheaval, and unrivaled economic opportunity that the Catholic priest, Father 

Brabant, became the first priest to establish himself in Nuu-chah-nulth territory. As a man 

of his time steeped in the myth of his own European supremacy and the ascendancy of 

‘civilization’ over primitive lifestyles, he wrote in the introduction of his journal, “The 

Indians at the time of our arrival here were addicted beyond redemption to every 

description of pagan practices.”64 His first trip up the coast with Charles Seghers, the 

Bishop from Victoria, with stops at numerous villages was remarkable. They ventured 

out of Victoria on April 12, 1874, relying on the good graces of the captain of the 

Schooner Surprise and their crew, which included a Kyuquot man and a Mowachaht 

man. At each stop, they addressed the people, told them who they were, and explained 

their object. They then followed with a history of creation, the fall of man, the flood, the 

multiplication of languages, and the redemption of mankind. Afterwards, if “agreeable to 
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the natives,” they baptised the children. In thirty-one days they baptized 712 children 

from ten villages.65  

After leaving the first village on April 17th at six in the evening, they set sail for 

the next village arriving there at nine in the morning. The people were already expecting 

them. This continued for his entire journey. Each village they went to was ready and 

waiting for them. Advance canoes went ahead spreading the news that they were on the 

way. When they reached the village of Ahousaht, four people stood on the beach to 

welcome them and show them to the chief’s lodge. Mats formed a pathway from the 

water to the camp. He said, “A dead silence reigned in the house, but we could well 

notice that we were in the presence of real savages.” They were informed that early in the 

morning the previous day, canoe loads of dogs had been taken across the Sound and put 

ashore lest “they should be a cause of displeasure to us.” That evening after they had 

made their usual presentation they were asked to listen to what the people had to say. The 

first two speeches were made by the two head chiefs, followed by other chiefs and chiefly 

women. One man got up, took his blanket from his shoulders, showed it to them, and then 

with an emphatic gesture threw it far away from himself saying he “threw away his bad 

heart.” The speeches continued on late into the night.66 

When they arrived in Kyuquot, there was no one in sight. This seemed strange to 

the Captain, who said that the people would usually meet him at sea and crowd the decks 

of his schooner. Eventually, the village dispatched a canoe to the ship and announced, 
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“We are afraid.” They had heard that on board the schooner was a living man who would 

cut the children on the chest, and another who would rub something over the wound and 

it would be healed. Then the first man would begin killing them, and if they resisted they 

would be turned into stone. When the confusion had settled, they were called to the house 

of the Chief. The people began to sing songs and brought out some of their masks and 

beads. Speeches were exchanged and “several important men got up and promised to go 

by our instructions.”67 Pleased with the “good disposition” of the people, they made a 

twenty-four foot cross and with the help of about fifty young men from the tribe planted 

it on a small island. Brabant wrote, “It was beautiful to see the Indians struggle to carry 

the heavy burden, preceded by His Lordship. When it was raised, fifty muskets were fired 

off as if to announce a great triumph to the savages on the Kyuquot islands.”  

Several days later they sailed to Nuchatlaht and were met by both the Nuchatlaht 

people and the Ehattesaht people. Brabant wrote: 

The reception given to us by the Nuchatlahts was something never to be forgotten 
... The news of our arrival had preceded us. The Chief had made a new house and 
a wharf about two hundred feet in length ... Inside the Chief’s house the ground 
was covered with white sand. Our path and the room which we were to occupy 
were laid with new mats; the walls were hung with sails of canoes and pieces of 
calico. Twenty-nine sea otter skins ... valued at close to two thousand dollars, 
were hanging in a line opposite to where we were sitting, and excited our 
admiration.68 

Not all of the villages were as welcoming. Both the Checklesaht people and the 

Yuquot people met them with ridicule or indifference. Brabant offered explanations for 

the reception they received in these communities. At that time the Checklesaht people 

and the Kyuquot people were warring. As Brabant was escorted to Checklesaht by forty 
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three men from Kyuquot, the Checklesaht people were suspicious and edgy. Harsh words 

were exchanged between the two groups. The Kyuquot translator refused to translate 

Brabant’s words because he was being ridiculed by the Checklesahts. At Yuquot, he 

claimed, visitors had already spread rumours about the priests. More likely it had to do 

with previous relations the Yuquot people themselves had had with the Spanish. 

Brabant decided that Hesquiaht would be the ideal location for his mission, as it 

was central to the surrounding tribes and because they had been so accommodating 

during his visits. Although he became fluent in the language, he soon began to dictate 

European norms, such as clothing styles, single family dwellings, and church weddings, 

to be Christian and condemned traditional practices as pagan. Among many Nuu-chah-

nulth people today he is remembered with ill will, but it was not always that way. Upon 

his arrival and during his tenure on the coast he was both welcomed and rejected. Twice 

he came close to being killed and both times he was rescued and nurtured back to health 

by other members of the community. Father Nicolaye came several years later and settled 

in Kyuquot. 

Melvin Swarthout was the first Presbyterian missionary to come to the coast. His 

mission was established in 1890 in Ucluelet. He was a school teacher and he worked with 

Dr. Charles McLean (not to be confused with the later Dr. Herman McLean of 

Esperanza), appointed by the Department of Indian Affairs to serve the medical needs in 

the area. Swarthout used a small sailboat to reach the various First Nations villages in the 

area. He wrote a fictional account of his time amongst the Nuu-chah-nulth between the 

years of 1894 and 1904 that was not published, but stored at the BC archives. While this 

account cannot be considered an objective account of mission activity on the coast, it 
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does picture the way he understood himself and his work. He did not consider himself an 

enemy of traditional culture as did many missionaries of his time, who had successfully 

managed to ban potlatches in 1884. In one scene the Chief of the Tseshats speaks to him. 

The chief’s words reflect his deep recognition of the tendency of Christianity as practiced 

by those he knew to take people away from their community values towards those of 

individualism: 

You want my people to become Christians. Yes, Missionary, I do know what a 
Christian is. The Haidas are Christians, and the Tsimshians, and some other tribes. 
A Christian is a man who never eats with his friends, but always sits alone with 
his wife to eat. He never invites the other Indians to eat with him. He never gives 
a potlatch. That is a Christian, and, Missionary, I do not want you to try to make 
Christians of my people ... You know this is our law, and we do not want to give 
it up. Our fathers before us have potlatched, and we want to do as they did. It is 
good to call our friends together and give them presents.69 

He replied, 

I do not understand your potlatches. I do not know whether they are idolatrous or 
not. Until I know I cannot speak ... If, however your custom is simply social, and 
is not meant as worship, I see no harm in it. Certainly I do not object to your 
inviting your friends to eat with you. Christians also do the same. Nor do I see any 
harm in giving away money, or other presents at a potlatch.70 

Brabant also had a limited regard for the value of a potlatch: “I cannot see any 

harm in it, although I would rather have it abolished.”71 He seemed conflicted. On the one 

hand, in deference to “men longer in the ministry than myself,”72 he used his influence to 

try to keep the Hesquiaht people from attending the then illegal potlatches in other 

communities. On the other hand, he gave this account of the feasts: 
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As I understand it, a potlatch simply consists of this; a man, say a chief of a 
certain tribe, after a season of prosperity has accumulated a large number of 
blankets ... He then resolves to invite a neighboring tribe to a feast and distribute 
to them according to their rank the fruit of his industry...On the fourth or fifth day 
the feast comes to a conclusion. The man who has invited the strangers makes 
presents to all of them according to their rank or importance ...The festivities 
come to an end by a speech made by the one who has invited the strangers. These 
pack their gifts to their canoes and the people resume their usual work and 
occupations. The hospitality shown by our Indians to visitors is quite 
noteworthy...It reminds one very much of the customs of the Jews at the time of 
our Lord.73 

Fierce competition and even hostilities developed between the Catholics, 

Methodists, and Presbyterians. John Russell, a Presbyterian missionary posted in 

Ahousaht, travelled to Yuquot to hold a potlatch for the children there, purportedly to 

bribe them to the Protestant side. Apparently, this came as an extreme shock to Brabant. 

“Maquinna and his strong men told me that I need not be uneasy, that no minister would 

be accommodated here.”74 It seemed that the Nuu-chah-nulth were not nearly as 

exclusivist as the missionaries.  

In defense of the young Presbyterian, Swarthout said that he was prepared to 

“fight the priest [at Nootka] and make it hot for the Catholics.”75 In spite of their apparent 

animosity, both men had the common goal to “keep Indians such as the Hesquiaht from 

certain contaminating influences such as disease, liquor and prostitution among others.”76 

Swarthout wrote,  

I am going to trust you. If you get drunk, I will not inform against you or in any 
way seek to get you in trouble. Nor do I want to bring a white policeman here. We 
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are men, and we ought to know what is good and what is evil ... I want you all to 
stop drinking and also aid me in keeping the stuff away from this place. While I 
want no one to get into trouble, if a man, either a white man or an Indian, brings 
liquor here to sell, he must be prosecuted. Is this not right? 

The Natives agreed to this. They liked also the idea of being trusted. It was a new 
one to them, and they all promised to try and reform. 

Indian Agent Harry Guillod’s annual report to the DIA for 1896 supports this 

impression: 

Hesquiaht is the only reserve where no drunkenness occurs. Liquor brought there 
is seized by the Indians themselves. At the same time I can report an improvement 
in respect to the consumption of liquor along the coast. Since the Rev. Mr. Stone 
has been stationed at Clo-oose very little liquor has been taken to Nitinaht. I may 
say the same at Ucluelet since Mr. Swarthout has been there ... At Alberni also, at 
the request of the young chief Shewish and others of the tribe, I appointed two 
Indian special constables. One of them, Seymour Gaelic, did good work in 
suppressing this evil, arresting a white man engaged in the business on the islands 
in Barclay Sound and bringing him to Alberni for trial.77 

Residential Schools 

By 1896 four Protestant schools were established in Nuu-chah-nulth territory: a 

Presbyterian day school in Ahousaht, a Presbyterian residential school in Port Alberni, 

and Methodist run day schools in Ucluelet and Clo-ose. Brabant was disturbed by this 

and wanted to build his own residential school to save the people from what he 

considered Protestant perversion: 

I spoke to the Bishop of the idea of a boarding school. His Lordship called on the 
Indian agent, who promised that he would obtain a grant for the support of 
teachers and children from the Dominion government. Next I was sent for and this 
same agent urged me to put up the building at once, and said that as soon as the 
school was occupied a per capita grant would be available. Everything we asked 
for was promised by the agent. I returned to my Mission rejoicing in the thought 
that the efforts of the Protestant ministers would be unsuccessful. If we could 
keep the children from perversions, our position was safe.78 
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His dream was granted, and in 1900, the year he left the coast, Christie 

Residential School was established. That same year both the Presbyterians and Catholics 

opened day schools in the village of Opitsat. In 1905 the Presbyterian Church also built a 

boarding school in Ahousaht. On October 29, 1905, the Victoria daily Times Colonist, 

clearly with Protestant leanings, published the following statement emphasizing the 

denominational conflict: 

A day school established at Ahousaht has developed in a few years into the 
present large boarding school. The Roman Catholic Church built an industrial 
school at Clayoquot... and their aggressive policy was such as to leave no 
alternative to the Presbyterian Church but to take the advance step. To sound the 
retreat and hand over the ground to Romanism was not the spirit of John Knox, 
and the presence of the boarding school is an effective check against Roman 
aggression. 

Indian Agent Harry Guillod commented in 1900, when the Catholic residential 

school at Christie first opened, that the parents were “very loath to part with their 

children.”79 However, the annual reports of the schools portrayed it differently: 

The parents who, with much reluctance and many misgivings, consented to place 
their children in the school a year ago, now express satisfaction with their actions. 
Others, who threatened to withdraw their wards, today are loud in their praise of 
the good the school is doing. The children themselves have undergone a 
wonderful change for the better. The eyes once filled with tears, now beam with 
joy; and the poor little hearts aching under the weight of homesickness but a year 
ago, today swell with a delight at having found in the school a new and more 
comfortable home.80 

Despite this glowing report, there were other currents beneath the surface. 

Brabant had cautioned Father Maurus, “Be sure to abstain from bodily punishment. 
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Indians never resort to it and do not tolerate it on their children.” However, rumours 

persisted. Maurus reported, “Last night I asked a woman to let us have her little girl [for 

the school] and she told me in unmistakable terms that we could not have the child 

because the school at Kakawis was bad.”81 

As funding for the school depended on numbers, Father Maurus began to be very 

aggressive in his recruitment. Over the next four years, Father Brabant and Father 

Maurus became increasingly antagonistic towards each other. This antagonism reached a 

breaking point in 1906 when Father Maurus refused to let a boy go home in June until his 

parents reimbursed him for the cost of sending a Constable to Hesquiaht for twelve days 

to find the truant boy and bring him to the school. 

Within twenty years the new Father Charles’ journals began to describe a more 

disturbing picture. Disappearances became almost commonplace:82 

January 19, 1920: Four boys are on a diet without bread today for having been 
outside after supper yesterday. Two of them also had left the dormitory by the fire 
escape ladder. In the evening three of these boys were missed about 7 o’clock. 
Investigations showed they had left the place by our small canoe. 

January 20: The runaway boys had made the plan to run away already three days 
before Christmas...they had along 1/2 sack of bread, 1/2 sack of spuds and 
cabbage and a blanket for each one. 

November 3, 1921: When I entered boy’s dormitory for inspection at 1:30 AM, 
lights were out of order. I got a flashlight and found four beds empty, canoe on 
the beach was gone. ...found one self-made pass key from one of the boys and 
found file and pass key in the pants pocket of another one...the boys then entered 
the girls dormitory, and five girls ran away with them, pausing only to take two 
sides of bacon, bread, tea, a teapot and cooking pots from the kitchen before 
making off in a canoe. 
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In April of 1922, Father Charles was served papers and charged with assault. The 

church seriously considered closing down the school; instead, they released Father 

Charles from his responsibilities as the principal and replaced him with Father Ildefonse. 

Charles settled out of court, took a six month trip to Europe and then returned to the coast 

as Missionary to the west coast of Vancouver Island.83 The school continued operating at 

Kakawis until 1973, at which time it moved to Tofino where it continued functioning 

until 1983 when it became the last of Canada’s residential schools to close its doors.84 

Other Denominations, Independent Missions and Indigenous Movements 

The history of the large denominational churches in alliance with assimilative 

government agendas dominates the collective memories of today; however, there were 

many smaller Christian societies and individuals that also involved themselves with First 

Nations. While these smaller efforts are diverse in nature, one can see a number of 

motivational patterns that precipitated their efforts. Some regarded mainline 

denominations and traditional Indian religion as equal enemies of the gospel. Others were 

compelled by the romantic appeal of the noble savage and a sense of responsibility for 

the welfare of a people harmed by interaction with the invading culture. A few took an 

interest in the Indians for who they were and not merely in their potential for Christianity 

and civilization. The outworking of these small agencies was equally diverse. Some 

focused on teaching and enforcing a puritanical lifestyle, some on health care and 

education, and others on recording the ethnography and natural history of the area. Still 

others focused on raising the awareness of white people to the injustices of the Indians. 
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One would also be remiss if the Christian evangelistic and discipleship work of First 

Nations people themselves was not mentioned.  

Shantymen’s Christian Association  

In 1930 Percy Wills accepted the invitation of a small evangelical mission, 

Shantymen’s Christian Association (SCA) based out of Toronto, to become its 

missionary for the west coast of Vancouver Island. Three striking differences 

distinguished him from other missionaries on the coast: he was called to a place, not to a 

people; he was poor; and he had no political alliances with government agencies. In 

contrast to the Catholic, Methodist, Presbyterian, and Anglican churches that established 

missions on the west coast to convert, educate, and civilize the Nuu-chah-nulth people, 

Wills came with the expressed purpose to go “home to thy friends, and tell them what 

great things the Lord hath done for thee, and hath compassion on thee.”85 He quickly 

decided that the most practical way to visit the many scattered settlers and communities 

on the coast was by canoe. He hired a “sturdy Indian sealing canoe,” designed to 

withstand and navigate the heavy seas of the coast, and began his journey with a young 

man from Sooke to paddle and a First Nations guide to navigate the treacherous waters. 

Compared to Brabant’s first trip, Wills’ was humble and, to some, would be considered 

insignificant. The first visit he records was to a place called Useless Inlet, which was 

inhabited by four old bachelors:  

It was with four men of this rough cast gathered about the blazing bonfire that a 
simple service was held with the eternal rain pelting softly on the canvas 
overhead-dimpling the water at the shore and dripping off the trees. 
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A few of the favorite old hymns were sung from a single hymnbook-a passage of 
Scripture was read-then the grand Good News from God to man told in homespun 
fashion. In such a setting the Presence of God Himself was very real and very 
evident.86 

For the next thirty years, eventually in a larger vessel, The Messenger III, Wills 

travelled the coast humbly and joyfully meeting his “friends” and telling them of God’s 

great love. He took his message to everyone: white settlements, First Nations 

communities, loggers, fishermen, hermits, and lighthouses. 

Nootka Mission 

It quickly became evident to Wills that the west coast of Vancouver Island needed 

a medical facility, as there was no hospital or doctor for the several thousand people who 

occupied the 300 kilometre stretch. He recruited Dr. McLean and they built a hospital in 

Nootka Sound. Unbeknownst to either, the Ehattesaht people, in whose territory the 

hospital was established, had named that location “Tlay Maak Tsu,” which means a 

“place of rest and healing.”87 

As with Wills, McLean considered his work to encompass all of the people of the 

coast. While the doctor kept to his mandate of “preaching Christ and Healing diseases” 

with all people, he established a deep affinity for the original inhabitants of the coast. It 

appears that the feelings were mutual, as from the beginning First Nations participated in 

the labours. Louise Johnson writes in her book, Not Without Hope: 

Through the years, many [First Nations] helped in the ongoing work of the 
mission. James Adams, Joe Billy, Phillip John and Wilson Little worked on the 
construction of the hospital. Long hours of sacrificial service were rendered by 
George and Margaret August and their eldest daughter Georgina; Earl and Helen 

                                                 
86 Ibid., 56.  

87 Esperanza Ministries website, https://sites.google.com/site/esperanzaministriesbc/about-us, and 
Johnson, Not Without Hope, 15. 
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George, Ernie and Julia Campbell, Agnes Brown, Florence Atleo, Roger and 
Violet Clarke, Allan and Julia George, Teresa and Gordon Louie and others.88 

While the doctor liked to preach in the villages at every opportunity, the people 

were polite and attended his services to show appreciation for his medical help; however, 

some had difficulty understanding English, compounded by the fact that he spoke so 

quickly.89 Despite this, his sincerity and love for the people was evident and reciprocated. 

In 1949 a letter from the federal Indian Department’s Regional Superintendent of Indian 

Health Services threatened closure of the Nootka Mission Hospital by proposing to 

remove all of the First Nations patients from the hospital and from Dr. McLean’s care to 

a recently established doctor in a neighboring community. It stated that “in the interests 

of efficiency, it is considered that responsibility for medical care of Indians in any one 

area should be placed with one Medical Officer, consequently it is proposed to only 

recognize accounts for service submitted by Dr. Ulrich from May 1st, 1949.”90 Almost 

immediately, Max George, an Ahousaht man who was both Secretary of the Native 

Brotherhood and an elected board member of the Nootka Mission, organized a petition. 

This petition, “A Petition Presented to the Indian Department by the Native Brotherhood 

of British Columbia in Protest to a Proposed Medical Plan,” reported that he “had never 

heard of Indian requests for services other than Esperanza” and that in canvassing for the 

petition he had found that “all interviewed were greatly in favour of the hospital.” It 

continued, “we should have something to say of the matter, for after all - we are most 

                                                 
88 Ibid., 64.  

89 Ibid.  

90 P.S. Tennant, Regional Superintendent, Indian Health Services, Vancouver, to Dr. H. A. 
McLean, March 14, 1949, taken from Bob Burkinshaw, “Narrative History of Esperanza,” (research paper, 
Trinity Western University, 2012).  
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affected by your decision.”91 Within days, George had garnered 126 signatures for the 

petition from First Nations people from the four villages in the area. The Department of 

Indian Affairs listened, and the work of the hospital continued uninterrupted. 

Over his forty years on the coast, McLean had several encounters with the 

Catholic priests of the area who were concerned that he was a negative influence on the 

people.92 While the hospital eventually closed in 1973, the community of Esperanza still 

operates today as a place of hope, healing, and rest. 

Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada 

Pentecostalism has been a worldwide phenomenon since the first half of the 

twentieth century. By the year 2000 Pentecostal numbers worldwide were increasing at 

the rate of around 19 million each year.93 In Central and Latin America, the movement 

began in the 1950s. Since then, 80 to 90 percent of Protestant growth has been through 

the Pentecostal movement. Some of the growth has been in traditional western 

Pentecostal denominations such as the Assemblies of God or the Foursquare Church; 

however, a third wave of growth has been among churches of indigenous origin.94 

Pentecostalism developed a strong presence among native communities on the 

west coast of Vancouver Island in the 1950s. Bob Burkinshaw, professor of history at 

Trinity Western University records in his paper on Native Pentecostalism in British 

Columbia that the revival began in and spread out from Alert Bay, where John Nygaard 

                                                 
91 Nootka Mission, Board Minutes, March 18 1949, taken from Burkinshaw, 2012. 

92 Bob Burkinshaw, “Narrative History of Esperanza,” (research paper, Trinity Western 
University, 2012).  

93 Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity, rev. and expanded 
ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 63.  

94 Ibid., 64.  



 

90 

was based.95 Revival meetings began to spread from there to other First Nations 

communities along the coast often by First Nations evangelists: 

In the 1954-55 period, groups led by native evangelists traveled by boat from 
Alert Bay to surrounding villages in the waterways around Vancouver Island and 
reached as far south as Courtenay, approximately 250 kilometers distant....The 
PAOC superintendent reported enthusiastically on the positive impact of these 
spontaneous groups as they travelled “from island to island setting revival fires 
burning.”96 

The movement met the Nuu-chah-nulth people in the late 1950s when the Kallapa 

brothers, from the Makah nation in Washington State, travelled north to share the fire 

with their Nuu-chah-nulth relatives.  

Both were recently converted alcoholics, gifted preachers and they shared many 
cultural and linguistic similarities with bands living immediately across from 
Neah Bay on the Straits of Juan de Fuca on the coast of Vancouver Island. They 
met with considerable responsiveness in a number of isolated communities, 
including several in which relatives of theirs resided. In Bamfield, for example, 
all of the 90 people cramming the largest building available came to the altar at 
the end of the service. Congregations developed in small settlements such as 
Ucluelet, Bamfield, Ahousaht and Nitinaht. 

By 1991 the census revealed that over 6,000 Aboriginal people in BC identified 

themselves as Pentecostal. Of interest is Burkinshaw’s rationale for the rapid growth of 

this movement and for the active participation of First Nations people in the movement. 

He identified that:97  

1. There is an affinity between native views of spiritually and the spiritual 
perspective of Pentecostalism.  

2. The events based nature of Pentecostal rallies was compatible with the events 
oriented culture of BC’s First Nations people. First Nations people tended to place 

                                                 
95 Robert Burkinshaw, “Native Pentecostalism in British Columbia,” in Canadian Pentecostalism: 

Transition and Transformation (Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009). 142-70. 

96 Ibid.  

97 Ibid. 
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high value on traveling with friends to events or hosting events and providing 
generous feasts. 

3. Music provided a common cultural ground between First Nations and 
Pentecostals. 

4. The 1950s and 1960s represented a period of “spiritual vacuum,” in which the 
mainstream denominations were no longer fulfilling the same role, and traditional 
native spirituality was not seen as an option by most people at that time. 

However, the flame eventually began to flicker. In 2005 Bernice Scow, one of the 

original participants in the early revival at Alert Bay, commented, “For a while revival 

fires were burning brightly and spreading on the coastal native reserves. Now it is mostly 

ashes, smouldering in a few places.”98 Of equal interest is Burkinshaw’s analysis of the 

decline:99 

1. The “event-based” nature of the revival took precedence over the routines of 
regular weekly services and the ongoing work of maintaining institutional life.  
 

2. Other independent evangelists, such as Max Solbrekken, capitalized on the 
events-based culture and held huge rallies which drew 1,500 to 2,000 people 
usually in the late fall when people had their fishing money readily available. 
 

3. Satellite TV provided more ready access to Pentecostal evangelists. 
 

4. The seasonal nature of the work did not provide the ongoing daily support of 
discipleship. 
 

5. A growing adoption of Western values and the subsequent consumer lifestyle led 
to a reduction in spiritual sensitivity and commitment to church life. 
 

6. The PAOC was slow to recognize the value of indigenization of the work, both in 
structure and in theology. 

 
Now in 2012, the traditional churches have virtually disappeared from the coast. 

There is no longer a formal presence of any mainline denomination. The Catholic priests 

and United Church ministers, that for one hundred and fifty years either resided in or 
                                                 

98 Ibid.  

99 Ibid. 
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frequented these communities, are only a memory. The church buildings have all either 

been removed or lay in a state of irredeemable decay. Only the church building at 

Yuquot, built by Father Brabant in 1889 and restored recently as a tourist attraction, 

remains as a stark reminder of an era that has come and gone.  

In spite of the absence of this concrete, visible manifestation of the Church there 

is still a living remnant. It manifests itself in prayer, in teachings, in care for those who 

are hurting, in joy and song, and in mourning for those who have lost a loved one. While 

there are many believers who claim an affiliation if not an allegiance to various 

denominations, there are still more who recognize the ongoing work of the Creator, from 

time immemorial, in their midst. The leadership of this remnant is indigenous and self-

sustaining. The leadership is not based on the efforts of one or two within a community 

but rather on the collective recognition and acknowledgement of Naas, the Creator. The 

village of Ahousat again organized an Easter weekend in April of 2012 to celebrate the 

life and death of our Redeemer. While this was an overt and easily recognizable 

expression of Christian worship there are many other more indigenous expressions that, 

to the understanding eye, are equally representative of the work of Jesus as both Saviour 

and Redeemer. 

There are many outside church groups and mission agencies such as Youth With 

A Mission (YWAM) and the Korean church, which visit from time to time. These groups 

are always welcomed, and, in my opinion, leave more blessed than when they arrived.  
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CHAPTER 4. 

METHODS OF RESEARCH 

This chapter includes four seemingly unrelated sections. Each section addresses a 

particular part of my research into the chasm. The first two sections are literature based. 

The first describes my historical research of the Nuu-chah-nulth and the second my 

theological research on basis of this project. I will give a brief overview of the sources I 

chose to use and why. The third section describes a content analysis of a recent news 

report and the comments and feedback it generated. This research provides a snap shot of 

the nature of the chasm and the presuppositions and misinformation that serve to 

maintain it. The final section describes a survey taken in three Nuu-chah-nulth 

communities which seeks feedback on the perception and purposes of Esperanza. 

Historical Research on the Origins of the Chasm 

Since 1774 when the Spanish Captain Perez arrived in Nuu-chah-nulth territory, 

much has been written about the Nuu-chah-nulth people and their history. When referring 

to these historical and ethnographic accounts, the late chief Earl George stated, “it simply 

has no character and is not authentic, and some of it is plain wrong.”1 This was likewise 

expressed by Umeek (Chief E. Richard Atleo): 

Since I have a culturally specific perspective on traditional Nuu-chah-nulth 
lifeways, which is derived from lived experience and is completely unlike the 
perspective that resulted in the negative stereotypical views of indigenous people 

                                                 
1 Earl Maquinna George, Living on the Edge: Nuu-chah-nulth History from an Ahousaht Chief’s 

Perspective (Winlaw, BC: Sono Nis Press, 2003), 38.  
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imagined during the colonial era, I have to assume that the latter views are 
distortions.2 

Why do the stories we hear and tell and call history seem like truth to some and 

fabrications to others? After finally reading Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire’s book 

that was given to me by Roy Haiyupus, I began to understand that the ideologies and 

narratives of the dominant and subordinate societies exist not in isolation, but in conflict 

with each other. Thus the ideology that serves the interest of the one group subverts the 

interests of the other.3  

My purpose for this research is twofold. First it is to look back at the early history 

of encounter between the Nuu-chah-nulth and Europeans to better understand the origins 

of the chasm. My second purpose is to examine the written record to identify possible 

sources of distortion. I am not a historian; however, I am reassured by those who are that 

much of the recent work of historians on First Nations is far more careful, nuanced, and 

inclusive of First Nations perspectives than was true of many of the older narratives. I 

find this to be true in regards to Nuu-chah-nulth histories as well. Alan Hoover, for 

example, in partnership with The Royal British Columbia Museum and the Nuu-chah-

nulth Tribal Council prepared a four-part anthology which contains a balance of views 

from both inside and outside Nuu-chah-nulth history, culture, and art. Using scholarship 

from across various disciplines including archaeology, ethnography, and anthropology 

with careful consideration and inclusion of oral history, and under the direction of an 

elders advisory committee they have made an important contribution to the understanding 

of the richness and complexity of Nuu-chah-nulth society. Add to this the fact that First 

                                                 
2 Atleo, Principles of Tsawalk, 4. 

3 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum, 1970).  
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Nations studies are becoming a requirement for all teacher education programs in the 

province, and I have a sense of hope that misunderstandings that have maintained the 

chasm are being addressed.  

However another concern is for the more casual or indiscriminate reader who 

doesn’t necessarily find or seek out balanced histories. There seems to be a fascination 

with the early accounts of explorers, settlers, and scientists. When I would tell people of 

my research I would invariably hear, “Have you read the book about Jewitt,” or “I sure 

enjoyed reading Sproat,” or “The account by Malaspina was fascinating!” I agree with 

them; these are clearly the most widely read and fascinating stories. With today’s 

internet, online research quickly finds fascinating references to the journals of captains 

who visited the coast or the recordings of early ethnographers. They give a glimpse into 

what the author witnessed a century or two ago. All of these sources are more accessible 

and easy to find than the more recent balanced views. However there is a real danger in 

reading these stories uncritically.  

A Missing Voice 

What the outside world knows of First Nations history usually comes from writers 

who are not of First Nations ancestry, and who typically view First Nations communities 

and their histories from an outside perspective. While these histories can be informative 

and provide some level of historical understanding, they cannot help but reflect the values 

or presuppositions of the writers. What motivations did they have in their portrayal of the 

culture? What are other possible conclusions that could be drawn from their 

observations? These questions become loud and urgent when one is familiar with the 

often silenced voice of oral history. 
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Written history compiled by outside experts needs to be balanced with the oral 

history of the knowledgeable community members from within the culture. In December 

of 1997, when the Supreme Court of Canada made its decision in the Delgam’uukw case, 

First Nations oral history was finally acknowledged and could stand as independent 

evidence that did not have to be validated by outside sources.4  

Therefore, throughout my research I sought out and listened to various sources of 

history, both oral and written, from respected elders and historians within the Nuu-chah-

nulth community. Each contributor is or was, while still alive, a respected keeper of oral 

history. Almost all were fluent in their particular Nuu-chah-nulth dialects, and all were 

committed to the survival of their people, language, and culture in the face of incredible 

forces of inculturation. The sources included academic papers, books written by Nuu-

chah-nulth people, and stories and sayings written by elders. I strove to use these sources 

as the lens through which I viewed the rest of my research. By listening to these voices 

and by living in community with the Nuu-chah-nulth for much of my life, I have been 

able to look critically at early European sources. 

Title Author 
Potlatch George Clutesi 
Queesto: Pacheenaht Chief by Birthright Charles Jones 
Teachings of the Tides Luke Swan 
As Far as I Know: Reminiscences of an Ahousaht Elder Peter Webster 
Stand Tall My Son Gorge Clutesi 
The Sayings of our First People Nuu-chah-nulth 
Nuu-chah-nulth Voices, Histories, Objects & Journeys Alan Hoover 
Living on the Edge Earl George 
Singing the Songs of My Ancestors Helma Swan 
Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview Richard Atleo 

                                                 
4 Hoover, Nuu-chah-nulth Voices, Histories, Objects & Journeys, 7. 
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Interviews with Elder Alex Short 
The ancient Nuu-chah-nulth Strategy of Hahuulthi Marlene Atleo 
Principles of Tsawalk: An Indigenous Approach to Global Richard Atleo 
Interview with Elder Louie Frank 

Table 4.1 Nuu-chah-nulth Voices 

Alec and Sarah Short, elders from the Nuu-chah-nulth tribe of Kyuquot, spent six 

weeks in Esperanza. Twice a week, I met with Alec for an hour or two to hear his stories. 

I did not record those stories. Part of me wishes I had, but another part of me feels that it 

was best that I did not. On one hand, I thought, these stories are a valuable treasure, and 

unless I record them they could be lost forever. I did not ask to hear the stories, they were 

offered. These stories would be invaluable to the work at Esperanza for a greater 

understanding of the Kyuquot people. I had a right and a responsibility to record them, 

not only for my benefit, but for the benefit of Kyuquot and, ultimately, for society. On the 

other hand, it seemed, I would do a disservice to the stories to try to record them. As 

Hoover points out: 

Oral history cannot be reduced to the written word without freezing it in time and 
losing the social context within which it is validated. Oral history is a living 
tradition that evolves with each presentation. It includes narration, songs, dances 
and images that are portrayed on a variety of cultural items including masks, 
baskets, hats, curtains, house poles and frontal poles.”5  

Perhaps even more importantly, I do not have the context or the language to fully 

appreciate and understand the stories, and my recording and retelling of them would taint 

them with outside worldview and values. As well these stories do not belong to me. They 

have survived for thousands of years, and even though the language is currently 

threatened, there are historians and linguists within the community who are actively and 

rightfully carrying on the traditions. These stories have become a part of me without 

                                                 
5 Ibid.  
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needing to record them. This experience gave me firsthand knowledge that these stories 

exist, transcending the time and location of their origin. They gird the underlying values 

of the people to whom they belong. 

Researching the origins of some of the misunderstandings 

I examined a number of primary sources, including the journals of early explorers 

to the area such as Cook, Perez, Meares, Mozino, Ledyard, and Jewitt. The annual reports 

from 1881 to 1898 of Harry Guillod, the agent for West Coast Agency of the Department 

of Indian Affairs, also provided valuable insights, as did the journal entries and letters of 

Father Brabant, the Catholic Priest on the coast from 1874 to 1900. As I used these 

sources, I sought not so much to create a narrative, but more importantly, to look for 

indications of presuppositions and assumptions that may have coloured their rendition of 

history contributing to the distortions recognized by Nuu-chah-nulth elders. I also looked 

at the writings of First Nations post-colonial theorists such as Atleo, Deloria, Tinker, and 

Smith for indications of distorted sources. 

My research also followed the development of church theology through the 

centuries and the formation of the various strands of theological perspectives that 

emanated from Britain, Spain, Russia, France, and America. My purpose in this research 

was to examine the theological motivations and justifications for colonization. Because 

most history has been written by the colonizers, understanding these issues helps in 

identifying the metanarrative from which their representation of history was derived. For 

this purpose, I chose the two volume set of Justo Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity, as 

the main source, and also used the work A World History of Christianity, edited by 

Adrian Hastings. I chose Gonzalez because of the readability of his work, his academic 

credentials, being the youngest person to receive a PhD in historical theology from Yale, 
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and because of his Hispanic background, which offered a perspective from the colonized 

side rather than from the colonizing side. Hastings’ book is a contrast to more traditional 

views of church history in that it reflects the perspective of the evangelized rather than 

the evangelist. The original editor, Peter Hinchcliff, who suddenly died before A World 

History of Christianity was finished, felt that his other works, though good, were too 

Eurocentric or even too ecclesiocentric. He wanted a work in which the history of 

Christianity was seen as organically related to the cultural diversity of the world and in 

which full justice was done to Asia, Africa, America, Australasia, and the Pacific. There 

are thirteen contributing authors to his book and each chapter is structured differently to 

reflect the varied themes of the locale and time.  

I found three texts particularly useful in understanding the political and economic 

motivations of expansionism and how these motivations affected both how the colonizers 

viewed themselves and how they viewed the Nuu-chah-nulth: Wareen Cook’s Flood Tide 

of Empire: Spain and the Pacific Northwest, 1543-1819; PA Tikhmenev’s A History of 

the Russian-American Company; and Barry Gough’s Distant Dominion: Britain and the 

Northwest Coast of North America, 1579-1809. 

I used the broad work of Grant’s Moon of Wintertime, which surveys five hundred 

years of encounters between Canada’s Aboriginal people and Christianity, as a context 

for reading local histories of mission work among the Nuu-chah-nulth. This broad base 

clarified the underlying theological and philosophical positions of the various mission 

movements.  
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Theological Research 

In a post colonial world, many questions have been raised as to the purpose and 

value of missions. Many view mission work as an enemy of culture, or worse yet, as an 

agent of genocide. While I see an element of truth in this point of view it doesn’t seem to 

me to be either a fair nor accurate description. However, I recognize the importance of 

listening to and understanding a variety of perspectives. For example when the 

environmental group Friends of Clayoquot Sound first began to expose and confront 

some of the unsustainable logging practices on the coast I examined their literature and 

found it fraught with misinformation. My first inclination was to dismiss it in its entirety. 

However, I gradually began to see past the specifics of the misinformation and 

understand the value of their corrective lens. In the same manner I sought to listen to a 

variety of voices on the topic of missions. I listened to the voices of Indigenous people 

both from within the Nuu-chah-nulth community and from around the world. I spoke 

with, listened to, and read the books of many Nuu-chah-nulth people. I read First Nations 

critiques of Christian missions with particular emphasis on the writings of Andrea Smith, 

George Tinker, and Vine Deloria. I read all of the North American Institute of Indigenous 

Theological Studies (NAIITS) journals, and researched the concepts of contextualization 

and syncretism and the cultural lenses through which the gospel is read. I read numerous 

books on the theology and practice of cross-cultural missions with special attention to 

Lesslie Newbigin and his musings on Christ, culture, and missionary theology. This 

research was then be used to evaluate, inform, and ultimately instruct the direction 

Esperanza Ministries would take. 
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Research on the CBC Attawapiskat Report 

This research was based on comments by readers on the recent CBC news report 

of the housing crisis in the northern Ontario First Nations community of Attawapiskat.6 

At the end of this web-based article people are invited to write a comment. This article 

elicited 763 comments. The comments were then posted on the website and other readers 

are asked to give either a thumbs up or a thumbs down to the comment. The average 

number of responses received per comment was sixty-seven. The maximum was 843 and 

the minimum was four. I performed a content analysis on the top fifty comments ranked 

by the number of responses each received.  

Blame Analysis 

I divided the comments into three groupings: 1) ones that blamed the government 

for the situation; 2) ones that blamed the First Nations for the situation; and 3) the ones 

that remained more or less neutral. I then compiled the results of the 11,795 thumbs 

up/thumbs down tags.7  

Rationale Analysis 

I then examined each comment and sorted them by the expressed or implied 

rationale for behind their comments. The main rationale for the negative comments were 

assumed or perceived nepotism, mismanagement of funds, unaccountability, and refusal 

to be assimilated into the dominant culture. Part of my research then was to examine each 

of these rationales to determine their validity. 

                                                 
6 Milewski and Arsenault, Attawapiskat Crisis Sparks Political Blame Game.  

7 See Appendix 1: Content Analysis of comments on CBC Attawapiskat story. 
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Survey of Ehattesaht, Kyuquot and Ahousaht 

In May of 2008, I commissioned my niece, Roslyn Bradford, a graduate student in 

Inter-Cultural studies at Wheaton College, to do a survey of the local First Nations 

Communities. This survey was in response to the gathering that I mentioned earlier 

between the board of SCA and local First Nations leaders. Earl Smith, an elder from the 

Ehattesaht tribe, spoke to the gathering. He gave the image of three separate circles on a 

page, each standing for an interest group with different perceptions of the purposes and 

ministries of Esperanza. He said one of these circles represents Ehattesaht as the host 

Nation of Esperanza; another stands for the membership represented by the Board of 

Directors as a guiding body; and the third represents the staff, supporters, and volunteers 

of Esperanza as the hands. He expressed is the need for these three circles of perception 

and purpose to be brought into closer convergence.  

 In order to gain further insight into this elder’s position and to draw the three 

circles into closer convergence, this study was designed to bring deeper clarity to just one 

of the circles: the perceptions and purposes of the Ehattesaht Nation for Esperanza. The 

central question in this study was: “What are the current perceptions Ehattesaht has of 

Esperanza and what desires do they have for the future?” In her paper, Bradford 

addresses this question: 

In answering this question, it is my hope that Esperanza will be led in greater 
understanding of the way their ministry is viewed by the Ehattesaht people, that 
the Creator would continue to develop in Esperanza a ministry of empowerment 
amongst the people of the coast and that the future direction of Esperanza would 
be characterized by increased partnership with the Ehattesaht Nation.8  

                                                 
8 Roslyn Bradford, Converging the Circles: A Coming Together of Purposes between Esperanza 

and the Ehattesaht First Nations (Wheaton: Wheaton College (not published), 2008), 2. 
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In her research, she conducted interviews, held focus groups, and created a 

questionnaire to survey responses. Bradford not only surveyed the Ehattesaht tribe, but 

also two other tribes in the Esperanza sphere, Kyuquot and Ahousaht, for further and 

comparative data.  

The interview portion of research involved sixteen interviews of about half an 

hour each over the span of two weeks. Ten of these interviews were conducted with 

Ehattesaht tribe members, Tribal Council members, elders, and youth. The other six 

interviews were conducted with members of the Ahousaht tribe. Unfortunately, no 

interviews with Kyuquot tribe members were possible. Eight questions were asked in 

each interview, often with additional follow-up questions. The questions ranged from 

background and past experiences with Esperanza to questions revealing perceptions of 

Esperanza, and more direct questions about the respondent’s tribe’s hopes for what has 

been accomplished through and future vision for Esperanza. Interviewees were selected 

both randomly and specifically. Some interviews were strategically chosen, such as those 

with two Tribal Council members and two elders in each of the two interviewed 

communities (Ehattes and Ahousaht), and others were randomly selected as we walked 

from door to door, inviting participation in our study.  

 In addition, three focus groups were held to dive into deeper discussion of the 

central question. All three of the focus groups were held with Ehattesaht tribe members 

and varied significantly in their make-up. The focus groups lasted between half an hour 

and an hour each. One focus group contained five middle school children and a youth 

leader. The second focus group consisted of seven young adults, ages sixteen to twenty-

one. The final focus group was comprised of six adults with differing experiences of 
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Esperanza, ranging from participation in treatment programs, to volunteering at summer 

camps, to supporting loved ones through their treatments, to living at Esperanza and 

attending school there in their youth. It was hoped that a fourth focus group could be held 

with members of the Ehattesaht Tribal Council; however, because of time constraints this 

goal was not met. The six questions asked in the focus groups were similar to those in the 

interviews, ranging from individual’s own perceptions of Esperanza, to what they think 

their community’s perceptions of Esperanza are, to areas they have suggestions for 

change and development in the way Esperanza supports the surrounding communities. 

There were seven to ten individuals invited to participate in each of the three focus 

groups; seven in the young adult group was the best turn out. 

 A questionnaire component also aided in this research. A 15-question survey was 

administered, which has been included in its original form, along with a chart of the 

survey data, in Appendix D. Thirty-five surveys were returned completed: ten were 

returned from Ehattes, fifteen from Kyuquot (to make up for lack of interviews), and ten 

from Ahousaht. Survey respondents were selected randomly. Bradford spent time in the 

Ehattesaht Band Office, asking those who walked by to fill out a survey; she walked from 

door to door on the three reservations handing out surveys to those willing; a research 

assistant attended a potlatch where he invited participants to fill out surveys; she visited 

the Holistic Health Centre and North Island College campus in Ahousaht where some 

were willing to fill out the survey; and, she visited schools, offices, and homes seeking 

willing participants. The survey questions included written answers, fill in the blank, 

multiple choice (select one or all that apply), agree/disagree, and basic background 
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questions, such as tribe and number of visits to Esperanza. It took approximately ten to 

fifteen minutes to complete and provided both qualitative and quantitative data. 

Bradford identified a couple of problems with the survey. First, the survey was 

disproportionately focused on perceptions of Esperanza, with questions asking if their 

community thinks Esperanza is good for them, whether they like it there, how they would 

describe the place, strengths of Esperanza, and how well they think Esperanza 

understands them and their community. Only two questions on the survey were focused 

on future hopes for Esperanza, asking why people would like to go there and any areas 

for development and change in the future. Second, she decided to use a “select all that 

apply” approach on a number of questions, instead of “choose the most important” or 

“choose one.” She chose this strategy because she felt that First Nations culture was non-

linear and choosing a “top” or “most important” was not an applicable concept. However, 

because of the “select all that apply” approach, respondents often selected all the given 

options, limiting the usefulness and specificity of the answers to those questions.  

 She concludes her research with the following statement: 

The final, and most significant, portion of research was the prayer component. 
The entire project, from start to finish has been led by and infused with prayer. In 
entering each village it has been my prayer, and the prayers of the leaders of 
Esperanza who are mentoring me in this project, that the Creator would lead me 
(and my research assistant!) to the right respondents, grace me with real listening 
skills and flavor the words that depart each mouth and pen to reveal to us the 
answers to our central question. I believe the Creator is doing just that. 9 

                                                 
9 Roslyn Bradford, Converging the Circles: A Coming Together of Purposes between Esperanza 

and the Ehattesaht First Nations (Wheaton: Wheaton College (not published), 2008).  
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CHAPTER 5. 

FINDINGS 

Again the reader may find the three sections of this chapter curiously unrelated. 

The first section looks at the early records of explorers, traders, settlers and missionaries 

and identifies sources of potential distortion of an accurate portrayal of traditional Nuu-

chah-nulth life. There is then an abrupt shift to the findings on the content analysis of the 

Attawapiskat housing new report. The third and final section looks at the findings of the 

survey performed amongst the Ehhatesaht, Kyuquot and Ahousat communities on the 

perceptions and purposes of Esperanza.  

Historical Research on the Origins of the Chasm  

As stated earlier, The Nuu-chah-nulth people maintain that the historical 

representation of traditional Nuu-chah-nulth life, as recorded by people of European 

descent, is distorted. This distorted image affects how they are viewed and understood 

today. The focus of this historical research was to examine the early records of explorers, 

traders, historians, and ethnographers for potential causes of distortion. This chapter 

considers the assumptions, limitations, language barriers, metanarratives, stereotypes, and 

political and economic motivations of the writers that could affect not only how they 

recorded their observations but also how they saw things. 

Faulty Assumptions 

Historians and anthropologists have relied heavily on the logs and journals of the 

more than fifty European and American vessels that visited the Nuu-chah-nulth people in 

the first twenty-seven years of contact. Historians have pieced together the order of 
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events and tried to describe the nature of the trade and interactions between the Nuu-

chah-nulth and the Europeans. Anthropologists have used these same accounts to attempt 

a reconstruction of ancient Nuu-chah-nulth life. The most active anthropological 

collecting took place between 1875 and 1930.1 The thought at the time was that these 

items need to be collected, catalogued, and stored and the traditional Nuu-chah-nulth 

culture documented before they were destroyed by advancing civilization. The 

Smithsonian Institute, the American Museum of Natural History, Chicago’s Field 

Museum of Natural History, The Royal British Columbia Museum, and the Canadian 

Museum of Civilization were all aggressively engaged. Baskets, masks, canoes, paddles, 

totem poles, and even skeletal remains were collected. Moreover, the sacred Yuquot 

whaler’s shrine was collected by George Hunt and Franz Boaz and shipped to New York. 

Jacob Gruber, in his paper Ethnographic Salvage and the Shaping of Anthropology,2 

asserts that the notion of data collection as being value free is fallacious and leads to a 

“false sense of truth.” He states that in one’s search for understanding and knowledge 

they should seek, and therefore find, data conditioned by the particular problems they 

define and, in a more general sense, by their view of the universe. 

Inglis and Haggerty asserted that all of the studies of the Nuu-chah-nulth by 

historians, ethnographers, and anthropologists were based on the faulty assumption that 

the primary documents and artefacts mentioned above pertain to an essentially traditional 

culture. They concluded that the magnitude and intensity of cultural change that occurred 

in the first few decades of recorded history has been underestimated and that traditional 

                                                 
1 Douglas Cole, Captured Heritage: The Scramble for Northwest Coast Artifacts (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1985), 286.  
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subsistence and settlement patterns changed early and dramatically.3 Any descriptions 

based primarily on these primary resources were not genuine descriptions of traditional 

life. Instead, they insisted that genuine descriptions must involve additional information 

such as can be provided archaeologically or by examining the phenomena of contact as it 

was recorded for groups in other areas of the coast. 

Limited Samples and Language Barriers 

Another hindrance to obtaining genuine descriptions of traditional life was the 

limited time and place of the observations. Assessing the sample size for the early 

explorers was fairly straight forward. To put it simply, the sample size was miniscule. 

Perez, the first European to have recorded contact with the Nuu-chah-nulth, never left his 

ship. He was at anchor in Mowachaht territory for a less than twenty-four hours. Cook 

and Ledyard, whose journals have been studied perhaps more than any others, were in 

contact for only twenty-six days. They visited only one community, and experienced only 

one month of one season of the year. Their very presence in the area and contact with the 

people would have significantly disrupted normal daily life. In addition, they could not 

speak the language, had no understanding of the Nuu-chah-nulth worldview, and were so 

secure in their myth of superiority that there was very little chance of recording any 

accurate information that could extend beyond simple observations of the limited time 

and space they visited. Yet, from this visit they made broad generalizations about the 

appearance, disposition, health, intelligence, beliefs, and lifestyle of the Nuu-chah-nulth 

                                                                                                                                                 
2 Jacob Gruber, “Ethnographic Salvage and the Shaping of Anthropology,” American 

Anthropologist 72 (1970): 1289.  

3 Hoover, Histories, and Journeys, 7, 104. 
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as a whole, which became the defacto historical image around the world of Northwest 

Coast Indians.  

The most extensive journals and ethnographic records of early contact came from 

Jose Mariano Mozino, who visited Yuquot as a member of the Bodega y Quadra 

expedition in 1792. His published work, Noticias de Nutka,4 included a Nootkan-Spanish 

dictionary, elaborate drawings from artist Atanasio Echeverria, a catalogue of plants and 

animals classified according to the Linnaen system, and descriptions of accommodations, 

systems of government, religious beliefs, and livelihood. A significant qualification to his 

work that must be emphasized is not only the extreme limitations on the time and space 

of his contact, but also the altered state of Yuquot at that time. He spent a total of 145 

days in Yuquot. Given this short time frame and his limited ability to communicate, one 

has to wonder how correct his descriptions were, especially concerning details of belief 

systems, societal structure, and government. While his observations provide a valuable 

insight into the early life of the Nuu-chah-nulth, all that he recorded has to be read and 

viewed in light of these limitations. As mentioned by Inglis and Haggerty, by the time 

Mozino visited Yuquot, the traditional culture had changed drastically. His observations 

were not of traditional Nuu-chah-nulth society, but of a displaced people whose 

community had been occupied by Spanish forces. Their Hahuulthi had been invaded and 

their Ha’wiih undermined. They were no longer using the resources of their territory in a 

traditional way, but rather were using their energies to accommodate the needs and 

desires of the invading populations. Instead of the regular cycles of food gathering and 

feasting, the emphasis became trading with Europeans and Americans. 

                                                 
4 Iris H. Wilson Engstrand, ed., Noticias de Nutka: An account of Nootka Sound in 1792 (Seattle: 

University of Washington Press, 1991).  
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Metanarrative  

An exegetical reading of the primary sources involves an understanding of the 

metanarrative of the writers. It is important to understand the role of metanarrative in 

both creating a story and understanding it. A metanarrative is a framework or grand story 

of reality through which all other stories are told and understood. It is most often not 

articulated or even a conscious decision, but rather is an untold story that unifies and 

totalizes all of reality. Most frequently for a Christian, the metanarrative is creation, fall, 

redemption, and consummation. It is used to understand the history of Israel, the history 

of the Christian church, the history of the individual person, and the history of the world. 

The Christian attempts to place any act of history somewhere within this framework. 

Ascribing to this metanarrative assumes the existence of a creator and a beginning, an 

ending, and a purpose to history, which relies on historical documents, divine revelation, 

and empiricism as sources of truth.  

During the Renaissance in Europe, a more modern metanarrative began to 

develop. The expanding domains of the early capitalists and pioneers and their desire to 

exploit the resources of nature required a new ideology that despiritualized nature.5 This 

resulted in a dualistic vision in which enlightened and civilized humans were separate 

from nature, which became merely a storehouse of raw materials. This move from a 

holistic view of nature to a dualistic view involved two steps. The first step was the 

demotion of Nature from a vast, living organism to a passive, predictable mechanism. 

The second step involved the elevation of humanity with regard to the world. This shift in 

views overwhelmed the earlier conviction that humans and the natural world were 

                                                 
5 Peter Bowler, The Fontana History of the Environmental Sciences (London: Fontana Press, 

1992), 69.  



 

111 

together part of an interrelated oneness of creation. In the seventeenth century, the French 

mathematician, René Descartes, described the world as a giant clock. This metaphor 

suggested that nature is simple, orderly, predictable, and fully comprehensible through 

studying its parts. Francis Bacon took it a step further by suggesting, in a way that has 

been rightfully critiqued heavily by feminist theorists, that not only could nature be 

comprehended and manipulated, one could “conquer and subdue, even shake her to her 

foundations.”6  

It has often been implied that modern science was the author of this new 

metanarrative, but as Graf Reventhlow in his book The Authority of the Bible and the 

Rise of the Modern World and Lesslie Newbigin in his book The Gospel in a Pluralist 

Society indicate, its origins were in the strong humanist traditions that we inherited from 

the classical Greek and Roman elements in our culture.7 While this humanist tradition has 

many strands, it can be divided into two main ones: rationalist and spiritualist. The 

rationalist tradition, drawn especially from Greek and Stoic sources, claims that human 

reason is the only way to access truth. The spiritualist tradition, drawn from even more 

ancient sources common to both Europe and India, asserts that truth can be acquired 

through mystical experience between the human spirit and the ultimate source of being or 

truth. Hence, the world was divided between the physical and the metaphysical, between 

the natural and the divine, between the sacred and the profane. 

The resulting metanarrative that developed in Europe early in its colonial 

expansion was the story of progress and the triumph of human reason over mythology. 

                                                 
6 Iddo, “Feminist Criticisms of Metaphors in Bacon’s philosophy of Science,” Philosophy 73 

(1998): 47.  

7 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (London: SPCK, 1989), 2.  
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This story began with a world in which mankind struggled to understand its mysteries. 

Things that were not understood were spiritualized, but over time were demystified and 

explained through reason. New discoveries led to new truths and thus progress continued 

until the “theory of everything” was achieved and the world was demystified.  

The metanarrative that drove colonialism and consequently influenced the 

observations of the early explorers was a metanarrative that attempted to merge these two 

narratives. The British, Spanish, and Russian empires were considered Christian empires 

and were significantly influenced by both the established Christian metanarrative and the 

emerging modern metanarrative. When the two metanarratives of creation, fall, 

redemption, consummation and mythological, progress, demystified were combined, the 

resulting metanarrative confused fallen with the questionable notion of being uncivilized, 

and redemption with the equally questionable notion of being civilized. To the modern 

European of the time, the uncolonized world became the “primitive” and “fallen” world, 

and their role as participants with God in redeeming his creation was to civilize the 

uncivilized.  

This journal entry by John Ledyard, a crewman with Cook on his journey to the 

Nuu-chah-nulth, demonstrates this association he made between fallen and uncivilized. 

He compares what he misinterprets as a Nuu-chah-nulth sacrifice to those of Cain and 

Abel shortly after the biblical account of the fall of man: 

The custom of sacrificing is very ancient. The first instance we have of it is in the 
lives of Cain and Abel. Their sacrifices consisted in part of animal flesh, burnt up 
on an altar dedicated to their God. This custom exists now among all the 
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uncivilized and Jewish nations in the essential rites requisite to prove it analogous 
to the first institution.8 

While the implication of this account, that the Nuu-chah-nulth offered animal 

sacrifices, was false, it did much to influence the developing metanarrative. The journal 

entries of Cook and Ledyard were widely read in Europe and in the emerging United 

States. The following quote by W.J. Sipprell in 1914 demonstrates the pervasiveness and 

longevity of this metanarrative: 

Enough here to make a romance that would stir the heroic heart of a nation with 
pride in its noble sons and daughters, willing to brave the hardships of isolation, 
and the dangers among savage tribes, that those in darkness they may bring the 
Light of Life and raise the less favoured of the earth to the higher planes of 
Christian civilization! ... There is but one native race in Canada, now rapidly 
passing away, the North American Indian ... he is gradually yet sullenly retreating 
before the progress of the White Man and his civilization, and the day seems not 
far distant when he must be absorbed by the advancing progressive life or be 
pushed into the Western Sea. 9 

The early explorers and subsequent settlers held the view that as civilized people, 

they had progressed further than the uncivilized and were superior in every way. They 

held the unquestioned assumption that whatever they found in the “new world” needed to 

be redeemed or civilized. They saw themselves as both agents of redemption and agents 

of progress.  

As the colonial experiment began to collapse and people realized that progress 

was not, in fact, ushering in the utopian era they had predicted, these metanarratives 

began to collapse. The result was a critique of any claims to truth, whether by empirical 

method or divine revelation. This collapse ushered in the world that many claim we live 

                                                 
8 John Ledyard, A Journal of Captain Cook’s last Voyage to the Pacific Ocean: In a Quest of a 

North-west Passage between Asia and America (Hartford: Nathaniel Patt, 1783), 74, 
http://www.wdl.org/en/item/23/  

9 Crosby, Up and Down the North Pacific Coast by Canoe and Mission Ship, vii. 
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in today, a post-modern world. Jean-Francois Lyotard, in his book The Postmodern 

Condition: A Report on Knowledge, was the one who introduced and criticized the 

concept of metanarrative. He was sceptical of the idea of having any sort of metanarrative 

and its reliance on some form of “transcendent and universal truth.”10 He felt that 

metanarratives tend to dismiss the naturally occurring disorder and chaos in the universe. 

Moreover, he contended that metanarratives were constructed by power structures and 

could therefore not be trusted. Postmodernists do not accept the notion of any universal 

truth; hence, they argue for an acceptance of many theoretical standpoints or personal 

truths.  

When history is written and rewritten it not only reflects the metanarratives of the 

original sources, or lack thereof, it also reflects those of the authors. As recognized by the 

Nuu-chah-nulth elders, recorded history is but a reflection of past events and often a 

distorted one. For this reason, the Nuu-chah-nulth people must be recognized and 

acknowledged as having a position of authority in the creation and dissemination of 

information regarding their history. 

Stereotypes and Presuppositions 

E. R. Atleo gives a thoughtful Nuu-chah-nulth critique of the noble savage 

stereotype circulating throughout Europe at the time of early contact.11 He credits 

descriptions of Aboriginal people by Amerigo Vespucci, a contemporary of Christopher 

Columbus, as the original source from which the European public first began to form 

these notions. Vespucci claims to have been at anchor “a league and half from land” at 

                                                 
10 Jean Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff 

Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), xxiv. 

11 Atleo, Principles of Tsawalk. 
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latitude 16o N and 75o W.12 There is no land near this position, as it puts him in the 

Caribbean Sea between Haiti, Jamaica, and Colombia. Regardless of where he actually 

was Vespucci, gave two very distinct images. He describes them as follows:  

They are not accustomed to have any Captain, nor do they go in any ordered 
array, for everyone is lord of himself: and the cause of their wars is not for lust of 
dominion, nor of extending their frontiers, nor for inordinate covetousness...These 
people have neither King, nor Lord, nor do they yield obedience to any one, for 
they live in their own liberty... they have no judicial system, nor do they punish 
the ill-doer: nor does the father nor the mother chastise the children: and 
marvellously or never did we see any dispute among them: in their conversation 
they appear simple, and they are very cunning and acute in that which concerns 
them.13 

Atleo comments that these writings that emphasised the liberty of Indians and, by 

comparison, the enslavement of Europeans, became a lifelong concern of Rousseau, and 

eventually led to the publication of his book, Discourse on the Origins of Inequality, in 

1754.14 

Conversely, as Atleo asserts, Vespucci portrayed a very contrasting picture of 

Aboriginal people from his visit to the Caribbean: 

They eat little flesh except human flesh: for your Magnificence must know that 
herein they are so inhuman that they outdo every custom even of beasts; for they 
eat all their enemies whom they kill or capture as well females as males with so 
much savagery, that merely to relate it appears a horrible thing: how much more 
so to see it, as, infinite times and in many places, it was my hap to see it: and they 
wondered to hear us say that we did not eat our enemies: and this your 
Magnificence may take for certain, that their other barbarous customs are such 
that expression is too weak for the reality:15 

                                                 
12 Charles Eliot, ed., American Historical Documents 1000-1904, vol. 43 of The Five Foot Shelf of 

Classics (New York: Cosimo, 2009), 32.  

13 Ibid., 34. 

14 Atleo, Principles of Tsawalk, 69. 

15 Eliot, American Historical Documents 1000-1904, 37. 
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Atleo continues in saying that cannibalism is a fact of ancient history, although 

the extent of it is in dispute. Vespucci’s references to cannibalism are clearly 

exaggerations, as it was “not physically possible for Vespucci to have witnessed infinite 

number of instances of it, nor could he have witnessed these ubiquitously.”16 He states 

that these exaggerations may have been due to edits made to his original manuscripts to 

make them more saleable.17 He also notes that  

it must be realized that, even in ancient times, this practice was not conducted 
instinctively or without rationale. And it was not common practice to eat just any 
human for it was believed that what was eaten directly affected the whole of one’s 
life. My grandfather once told me that eating wild ducks would make me weak 
because – he did not have to explain – ducks are weak beings. The goal of a 
warrior and hunter was to be strong so that he could provide for family and 
community. So, unlike eating ducks, eating the heart of a lion would involve 
partaking of its strength and perceived valiant spirit.18 

Regardless, these descriptions left the European mind with a very exotic image of 

Aboriginal people. On the one hand, they were simple, free, childlike, and even noble; on 

the other hand, they were barbaric, bloodthirsty savages. Atleo explains the consequences 

of these fabricated notions and images. 

[These images] greatly elaborated upon by thinkers of the Enlightenment, created 
a breach between the peoples of America and the peoples of Europe that would 
not be mended. It is this breach that made it so easy to manufacture a convenient 
“other” to demonize, exclude, and extirpate. It is the same breach that was used to 
justify the scientific belief of the day, which held that this other was fated to 
succumb to the genocidal process of natural selection. Until the early twentieth 
century, indigenous people were thought to be a vanishing race. 

The charges of cannibalism made by some of the early explorers against the Nuu-

chah-nulth people are an example of the power of presuppositions to distort historical 

                                                 
16 Atleo, Principles of Tsawalk, 70. 

17 Ibid., 68.  

18 Ibid, 70.  



 

117 

record. The preconceptions of the “New World” that the Europeans brought with them 

played a major role in determining the nature of relationships. As Peter Hulme, professor 

in Literature at the University of Essex, points out, the root word for the word cannibal is 

one of the sixteenth century forms of the ethnic name Caribes, or people from the 

Caribbean, who are reported to have been human flesh eaters.19 Hulme also states that 

Columbus was the first to use this word to describe people in the Americas: 

That this land was very extensive and that in it were people who had one eye in 
the forehead, and others whom they called ‘canibales.’ Of these last they showed 
great fear, and when they saw that this course was being taken, they were 
speechless, he says, because these people ate them and because they were very 
warlike.20  

Since that era, cannibalism has been juxtaposed with savage and primitive to the 

extent that they have become synonymous. Meares stated in his journal, “the idea of 

being eaten by the Americans absolutely haunted the imaginations and preyed upon the 

spirits of many of our people.”21 

The Chiefs of Nootka Sound were aware of the repulsion and fear this put into the 

hearts and minds of the sailors and likely used this for their advantage. They spread 

stories of cannibalism about other chiefs to the traders in order to obtain a competitive 

advantage in the trade. The Nootka traded child slaves to the Spanish garrison at Yuquot 

for sheets of copper. The Spaniards believed that by buying these slaves they were saving 

them from being eaten at cannibal banquets.22 

                                                 
19 Peter Hulme, “Columbus and the Cannibals,” in The Post-colonial Studies Reader, ed. Bill 

Aschcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, 325.  

20 Ibid.  

21 J. Meares, Voyages Made in the Years 1788 and 1789 from China to the Northwest Coast of 
America (London: Logographic Press, 1967), 191.  

22 Hoover, Nuu-chah-nulth Voices, Histories, Objects & Journeys, 100. 
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Ledyard, a marine corporal aboard the Resolution, claimed that he and Captain 

Cook were offered a roasted human arm to eat, which they tasted “without swallowing 

the meat or juices.”23 Cook also made a reference to this, albeit in a much less graphic 

way, in his personal journal; however, the published account of his journal was 

embellished by his editor, Douglas, who transported the notion of cannibalism from New 

Zealand to the Northwest Coast.24 Hawkesworth, the editor of Cook’s account of the first 

two voyages, tried to portray an image of a Pacific Eden; however, Douglas’ portrayal of 

Pacific societies as distinctly fallen was a representation of changing European thought, 

in which “Hawkesworth’s noble savages were displaced by bloodthirsty ones.”25 These 

stories have been repeated in historical accounts of the encounter by authors such as 

Barry Gough in Distant Dominion: Britain and Northwest Coast of North America, 1579-

180926 and Warren L. Cook in Flood Tide of the Empire: Spain and the Pacific 

Northwest, 1543-1819.27 Although the latter conceded that the stories may have been 

rumours spread by Maquinna’s enemies to weaken his control over his tribal territory, he 

explained that due to the specificity and frequency of the claims, he believed them. 

Likewise, ethnographer Eugene Arima in his book, The Whaling People: Of the West 

                                                 
23 Ledyard, A Journal of Captain Cook’s last Voyage to the Pacific Ocean. 

24 Noel Elizabeth Currie, Constructing Colonial Discourse: Captain Cook at Nootka Sound 
(Ithaca: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005).  

25 Ibid., 87.  

26 Barry M. Gough, Distant Dominion: Britain and the Northwest Coast of North America, 1579-
1809 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1980), 35.  

27 Warren L. Cook, Flood Tide of Empire; Spain and the Pacific Northwest, 1543-1819 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), 296.  
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Coast of Vancouver Island and Cape Flattery,28 unquestioningly accepts the early 

explorers accounts of cannibalism with little assessment of their reliability. 

This claim has since been critiqued, and significant doubt exists as to whether or 

not the Nuu-chah-nulth practiced any form of cannibalism.29,30,31,32 Yet, despite a 

growing body of scholarly evidence to the contrary, the myth remains as part of the lore 

of casual readers of history. 

Other journal entries clearly illustrate that the early explorers to Nootka Sound 

were influenced by European stereotypes of indigenous people. John Ledyard wrote, “if 

they sacrifice it is to the God of liberty,”33 and, after several pages of admiring the 

ingenuity and ability of the people to “subdue the great leviathon” [whale] with a harpoon 

made from mussel shells, writes: 

If Descartes and Newton from the improvements of ages could produce at last the 
magnificent system of philosophy that hath immortalized them; why should not 
these glorious savages, who, without any of those great collateral assistances, 
without which they could have done nothing, have discovered such astonishing 
sagacity, be entitled to equal veneration, and the name of Ben Uncus be as great 
as that of Isaac Newton.34 

                                                 
28 Eugene Arima and Alan Hoover, The Whaling People: Of the West Coast of Vancouver Island 

and Cape Flattery (Vancouver: Royal British Columbia Museum, 2011), 165.  

29 Clellan S. Ford, Smoke from Their Fires; The Life of a Kwakiutl Chief (Hamden, Conn.: Archon 
Books, 1968 [c1941), 114.  

30 Philip Drucker and Robert F. Heizer, To Make My Name Good; A Reexamination of the 
Southern Kwakiutl Potlatch (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967). (This is an interesting 
departure from his 1940 views) 

31 Martha Padfield, “Cannibal Dances in the Kwakiutl World,” Canadian Journal for traditional 
Music (1991).  

32 Noel Elizabeth Currie, Constructing Colonial Discourse: Captain Cook at Nootka Sound, 87.  

33 Ledyard, A Journal of Captain Cook’s last Voyage to the Pacific Ocean: In a Quest of a North-
west Passage between Asia and America, 72.  

34 Ibid., 77. 
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The Nuu-chah-nulth and the Europeans had very different understandings of 

ownership, which resulted in conflicts and increasing animosity and retribution. Cook 

noted, “I have nowhere, in my several voyages, met with any uncivilized nation, or tribe, 

who had such strict notions of their having a right to the exclusive property of everything 

that their country produces as the inhabitants of this Sound.”35 Walker also recorded the 

following observation of the trade in 1786: 

As we were looking at some stones and shells which we had found on the beach, 
they snatched them from us, and said in a savage manner, that we ought to 
purchase those things before we took them. They even appeared angry, that we 
would dare touch anything in their Country, unless we had procured a previous 
right to it by purchase. Their jealousy of the rights of Property was excessive and 
extended to every object.36 

Ledyard made a similar observation: 

When a party was sent to procure some grass for our cattle they would not suffer 
them to take a blade of it without payment, nor had we a mast or yard without an 
acknowledgement. They intimated to us that the country all round further than we 
could see was theirs. Water and wood they charged nothing for. Capt. Cook 
would not credit this fact when he first heard it and went in person to be assured 
of it, and persisting in a more peremptory tone in his demands, one of the Indian’s 
took him by the arm and thrust him from him, pointing the way for him to go 
about his business. Cook was struck with astonishment, and turning to his people 
with a smile mixed with admiration exclaimed, “This is an American indeed!” 
and instantly offered this brave man what he thought proper to take; after which 
the Indian took him and his men to his dwelling and offered them such as he had 
to eat. This characteristic of theirs and having found but one instance of theft 
among them set these people high in Cook’s opinion.37 

                                                 
35 James Cook, A Voyage to the Pacific Ocean: Undertaken by the Command of His Majesty, for 

Making Discoveries in the Northern Hemisphere, to Determine the Position and Extent of the West Side of 
North America; Its Distance from Asia; And the Practicability of a Northern Passage to Europe (Dublin: 
Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, 1784), 284, 
http://books.google.ca/ebooks/reader?id=YukbZOe3D30C&printsec=frontcover&output=reader (accessed 
2012).  
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Through the establishment of Ha-hoolth-ee38 and a continually reinforced 

understanding of property rights, theft was not common at contact. Cook was astonished 

by this and compared the Nuu-chah-nulth favourably to the inhabitants of the South Seas 

he had just visited, who would “steal anything that they could lay their hands upon, 

whether it could be of use to them or not.”39 Of the Nuu-chah-nulth he noted, “they 

pilfered nothing from us” except what was utilitarian. What the Nuu-chah-nulth valued 

was metal, of all shapes and sizes; the larger the better. As ships would come ashore and 

help themselves to whatever they wanted, the Nuu-chah-nulth became very adept at 

extracting payment themselves. As Inglis and Haggarty observed, the Europeans held the 

unquestioned notion that the resources of the area, such as water, trees, game, and grass, 

were there for the taking and belonged to no one in this primitive land. On the other hand, 

the Nuu-chah-nulth viewed the vessels as flotsam that they had the right to salvage within 

their territorial waters.40 Both parties considered the other’s views as absurd. Ultimately 

and ironically, among the early explorers and thus in recorded history, as only one voice 

was heard, native people developed a reputation as “incorrigible thieves.”41 

Yet another assumption, supported by European stereotypes of Native people was 

that the Nuu-chah-nulth were warlike. This is still frequently stated as if it were a fact. 

This notion is based on early accounts by explorers and ethnographers. For example let’s 
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look at this quote from C. Knife one of the first ethnographer to the coast, from his work 

published in 1868: 

The people are by nature violent, brave, and treacherous, and have from time to 
time engaged in the most horrid wars against, or rather surprises of, each other. 
They nearly always attack in the night; and there are instances of whole tribes 
being thus cut off. In one case some travellers from a distant tribe sought shelter 
for the night, an, while their entertainers slept, rose and killed nearly the whole of 
them. In another instance a whole tribe, while engaged in fishing, was caught by 
its enemies and destroyed.42 

The author listed as his sources Captain Cook, John Jewitt, and John Jacob Astor 

captain of the trading ship Tonquin that was captured and destroyed by the Nuu-chah-

nulth; all of whom visited the coast within twenty-five years of contact. The casual reader 

of this quote would likely make several assumptions. First they might assume the 

description is accurate. Second they might assume that the description was representative 

of all Nuu-chah-nulth for all time prior to contact. Both of those assumptions are 

untenable. On the first account it is impossible to define a nation of people as violent, 

brave, and treacherous. Those are individual traits not traits that could be attributed to an 

entire people group. Secondly, the conflict witnessed and described by Cook was more of 

a minor skirmish than a war and it was a direct result of Cook’s presence on the coast. 

Thirdly, Jewitt and Astor both referred to fights that occurred well after the harmony of 

the area was affected by in the introduction of guns, germs, and trade in European goods. 

Both of those fights were against Europeans and were the result of revenge for abuses 

suffered at European hands. The Nuu-chah-nulth have clear histories of the intertribal 

wars that followed contact but nothing on that scale from before contact. On the contrary, 

Clutesi claims that Nuu-chah-nulth society prior to contact had taken an oath that there 
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would be no more wars because there was a better way to settle agreements.43 Fourthly 

the descriptions are inconsistent with the archaeological record, which Marshall points 

out depicts a stable house society dating back at least 2000 years. Finally it doesn’t match 

the view of some historians that most First Nations warfare, prior to contact was 

ineffective in nature and was merely a murderous game, hardly to be considered real 

war.44 

Political and Economic Motivations  

In exegeting the journals and ethnographic accounts of the early traders an 

important consideration is the motivations, both political and economic, for their 

exploration. When a venture has political and economic impetus it would be naive to 

assume that any written accounts of the venture would ignore these purposes. Russian, 

Spanish, British, and American delegates all emerged on the Nuu-chah-nulth at the same 

time. It became a race to establish themselves in the area for both political and financial 

reasons. The motivations often dictated how they recorded the events they witnessed. 

Russian Motivations 

Although Yakutsk seaman, Simeon Dezhnev, in 1648 became the first Russian to 

reach the coast of America across what is now known as the Bering Sea, it was not until 

1719 that Peter the Great commissioned Vitus Bering to navigate these waters. He was to 

confirm that Russia and America were indeed separated by water and in so doing to stake 

a claim to a portion of America. This first trip was inconclusive, so in 1733 Empress 

Anna outfitted Bering for his second expedition. He was sent again along with his 
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lieutenant, Alexei Chirikov, aboard a second ship. Both Captains sighted and charted 

parts of what is now known as the Alaskan panhandle. However, besieged by storm, 

hunger, thirst, and seasickness both crews suffered disaster. Chirikov sent armed men 

ashore to explore and find water, but they disappeared and were never seen again. He and 

the rest of his crew returned to Russia after three months at sea. Bering, on the other 

hand, was shipwrecked and died. The survivors of his crew managed to build a new 

vessel from the debris of the old and sailed back the following summer. While the 

expedition achieved its goal of charting the coast of North America, the greatest 

significance of the trip was the cargo of 1,500 sea otter pelts that they were able to sell 

for 1,000 rubles each to the Chinese. That began a wave of Russian promyshlenniks, or 

fur traders, who were daring fortune hunters to a country deemed to have an 

“inexhaustible source of valuable furs.”45 Almost nothing is known of the expeditions 

prior to 1743 because the Russians desired to keep this source of riches a secret from the 

Spanish and British. Whether they reached the Nuu-chah-nulth prior to the Spanish is 

unknown; however, the value that the Nuu-chah-nulth place on blue beads, which were 

introduced by the Russians, makes it probable that early trade did occur. It was another 

fifty years before the rest of Europe heard about the lucrative sea otter trade. By that time, 

Russia had an insurmountable lead and foothold in the “fur rush.” This secrecy was not as 

significant for the record it left in history as it was for the record it did not leave. When 

the Spanish and British arrived, they made several observations that seemed inexplicable 

to them. The behaviours they observed on several occasions could have been explained 

by an earlier presence of the Russians. When Perez, the first European to record contact 
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with the Nuu-chah-nulth, arrived in 1774 his timidity kept him from going ashore, even 

though he had been commanded to as part of his mission. Yet twenty-one canoes and 

nearly 150 Nuu-chah-nulth approached his ship eager to trade.46  

Likewise Cook wrote this account of his first encounter with the Nuu-chah-nulth: 

We no sooner drew near the inlet than we found the coast to be inhabited ... three 
canoes came off to the ship ... In one of these were two men, in another six, and in 
the third ten.... They lay at a little distance from the ship, and conversed with each 
other in a very easy manner; nor did they show the least surprise or distrust.47 

He attributed this behaviour to lack of curiosity or inquiry among the people:  

Their other passions, especially their curiosity appear in some measure to lie 
dormant. For few expressed any desire to see or examine things wholly unknown 
to them; and which, to those truly possessed of that passion, would have appeared 
astonishing.48 

Another explanation offered by Cole was that the seeming indifference was “the 

stratagem of practiced traders,”49 suggesting that this was a technique they had used and 

developed with other tribes. I would suggest that previous contact, probably from the 

Russians, is a more likely explanation.  

Spanish Motivations 

Queen Isabella of Spain in the late fifteenth century took control of the Spanish 

Catholic Church. As in the rest of Europe, many clergy were also great lords and were 

more concerned with amassing wealth and power than they were to the spiritual welfare 

of the faithful. Whether she had noble intentions or not, Isabella sought to bring an end to 
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the simony and corruption of power being exercised in the church by securing from the 

papacy the right to appoint all of its high ecclesiastical positions. She became the staunch 

defender of the Catholic faith in Europe. It was at this time that the Spanish wave of 

colonialism began in the Americas. 

In the words of Kathleen Deagan, Spain’s expansion into the Americas was 

“simultaneously an invasion, a colonization effort, a social experiment, a religious 

crusade, and a highly structured economic enterprise. Unlike most earlier or later colonial 

ventures, it was both sudden and unexpected, involving two parts of the world that had no 

prior idea of the other’s existence.”50 Spain sent her conquistadores, the conquerors, 

trained in battle. They traveled to the Americas to plunder the wealth of her gold and 

silver treasures and to expand and consolidate Spanish domination. As Hernan Cortes, the 

conqueror of the Aztecs, declared, “I came to get gold, not to till the soil like a 

peasant.”51 She sent her people to settle the land and rule its inhabitants, and she sent her 

priests to harvest the souls of the “heathens.” 

For two and half centuries, Spain held supremacy over other European countries 

in the western pacific and asserted that the Pacific Ocean, which they called the Spanish 

Lake, was endowed to them based on the Treaty of Tordesillas.52 Although the British did 

not acknowledge the claims of the Spanish to ownership of these lands, they did cede the 

supremacy of the Spanish upon the Pacific:  
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[what] English shippes did heeretofore ever anker in the mighty river of Plate? 
pass and repass the unpassable (in former opinion) straight of Magellan, range 
along the coast of Chili, Peru, and all the backside of Noua Hispania, further than 
any Christian euer passed, travers the mighty bredth of the South sea, land upon 
the Luzones in despite of the enemy, enter into alliance, amity, and traffike with 
the princes of the Moluccas, & the Isle of Java, double the famous Cape of Bona 
Speranza ... & last of al returne home richly laden with the commodities of 
China?53 

However, Spain suffered an unexpected political blow when word reached them 

of the Russian expansion to the Americas, the lucrative trade in sea otter pelts, and the 

tsarina’s plan to pursue her conquests in the “New World” as far south as California. 

These messages raised concerns in Spain about their ability to protect their interests in 

California from the Russians. Orders were issued to learn whether the purported 

explorations were going ahead.54 The Spanish were also worried about the British. There 

were reports that the British were planning a voyage from England to California across 

the top of North America. Hence, orders were issued to scout the coast for any signs of 

foreign activity and to determine the best locations to establish Spanish settlements and 

forts. 

Jaun Joze Perez was selected for the mission. He was equipped with the frigate 

Santiago which sailed at midnight on January 25, 1774 from San Blas, Mexico. The 

details of his mission were top secret and sealed, and Perez himself was not to open the 

instructions until he had departed from Monterey in California. Four and half months 

later, as they were finally able to leave Monterey, Perez opened and read the following 

instructions: he was to sail as far north as 60o and find locations that might be 
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advantageous as settlements or forts. He was not to make any settlements, but was to 

erect a large wooden cross supported by a cairn of stones, hiding a glass bottle containing 

a signed copy of the act of possession. If he encountered another ship, he was to avoid 

contact if at all possible. If he was confronted by a superior force, he was to lie and say 

that he was taking supplies to California, but unfavourable winds had carried him far 

beyond. If he encountered any Indians, he was to fill out a detailed ethnographic 

questionnaire and was to inquire as to whether or not they had seen other ships before. He 

was also instructed not to take anything from the Indians against their will unless it was 

in trade or given in friendship. He was to treat the Indians with amiability and kindness 

so they would welcome those who might return to settle. 

When Perez set sail for the west coast of Vancouver Island, these were his 

instructions: 

The benevolence of the king, who put in my care this government of New Spain, 
not only imposes on me the obligation of conserving these vast domains, but also 
of trying to augment them insofar as possible, by means of new discoveries in 
unknown areas, so that numerous Indian inhabitants drawn into the sweet, soft, 
desirable vassalage of His Majesty may be bathed in the light of the Gospel by 
means of spiritual conquest, to separate them from the utter darkness of the 
idolatry in which they live and show them the road to eternal salvation, which are 
the true intentions of these undertakings which animate the pious heart of His 
Majesty.55 

This requirement of an appearance of piety and the representation of a “sweet, soft, 

desirable vassalage” must surely have affected how the Spanish explorers reported their 

encounters with the Nuu-chah-nulth. 

The Spanish journals consistently depicted themselves as friendly, amicable, and 

kind. To report anything else would have been to admit to disobeying direct instructions 
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from Madrid. Subsequent written histories have reflected this deception. Christon Archer, 

in the Province of British Columbia’s Sound Heritage series, wrote a glowing account of 

the Spanish contribution to the history of the Nuu-chah-nulth: 

It is easy to forget that these men undertook much of the exploration of the coast 
and that their settlement was a way station for almost all others. Since they had no 
economic interests and their presence was a military one, they were often better 
equipped than other nationals to act as observers of a most fascinating period in 
history. ... For the Spaniards, however there were relatively few reasons to feel 
remorse about their own behaviour. Except for isolated incidents, they had 
endeavoured to act as observers and to avoid the desire to strike back when they 
were insulted. In the end, they left the coast more or less as they had found it. 
Other than a few geographic names that have persisted, the Spanish imprint was 
light.56 

After reading other accounts of the forced occupation of the Spanish at Yuquot, 

the removal of the people from their homes, murder, rape, tearing down of villages, and 

the introduction of small pox and syphilis into the culture, I researched the author’s 

sources. Of the thirty-one sources cited, twenty-eight were of Spanish origin. 

British Motivations 

While Britain’s colony in Canada was expanding from east to west, King George 

also sent his captains to claim the pacific shores of the continent, and to search for a 

shorter route by sea to China than around the horn of Africa. It was Captain Cook who 

was commissioned with this task. The British and the Spanish were rivals with very 

different philosophies of colonization. The Spanish planted their flag, claiming territory 

to expand their empire, to conquer and convert the people, and to reap a harvest. 

Conversely, the British claimed that they wanted trade, not territory, and sought more 

subtle ways to conquer. The British seamen who sailed as privateers were filled with 
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hatred for the Spanish, and waged their own wars against them for business reasons, with 

patriotism, adventure, and religious fervour cited as justification, or to please their virgin 

queen.57 Bitter rivals at home and abroad, early captains took every opportunity to build 

up their reputation, often at the expense of the other. These words from Captain George 

Dixon, taken from his journals in 1785 after his visit to the Nuu-chah-nulth, demonstrate 

this: 

In the early periods of Navigation, it does not seem that the extension of 
Commerce was altogether the aim of the enterprising adventurer; and though 
generally patronized by the reigning Powers, where these designs originated, yet, 
a thirst after glory, and a boundless ambition of adding to the strength and extent 
of territory, on one hand, or a rapacious desire of accumulating wealth, or, 
perhaps the fame of making discoveries, on the other, appear to have been the 
only objects in view. There cannot be a greater proof of the truth of this position, 
than the uniform behaviour of the Spaniards, in the whole course of their almost 
unbounded acquisitions of discovery, conquest, and wealth. The shocking 
barbarities practised by them when they conquered what was then called the New 
World, cast such an indelible stain on that period of their annals, as time can 
never obliterate. [Emphasis added.] 

To the honour of the British Nation be it said, their conduct has uniformly been 
the reverse. Whatever unknown tracts of land they had explored; where’re they 
found inhabitants, their attention and humanity towards them have uniformly been 
such, as to gain their affection, and conciliate their esteem, instead of exciting 
their resentment, or incurring their hatred.58 

The British, meanwhile, had two motives for reaching the Nuu-chah-nulth. One 

was commercial, the other was pre-emptive. They had heard of the fortunes to be made in 

the fur trade and wanted to capitalize on it. On the pre-emptive side, the British were very 

aware of the foothold that both the Spanish and the Russians were establishing on the 

Northwest Coast. They desperately wanted to find a shorter route from England to China, 
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so they offered a huge reward of twenty thousand pounds to any ship that could find the 

Northwest Passage. The government reasoned that such a discovery would have 

“advantages to both commerce and science.”59 Hence, in 1776 Cook was commissioned 

to find a Northwest Passage from the Pacific to the Atlantic. He was instructed to 

approach the western shore of America at a latitude of 45 degrees and proceed north. He 

was not to stop at any Spanish settlements, if he found any, unless absolutely necessary, 

and if so he was not to disturb or offend them. He was to proceed north in this manner 

until he reached 65 degrees, at which time he was to carefully search and explore any 

rivers or inlets that might lead to Hudson’s Bay. Although he was not to interfere with the 

Spanish, he was given the following instruction:  

take possession of any countries that you may discover, that have not already been 
discovered or visited by any other European power, and to distribute among the 
inhabitants such things as will remain as traces and testimonies of your having 
been there. But if you find the countries so discovered are uninhabited you are to 
take possession of them for His Majesty by setting up proper marks and 
inscriptions as first discoveries and possessors.60 

Even though Cook was, by reputation, scientific in his approach and neutral in his 

observations,61 his expeditions were funded by the British government and his journals 

and writings would be scrutinized to determine that his dealings fit within the framework 

of their agreement.62 This suggests that his journals would have a bias towards British 
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objectives, and as Britain desperately wanted to establish a foothold at Yuquot, may 

suggest why Cook minimized the clues of prior appearance of Europeans to the area. 

American Motivations 

In the second half of the eighteenth century, tensions between Britain and its 

colonies grew. The crown decided that the colonies should pay the expenses of 

government, and established a series of taxes. As well, for moral and political reasons, 

they decreed that there would be no more white occupation of areas beyond the 

Appalachians. Both of these laws were unpopular, and hostilities began to rise. On July 4, 

1776, the thirteen colonies declared their independence from Britain. Many of the First 

Nations, insightfully fearing that the independence of the colonies would result in their 

own destruction, sided with Britain, while the French and Spanish sided with the 

colonies. In the resulting Revolutionary War, 13,000 Native Americans fought for the 

British, which ended in 1783 with the sovereignty of the United States recognized. As 

predicted, this had grave consequences for Native people, both to those east of the 

Mississippi who fought on the losing side and to those on the west whose lands were now 

threatened by American expansion. In 1811 President Adams proclaimed that “the whole 

continent of North America appears to be destined by Divine Providence to be peopled 

by one nation.”63 These ideas crystallized in the phrase “manifest destiny,” which was 

coined in 1845 to refer specifically to western expansion to the Pacific.64 

It was during these heady days of American independence, less than two years 

after Cook’s arrival at Yuquot, that the American captains from Boston entered the 

                                                 
63 Reginald Horseman, Race and Manifest Destiny: The Origins of American Racial Anglo-

saxonism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981), 87.  

64 L. Justo, The Story of Christianity: The Reformation to the Resent Day.  



 

133 

maritime fur trade with the Nuu-chah-nulth. American traders were heavily influenced by 

Captain Cook’s shipmate Ledyard’s journals. Although Ledyard called himself a 

European, he was actually born in Connecticut in 1751. He was described by Thomas 

Jefferson as “a man of genius, of some science, and of fearless courage and enterprise.”65 

By 1790, sailing out of Boston, Massachusetts, American captains began to 

dominate the fur trade south of Alaska. Interestingly, the memorable Boston Tea Party 

has links to Nootka Sound, as the traders would trade the furs they caught in Nuu-chah-

nulth territory with the Chinese for Tea,66 a commodity which prior to independence was 

monopolized by the British East Indian Trading Company.  

Although Captain Gray was hailed as the trader most responsible for ensuring that 

the fledgling United States gained a foothold on the fur-rich Northwest Pacific coast, 

historically he became more famous for establishing an American presence on the west 

coast as the first American European to enter the Columbia River. Quite striking in 

contrast are the letters of instruction given to the American captains from the president of 

the United States, George Washington, than were the instructions given the Spanish and 

British by their respective Kings. George Washington’s letter sent with Captain Gray of 

the Columbia included no theological justification for the trade or expansion. The letter 

simply identified Gray as an American citizen and the Columbia as a vessel owned by the 

citizens of the United States, saying, “I wish that the said Robert Gray may prosper in his 

lawful affairs ... to the end that he may transact his business where and in what manner he 
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shall judge proper.”67 As well, in the journals of the American captains, little or no 

reference is made to theological positions.68 Hoskin, the clerk aboard the Discovery on its 

second trip to the west coast of Vancouver Island, made the following journal entry upon 

seeing signs of small pox and venereal disease in the village of Nitinaht in 1791. 

Infamous Europeans, a scandal to the Christian name; is it you, who bring and 
leave in a country with people you deem savages the most loathsome diseases? 
Oh, miserable inhabitants! you, by being in a state of nature, are considered 
savages; but from your intercourse with men who dare call themselves civilized 
have you not become more wretched than the beasts of the forest? Where is your 
native happiness? You so long uninterruptedly enjoyed. Is it not gone, never, 
never, never, more to return?69 

Within several years the Americans dominated the trade. According to Lillard, 

although the American fur traders sailing out of Boston were not the ones who introduced 

most of the diseases then known to man, it was the “Boston men with their blunt insight 

into human nature who soon realized the Nootka were no wiser than the rest of humanity. 

Alcohol and firearms became the major trading commodities.”70  

Captains rarely made more than three voyages, and some ships even less than 

that. This resulted in the temptation, for those that did not expect to return, to take 

advantage of the First Nations people, securing the furs through force. Captains had no 

hesitation in acknowledging such practices, but, of course, always provided some 
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plausible excuse.71 It was these acts that resulted in the so-called unprovoked attacks of 

the Nuu-chah-nulth on other trading ships.72 Gray himself, who was heralded as a 

national hero on his return to Boston, ordered the destruction of the Nuu-chah-nulth 

village of Opitsaht, which consisted of about 200 ancient houses described by his officer 

John Boit as a “fine village, the work of Ages.”73 Likewise, he attacked and killed seven 

men from the Checklesaht village stealing their furs, and subsequently killed at least 

twenty Tlay-o-qui-ahts who approached his ship in canoes.74 

In 1995 William Twombly, a descendant of Gray, and others of his family from 

England, Texas, and Massachusetts returned to Opitsaht in a replica of Gray’s ship to 

apologize. “We are sorry for the abduction and insult to your chief and his great family 

and for the burning of Opitsaht.”75 The family shook hands with the hereditary chiefs and 

both sides exchanged gifts. “I think it’s brought closure to something that’s been a part of 

our history for a long time. I think it went a long way to provide some healing for a lot of 

people,”76 responded Barney Williams Jr., chief counsellor and beach keeper. This was a 

very gracious response from a people who had seen destruction of their people and 
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April 2, 2012).  

76 Ibid. 
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village, and who in return received an apology, a cowboy hat, a coin collection, and a 

couple of pictures. 

Curiously, Kendrick and Gray, the two American Captains present at Yuquot 

during the British/Spanish conflict, sided with the Spanish. Mozino wrote in his journal, 

“The Boston-men Kendrick and Gray appeared at this time, and since their only purpose 

was trade, they had no motive for disagreement.”77 However, two political motivations 

existed in actuality. Firstly, the Spanish were heavily armed and, in the process of 

confiscating British ships, crew, and cargo, siding with them would certainly be more 

advantageous than the alternative. Secondly, the Americans had just finished a bloody 

war of independence with the British and held lingering animosities. Kendrick and Gray 

were used as the official witnesses in defence of the Spanish Commandant, Martinez, 

who killed Chief Callicum and arrested his British opponents. This complicity between 

parties provides serious reason to doubt the accuracy of their rendition of the story.  

The past section of research findings looked at some of the historical origins of 

the chasm and critiqued the early records of Nuu-chah-nulth life as recorded at or early in 

contact. This second section looks at some more contemporary sources of misinformation 

that serve to maintain the chasm. 

Research on the CBC Attawapiskat Report 

The following quote is from a CBC news report on a housing crisis in the First 

Nations community of Attawapiskat: 

                                                 
77 Iris H. Wilson Engstrand, ed., Noticias de Nutka: An account of Nootka Sound in 1792 (Seattle: 

University of Washington Press, 1991).  
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About 1,800 people live in the northern Ontario community [of Attiwapiskat], 
where a severe housing shortage has forced families to live in tents and unheated 
trailers, some without access to running water and electricity. An emergency 
housing crisis was declared about a month ago and the Red Cross arrived in the 
community on Tuesday to aid some families living in tents as temperatures 
plummeted to –20 C. Prime Minister Stephen Harper has said that the community 
received $90 million in federal money since 2006, and cited poor management by 
the local band council. On Thursday, Aboriginal Affairs Minister John Duncan 
said Ottawa had opted to move to third-party management “because that is the 
only level of intervention where we actually have a government-appointed person 
that can make things happen.”78 

That’s over $50,000 for every man, woman and child in the community. 
Obviously we’re not very happy that the results do not seem to have been 
achieved for that, we’re concerned about that, we have officials looking into it 
and taking action.79 

When the report broke, both the Prime Minister and the Minister of Aboriginal 

Affairs were quick to deflect blame away from themselves to the First Nations 

community, implying that more than enough money had been sent to the community to 

deal with the problem, and proposing that the only viable option was to send a third party 

in to manage the money. 

The CBC article elicited 763 comments from readers across Canada. These 

comments, in turn, elicited 50,717 responses in the form of a “thumbs up” if the reader 

agreed with the comment or a “thumbs down” if the reader disagreed with the comment. 

This was a hot topic, and headline news for several days. Two things stood out to me in 

this debate. Firstly, the amount of anger expressed on both sides, particularly reflected in 

the multitude of anti-native comments it generated, and secondly, how deliberately the 

                                                 
78 Excerpt from CBCNEWS Parry Milewski and Arsenault, Attawapiskat crisis sparks political 

blame game, http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2011/12/01/attawapiskat-thursday.html (accessed 
January 20, 2012). 

79 Excerpt from CBCBEWS Arsenault, Attawapiskat finances put under 3rd-part control, 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2011/11/30/attawapiskat-wednesday.html (accessed January 20, 
2012). 
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Prime Minister and Minister of Aboriginal Affairs were willing to provide misleading 

information for political gain. My content analysis of this report had two purposes: the 

first was to get a measure of the general attitude of Canadians to the chasm, and the 

second was to take a closer look at the information provided by Prime Minister Harper 

and Minister Duncan. I chose as a sample the fifty comments that received the most 

responses to do my content analysis. These fifty comments elicited a total of 11,795 

responses. 

Blame Analysis 

The first analysis I made on the comments was to place each of them in one of 

three groupings: those who primarily blamed the government, those who primarily 

blamed First Nations, and those who either attached no blame or tried to remain neutral. 

Of the fifty comments I categorized, 52 percent blamed the First Nations, 28 percent 

blamed the government, and 20 percent were neutral. 

  

Figure 5.1 - Blame for Attawapiskat Housing Crisis 
  

The results of the 11,795 responses to these comments are compiled in the chart 

above. These results are a better indication of public sentiment. Eighty-six percent of 
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respondents agreed with the comments that blamed the First Nations, while only 18 

percent of respondents agreed with comments that blamed the government. An interesting 

note that leads me to further speculation was that 83 percent of respondents agreed with 

comments that tended to be neutral. What this may indicate is that the majority of readers 

like to be fair minded and are willing to look at a middle ground. However, the fact is that 

over 80 percent of the responses in which blame was attached indicate a strong belief that 

First Nations are to blame for the crisis. This raises the question as to the basis for this 

belief. What are the sources they listened to and how were they influenced by those 

sources? 

  

Figure 5.2 - Responses to blame comments on Attawapiskat Housing Crisis 
 

Rationale Analysis 

The second analysis I performed on the comments was looking at the rationale on 

which readers were basing their comments. The following are several sample comments 

to analyse the reasons for attaching blame. 
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Comment # 1 

I don’t think it’s unreasonable to get some help when 90 million dollars has been 
spent and nothing has changed. Of course they conveniently play the “poor old 
native” card when they are audited. Sorry folks, there are others who need 
assistance too.80  
(280 people thumbs up; 68 people thumbs down) 

Comment #2 

They informed the government they had an issue and they are looking into it, 
seriously what did they expect? You can’t just throw money at them without 
doing an analysis. It sounds to me like they are just worried about what this audit 
is going to find. From the details that have already been released the amount spent 
works out to $8000 per person on an annual basis. The average family size is 4 so 
that works out to a total annual income of $32,000 per household. They don’t 
have to do anything to earn this, they have no taxes, no mortgage, no utilities, just 
the basic necessities like food and clothing. Personally that sounds more than 
reasonable. I have to work for a living, pay taxes, pay for a mortgage, pay 
property taxes on top of that, a car payment, daycare fees, plus all the other 
necessities. I have a family of 2 and I am making $32,000 a year as well... so what 
is the big problem here? I have 10 times the financial responsibilities and the 
same pay. Obviously an audit is necessary and the fact that these funds are not 
being spent where they should is just common sense. 81 
(239 thumbs up; 58 thumbs down)  

Both of these comments, typical of the “blame the First Nations” category, 

presuppose a questionable understanding of the situation. Firstly, they assume that the 

$90 million that Harper refers to was ear marked, at least in part, to address the housing 

situation. Secondly, they assume that the $90 million has not been managed properly. 

Thirdly, they assume that the First Nations community is not being held financially 

accountable for the money. It is understandable that readers would make these 

                                                 
80 Comment by kasanova to the CBCNEWS Parry Milewski and Arsenault, Attawapiskat crisis 

sparks political blame game, http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2011/12/01/attawapiskat-thursday.html 
(accessed January 20, 2012) 

81 Comment by justaview to the CBCNEWS Parry Milewski and Arsenault, Attawapiskat crisis 
sparks political blame game, http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2011/12/01/attawapiskat-thursday.html 
(accessed January 20, 2012) 
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assumptions given that the Prime Minister insinuated their validity. The following is an 

analysis of these assumptions. 

How was the money spent? 

The $90 million mentioned was the amount allocated since 2006. The average is 

about $18 million per year or $18.9 million in 2011,82 which calculates out to $10,000 per 

person per year. One thing that Harper, Duncan, and the CBC report neglected to mention 

was that this money is actually less per person than what governments provides in 

services to all Canadians. For non-First Nations, the provinces are in charge of funding 

programs like education and health care. For First Nations communities, these services 

have to be paid for through federal sources. The provincial government only contributed 

towards social assistance. While federal government spending is higher in First Nations 

communities than in the general population, the following chart demonstrates 

government spending per capita from all levels of government for 2006 is significantly 

lower.83 

                                                 
82 Audited statements by Chartered Accountants Ross, Pope & Company LLP 

(http://www.attawapiskat.org/wp-content/uploads/2011-Schedule-of-Federal-Funding.pdf) 

83 Hugh Mackenzie and Richard Shillington, Canada’s Quiet Bargain: The Benefits of Public 
Spending (Toronto: Canadian Center for Policy Alternatives, 2009), 34, 
http://www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/National_Office_Pubs/2009/Benefi
ts_From_Public_Spending.pdf (accessed March 29, 2012).  
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Figure 5.3. Government Spending per Person from All Sources in Dollars - 2006 

As First Nations do not receive funding at the provincial level for services such as 

education, including clinics, staff, patient care, and emergency transportation the money 

had to come from federal funds. Likewise, municipal services such as water, sewer, 

electricity, roads, and community planning and development come out of federal funds. 

These services are provided to all Canadians by various levels of government. As shown 

in table 4.4, only a small percentage of the funding directed towards Attawapiskat was 

actually designated for housing.84 

                                                 
84 Audited statements by Chartered Accountants Ross, Pope & Company LLP 

(http://www.attawapiskat.org/wp-content/uploads/2011-Schedule-of-Federal-Funding.pdf) 
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Figure 4.4. How the Money was Spent in Attawapiskat - 2011 

Of the $18.9 million in federal funds, just over $400,000 was allocated for 

housing, including maintenance and repairs. In 2010 an independent study done by 

DeBeers Canada into the housing situation in Attawapiskat identified the housing needs 

and deficiencies, as well as the development of a plan for the community to address its 

housing shortage. The report estimated that with the cost of construction and 

transportation in the north, it would cost $250,000 to build one house. This means that in 

2011 there was only enough money in the federal government housing budget to build 

one and a half houses. DeBeers’ report concluded that $84 million dollars was needed to 

meet housing needs alone.85  

Harper’s comment about providing $50,000 per man, woman, and child was 

especially misleading. Most people who read that comment think of it as personal income 

rather than as government services. They frequently forget that the services they receive 

are also funded by governments. In comparison, the Provincial Government in Ontario 

8042
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spends over $56,035 per student in the same five-year period for education alone.86 

Government spending per man, woman, and child for the rest of Canada averages 

$84,760 over the same five years.87 For low income families across Canada, government 

spending works out to $108,835 for five years.88  

Perhaps the greatest irony in this story is that Canada’s largest diamond mine, a 

multibillion dollar enterprise operated by De Beers Canada, is functioning within the 

traditional territory of the Attawapiskat people. In 2010 alone the two DeBeer mines in 

Canada injected approximately $474,900,000 into the Canadian economy, while many of 

the original inhabitants of the land in which the mine resides shiver in the cold. 

Is the money sent to Attiwapiskat being mismanaged? 

Based on the comments to the CBC report many people are under the impression 

that money sent to the First Nations communities can be used at their own discretion. 

Section 61(1)(a-k) of the Indian Act89 declares: “With the consent of the council of a 

band, the Minister may authorize and direct the expenditure of capital moneys of the 

band” for various purposes. This requirement for authorization means that First Nations 

must receive permission before they can spend money. The four main funding agencies 

                                                                                                                                                 
85 De Beers Canada, The housing crisis in Attawapiskat, 

http://www.debeerscanada.com/files_3/pdf_documents/fast_facts_vm_attfn.pdf  

86 $11,207/student for 2011 http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/funding/1112/2011_B3.pdf 

87 Mackenzie and Shillington, Canada’s Quiet Bargain, 34. 

88 Ibid. (This is for individuals in households of combined incomes between $20,000 and $30,000. 
It jumps another 15% for people in households of combined incomes below $20,000) 

89 Canada, Indian Act (R.S.C., 1985 c. I-5) http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/I-5/ 
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require 168 different financial reports from First Nations.90 In 2002 the Auditor General 

of Canada, Sheila Fraser, made this statement: 

First Nations reporting requirements established by Federal Government 
organizations are a significant burden, especially for communities with fewer than 
500 residents ....We are concerned about the burden associated with the federal 
reporting requirements. Resources used to meet these reporting requirements 
could be better used to provide direct support to the community.91 

Are First Nations being held accountable for money they receive? 

The answer to this is yes. All of Attawapiskat’s audited financial statements are 

online. The auditor’s opinion for 2011 states, “In our opinion, the consolidated financial 

statements present fairly, in all material respects, the financial position of the First Nation 

as at March 31, 2011 and the results of its operations and its cash flows for the year then 

ended in accordance with Canadian public sector accounting principles.”92  

The Assembly of First Nations unanimously passed a resolution in 2010 

reaffirming their commitment to maintaining transparent and accountable decision-

making structures in First Nations communities. In spite of years of transparency and 

accountability, they are still plagued by rumours and allegations without basis. To 

contradict this view, they published an accountability fact sheet in June of 2011. Here are 

some of the facts: 

1. Among 557 audits conducted by INAC in 2002 to 2003, problems of any kind 
were found in only 16 cases (less than 3%). These problems range from matters as 
simple as a lack of full documentation to more serious accounting irregularities. 

2. As of March 2004, INAC had followed its policy to intervene with third party 
management due to financial, political or other management problems in a total of 

                                                 
90 Assembly of First Nations, Federal Government Funding to First Nations: The Facts, the 

Myths, and the Way Forward (Ottawa: AFN, n.d.).  

91 Canada, Report of the Auditor General of Canada (2002), http://www.oag-
bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_200212_01_e_12395.html#ch1hd3c. 

92 http://www.attawapiskat.org/financial-statements 
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34 cases (approximately 5% of 633 band councils). This is a cumulative rather 
than annual figure, as resolution often takes several years. Interventions are 
brought on by a range of matters that would be dealt with internally by non-
Aboriginal managers, such as carrying greater than 8% debt load, something 
municipal governments, businesses, and individuals do frequently with no 
intervener. 

3. An investigation through the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Aboriginal 
Affairs and Resource Development in 2003 showed that 96% of First Nations had 
no accountability issues of any kind, meaning that they were fully compliant with 
all rules and regulations. 

4. The fact that there is a fiscal accountability issue of any kind in less than 5% of 
cases compares favourably to non-First Nations, whether applied to other 
governments, businesses, or individuals 93. 

What about charges of Nepotism? 

One of the biggest myths is that chiefs and their families use most of the money 

for personal benefit while the rest of the tribe gets little or nothing. Clearly with the high 

level of accountability required today this is neither true nor possible. Unfortunately, 

some First Nations people also believe this myth based on misperceptions about how 

money is allocated and dispersed. They too hear reports of ‘all the money being spent on 

First Nations’ and wonder why they don’t receive any of it. They are often the most vocal 

critics of their own leadership, which further feeds the myth as non-First Nations people 

assume that these voices are a source of inside knowledge. As citizens we have a 

tendency to want to believe that our governments are honest, open, and fair. So when the 

Prime Minister of the country comes out and says that we sent them $90 million dollars, 

and wonders where it went; it is only natural for people to assume it was mismanaged. 

These myths are perpetuated by irresponsible press releases from organizations 

such as the Canadian Taxpayers Federation. In November of 2010 they released an article 

                                                 
93 AFN, First Nations Accountability: Fact Sheet - June 2011 (2002), 

http://www.afn.ca/uploads/files/accountability/11-05-31_fs-accountability_fe.pdf  
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entitled “New jaw-dropping reserve pay numbers.”94 In this release they claimed that in 

2008-09 approximately fifty reserve politicians were paid more than prime minister; 

approximately 160 reserve politicians were paid more than their respective premiers; and 

over six hundred received an income that is equivalent to over $100,000 off reserve. The 

AFN was once again left in the unjust position of having to defend itself against fictitious 

reports. An accurate look at the figures provided to the CTF by INAC shows that only 

twenty-one First Nations officials made more than their respective Premiers as opposed 

to the 160 reported. These cases were clearly “exceptions, rather than the predominant 

reality.”95 In a very thorough and transparent way the AFN addressed the myth. Figure 

5.5 displays a more accurate picture of First Nations elected officials in Canada in 

comparison to Premiers. 

                                                 
94 Canadian Taxpayers Federation, New jaw-dropping reserve pay numbers, 

http://taxpayer.com/federal/new-jaw-dropping-reserve-pay-numbers (accessed March 3, 2012).  

95 Assembly of First Nations, The straight goods on First Nations salaries, 
http://www.afn.ca/uploads/files/accountability/5_-_the_straight_goods_on_first_nation_salaries.pdf 
(accessed March 4, 2012).  
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Figure 5.5. Average salaries of FN elected officials compared to Premiers (2009) 
 

Summary 

The public’s overwhelming characterization of the housing crisis in Attawapiskat 

as being the result of mismanagement of government generosity is a gross injustice. The 

misleading comments of the Prime Minister can only be interpreted as an intentional 

deflection of blame to a gullible public. For a number of years, a collection of myths has 

been growing within the public discourse in Canada.96 First Nations have been portrayed 

as unaccountable, corrupt, and wasteful. There is also the myth that money is being 

funnelled to them and other Canadians neglected. That First Nations are still living in 

abject conditions by Canadian standards, while the resources on their lands are being 

used for the benefit of others, serves to highlight the cruel irony of First Nations having 

                                                 
96 Assembly of First Nations, Federal Government Funding to First Nations: The Facts, the 

Myths, and the Way Forward (Ottawa: AFN, n.d.), 4.  
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to dispel these myths. When they defend themselves by saying that mismanagement and 

accountability are not the problems, the uninformed public is quick to use those 

comments as “proof” that First Nations are trying to hide something:  

We just can’t continue to push money into these reserves and see an outcome such 
as that in Attawapiskat. I read that that the chief is mad and thinks that 
government is pointing the blame on the band. The chief should shoulder the 
blame and so too should the grand chiefs and councils who are responsible for the 
money. It is high time the handouts stopped. People have to start taking care of 
themselves and be accountable like the rest of us.97  

Justice often involves speaking against popular opinion. The Church has a 

responsibility to stand against injustice when it is seen. Unfortunately when the Church is 

part of a society that benefits from the injustice it is difficult to see. It is time the Church 

opened its eyes and joined in the calling of Jesus to “set the oppressed free.”98 

Having looked at historical origins of the chasm in section one and contemporary 

streams of erosion in section two; this next section looks at the relationship of Esperanza 

with three neighbor tribes. The chapter examines the findings of a survey to discover 

their perceptions of Esperanza with a goal of aligning purposes. 

Findings of the Survey of Ehattesaht, Kyuquot and Ahousaht99 

Ehattesaht Perceptions of Esperanza 

 When asked to write their first thought on hearing the word “Esperanza” in 

question 3 of the survey, 100 percent of Ehattesaht respondents said that their first 

thought was pleasant, not negative. The words used to describe their first thought were 

                                                 
97 Canadian Taxpayers Federation, New Jaw-dropping Reserve Pay Numbers. 

98 Luke 4:18 NIV 

99 De Beers Canada, The Housing Crisis in Attawapiskat. 
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Peace (60 percent of respondents), Quiet/Relaxing (40 percent of respondents), 

Joy/Happiness (30 percent of respondents), Hope (10 percent of respondents) and a 

variety of other “Pleasant” words, including Kids, Summer Camps, Holiday Dinners, 

Fun, Bible, and Friends. Similarly, in question 1, respondents answered with positive 

words or concepts such as Summer Camp (90 percent of respondents), Special Holidays 

(30 percent of respondents), Staff/Friendship (20 percent of respondents), Lived there (20 

percent of respondents), and Rest/Encouragement (10 percent of respondents).  

 In the agree/disagree section of the survey, questions 5 to 10, Ehattesaht 

respondents unanimously selected “Agree” on all six questions. All agreed that Esperanza 

is a good place to go, that Esperanza helps people, that Esperanza helps their 

communities, that the staff at Esperanza truly care for people, that Esperanza has been 

good for them personally, and that they would recommend Esperanza to a friend. The 

options for answering were very limited, just “Agree,” “Don’t Know,” or “Disagree.” 

Possibly with more of a scale, “Strongly Agree,” “Agree,” etc., results would have been 

different. Also, with the option “Maybe” instead of “Don’t Know,” results could have 

differed. However, one interview respondent said, “Just don’t leave! Esperanza is very 

important to the communities of the coast” (emphasis the speaker’s). In another 

Ehattesaht interview, the respondent said, “Esperanza is wonderful for all surrounding 

communities, especially Ahousaht.” The three focus groups also concluded that 

Esperanza is a helpful, understanding, and life-bringing place for all the communities of 

the coast. So perhaps the results are not biased by limited choice selection. 

When selecting from a list of words to describe Esperanza in question 11, 100 

percent used the word “Caring” to describe Esperanza, and 90 percent selected the words 
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“Helpful,” “Understanding,” and “Religious.” That means nearly every respondent 

selected all three of the “good” words (Helpful, Caring, Understanding) from the list and 

that no one selected any of the negative words (Ignorant, Useless, Strange). “Religious” 

is an interesting one to me because it can potentially be a positive or negative description, 

depending on perspective and past experience. One focus group respondent said, “We 

really appreciate Esperanza, even the Christianity part.” Further research on their 

perceptions of the religiousness of Esperanza would be beneficial to see if they view this 

aspect as positive or negative.  

An interview with a member of the Ehattesaht Tribal Council expanded on the 

perceptions Ehattesaht has of Esperanza. The respondent said, “Esperanza always 

supports people going through tough times, such as family member loss, suicide threats, 

drug and alcohol addictions, domestic violence, etc. They are showing people how to be 

better families.” He continued: “[Esperanza is] the best place to learn lots, especially 

communication skills. They teach you to think before speaking, conflict resolution skills, 

anger management skills and how to treat family members with respect.” 

“Continue:” A Breath of Encouragement 

 Two of the key words or concepts that surfaced again and again were “Continue” 

and “More.” In question 15 of the survey respondents were asked to complete a thought, 

referring to ways Esperanza can help their communities. The most common Ehattesaht 

response to the question used the word or concept “continue” (32 percent). They wrote 

phrases such as, “Continue doing everything you’re doing and more,” “Keep up the good 

work,” “Continue to stay connected,” “Continue all the programs already doing,” and 

“Esperanza has continuously helped many people.”  
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 In question 12 of the survey, respondents were asked to identify Esperanza’s 

greatest strengths. All respondents selected “Helping Communities” and “Summer 

Camps” from the list, while 90 percent selected “Family Encouragement” and 80 percent 

selected “Counseling Programs” and “Bible Teaching.” The lowest was “Education,” 

with only 70 percent of respondents selecting this option. Further, in question 13, 90 

percent selected each “Community” and “Friendship” as reasons they would want to go 

to Esperanza, closely followed by 80 percent selecting each “Refreshment,” 

“Encouragement,” “Faith,” and “Fun.” Again, “Education” came in as the lowest, with 

only 60 percent of respondents selecting this option.  

A further indication of this “Continue” theme is in question 14 where 90 percent 

of respondents said that they think the people at Esperanza understand themselves and 

their communities “Very Well.” The other 10 percent said Esperanza understands them 

“Well.” One interview respondent said in regards to how Esperanza supports the 

surrounding communities, “Lots of people have been [to Esperanza] for programs. The 

programs have helped them build better lives for themselves. They feel happier and more 

in tune with themselves, they understand themselves better because of the counseling, 

education and faith.” Another interview respondent said: “Continue doing what they’re 

doing, and more!” And another respondent reminded me, “The more you hear hope, the 

more you believe it.” 

“More:” Areas for Development 

 Question 15 on the survey was an open-ended question that invited suggestions 

for Esperanza leadership, which gleaned a variety of responses. As stated above, one of 

the general replies encouraged the ministry at Esperanza to “Continue,” and some went 

further to assert that Esperanza should do “More.” Some gave practical suggestions for 
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programs Esperanza could implement, as well as community needs that could be 

addressed. One respondent wrote in answer to question 15, “Bring our communities 

together without prejudice; togetherness and communication is what I see we struggle 

with.” Other respondents wrote that Esperanza could support their communities through 

First Nation cultural components, youth counseling programs, counseling, or workshops 

to grow in forgiveness for their experiences in Residential Schools, and specific aid to 

communities when asked.  

 The Ehattesaht interviews gave further suggestions as to how Esperanza could do 

“More” to support their communities. In one interview, an Ehattesaht Elder shared, “The 

biggest need is for consistent aftercare; one-on-one counseling, psychological care, AA in 

the communities, support meetings, follow-up, and partnerships with the Band Council in 

setting up programs.” Four other interviewees (40 percent) shared this same desire for 

greater care in the communities after attending treatment programs in Esperanza. 

Similarly, the focus groups concluded that more work was needed in the community, not 

just programs at Esperanza. One focus group recommended more kids clubs and youth 

programs, more accountability, more meetings, potlatches and gatherings to build 

community, and support within their community itself.  

 Along with an emphasis in aftercare, a topic of focus was Esperanza’s legal 

status. Interviewees wondered why Esperanza is not recognized by the Nuchalnuth Tribal 

Council (NTC) as a treatment center so that participants can qualify for funding. With 

any of the registered treatment centers on Vancouver Island, participants qualify for Band 

Office government funding. Though the cost for attending programs in Esperanza is 

subsidized by private donors and thus relatively small for participants, respondents still 
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felt it should be recognized as a qualified treatment center, making it more readily 

available for their participation. One interviewee went so far as to suggest that the 

Ehattesaht Band Council and Chief should be able to court-order individuals in their 

community to attend sessions at Esperanza when any kind of community or legal offense 

is committed.  

 In addition to aftercare and certification, another suggestion for development 

expressed by two interviewees was greater partnership between Esperanza and the Tribal 

Council; however, two individuals also shared the opposite. One of them said, 

“[Esperanza is] better not partnering with Ehattesaht Tribal Council. They’re family, but 

shouldn’t be too connected because things get too political and that wrecks everything.” 

The extent of the partnership seemed to be the main concern. While many respondents 

suggested partnerships in programs, meetings, aftercare solutions, and advisement and 

participation from Ehattesaht Elders advice in Esperanza decision making, many others 

emphasized the need for the two bodies to remain distinct and uniquely purposeful. After 

discussing ways Esperanza and the Ehattesaht Tribal Council could partner, one 

Ehattesaht Elder said, “Some feel they’re pushy with Christianity, but some don’t.” This 

Elder seemed more interested in having Esperanza support her people’s traditional 

spirituality instead of stressing Christian spirituality.  

 Further suggestions for Esperanza participation in communities were made. The 

first was advocating “Life Skills Programs,” particularly for youth and young adults, in 

which they could learn skills and information such as writing a resume, resolving conflict, 

communicating effectively, self defense, sexual education, safe drinking, hobbies, a 

skilled trade, and so forth. Many people stressed the needs of their young people. As one 
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interviewee expressed, “There are too many idle moments for youth these days.” Another 

suggestion was an “Elders Conference,” in which Ehattesaht (and possibly other tribal 

Elders) would be invited to Esperanza for a sharing forum on hopes and expectations for 

the ministry in the future. The grandson of one Ehattesaht Elder said, “You need their 

perspective and wisdom and many are passing quickly” (speaking of the elders). A 

“Twenties Camp” was suggested for young people too old to attend summer camps. 

Further, “Parenting Classes” were suggested, along with the possibility of Esperanza 

having some kind of “Women’s Shelter.” Some other ideas addressing the desire for 

“More” from Esperanza were greater capacity at Esperanza, more care workers, new 

buildings, access by land instead of by water only, and a greater number of programs so 

that more people could be involved.  

Comparative Findings by Tribe 

 Until this point, I have relayed mainly the findings from Ehattesaht respondents, 

as they were the focus of this study. However, members of the Kyuquot and Ahousaht 

tribes were also surveyed and interviewed, resulting in a number of interesting 

comparisons.  

 According to the surveys and interviews, to Ehattesaht and Kyuquot respondents, 

“Fun” is a key word in their understanding and perspective of Esperanza. Of the 

Ehattesaht responses to question 1 on the survey, which asked them to describe 

something they know about Esperanza, 82 percent referred to some kind of fun, summer 

camps, holidays, or friends. Similarly, 50 percent of Kyuquot responses to the same 

question were fun-related. In contrast, only 30 percent of the Ahousaht respondents used 

these fun associations in their descriptions of Esperanza, with 77 percent of that 30 

percent being descriptions of their friends in Esperanza. In Ahousaht the key word was 
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“Healing”: 69 percent of the responses to question 1 used the word “healing,” or referred 

to the healing and refreshment qualities of Esperanza. In the Ehattesaht results, only 5 

percent of responses stated healing, and in Kyuquot only 32 percent of responses referred 

to healing or refreshment. One Ahousaht interviewee said, “Esperanza is the biggest 

support of all treatment centers on the Island. Not just with their six to eight week 

programs, their arms are always open.” 

 Another interesting comparison is how well respondents felt the people at 

Esperanza understood their communities. It appears that Kyuquot participants did not feel 

as well understood as Ehattesaht and Ahousaht participants. Of the Kyuquot survey 

respondents, 60 percent describe Esperanza as “Understanding” in question 11 of the 

survey. Of Ehattesaht respondents, 90 percent selected the word “Understanding” and of 

Ahousaht, 80 percent. Furthermore, in question 14 only 60 percent of Kyuquot 

respondents said that the people at Esperanza understood themselves and their 

community “Very Well,” while 90 percent of Ehattesaht respondents and 80 percent of 

Ahousaht respondents made this claim. The other 40 percent of Kyuquot respondents 

chose the answer “Well,” suggesting that Esperanza did understand them, but not to the 

same degree. It is important to note that Ehattesaht gave the highest rating for this 

question, with 90 percent saying “Very Well” and the other 10 percent saying “Well.”  

 A final point of comparison between tribal findings regards reasons individuals 

would want to go to Esperanza, and thus, perceptions and expectations of Esperanza. 

Ehattesaht were interested in going to Esperanza for a variety of purposes, including 

nearly equal statistics on all answers for question 12, in which participants selected 

Esperanza’s greatest strengths. Ahousaht respondents suggested that they were interested 
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in going to Esperanza for “Refreshment” (70 percent of respondents), “Friendship” (70 

percent of respondents), “Faith” (60 percent of respondents), and “Encouragement” (60 

percent of respondents), while Kyuquot was most interested in “Faith” (87 percent of 

respondents), “Fun: (80 percent of respondents), and “Friendship” (73 percent of 

respondents). Education scored the lowest purpose for going to Esperanza in all three 

tribes, rating 60 percent in Ehattes, 27 percent in Kyuquot, and only 10 percent in 

Ahousaht.  

Conclusions 

In answer to the first part of the central question for this study, Esperanza was 

perceived very positively by Ehattesaht as a place of support, encouragement, fun, and 

refreshment for families and individuals, and as an asset to the entire Ehattesaht 

community. They described Esperanza with the words “peaceful,” “quiet,” “joyful,” 

“hope,” “caring,” “helpful,” “understanding,” and “supportive.” Kyuquot and Ahousaht 

also maintained this high perspective. A point for further study was that 90 percent of 

Ehattesaht respondents viewed Esperanza as “Religious,” but it was not identified 

whether this was perceived as an asset or deterrent.  

There are slight differences in perceptions between Ehattesaht, Kyuquot, and 

Ahousaht tribe members. Ehattesaht and Kyuquot both appeared to view Esperanza more 

in terms of fun, holidays, a break, refreshment, and for friendship, whereas Ahousaht 

stressed Esperanza’s function as a place of help, healing, treatment, and support. All three 

communities are in need of deeper healing in various forms, but why Ahousaht sees this 

in Esperanza more than the other two tribes is unknown. In recent times Ahousaht has 

experienced great healing and forward movement through combined efforts with 

Esperanza, which is why “healing” was emphasized in their responses. It could also be 
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that they expected healing and help from Esperanza beyond just summer camps, holidays 

and fun, which the geographically closer tribes seemed to anticipate. It is worth 

considering that because Ehattesaht and Kyuquot perceive and expect fun from 

Esperanza, they may be closing some of the doors to healing. 

The second part of the central research question, which expressed the hopes 

Ehattesaht had for the future of Esperanza, revealed two desires: that Esperanza continue 

doing all that it is already doing, and more! Ehattesaht members wanted to go to 

Esperanza for “community,” “friendship,” “refreshment,” “encouragement,” “faith,” and 

“fun.” Though they encouraged Esperanza to continue, not change, in its programs and 

directives, many practical suggestions for development and expansion in the future were 

given. Along with two of the hypotheses for this study, respondents suggested that 

Esperanza become eligible for governmental funding and that they introduce an increased 

number of programs, particularly for youth and young adults. Two of the hypotheses that 

were not supported, or even mentioned, were that respondents would want representation 

on the Board level or economic opportunities; however, it was mentioned that the 

Ehattesaht Elders and Band Council should be more significantly involved in the 

decision-making and direction of Esperanza. In regards to future hopes of the Ehattesaht 

people for Esperanza, they desired more in the communities themselves, more programs 

in Esperanza, more partnership between the tribe and Esperanza, and funding through 

certification. Bradford expressed her final comments on the project: 

As I read again through the findings, flip through field notes and glance at the 
data tables, I can’t help but see how strongly the appreciation for Esperanza 
glows. I never once sensed any amount of disapproval, distrust or frustration from 
a respondent, either in interviews, focus groups or on the surveys. I also never 
sensed any hesitation or apathy. The people of Ehattesaht, Kyuquot and Ahousaht 
fully appreciate Esperanza and view it as an irreplaceable asset to themselves and 
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their communities. Each individual interviewed has a personal story about how 
Esperanza has helped or supported them or their family in some way. It was 
beautiful. In regards to the circles of perception and future hopes introduced in the 
introduction, I can only help but wonder if the Board of Directors and the staff, 
supporters and volunteers of Esperanza have this same positive and powerful 
view of the ministry they are a part of.100 

                                                 
100 Roslyn Bradford, Converging the Circles: A Coming Together of Purposes between Esperanza 

and the Ehattesaht First Nations (Wheaton: Wheaton College (not published), 2008).  
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CHAPTER 6. 

BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL BASIS  

Theological Positions of Colonialism 

The Greek speaking church in Eastern Europe and the Latin speaking church in 

Western Europe theologically and culturally drifted apart during the Middle Ages. The 

final schism between the two occurred in the eleventh century, resulting in the Orthodox 

Church in the east and the Catholic Church in the west. Reform movements in the 

western Church during the sixteenth century resulted in the formation of the Protestant 

Church in its many denominations. 

Over the next few centuries the Catholic Church expanded south with the 

Spanish, Portuguese, and French Empires, the Orthodox Church expanded east into the 

Russian Empire, and the Protestant Church travelled west with the expansion of the 

British Empire. The three were all lured to the Northwest coast of America in the late 

1700s by the possibility of new discoveries. They competed with each other for the land 

and the resources of the Nuu-chah-nulth. Each of these theological streams had profound 

influences on both the justification of colonization and its practice. 

Russian Orthodox Theological Positions 

The Orthodox Church remained holistic in its understanding of reality. To them, 

the Church represented the whole cosmos, encompassing both heaven and earth. The 

seventeenth century theologian, Maximos the Confessor, stated, “God’s holy church in 

itself is a symbol of the sensible world as such, since it possesses the divine sanctuary as 

heaven and the beauty of the nave as earth. Likewise, the world is a church since it 
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possesses heaven correspondingly to a sanctuary, and for a nave it has the adornment of 

the earth.”1 The Orthodox Church literally believes that in worship they enter heaven and 

experience the presence of Christ himself. This literal movement between or participation 

in both the physical and spiritual worlds fit with the worldview of the Nuu-chah-nulth 

and their northern neighbours, who were soon to come in contact with the Russian 

empire. 

Orthodoxy generally held a positive view of traditional society and felt no 

obligation to attack all the pre-contact religious beliefs of tribes. They looked for the 

divine plan and examples of divine logos or revelation. Early missionaries learned the 

languages so that they could understand what was already revealed to the people. They 

translated scripture and songs into the Aleut languages. They felt that they could 

“announce the revelation of God in Christ as truly ‘Good News’ without completely 

denigrating the religious beliefs or pagan practices the tribe had maintained.”2
  Russian 

promyshlenniki (hunters) intermarried with native women, and in 1794 Captain 

Vancouver observed that promyshlenniki “appeared to be perfectly content to live after 

the manner of the Native Indians of the country; partaking with equal relish and appetite 

their … food, adopting the same fashion, and using the same materials for their apparel.”3 

Orthodox liturgy, symbols, and icons were embraced; baptisms, confirmations, and 

sacraments were practiced. Yet the language, customs, and worldview of oneness 

between the spiritual and the physical, the natural and the supernatural, were maintained.  

                                                 
1 Hastings, A World History of Christianity, 106.  

2 Michael J. Oleksa, Orthodox Alaska: A Theology of Mission (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's 
Seminary Press, 1992), 61.  

3 Gwen Miller, “Russian Routes: Kamchatka to Kodiak Island,” 2 5 (January 2005). 
http://www.common-place.org/vol-05/no-02/miller/ (accessed March, 2012).  
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Spanish Catholic Theological Positions 

By the time the Spanish reached the Nuu-chah-nulth they had been colonizing 

native people in North and South America for two hundred years. In the early years the 

Spanish captains “went forth to their conquest expecting to encounter many kinds of 

mythical beings and monsters depicted in medieval literature: giants, pygmies, dragons, 

griffins, white-haired boys, bearded ladies, human beings adorned with tails, headless 

creatures with eyes in their stomachs or breasts, and other fabulous folk.”4 As the known 

world expanded, it spawned new philosophies as to the nature of the cosmos and the 

nature of science. While the acquisition of wealth and power was the motivation, 

theology too often provided the justification. 

The clearest example of this is the Doctrine of Discovery, the concept that 

Christians enjoy a moral and legal right based solely on their religious identity to invade 

and seize indigenous lands and to dominate Indigenous Peoples. For example, the 

Catholic Church documents Dum Diversas (1452) and Romanus Pontifex (1455) called 

for non-Christian peoples to be invaded, captured, vanquished, subdued, reduced to 

perpetual slavery, and to have their possessions and property seized by Christian 

monarchs.5 

Church and Empire didn’t always agree. Catholic priests in the Americas became 

very critical of the abusive practices of colonization. The Spanish Church and Empire 

wrestled theologically and organized a formal inquiry into the justice of methods used to 

                                                 
4 Lewis Hanke, Aristotle and the American Indians: A Study in the Race Prejudice in the Modern 

World, first midland book 1979 ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1959), 3.  

5 World Council of Churches, Statement on the doctrine of discovery and its enduring impact on 
Indigenous Peoples, http://www.oikoumene.org/resources/documents/executive-committee/bossey-
february-2012/statement-on-the-doctrine-of-discovery-and-its-enduring-impact-on-indigenous-
peoples.html (accessed March, 2012).  
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extend its empire. On one side stood the Spanish humanist, theologian, and philosopher, 

Jaun Gines de Sepulvida. He was the defender of the Spanish Empire’s right of conquest, 

colonization, and evangelization in the New World. Although he never set foot in 

America, he held that “indians were in fact such rude and brutal beings that war against 

them to make possible their forcible Christianization was not only expedient but lawful.”6 

He used the Aristotelian doctrine of natural slavery, which said that one part of mankind 

is set aside by nature to be slaves in the service of masters born for a life of virtue, free of 

manual labour. The Dominican friar, Bartolome de Las Casas, who had spent the better 

part of fifty years in America, opposed the dominant and popular teachings of the 

Sepulveda, and insisted that the native people were equal as human beings before God 

with the Europeans and should be incorporated and granted the same rights as Spanish 

citizens. He stated, 

Wherever else in the world have rational men in happy and populous lands been 
subjugated by such cruel and unjust wars called conquests, and then been divided 
up by the same cruel butchers and tyrannical robbers as though they were 
inanimate things, have been enslaved in an infernal way, worse than in Pharaoh’s 
day, treated like cattle being weighed in the meat market and, God save the mark, 
are looked upon as of less worth than bedbugs? How can the words of those who 
support such iniquities be believed?7 

In 1537 Pope Paul III sided with Las Casas and issued his Sublimus Dei 

condemning the brutal practices of the Empire and wrote: 

To all faithful Christians... we declare ... Indians and all other people ... are by no 
means to be deprived of their liberty or the possession of their property, even 
though they be outside the faith of Jesus Christ; and they should freely and 

                                                 
6 Hanke, Aristotle and the American Indians: A Study in the Race Prejudice in the Modern World, 

13.  

7 Ibid., 34. 
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legitimately enjoy their liberty and the possession of their property, nor should 
they be in any way enslaved.8 

In spite of this position taken by the Catholic Church the conquest continued. By 

the year 1550, Cortez had already conquered Mexico, Pizarro had shattered the Inca 

Empire, and other Spanish captains had planted their flag in many corners of the “New 

World.” The controversy of colonization became so heated and King Charles V so 

troubled in his conscience that he temporarily suspended all ventures to America. He 

ordered a convening of leading theologians, jurists, and officials in the capital city of 

Valladolid to listen to the arguments of both men. While an official consensus never 

materialized and the Spanish conquest continued, two very distinct views of native 

people in America developed in Europe. One was of the bloodthirsty savage who was 

constantly at war, and was cruel, cannibalistic, and immoral.9 The other was of a simple, 

natural, free people who lived a utopian existence. Both of these views had unfortunate 

consequences for the original inhabitants. One view justified conquest through war, while 

the other justified conquest through paternalism. 

It was two hundred years later that the Catholic Franciscans were commissioned 

with converting the Nuu-chah-nulth people. By this time the Spanish had adopted 

paternalism. While they had extensive experience in Northern Mexico and in California, 

the methods they had developed did not translate well to Nuu-chah-nulth culture. Their 

pattern was based on the creation of an agricultural economy. Certain conditions were 

essential before the Franciscans felt that a mission could succeed: there must be a good 

climate, potable water, building materials, and pasture lands. Most important of all, there 

                                                 
8 Pope Paul III, “Sublimus Dei,” Papal Encyclicals Online, 

http://www.papalencyclicals.net/Paul03/p3subli.htm (accessed April 23, 2012).  
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had to be an adequate source of agricultural land suitable for vegetables and grain. 

Without land there could be no harvest, and without a harvest the Indians could not be 

controlled and kept in the mission.10 Mozino was critical of the inflexibility of the friars 

at Yuquot, and argued that Christianity, which had been taught by fishermen in the first 

place, should be communicable to Indian fishermen.11  

It is hard to determine the lasting effects of their efforts. One hundred years after 

the Spanish left they were still remembered. Kragsota, a Nuu-chah-nulth elder, told 

Brabant of stories he had heard of the two big, stout, bald headed priests and the “Sunday 

House” that was at the center of the village at Yuquot. He reminisced about how they 

used to bathe on Saturdays to prepare of Sundays, of the importance of the first Sunday 

after the winter solstice – “is not that what you now call Christmas,” and of the songs 

they learned. When he began to sing the songs the only words that Brabant could catch 

were: Mi-Dios. 

British Church of England Theological Positions 

Many have compared the origins of the Spanish colonies with those of the British. 

It is often asserted that the Spanish came for gold, but the British came for religious 

freedom; that the Spanish were cruel to the Natives, but the British were more 

benevolent; that the Spanish came as aristocrats and became rich through the Natives’ 

labour, but the British came to work the land with their own hands. While there is some 

                                                                                                                                                 
9 Atleo, Principles of Tsawalk: An Indigenous Approach to Global Crisis, 69.  

10 Christon Archer, Retreat from the north: Spain’s withdrawal from Nootka Sound, 1793-1795, 
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=10&ved=0CHEQFjAJ&url=h
ttp%3A%2F%2Fojs.library.ubc.ca%2Findex.php%2Fbcstudies%2Farticle%2Fdownload%2F962%2F999&
ei=_fx4T-
nSIsSciQeAjNDjBA&usg=AFQjCNHIxlqEjf39tlhYQGpJS9ZFUmXDig&sig2=AB3TSZOMbtOUgev-
WrVkfQ (accessed April 1, 2012).  
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truth in these characterizations, historical facts are more complex. As Gonzalez points 

out, the Spanish wanted the Indians’ labour and therefore had no interest in decimating 

them. The British wanted their land and therefore the most frequent policy toward them 

was one of extermination or confinement.12 

The British theological justification for the appropriation of land can be 

understood from the writings of British philosopher John Locke. He argued that God had 

given the world to men for the support and comfort of their being. Any land or fruit of the 

land, including plants and animals, was common property to all. However, a man’s hands 

were his own property; therefore, if a man laboured to improve the land or harvest the 

resources, then the land and resources became his personal property, given that they were 

not already possessed by another.13 He then concluded because Native people did not 

improve the land or resources, they could lay no claim to them. 

The seventeenth century saw the beginnings of the European wave of colonization 

in the Americas. Many Christianities were transported by the myriad of settlers. Spain, 

France, Britain, Germany, Scotland, Sweden, and the Netherlands all laid claims to parts 

of what is now North America and planted their Church life there. Each nationality, as a 

rule, adhered to the form of religion it held in Europe.14 Of all the religious traditions 

transplanted in the seventeenth century to North America, the British Puritans had the 

                                                                                                                                                 
11 Iris H. Wilson Engstrand, Noticias de Nutka: An account of Nootka Sound in 1792.  

12Justo L. Gonzâlez, The Story of Christianity: The Reformation to the Present Day (New York: 
HarperOne, 1985), 218.  

13 John Locke, “Of Property - Section 26,” in The Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690), 
http://www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtreat.htm (accessed April 1, 2012).  

14 Hastings, A World History of Christianity, 416.  
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most far reaching effect.15 It was commonly accepted that the British colonies in the New 

World had been established with divine assistance in order to fulfil a providential 

mission. Leaders in the struggle for independence spoke of a new experiment that would 

lead humankind along paths of progress and liberty.16 A serious challenge to their dreams 

was the fact that this newly discovered world was already inhabited. To their dismay, 

these “savages” did not accept the colonists’ claims of a divine God-given right to 

“possess the land.” The distinctly American philosophy that began to crystallize held that 

America was the New Israel,17 and, consequently, First Nations people were the Amorites 

or Hittites that needed to be purged from the land. Hostility between the colonists and the 

original inhabitants of the land was inevitable. Just as the Israelites were commanded to 

destroy anything that would cause her people to stumble, the Puritans took it upon 

themselves to purge America of its traditional beliefs and practices.  

While many Christians and missions were opposed to the brutal military conquest 

of native peoples, in the words of Tinker, they preferred the “conquest of conversion” 

instead.18 They demanded more than a conversion to the gospel message of Jesus Christ; 

it was a conversion to what they considered a superior culture and way of life. Some 

Christian missionaries, such as John Elliot, became outspoken advocates for the rights of 

native people. Elliot petitioned the Governor and council at Boston against selling 

Indians into slavery. Yet Elliot also played a significant role in the demise of traditional 

                                                 
15 Ibid., 419.  

16 Justo L. Gonzâlez, The Story of Christianity: The Reformation to the Resent Day (New York: 
HarperOne, 1985), 2:246.  

17 Hastings, A World History of Christianity, 420.  

18 Tinker, Missionary Conquest: The Gospel and Native American Cultural Genocide, viii.  
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native culture. He saw the conversion of the Indians as something ordained in the 

scriptures and as something which would hasten the time when the Son of God would 

rule directly over the world.19 He began a conversion movement that also included 

colonizing, civilizing, and educating. He sent out Indian missionaries to the tribes in the 

western part of the colony beyond the reach of any of the English missionaries. 

Massachusetts contained fourteen “praying Indian” towns with a total population of 

eleven hundred in 1674. He felt it was necessary to teach these people civility in the new 

world. Together with Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket, there were 2,500 converts 

reported. In 1675, the Indian War took place as settlers kept moving west. Most of the 

English speaking people hated these “praying Indians.” The war brought both Indian and 

missionary into greater contempt in the eyes of the white population. The fear was that 

these civilized Indians might side with the “savage” Indians, so they were ordered to stay 

in their villages. Eventually, they starved or relocated. Only four towns survived the 

massacre.20 John Elliot made this statement on his deathbed: 

There is a Cloud … a dark cloud upon the Work of the Gospel among the poor 
Indians. The Lord revive and prosper that work, and grant it may live when I am 
dead. It is a Work, which I have been doing much and long about. But what was 
the Word I just spoke last? I recall the Word. My Doings! Alas, they have been 
poor and small, and lean Doings, and I’ll be the Man that shall throw the first 
Stone at them all.21 

Daniel Gookin, a prominent member of the New England colony who served as 

superintendent of Indians in Massachusetts revealed the injustices, imprisonment, and 

murder of the “praying Indians.” His sympathetic views of Indian people were unpopular. 

                                                 
19 William Kellaway, The New England Company, 1649-1776; Missionary Society to the 

American Indians (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1961), 83.  

20 Ibid., 118.  

21 Ibid., 121.  
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Yet he too was unable to see any redeeming value in the traditional beliefs saying that 

they held “familiarity with Satan, that evil one.”22 

Elliot, Gookin and others who genuinely cared for Indian people but regarded 

Indian culture as inferior had no way of realizing the long term demoralizing impact their 

missions would have on the people. Still today First Nations people suffer from the loss 

of self esteem resulting from their forced estrangement from their land, their language 

and their culture. In the words of Tinker: 

This contemporary alienation has its roots in the evangelistic impetus of 
missionaries like Eliot who from the beginning taught Indian people the Indian 
culture was largely inadequate and even evil. Yet to teach the rejection of one’s 
culture, history, and structures of spirituality is to teach self-hatred.23 

Theological justification for appropriation of Nuu-chah-nulth land 

The distinction in Spanish and British ideology was exemplified in Yuquot. The 

Spanish laid claim to land by right of discovery and the planting of a cross, while the 

British argued that sovereignty could only be established by actual occupation and use of 

the land. It was this point that almost brought Spain and Britain to war over claims at 

Yuquot. In 1794, Spain and Britain negotiated a truce and signed the Nootka 

Conventions. These conventions ultimately weakened the Spanish position. It was no 

longer enough to claim a territory by a grant of the Pope or by the doctrine of discovery. 

Claims had to supported by occupation and working of the land.24 

                                                 
22 Daniel Gookin, “Historical Collections of the Indians of New England: Of Their Several 

Nations, Numbers, Customs, Manners, Religion and Government, before the English Planted There,” 
Massachusetts Historical Society I (1792): 154.  

23 Tinker, Missionary Conquest: The Gospel and Native American Cultural Genocide, 41. Tinker 

24 Alan Frost, The Voyage of the Endeavor: Captain Cook and the Discovery of the Pacific 
(Australia: Allen & Unwin, 1999), 138.  
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This idea was used by Gilbert Sproat, who established the first British settlement 

in Nuu-chah-nulth territory, when he announced, “My great Chief, the high chief of the 

King George men, seeing that you do not work your land, orders that you shall sell it. It is 

of no use to you.”25 

Dialogical Basis of Ministry 

Over the centuries, the Church has attempted to respond to the issues of the day 

by taking theological positions that at times have had regrettable consequences. 

Identifying dangerous theologies of the past has been frequent since the early ecumenical 

councils of the undivided church; however, identifying them in a timely manner has not 

been a common occurrence. Recently, when the World Council of Churches denounced 

the theology of discovery, the headlines read, “224 Years Too Late.”26 This statement 

begs the question, what am I not seeing today? In what ways are my theological positions 

affected by cultural norms? In what areas am I blinded to the negative consequences of 

my beliefs? This is especially difficult for those within the dominant society. People who 

benefit from cultural and theological norms are usually the last to recognize their 

privilege and the consequential oppression of another. 

Engaging in dialogue and listening to the voice of the oppressed within our 

society is necessary for the good of the Church. Over the centuries, the Church has 

sometimes belonged to the culture of power and sometimes to the culture of the 

oppressed. Throughout colonialism, the church and state powers shared in the hegemony 

                                                 
25 Gilbert Malcolm Sproat, The Nootka: Scenes and Studies of Savage Life, 5.  

26 Native News Network, World Council of Churches disowns doctrine of discovery, 
treatyrepublic.net/node/983 (accessed January 4, 2012).  
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of power; however recently both have been compelled to listen to the once silenced 

voices of the oppressed. By this process, the Church has grown in its understanding of 

oppression and continues to develop theologies that recognize God’s love for all of 

creation.  

Likewise, prayerfully seeking the heart of the Creator is a necessary engagement 

for the Church. In today’s world, rational thought prevails, dependency on God is 

obfuscated by personal wealth and independence, time is occupied with busyness, and 

minds are cluttered with many pursuits and distractions, making it increasingly difficult 

to hear his voice. However, history has proven that unless Christians continually submit 

their will and direction to his, persistently question their motives, and faithfully 

remember who the Creator is and what he has done for them, they will stray. 

What is the starting point 

In a pluralistic society, there are numerous motivations for intercultural dialogue. 

The first is harmonious co-existence between distinct entities. Another is academic or 

personal interest in comparative studies. Third, rapid changes in demographics from 

increased migration of diverse peoples, world views, and religions into the western 

neighbourhood has created a growing need to develop responses to the changing mosaic 

of society. Still another is fear of political instability and violence. In the book Unity in 

Diversity: Intercultural Dialogue in the Middle East, the authors highlight the importance 

of interfaith dialogue as part of the process of peace building, with the intended outcome 

of establishing trust and the framework for a peaceful relationship: 

The increase in interfaith dialogue is a hopeful indicator – it holds the potential to 
change lives, radically alter perspectives, and build channels of communication 
between distrustful and fearful people. Dialogue is not a replacement for the work 
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of diplomacy or structural peace building projects, but it can provide a powerful 
aid and basis for such work.27 

Newbigin recognizes these compulsions and outcomes; however, he considers 

them all secondary. He states that the starting point for the Christian, when meeting with 

those of other faiths, is an acknowledgement that they have been chosen by one greater 

than themselves to be witnesses to him.28 The focus should not be on outcomes such as 

world peace, economic and political stability, or even eternal salvation. The purpose is a 

compulsion. Christians have been laid a hold of, compelled, by the love of Christ Jesus to 

be his witness.29 With this mindset, Christians can then carefully consider the basis and 

the outcomes of the dialogue. 

Theological basis of Dialogue 

In considering interfaith dialogue one has to consider the relationship between 

Christianity and a Nuu-chah-nulth world view. Newbigin in his book the Open Secret 

outlines six separate views of possible relationships.30 I will look at three of these as they 

pertain to ways in which Nuu-chah-nulth teachings and understandings of reality have 

been viewed by Christians. 

Nuu-chah-nulth teachings are totally wrong and as Christians we have nothing to learn 
from them.  

I cannot accept the position that as Christians we are the sole bearers of truth. The 

spiritual fruit evident in the lives of Nuu-chah-nulth men and women is plainly visible to 

                                                 
27 Mohammed Abu-Nimer, Amal Khoury, and Emily Welty, Unity in Diversity: Interfaith 

Dialogue in the Middle East (Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace Press, 2007), 3.  

28 Paul Weston, “The Gospel and World Religions,” in Lesslie Newbigin: Missionary Theologian: 
A Reader (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 2006), 164.  

29 2 Corinthians 5:14 

30 Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret: Sketches for a Missionary Theology (London: S.P.C.K., 
1978), 169-172.  
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any, with a discerning eye who have lived amongst them. Their commitment to 

community, family, prayer, and caring for one another is exemplary and the Christian 

church would do well to take notice. Clearly these characteristics predate any contact 

with the Christian message. Elders often speak of the teachings of Christ mirroring the 

ancient teachings of the elders. As well, their belief in a Creator and their use of the word 

Nass, the one that they worshiped as the Supreme Being, to represent the God of the 

Bible makes it impossible to claim that there is a complete discontinuity between the two.  

Nuu-chah-nulth teachings are the work of devils and their similarities to Christianity is 
the work of demonic cunning. 

While my natural tendency is to dismiss this viewpoint out of hand it is probably 

wise to consider it. There is a spiritual battle, in which Christians are engaged. To 

underestimate the cunning nature of the enemy to deceive would not be wise. This 

argument was perhaps first made by Justin in his Apology where he noted that the work 

of Logos, the Word made man in Jesus, was to lead men to the light away from demons 

or pagan religions.  

For we forewarn you to be on your guard, lest those demons whom we have been 
accusing should deceive you, and quite divert you from reading and 
understanding what we say. For they strive to hold you their slaves and servants; 
and sometimes by appearances in dreams, and sometimes by magical impositions, 
they subdue all who make no strong opposing effort for their own salvation. 31 

This argument was also used by some missionaries, to whom native culture and 

spirituality was equivalent to Satanism, as justification for banning potlatches. However 

there are two sides to a battle and to assume that all aspects of one’s life, belief, and 

understanding is aligned with the light and those of the Nuu-chah-nulth are aligned with 

                                                 
31 Justin the Martyr, The first apology, http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0126.htm (accessed 

March 4, 2012). 
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darkness is not tenable. Even Justin made a sharp distinction between what he referred to 

as pagan religions (the work of demons) and pagan philosophy (the enlightened aspects 

of pagan life). One needs to be careful in their discernment of what is and what is not of 

God. Jesus reminded his disciples in the parable of the wheat and tares that they must be 

cautious about picking out the weeds. They might actually be rooting out healthy plants 

(Matt. 13:24-29) 

For example, prior to the funeral service for a young girl, from a remote village 

on the coast, I met with the family and we discussed their wishes for the funeral. They 

wanted what they termed a “christian funeral” and they also wanted to perform the 

Tseek-shitlth ceremony which is a series of four traditional prayer chants accompanied by 

rattles. This ceremony, along with the Maat-suup ceremony, is commonly performed at 

funerals. These ceremonies represent an acknowledgement that the spirit of the deceased 

is not theirs to keep, but was a gift from the Creator that they held dearly, but only 

temporarily. There are many variations of these ceremonies as each family has their own 

traditions surrounding them. Several evangelical conservative Christians, who visited the 

community to attend the funeral, were quite dismayed by their perceived demonic 

presence and activity at the funeral. Others marvelled at the traditional understanding of 

the people to the mystery of life after death. 

Nuu-chah-nulth teachings are a preparation for Christ. 

The idea that Nuu-chah-nulth teachings are a preparation for Christ is a model 

that I both appreciate and have significant caution towards. This view was strong in 

Protestant missionary circles at the beginning of the twentieth century and was fully 

expressed in the Edinburgh Conference of 1910 in the volume the ‘Missionary Message.’ 

This address emphasized the need to look for parallels and points of contact between 
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traditional beliefs and Christianity. The author George Heber Jones stated, “The elements 

of good in the old faiths are valuable and should be regarded as preparatory to 

Christianity.”32  

There are clearly weaknesses with this viewpoint. The most significant objection 

to this model is referenced in Ramachandra’s comment that Edinburgh is customarily 

viewed as “the high point of missionary triumphalism.”33 He points to the report’s 

conclusion, which refers to “the conquest of the five great religions of the modern world 

[as] one of singular interest and grandeur.” However the closing words of the report belie 

this attitude. They demonstrate a deep respect for other faiths and their adherents and 

their propensity to shed light on the missionary’s understanding of Christianity. 

But at least as remarkable ... is that which has also been revealed to us of the 
inward transformations that are in process in the mind of the missionary, the 
changes of perspective, the softening of wrong antagonisms, the centralising and 
deepening of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, the growth of the spirit of love to the 
brethren and to the world.34 

Jones also points out that,” Out of the experience of the converts from these faiths comes 

a new illumination of the real meaning of Christianity.”35 

While Newbigin acknowledges the universal work of the word which brings light 

and life, he also issues a warning on this thinking stating that the different religions turn 

on different axes. The questions the Hinduism asks and answers are not questions with 

                                                 
32 George Heber Jones, “The Edinburgh Conference and the Missionary Message in Its Relation to 

Non-Christian Religions,” The Journal of Race Development 1, no. 2 (October 1910): 154.  

33 Vinoth Ramachandra, The Missionary Message in Relation to Non-Christian Religions 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh 1910 Commission IV Report and Beyond, 2005), 2.  

34 Report of Commission IV: The Missionary Message in Relation to Non-Christian Religions, 
World Missionary Conference 1910 (London and Edinburgh: Oliphant, Anderson & Ferrier, New York and 
Toronto: Fleming H. Revell & Co. 1910) pp.217-8 

35 George Heber Jones, The Journal of Race Development. 
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which the gospel is primarily concerned. One does not truly understand any of the 

religions by seeing it as a preparation for Christianity. Rather each religion must be 

understood on its own terms and along the line of its own central axis. Interestingly 

enough the commission responded to this line of reasoning in a letter after the report was 

released. 

It is entirely true that Hinduism cannot be spoken of as a preparation for 
Christianity in anything like the same way as the Old Testament is such a 
preparation. No such view has ever been contemplated by the Commission. The 
analogy suggested in the Report is not with the Old Testament, but with 
Hellenism, which assuredly had the basest elements in it side by side with nobler 
things.36 

The letter went on to describe  

two types of thought on the question of the relation of the Gospel to existing 
religions [which have existed from the earliest days of the Christian mission: 
namely,] the type exemplified in Tertullian ... dwelling most on the evils of those 
religions ...; and the other seeking to show that all that was noblest in the old 
religions was fulfilled in Christ. This duality of type goes right back to the very 
beginnings of Christianity, and is found in the New Testament itself. It seems 
quite clear that both types are necessary to the completeness of the Christian 
idea.37 

These ideas have been have also been used by contemporary missiologists38 and 

theologians who seek to find “points of agreement,” “pictures of Christ,” or “redemptive 

analogies” between Christianity and the culture in which they work. Finding points of 

agreement involves a humble recognition of our understanding of God and reality. The 

treasure of the written word gives a glimpse, though “as through a glass darkly,” and 

readers must discern the living word through prayer and dialogue what the Spirit of God 

has illumed in the hearts and mind of other people. 

                                                 
36 Ramachandra, The Missionary Message in Relation to Non-Christian Religions, 4.  

37 Ibid.  

38 Don Richardson, Eternity in Their Hearts, rev. ed. (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1981).  
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Trinitarian model of dialogue 

It is clear both from past history and from careful examination of the issues that 

intercultural dialogue can be fraught with pitfalls that often negatively influence the 

intended incomes. In order to establish good relationships and, more importantly, to be 

true to one’s calling as a witness to Jesus Christ, careful thinking about why and how to 

participate in such dialogue is important.  

The following is a framework Newbigin used for interfaith dialogue, which is 

based on the doctrine of the trinity supported by John 16:12-15. The Father is identified 

as the giver of all things, in essence all truth. All things now belong to the Son who is the 

light of all mankind. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to reveal to the Church the true 

meaning of all God’s gifts given to all mankind as that which belongs to the Son.39 

Newbigin made three main points to define interfaith dialogue. 

Firstly, Christians participate in dialogue with others in the belief that all share a 

common nature as those created by the Father. All people are created in his image, and 

although that image may be defaced in everyone, it is not effaced. Christians find great 

joy in kinship with all mankind and are eager to receive and learn what God has given 

and shown to others. Dialogue is not based on a chance encounter between disparate 

entities, but rather between kin who share a context of shared heritage and whose 

encounter is providential among people facing the demands and opportunities of that 

particular place and time. This dialogue, Newbigin claimed, can and should lead to a 

“common action on many matters in public life.”40 
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Secondly, Christians participate in dialogue as members of the body of Christ. 

Just as Christ was sent, the body of Christ is sent into the world to continue his mission.41 

A key point is that Christ was completely vulnerable. He was sent as a baby, to become 

fully human, into a community of people that were displaced and oppressed. He shared 

from a position of political, social, and physical weakness. Believers in Christ are called 

to do the same. Too often the necessary dialogue has been replaced with a monologue 

because the witness was from a position of power. As members of the body and sent by 

the Father, Christians must be willing to be emptied. Intercultural dialogue is most 

beneficial when both parties share a common situation and are enabled to share the 

insights of their traditions on the situation. Only then will the Christian learn what it 

really means to trust Jesus as the way, the truth, and life and as the one who can lead 

them into all truth. 

As Christians, it is important to share the truth of the gospel even in the midst of 

conflict. Newbigin encouraged the believer to engage in this spiritual conflict, albeit in a 

peaceful manner. He stressed the importance of remembering the sacrificial acts of Jesus 

and that the Church is to be recognized the same way as his representatives: 

We need to recover the concept of spiritual warfare and struggle, of jihad, but not 
the kind which leads to the crusade. How can we ensure that this latter does not 
happen? Only by going back to that which is the centre of the Gospel, namely the 
cross of Jesus Christ. Only if we constantly remember that when Jesus sent his 
disciples out into the world, he first showed them his hands and his side. The 
scars of his passion are to be the authenticating signs by which the church is 
recognized as his representative. Here the fact that the worldwide church which is 
now the true base for the worldwide mission is not the strong, wealthy, arrogant 
old Christendom of Europe, but a fellowship of believers scattered throughout the 
world, often in minority situations, often suffering under harsh persecution, 
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always requiring personal courage to share their faith with their neighbours – all 
this should help to save us from the errors which we deplore in our past.42 

Thirdly, one enters this dialogue realizing that it is not their work to convict and 

persuade. They enter it believing that the Holy Spirit can and will use this dialogue to do 

his job, which is to glorify Jesus by transforming and redeeming both partners in the 

dialogue. 

Historical outcomes of Dialogue 

There are also dangers associated with intercultural dialogue. One of these is an 

accommodation of the gospel which results in a minimization of the central nature of 

Christ in God’s plan for the redemption of the world. This accommodation of the gospel 

weakens the gospel so that it can no longer speak into and challenge the daily issues of 

life in a society. In this case, the Church becomes so conformed to the culture that it 

becomes its guardian and can no longer challenge it. This was exemplified during 

colonization. The Church became so intertwined with the dominant metanarratives that it 

not only became blind to its dangers, it also became party to it.  

An opposite danger that results from lack of dialogue is “ghettoism,”43 which 

occurs when a group of people who have heard and received the gospel message 

withdraw and become isolated within their own community. Outside of their own small 

group, they have little voice and become ineffective as witnesses to the gospel. Ghettoism 

can happen when people, with ideas often externally planted, become convinced that their 

culture is pagan, heathen, and beyond redemption. They, in turn, underestimate the power 
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43 Newbigin as quoted in Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin: A Theological Life, 205.  
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of the gospel to redeem and transform their own society. Richard Niebhur’s book, Christ 

and Cultures,44 examines these two extremes and the various degrees between them.  

Throughout the history of the Church, its praxis in love has often been deplorable, 

which has led to some denouncing missions completely. Given its record, does the 

Church have, or has it ever had, the right to do mission work? In response to this 

question, Bosch quotes Neil who says that Christians “have on the whole been a feeble 

folk, not very wise, not very holy, not very patient. They have broken most of the 

commandments and fallen into every conceivable mistake.”45 Should the uniqueness of 

the gospel and its message of redemption through Christ be abandoned? Should the 

command of Jesus to go into all the world and preach the gospel be shunned? Should 

Christians apologize for the gospel? Of course not! Should Christians rethink how 

mission is being done? Yes! Mission is an activity that transforms the world and, 

consequently, continually needs transforming. David Bosch defines mission as a 

“continual process of sifting, testing, reformulating and discarding.”46 Theological and 

missiological paradigms do not always make a complete break with old ideas. Sometimes 

elements from older paradigms are incorporated into new ones. Old and new paradigms 

can often exist simultaneously among different groups of believers. Occasionally an old 

paradigm is rediscovered by a later generation.  

Today, a new missionary paradigm is emerging, or it could be said that an old one 

is re-emerging. An understanding of Missio Dei is central to the emerging paradigm. Karl 
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Barth was influential in the emergence of this paradigm, and Bosch credits him with 

being the first clear voice to break radically with the Enlightenment approach to theology 

and missions.47 Under this paradigm, mission’s primary purpose is not to save people 

from hell, expand the kingdom of God, or to introduce people to the benefits of Christian 

civilization, nor is mission a competition with other religions or a political, social or 

economic activity. Rather, mission is “the participation of Christians in the liberating 

mission of Jesus.”48 The Missio Dei purifies the Church; it is the good news of God’s 

love, incarnated in the witness of a community, for the sake of the world.49 

By understanding the Missio Dei, that God has and is revealing himself to all men 

and that this message is from God to Man, missionaries become learners. The believer 

can humbly receive as well as give, and can recognize the importance of being primarily 

learners rather than teachers when interacting with another culture. God has given 

believers a message to share, but he has also given other cultures a message for 

Christians.  

Exposure to other cultures can have a powerful, positive impact on Christians in 

terms of understanding their own faith and the role of their culture in shaping it. Without 

becoming learners, how can believers hope to properly communicate the gospel to others 

in a relevant way? How can missionaries learn to recognize the unique face of Christ 

within the other culture? Leslie Newbigin argues that there cannot be a gospel which is 

not culturally embodied, and it takes careful examination to distinguish between what is 
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proper gospel and what is solely part of the traditional culture of the missionary. It is 

impossible to critically examine culturally conditioned interpretations of the gospel from 

within that culture in the same way that a bus cannot be moved by pushing it from inside. 

The only way to do so is by listening to others who read the Bible and whose 

interpretation is shaped by other cultures.50 

 

                                                 
50 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989). 
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CHAPTER 7. 

APPLICATIONS  

Nuu-chah-nulth Contributions to Theological Understanding 

If one is to believe, as did Philo, Justin, Clement, and Origin, and according to 

John 1, that the source of all truth, logos, has existed since the beginning and that it 

“enlightens all mankind,” then it is prudent to study the ancient Nuu-chah-nulth origin 

stories to discover important truths about the nature of reality as revealed to them. This 

form of study must be approached with caution. A close look at the origin stories and the 

theology of the ancient Nuu-chah-nulth is beyond the scope of this paper and would be 

better undertaken by a Nuu-chah-nulth person with a better understanding of the 

language, culture, and context. As well, there are several common pitfalls involved when 

well meaning Christians study other cultures.  

First is the temptation to assume the superiority of one’s own perspective and to 

identify points of departure from it as wrong or inferior. This assumption is a form of 

triumphalism that attempts to domesticate traditional teachings by bringing them in line 

with Christian teachings. As in the work of Origin, I am not looking for points of 

departure or differences between the stories of the Bible and the origin stories of the Nuu-

chah-nulth; rather, I am looking for common truths. How is it that the elders can say, 

“Our stories are true!” and at the same time say, “Our stories and the Bible are the 

same”?1 Obviously, they see the departures. Even between families the stories vary. 

While the details may differ on two stories, if they are both true, then the principles must 
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be held in common. For example, if my sister and I both say that our mother was a nurse, 

we are both telling the truth, even though I might remember that she graduated in a 

different year, or from a different school, or worked in a different hospital than my sister 

recalls. The truth remains that she was a nurse. The essence of the story is true even if 

some of the details might be confused. 

Second is the misappropriation of authority that can occur when a person from 

outside of a culture studies it on an academic level. By acquiring a specific piece of 

knowledge, an outsider can become considered an authority on all things within the 

culture. The specific nature of that person’s knowledge does not reflect a comprehensive 

understanding and can lead that person and others to believe that he is an expert in areas 

he is not. For example, much of the history of First Nations people in Canada was written 

by experts with a specific knowledge in a specific area, yet these experts presented a 

history that is unrecognizable by those from that culture. 

A third pitfall is inappropriate attempts at contextualization. When people from 

outside of a culture learn a few things about it, there is a temptation to incorporate what 

they know into their ministry. For example, in an attempt to make a ministry more 

“native friendly,” they might try to adorn their services with native art or totem poles, or 

decide to use drums in worship, or draw parallels from cultural stories. While these forms 

of worship may be acceptable and wonderful from within the culture, it can be 

disempowering when someone from outside of the culture initiates them in ways that are 

invisible to the outsider. Songs, stories, totem poles, and art work all have purposes and 

owners. Songs and stories are to be told or sung by specific people at specific times and 

                                                                                                                                                 
1 This is a comment I have heard many times from elders. It is also iterated in the works of Chief 

Jones of Pacheenaht and Chief George of Ahousaht. 
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places. If someone from outside of the culture takes on that role, they send two messages: 

first, that the protocols and uniqueness of the culture are not important and are only of 

secondary importance to the agenda of the outsider; and second, that the outsider is 

attempting to usurp authority and gain power by the misuse of cultural tools.  

The purpose of paralleling the stories of origin is twofold. Firstly, recognition that 

ancient origin stories contain revealed truths can help dispel various notions held by 

members of the Church and society that feed and maintain the chasm. For too many years 

it has been thought that for First Nations to participate as citizens or members, they have 

to put off the old culture and put on the new. As society and the Church recognize the 

value of the ancient ways and the unique gifts and contributions people can offer each 

other, they become freed to live and worship God as they are. Secondly, the lessons in 

some of these stories illuminate current aspects of theology within the Church that need 

correction. If the Church is to participate in the Missio Dei, then it must be willing to 

listen to the voices of others that might see more clearly where the Church is blind.  

The spiritual fruit in the lives of Nuu-chah-nulth men and women is clear to any, 

with a discerning eye, who have lived among them. Their commitment to community, 

family, prayer, and caring for one another is exemplary and the Church would benefit 

from taking notice. These characteristics predate any contact with the Christian message, 

and elders often speak of the teachings of Christ mirroring the ancient teachings of the 

elders. In addition, their belief in a Creator and their current use of the word Nass, the one 

that they worshiped as the Supreme Being, to represent the God of the Bible makes it 

impossible to claim that there is a complete discontinuity between the two. 
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Origin Stories 

Atleo says that origin stories would have been told in a family setting where 

extended families would be gathered around a warm fire, sheltered from the ceaseless 

rains of wintertime. Just as “each fire was connected endlessly to ancestral fires that were 

connected to the original fires from the [Creator]; each story was also connected to 

ancestral storytellers who had heard the story from the original storytellers.” 2 Each 

family would have its own version of the story; however, the common values and 

principals remained the same. These stories demonstrate an understanding of reality that 

is compatible with the Christian faith. 

The Creator 

That the Nuu-chah-nulth recognize and know the Creator is undisputed. Today, 

the common name used to refer to him is Nass. When verbal prayers are made, the terms 

Nass and Creator are used interchangeably. The earliest recorded reference to this term is 

from the words to a song that the late George Clutesi, a famous Nuu-chah-nulth author, 

quotes from a potlatch he attended in the 1920s. He translates Nass to mean the Most 

High: “‘Whykah-shee-stlahh. Whykah-shee-tlah Nass.’ Halle-lu-jah to the most High. 

Halle-lu-jah to the most High.”3  

It appears that the ancient Nuu-chah-nulth used the word Qua-ootz to refer to the 

Creator. Qua refers to “that which is” or reality, and ootz refers to ownership. Hence, 

Qua-ootz is the owner of reality.4 The word Qua-ootz also refers to grandchild. Atleo 

                                                 
2 Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 2.  

3 George Clutesi, Potlatch, 2d ed. (Sidney, BC: Gray’s Publishing, 1969), 24.  

4 Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 16.  
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says that this is a “permanent reminder that life is a gift and that all creation belongs to 

Qua-ootz.”5 

When the Spanish explorer Perez arrived on the coast in 1778, he recorded that 

the Nuu-chah-nulth believed that Qua-ootz [Creator] was coming to punish them for 

things they had done wrong: 

The sight of this ship at first filled the natives with terror ... They believed that 
Qua-utz was coming to make a second visit, and were fearful that it was in order 
to punish the misdeeds of the people. As many as were able hid themselves in the 
mountains, others closed themselves up in their lodges, and the most daring took 
their canoes out to examine more closely the huge mass that had come out of the 
ocean.6  

Likewise, between 1803 and 1805, while John Jewitt lived among the Mowachat 

people as a slave, he referred several times in his journal to Qua-ootz. After attending the 

closing performance of a feast he said, “I learn now [it] was a celebration, held by them 

annually, in honour of their God, whom they call Qua-ootz, to return to him their thanks 

for his past, and implore his future favours.”7  

In 1860 Sproat gave several insights into the connections he made between what 

he referred to as the Christian God and the supreme being amongst the Nuu-chah-nulth. 

He said, “I frequently found that ... I was led on to form, in my own mind, a connected 

whole, designed to coincide with some ingenious theory which I wished might be true.”8 

Yet, his conviction of the evolved superiority of European people and culture would not 

allow him to make the leap. He said, “The faint, struggling efforts of [their] natures in so 

                                                 
5 Ibid.  

6 Iris H. Wilson Engstrand, Noticias de Nutka: An account of Nootka Sound in 1792, 66.  

7 John Jewitt, Narrative of the Adventures and Sufferings of John R. Jewitt, (Ithaca, N.Y.: Mack, 
Andrus, 1851), 99.  

8 Gilbert Malcolm Sproat, The Nootka: Scenes and Studies of Savage Life, 137. 
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early or so little advanced a stage of moral and intellectual cultivation, can produce only a 

medley of opinions and beliefs – not to be dignified by the epithet religious.”9 He found 

himself conflicted, as his heart wanted to see a connection but his mind would not allow 

him. In spite of this handicap of supposed superiority, he acknowledged their belief in a 

superior being, “which presides over their destinies [and is]...known to all ... by the name 

Quawteaht.”10 When discussing tribal names, which all end in aht, he said, “The Indians 

relate that Quawteaht gave names to most or all of the things on land, and in the sky, and 

sea; and that he, also, is the author of their tribal names... aht is the terminal of 

Quawteaht’s own name.”11 

The most recent reference to the word Quawteaht is found in a transcription of 

origin histories by Chief Louie of Huu-ay-aht in the Nuu-chah-nulth language, recorded 

by Eugene Arima in 1964 and translated by Alex Thomas. In this story, Quawteaht is the 

Transformer. This story describes a world beyond comprehension, a world “before the 

great flood” and before humans existed. It was a world in which deer had no antlers, fish 

did not live in the ocean, and otters did not have tails or ears. All beings easily 

transformed from one form to another without losing their original personalities, and it 

was the world from which all humans came. Chief Louie gave this description: “That 

village had a Jesus man, his name was kwatyaat [Qwawteaht]...he was a real minister. He 

                                                 
9 Ibid.  

10 Ibid., 141. (It appears that the name Qua-ootz and Quawteaht refer to the same being based on 
Mozino references in relation to Sproat’s, Sapir’s, and Drucker’s references. However, in some stories the 
Creator and the Transformer were separate beings, a problem not unfamiliar to Christians in describing the 
persons of God.) 

11 Ibid., 98.  
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could create anything he wished to.”12 The story then describes the Transformer: “He was 

a human, the Transformer, no one knew what he was. It must have been he who the white 

man call Jesus....He made everything into what it is now.”13 

Qwawteaht [kwatyaat] was not the only name attached to the Transformer. As 

Atleo pointed out, different families have different versions of the same stories. While the 

details change, the essence remains. According to Drucker, Quawteaht was the name 

used by the southern Nuu-chah-nulth tribes. “Snot Boy” or Antokt was the Transformer 

hero in the central and northern tribes.14 Atleo, from the central region, uses the word 

Ain-tin-mit.15 This etymological  difference is a result of the various dialects among the 

Nuu-chah-nulth tribes. 

Son of Raven Captures the Day 

Another story comically depicts the attempts of Son of Raven to heroically 

capture the light and bring it to his people.16 His first attempts are foiled due to his pride 

and desire to be of great significance. Finally, after repeated failures, he listens to the 

wisdom of Wren, the one who always speaks rightly. Wren tells him that instead of 

making himself big, fast, or powerful, he must make himself tiny and insignificant. He 

then transforms himself into a tiny leaf that floats into the well of the owner of the light. 

                                                 
12 Tyee Bob et al., Family Origin Histories: The Whaling Indians: West Coast Legends and 

Stories, Part 11 of the Sapir-Thomas Nootka Texts, Ethnology paper ; 145 (Gatineau, Québec: Canadian 
Museum of Civilization, 2009), 301.  

13 Ibid., 303.  

14 Drucker, The Northern and Central Nootkan Tribes, 452. 

15 Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 59.  

16 The richness and depth of this story goes far beyond the few points I am extracting from it. 
Atleo dedicates a chapter to it in Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 6.  
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The owner’s daughter comes for a drink and swallows him. She then becomes pregnant 

and gives birth to him, giving him access to the light. 

Human Condition 

This story speaks to the human condition. It recognizes that without the light, 

people live in darkness. As Atleo stated, light in these stories is associated with life, 

knowledge, and wisdom, while darkness is associated with death, ignorance, and evil. 

The people’s natural desire for light is at the core of the story.17 In Pope Benedict XVI’s 

Easter 2012 message in Rome, he echoed this moral:  

What is the creation account saying here? Light makes life possible. It makes 
encounter possible. It makes communication possible. It makes knowledge, access 
to reality and to truth, possible. And insofar as it makes knowledge possible, it 
makes freedom and progress possible. The darkness that poses a real threat to 
mankind is the fact he can see and investigate tangible material things, but cannot 
see where the world is going or whence it comes, where our own life is going, 
what is good and what is evil...The darkness enshrouding God and obscuring 
values is the real threat to our existence and to the world in general.18 

The irony in this condition is remarkable. Through the “enlightenment” of 

Western civilization, the greatest danger facing mankind is darkness. In bringing a 

message of “light and civilization” to the Americas, the light that Son of Raven brought 

to the Nuu-chah-nulth is being enshrouded by the darkness today’s society. Examining 

Nuu-chah-nulth understanding of how this light was and can be captured would be of 

great use to the present church and society. 

Humility and Incarnation 

Perhaps the most striking parallel between this story and biblical stories is that 

Son of Raven had to become an insignificant leaf in order to be born into the house of the 

                                                 
17 Atleo, Tsawalk, 11. 

18 Pope Benedict XVI, “Love Is Stronger Than Hate,” The Vatican Today, April 7, 2012. 
http://www.news.va/en/news/love-is-stronger-than-hate-the-popes-homily-easter (accessed April 9, 2012).  
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Creator and to bring light into the world. This story parallels both the humility of Christ 

being born in a manger and the incarnational aspects of God becoming man. Son of 

Raven realized that there was nothing he could do on his own strength to gain access to 

the light. He could only accomplish this great feat when he learned the secret of humility. 

Atleo teaches that “Thlawk-thlawk-qwa (humble petition) is the approach discovered by 

son of Raven in his quest to bring light into the Nuu-chah-nulth world. It is major key 

that unlocks the door and makes the resources of heaven available to earth.”19 The 

practice based on this teaching is called oo-sum-ich. Translated loosely in a Christian 

context, it might be called prayer. However, means more than that. Atleo defines it more 

specifically as “careful seeking” in the context of a “fearsome environment.”20 The 

environment was fearful on several levels. On the physical level, it involved separation 

from the safety and comforts of community, and it meant exposure to the harsh realities 

of nature. More importantly, it involved exposure to the inherent dangers of the spiritual 

world. The first syllable, oo, means careful.  

Oo-sum-ich is a private spiritual activity that can involve varying degrees of 

fasting, cleansing in river, lake or salt water, celibacy, prayer, and isolation. Oo-sum-ich 

is an activity of self-control and discipline. It can last for days, weeks, or even months 

and years.21 There are levels of spiritual preparation, from the simple cleansing of hands 

before going fishing for spring salmon, to the years of purification and rigorous training 

                                                 
19 Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 71.  

20 Ibid. 

21Ibid. 
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of the whalers.22 Oo-sum-ich was a recognized way of life. One of the understandings of 

oo-sum-ich was that prayer and cleansing of the body, spirit, and mind was a petition of 

great effort and commitment. It was not a quick prayer as they boarded their canoe to 

chase a whale. Oo-sum-ich stemmed from a deep understanding of Ah-inch-a-naa Nass, 

we are completely dependent on God. It was a way for the physical and spiritual to 

become connected. Atleo told the story of his grandfather, Keesta, preparing for a 

whaling expedition by performing oo-sum-ich over a period of eight months. He would 

take a curled tail feather of a mallard duck with him, and only when the feathers 

supernaturally uncurled would he come down from the mountain prepared to engage in 

the hunt. There are documented records of whales presenting themselves to the whalers 

as willing sacrifices. Those who understand oo-sum-ich would demonstrate no surprise 

that after such prayers Jesus could supernaturally walk on the water. 

There are important lessons to be learned from this Nuu-cha-nulth practice. How 

shallow do prayers seem in relation? How much do believers truly rely on prayer? How 

often are prayers simply formalities to go through before moving on under one’s own 

strength and agenda? How committed are believers to the sacrifices and humble petitions 

necessary to be able to clearly hear God’s voice? 

Those with an understanding of oo-sum-ich could have a fuller understanding of 

the prayers of Jesus on the mountain and the subsequent interaction between the natural 

and the supernatural: 

[Jesus] went up into the hills by himself to pray. Night fell while he was there 
alone. Meanwhile, the disciples were in trouble far away from land, for a strong 
wind had risen, and they were fighting heavy waves. About three o’clock in the 

                                                 
22Martha Black, ÒHuupuKwanum Tupaat: Out of The Mist: Treasures of The Nuu-chah-nulth 

Chiefs (Victoria: Royal British Columbia Museum, 1999), 25.  
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morning Jesus came toward them, walking on the water. When the disciples saw 
him walking on the water, they were terrified. In their fear, they cried out, “It’s a 
ghost!” But Jesus spoke to them at once. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “Take 
courage. I am here!” Then Peter called to him, “Lord, if it’s really you, tell me to 
come to you, walking on the water.” “Yes, come,” Jesus said. So Peter went over 
the side of the boat and walked on the water toward Jesus. But when he saw the 
strong wind and the waves, he was terrified and began to sink. “Save me, Lord!” 
he shouted. Jesus immediately reached out and grabbed him. “You have so little 
faith,” Jesus said. “Why did you doubt me?”23 

Community 

The story of Son of Raven capturing the day also recognizes the natural state of 

community.24 While Son of Raven is the main character in the story, everyone else 

automatically becomes involved. Interdependence is taken for granted and valued. The 

necessity of both giving and receiving is understood, and the light was a gift for the 

whole community, not for personal gain. Atleo also points out that there are two 

relational values that form the core and heart of the Nuu-chah-nulth way: love and 

respect. He says that although “the word [love] is not used in the story...the story itself is 

a story of love. One of our own, with community involvement, brings home the light. 

Everyone has helped. It’s a funny, beautiful story. It has a happy ending.”25 

An understanding of community has been lost in today’s independent world. The 

human longing for it is evidenced by the meteoric rise in social media and the popularity 

of coffee shops, bookstores, and clubs that offer a taste of it. The Church is also 

recognizing the importance of community. Where the Church once played a prominent 

role in society, it has now become marginalized. Numbers are diminishing, clergy are 

exhausted, youth are leaving, there is a loss of genuine spirituality, and widespread 

                                                 
23 Matthew 14:23:31 NL 

24 Atleo, Tsawalk, 12. 

25Ibid., 15.  



 

194 

confusion exists about the purpose and message of the Church. The Church is being 

redefined from an organizational entity located in a facility and defined by its activities to 

the community of God’s people. In the old paradigm, the nature of leadership was shaped 

by a perceived need to return the Church to the cultural center of society. With its leaders 

trained as managers equipped with success formulas, professionalism dominated. Schools 

of management began to be the professional model shaping seminary leaders. The 

problem with this move was that its prime motivation was to return the Church to its 

position of privilege and power rather than to engage the culture with the gospel. The 

move was shaped to maximize the market penetration for numerical growth.26 Today, the 

Church is recognizing that its mission should not be defined by its programs or services, 

but by what it is and how it lives. Gruder defines how the Church could live out the 

gospel by incarnating the love of God in Christ: 

It functions concretely as communities practice accountability toward each other 
and submit to each other’s guidance and admonition. ... Dependence, 
connectedness, mutual love, shared responsibility, as well as submission to one 
another are the marks of the structures of connectedness that practice unity as 
apostolic witness.27 

I have seen more glimpses of this witness of the gospel among the Nuu-chah-

nulth than in any church I have attended. The Church would benefit from examining the 

ancient Nuu-chah-nulth understanding of community as we grow in our understanding of 

“the reign of God and the role of the church as the people of God who are called and sent 

to represent this reign as a preview community, a foretaste and a harbinger.”28  

                                                 
26 Darrell L. Guder and project coordinator and, Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of 

the Church, in North America (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 1998), 196.  

27 Ibid., 264.  

28 Ibid., 108.  
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Heshook-ish tsawalk 

The details of the Son of Raven Capturing the Day reveal an understanding of the 

connections between the spiritual realm and the physical. As Atleo indicated, the story 

does not distinguish between the two because  

unlike the contemporary division between the two, the Nuu-chah-nulth saw the 
physical world as a manifestation of the spiritual. It also recognizes that light 
originates in the spiritual realm as does all of creation. The one who brings the 
light to the world is both a spiritual and a physical being at the same time, a 
doctrine that the Christian church has been wrestling with for over two thousand 
years.29  

The world view held by modernists was very different from the world view held 

by most indigenous people around the world. The modernist worldview is also much 

different than the Hebrew world view into which at Jesus was born. One of the basic 

differences is the holistic understanding of life and the absence of dualism. The Nuu-

chah-nulth phrase, Heeshuk-ish Tsawalk,30 means that all is one or humans are one with 

nature. Stanley Sam, an Ahousaht Elder, explained: 

The Nuu-chah-nulth have a belief in oneness with nature. Understanding this 
belief assists the Nuu-chah-nulth to manage resources for a total way of life, and 
for the health of the earth. Everything begins with spirituality. Naas is the Creator 
and is the giver of life and all the life offers to us. Naas established the patterns 
and laws of nature. As Nuu-chah-nulth, our government, our justice system, and 
our way of life were based on the patterns and laws of nature. The priority of our 
people was the utmost respect of those things that were given to us by Naas.31 

This understanding of the oneness of all of creation, which is for the most part lost 

today, was also clearly understood by the New Testament authors: 

                                                 
29 Oleksa, Orthodox Alaska, 51. 

30 Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 10.  

31 Ehattesaht Tribe, Back to Basics: Nuu-chah-nulth Management of Natural Resources 
(Vancouver: Ehattesaht Tribe, 1992).  
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He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all 
things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether 
thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for 
him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.32 

Atleo’s second book, Principles of Tsawalk, examines these principles. When 

Sam said that “our ways of life were based on the patterns and laws of nature,” it is 

imperative to understand those laws. On the surface, Atleo identifies that all of creation 

looks fragmented and polarized. However, through origin stories, oo-sum-ich, and by 

living in close contact with nature, the Nuu-chah-nulth came to understand and recognize 

its interconnected nature. They established reciprocal principles of respect, consent, 

recognition, and continuity as standards for human conduct,33 both in their affairs with 

each other and with the rest of creation.  

The origins of global crisis, both environmentally and politically, are a reflection 

of ways of life that do not recognize this interconnectedness. Climate change, escalating 

fuel prices, oil spills, diseases, and depletion of natural resources are results of not 

exercising these standard principals of conduct in relationship to our environment. 

Instead, principles of greed and competition create an insatiable appetite for more. The 

value of the earth and its resources in sustaining life become secondary to the immediate 

rewards. Likewise, pending nuclear war, terrorism, political polarization, and genocide 

are results of not exercising these same principles on a human level. Instead of respecting 

differences, people attempt to control others through war or political pressures. Consent 

is replaced with demands, and instead of valuing and recognizing differences and 

appreciating the contributions of others, the dominant society sees homogeneity. Atleo 

                                                 
32 Atleo, Tsawalk. 

33 Ibid., 76.  



 

197 

relates that metaphorically, this current global crisis is a representation of the darkness 

that the people of Son of Raven experienced. According to the Pope, it is this same 

darkness that is the biggest threat to mankind. 

Perhaps Christians would do well to study the ancient, illumed revelation of the 

origins of light so that, once again, it can chase away the darkness. 

Tloo-qua-nah - Lessons in Redemption 

Tloo-qua-nah is the name of one of the main potlatches of the Nuu-chah-nulth 

people. Tloo-qua-nah literally means “remember-reality-we,” or we remember the 

Creator.34 This is a time of remembrance. At feasts and potlatches, people rehearse the 

nature of society to remind each other of who they are, where they came from, who they 

are related to, who owned what, who had that name, who owned that song, and so forth. 

A saying when one is leaving on a journey is Tloo-utl-ee-sum:35 “Remember me on your 

journeys.” 

One part of Tloo-qua-nah is a re-enactment of a story, which relates the rescue of 

a chief’s daughter by Aint-tin-mit, a Nuu-chah-nulth hero and rescuer. On a broader 

level, it is a re-enactment of a loss of children to powerful outside forces and their 

subsequent rescue and restoration to the community. It is a ceremony to remember the 

Creator and has a message of hope and good news for all who are oppressed, 

downtrodden, and beaten by destructive forces in life.36 Victoria Wells, a Nuu-chah-nulth 

woman from Ehattesaht, identified this passage from the Bible as a parallel to her 

understanding of Tlu-qua-nah: 

                                                 
34Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview, 38.  

35 Ibid.  

36Atleo, Tsawalk, 37. 
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I cried out to God for help; I cried out to God to hear me. When I was in distress, I 
sought the Lord; at night I stretched out untiring hands and my soul refused to be 
comforted. I remembered you, O God, and I groaned; I mused, and my spirit grew 
faint. You kept my eyes from closing; I was too troubled to speak. I thought about 
the former days, the years of long ago; I remembered my songs in the night. My 
heart mused and my spirit inquired: “Will the Lord reject forever? Will he never 
show his favor again? Has his unfailing love vanished forever? Has his promise 
failed for all time? Has God forgotten to be merciful? Has he in anger withheld 
his compassion?” Then I thought, “To this I will appeal: the years of the right 
hand of the Most High.” I will remember the deeds of the LORD; yes, I will 
remember your miracles of long ago. I will meditate on all your works and 
consider all your mighty deeds. Your ways, O God, are holy. What god is so great 
as our God? 37 

Both early missionaries and ethnographers misunderstood the significance of 

Tloo-qua-nah. Father Brabant attended one at Hesquiaht in the winter of 1880. Although 

he provided a good description of the month long feast and ceremony, he did not see or 

understand its purpose. He said, “They remind me of the Mardi Gras of Europe...I can see 

nothing to find fault with at the present time. When I see the masquerades, cavalcades, 

historic processions, dramas, and other entertainments of our white populations 

abandoned and given up forever, it will be time enough to tell the Indians that they must 

give up their festivities.” Early ethnographers also missed their significance. Sapir, who 

witnessed a Tloo-qua-nah in 1910, called it a wolf ritual. As he did not speak the 

language, he relied on a Nuu-chah-nulth man, Frank Williams, to give an account of the 

ceremony. The account was recorded and then transcribed word for word both in English 

and in the Nuu-chah-nulth language using a phonetic alphabet. Much was lost in 

translation, however, and the word Tloo-qua-nah was translated directly as “wolf 

ritual.”38 Atleo compares calling a Tloo-qua-nah a “wolf ritual” to calling the Christian 

                                                 
37 Psalm 77:1-13 NIV 

38 Edward Sapir and Morris Swadesh, Nootka Texts: Tales and Ethnological Narratives, with 
Grammatical Notes and Lexical Materials, William Dwight Whitney linguistic series (New York: AMS 
Press, 1978), 179.  
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communion ceremony the “bread ceremony.”39 While wolves play a prominent role in 

the re-enactment, the focus of the ceremony is not on wolves, but on the Creator.  

Drucker, who witnessed a Tloo-qua-nah in the 1930s, called it the “Shaman’s 

Dance.”40 Although he missed out on the significance of the name, he roughly understood 

the plot: 

Children were kidnapped by Supernatural Wolves (sometimes accompanied by 
other spirits), then rescued by their relatives and ceremonially purified. During the 
novices’ captivity each was supposed to be taken by the Wolves to the ancestral 
home of his lineage and there instructed in the origin of some hereditary right...In 
this way the ceremony served as a vehicle for conveying hereditary rights.41 

As part of the project for this dissertation, I documented a contemporary Tloo-

qua-nah held by the Ahousaht people, which we hosted at Esperanza. It is a story of 

traditional justice involving elements of judgement, mercy, and redemption, in which a 

group of people were removed from their community and taught to remember who they 

really were, to remember the Creator, and to return home and tell the rest of the 

community what they had learned. (See Appendix A. Tloo-qua-nah at Esperanza) 

Organizational Change 

Over its seventy-five year history, Esperanza has witnessed the world change. 

Fiberglass and welded aluminum boats have replaced dugout canoes and wooden boats. 

Mail is sent and received instantaneously, rather than once a month on the freight boat 

from Vancouver. The Nuu-chah-nulth are no longer dwindling in numbers due to disease, 

but have become one of the fastest growing populations in Canada. Residential schools 

                                                 
39Atleo, Principles of Tsawalk: An Indigenous Approach to Global Crisis, 79.  

40 Drucker, The Northern and Central Nootkan Tribes, 386. 

41 Atleo, Principles of Tsawalk, 387. 
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are closed and there is an application in the iTunes store to learn the Ehattesaht language. 

Nuu-chah-nulth people are breaking the silence that hid away the horrors of disease, loss 

of land, language, and culture, and they are telling their stories. The depression of forced 

dependence is lifting as people are increasingly finding ways to use their gifts, skills, and 

resources to make a living. Esperanza has also changed in this time period. As the 

consciousness of the Nuu-chah-nulth is being raised as to their place in history, so is the 

consciousness of Esperanza. As mentioned earlier, defining mission is a continual 

process of evaluation and re-evaluation. The Esperanza staff had to ask what type of 

leadership was necessary to make effective change in this rapidly changing world. 

Transition 

When I started at BGU, Esperanza was a part of SCA. They had three different 

Executive Directors in three years, and each had gone through a quest to restructure. We 

went through repeated cycles of reflection on purpose, mission, and goals, which caused 

further change and uncertainty. What seemed most unsettling was that none of the 

changes seemed to be addressing issues of any consequence. It seemed that there was a 

disconnect between what Esperanza felt was important and what the head office in 

Ontario thought was important. At Esperanza, we were becoming increasingly connected 

to the people and focused on issues like hope, healing, and justice. The head office was 

looking at efficiency and accountability. Both were important, but we had difficulty 

reaching a consensus on any issues. After two years of back and forth, followed by 

mediation from both representatives of the Nuu-chah-nulth people and other 

stakeholders, Esperanza and SCA separated.  

Many times, I look back on this time sheepishly, wondering how I could have 

better worked through our issues. The story, Son of Raven Captures the Day, illustrates 
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the Son of Raven perplexed about the task at hand. His attempts and subsequent failures 

were comical, revealing the follies of his pride. On reflection, I can see how my pride 

interfered with the establishment of peace with SCA. It was only when I was able to 

humble myself, accept that my attempts to bridge the gap were failing, and listen to the 

wise elders of the coast that the situation began to improve. I fondly recall several 

specific incidences that occurred throughout the process. One Nuu-chah-nulth 

grandmother, perhaps Agnes John, related their teaching: if children are fighting over 

something, then neither should get it. This was both a gentle admonition and a statement 

of ownership, opposing the existing paternalism. She was saying that if Esperanza and 

SCA could not work through their differences, the Ehattesaht people, in whose traditional 

territory Esperanza exists, should take control. A second encouragement, and perhaps the 

greatest one, came from the formation of a transition team of primarily Nuu-chah-nulth 

people. They travelled to Ontario to meet with the board and encouraged them to travel to 

the coast to listen to the voice of the people. The board accepted the invitation and came 

for four days, in which time they met with approximately one hundred people to discuss 

the future of Esperanza. A third memory came from Earl Smith, another Nuu-chah-nulth 

elder. When I was ready to resign, he told me, “Dean, don’t resign. If you do, we all lose 

our voice. If you stay, together we can reclaim our voice.” It was this comment that gave 

me the encouragement I needed. The implication was that Esperanza, Ehattesaht, the rest 

of the Nuu-chah-nulth, and the coast shared a voice. Together, we were holding each 

other up. We were not a mission to the Nuu-chah-nulth, nor were we a mission for the 

Nuu-chah-nulth. We were a mission with the Nuu-chah-nulth. This truth became evident 

as the restructuring began. We formed a board of directors that was representative of all 
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of the stakeholders. Protocols were established that ensured a healthy representation of 

Nuu-chah-nulth people on the board. Today, of the six members on the board, three are 

Nuu-chah-nulth, including the chairperson. In essence, we became a mission of the Nuu-

chah-nulth. 

Purpose 

One of our first exercises was to chart out a path of who we were, where we were, 

who we were called to be, and where we would go. First, we recognized that in “ways 

that are mysterious to us, [we] have been laid hold of by Another”42 to be witnesses of 

him. We acknowledged the heritage of the people who came before us and acknowledged 

the privilege given to us to participate in the ongoing work of God “whose presence has 

been both real and known since ages long past.”43 Secondly, we resolved that the nature 

of our ministries would occur at the point of grace where our hearts, our neighbours’ 

hearts, and our Creator’s heart intersect, that we might live and move in a community of 

broadening and deepening relationships. We recognized that our primary witness was not 

our programs, our doctrinal position, or our words, but rather how we lived out our faith 

as a community.  

Community 

We identified the following six characteristics44 that we wanted our community to 

be: 

1. a community of praise and thanksgiving. 

                                                 
42 Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Mission, rev. ed. (Grand 

Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1995), 17.  

43 Taken from Esperanza Purposes 

44 Adapted from Newbigin’s The Congregation as Hermeneutic of the Gospel in Lesslie 
Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (London: SPCK, 1989), 227. 
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2. a community of truth that challenges injustice. A community that not only 
ministers to the wounds of the hurting but roots out and challenges the injustices 
that cause them. 

3. a community of love that does not live for itself but is deeply involved in the 
concerns of its neighbourhood. 

4. a community of prayer, that recognizes Ah-inchae-neesh Nass, our total 
dependence on God. 

5. a community of mutual responsibility. 

6. a community of hope. 

Leadership 

As a small community that was no longer tied to a distant hierarchical authority, 

we examined the model of leadership we wanted to adopt. We chose a model of 

leadership that would be reflective not only of one or two community leaders, but of the 

whole community. Firstly, we wanted the community to be defined by servanthood. 

When people would come to Esperanza for any of a variety of reasons, we wanted to both 

serve them and accept their gifts of service. The Nuu-chah-nulth principle of 

reciprocation, the willingness to both give and receive, was important. The principle 

matched the teaching of Jesus that says, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” For 

example, presently we have a young mother at Esperanza. The Ministry of Children and 

Families was going to take her newborn son away from her unless she found a place to 

live free of drugs and alcohol. We are able to serve her by providing her with a safe home 

and community. In return, she has her own rake, and after each winter storm, she joins 

with everyone else in cleaning up the branches and debris. We all have both needs and 

gifts to share. Similarly, when a group of men that had been abused at residential school 

came to Esperanza for a week of healing, we chose to honour them with the best service 

we could provide. Throughout the week, we tried with our limited resources to cater to 
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them like royalty. In return, they invited us to join with them in their songs, prayers, and 

healing. 

A second attribute of leadership that we aspired to was to be incarnational. God 

sent his Son to be a king among us, not from a distance. He was incarnated, or given 

human form, with all of the frailties associated with humanity. He immersed himself in 

the lives and experiences of humans, and he shared his life and lived in community with 

those he served. He asks us to model his example. I shared the following list with a 

young woman who came to Esperanza for a few months as a volunteer.45 She responded, 

“This is powerful. In reading this, I realize that I am the leader in the classroom and ask 

myself, How can I lead as Jesus did?”  

As incarnational leaders46 we: 

1. immerse ourselves in the lives and experiences of the community we serve (west 
coast of Vancouver Island); 

2. share in the common experience of the community, not above the community or 
as an expert outside the community, but within the community; 

3. share in the hopes, pain, and plight of the community; 

4. seek to identify with the weakest members when weakness is revealed;  

5. understand our own weakness and expect there will be days when we need to be 
held together by the community; 

6. are not bystanders hoping the community will rise to our level, but are on journey 
together with the community;  

7. help the community dream; 

8. celebrate with the community when dreams are realized; and 

9. help interpret the dreams and hopes of the community.  
                                                 

45 Jonathan Sharpe, “Leadership Perspectives,” (Lecture, Bakke Graduate University, Seattle, WA, 
June 7, 2006). 

46 Newbigin, The Open Secret. 
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One man who was with us for six years understood this. He is an alcoholic who continues 

his struggle with the disease. However, the disease did not define him. Every time a new 

group of people would come to Esperanza, he would identify the individual or family that 

was most in need, befriend them, and encourage them on their journey. He was an 

incarnational leader. 

A third form of leadership we wanted Esperanza to reflect was prophetic 

leadership. We wanted to see First Nations people with the right perspective. As a part of 

the white, middle class, urban eyes, our view is distant and skewed and we often miss the 

intelligence, humility, humour, courage, love of family, graciousness, sense of 

community, and history of First Nations people. Instead, we look at the numbers and see 

high rates of suicide, illiteracy, unemployment, and imprisonment, and then attribute 

these statistics to character defects and immorality. Our judgements are based on the 

values of the dominant culture, which esteem wealth, education, hard work, and the 

appearance of good. Who is to say that personal wealth is more valuable than generosity, 

that the white man’s educational system is more valuable than the teachings of elders, 

that going to work today is more important than being with your mother in the hospital, 

that hiding your faults is more admirable than transparency? When we judge someone 

based on a different system of values, impose our cultural values on others, or get rich by 

displacing a people from the resources necessary to maintain their livelihood and identity, 

we become a part of the problem, complicit with a church and society that has produced 

these statistics. 

I believe that a true Christian response involves accompanying mercy with 

advocacy. Only when we become appalled with the current state of our society and 
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church, which are so absorbed in their superiority and righteousness that they cannot see 

the oppression they instigated and maintain, can we be an authentic voice of the gospel. 

Prepositional Shifts 

The focus of ministry at Esperanza has shifted over the years. In some cases the 

shifts have been natural and in other cases they have been intentional. One way to 

describe the changes would be to call them prepositional shifts. In its earliest days the 

primary preposition was to. When Wills first came to the coast in 1930 he was led to a 

place. He was called to tell the people of the coast of God’s great love for them. During 

the hospital era a shift began towards the preposition for. The mission statement at that 

time was to preach Christ and to heal diseases; preach to and provide medical services 

for. This expanded the mandate of mission to include both the word and deed aspects. 

When Wills first came the for position was not an option. He didn’t know the place, the 

people or the needs. However the relationships he established made it possible for him to 

identify a need and recruit the resources to meet the need. By fulfilling his calling to the 

coast he paved the way for McLean to provide medical services for the coast. Over the 

years, as relationships developed, a shift began towards the preposition with. The with 

position was only possible because of the previously established to and for eras. Several 

factors paved the way for this prepositional shift. Firstly, McLean’s longevity on the 

coast allowed the community of Esperanza to become part of the fabric of the coast. 

Secondly, a generational presence of Esperanza families and individuals enabled the 

establishment of deep and close relationships. Thirdly a mixing of populations occurred 

with Nuu-chah-nulth people moving to Esperanza and Esperanza people moving to Nuu-

chah-nulth communities. Finally and perhaps most importantly, the gracious acceptance 
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of Esperanza people by the Nuu-chah-nulth provided a setting where partnership was 

possible.  

One way the with position can be characterized is in the structure of the 

organization. A preponderance of board membership is now people of the coast, who 

have spent all of their life or the majority of their adult life on the coast. The membership 

of the association is growing and is also comprised primarily of people from the coast. As 

well many of the staff and volunteers are either Nuu-chah-nulth or have lived on the coast 

for many years. 

A second characteristic of the shift is the nature of the programs that are being 

initiated. In the last four years three new programs have sprouted that have all originated 

from within the Nuu-chah-nulth sphere. All three of them are rooted in justice as opposed 

to mercy. Mercy programs address symptoms. Hospitals, treatment centers, soup 

kitchens, and food banks are examples of mercy programs. Justice programs on the other 

hand examine questions such as why do we have such a need for hospitals, treatments 

centers, soup kitchens, and food banks? They then address the systemic issues that are 

creating the need. 

The first program initiated is described in Appendix A, which represents the 

practical component of this project. The program was a contemporary Tloo-qua-nah or 

ceremony designed to encourage people to remember the Creator and His teachings. A 

second program initiated from within the Nuu-chah-nulth sphere that Esperanza has been 

a part of is the revitalization of the language. Language is a major part of what defines 

and unites a people group. Language is something that was taken from most Nuu-chah-

nulth. Recent studies have shown a strong correlation between lack of cultural continuity, 
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language loss and suicide rates in First Nations communities.47,48 As a community we are 

very interested in supporting those working towards revitalizing the language. A third 

program in which we have been involved, which was initiated from within the Nuu-chah-

nulth sphere, is the Quu?asa healing circle. This is a program where men and youth 

affected by the abuses of residential schools can gather together, support each other and 

look to the Creator for healing.  

The significance of these programs from a missiological perspective is that they 

demonstrate a move away from programs initiated from outside the coast to programs 

initiated from within. If we were to identify all of the programs, ministries and activities 

that Esperanza has been involved in over the years and place them in a circle we would 

see that the majority of them addressed issues that the people of Esperanza thought were 

significant. Likewise if we were to identify all of the programs, ministries, and activities 

that the Nuu-chah-nulth have been involved in over the years we would see that the 

majority of them addressed issues that the Nuu-chah-nulth thought were significant. 

These new programs provide clear evidence that these circles are converging.  

Closing the Gap 

We will recognize that the gap is closing between First Nations and the Church 

and between First Nations and society by recognizing the prepositions that define the 

relationships. It was a misuse of the to and for positions that created and sustained the 

gap. Relationships that are based on one party doing something to another party can 

                                                 
47 Michael Chandler and Christopher Lalonde, Cultural Continuity as a Hedge against Suicide in 

Canada’s First Nations (Vancouver: University of British Columbia, 1998), 
http://web.uvic.ca/~lalonde/manuscripts/1998TransCultural.pdf  

48 Darcy Hallet, Michael Chandler, and Christopher Lalonde, “Aboriginal Language Knowledge 
and Youth Suicide,” Cognitive Development 22, no. 3 (July-September 2007).  
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easily lead to a paternalistic relationship and an imbalance of power. When the early 

explorers and settler came it was to occupy, to access resources and to compete. They 

placed themselves in a position of superiority and abused that position. As governments 

and missionaries arrived on the scene they too often assumed a position of superiority and 

developed paternalistic relationships. However in an awareness of their responsibilities 

they also began to do things for First Nations. Believing that assimilation was in 

everyone’s best interest they established reserves, schools, and governance for First 

Nations. Rather than closing the gap, these for positions further entrenched the gap by 

attacking cultural norms and creating dependencies. It is through the development of with 

relationships that the gap will be closed. With relationships are based on love and respect. 

They recognize the significance and value of diversity. They are incarnational and absent 

of power differentials. They work together towards a common goal. The following table, 

taken from Kris Rocke and Joel Van Dykes’ book Geography of Grace49 illustrates these 

prepositional positions. 

 
Figure 7.1 - Prepositional Positions 

                                                 
49 Kris Rocke and Joel Van Dyke, Geography of Grace (US: Street Psalms Press, 2012), 72.  
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A fourth preposition 

Convergence will really only become a reality when we realize the importance of 

a fourth preposition, of. We might look at the old hospital at Esperanza, or the summer 

camps or the crisis intervention program and say, “Those are ministries of Esperanza.” 

Likewise we might look at the language immersion conference or the Tloo-qua-nah or 

the Qua?asa circles and say those are ministries of the Nuu-chah-nulth. Then we might 

agree to partner with each other in these various ministries. However until we understand 

the Missio Dei and identify these as part of God’s redemptive plan we will most likely 

continue to draw our own circles. As we partner with the Creator it is my prayer and hope 

that the circles converge and the mission of God, becomes the mission of the Nuu-chah-

nulth, and the mission of Esperanza. When that happens it won’t be mission to; it won’t 

be mission for; but it will be mission of the Creator with each other and to the world for 

the redemption of all. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A. 
Project – Tloo-Qua-Nah at Esperanza 

A Song in the Woods 

 
It was dusk. Enjoying a warm evening after a rainy day, I crossed the back bridge 

over our little creek at Esperanza. I wondered if it had rained long enough and hard 

enough to keep the pelton wheel running for another day or two. In a land where rain is 

measured in feet rather than in inches, we receive great satisfaction by turning what some 

consider a curse into a blessing. For us, rain converts to running water, which converts to 

clean, free electricity. Miles away from the closest power lines, with fuel costs spiraling 

upwards, not to mention the droning sound and the pungent odor of the diesel generators, 

this is a wonderful gift. 

I paused to listen. I thought I heard a voice raised over the sound of running 

water. The steady beat of a drum, much like the beat of a heart, came into focus. Then I 

heard the singing, faint yet strong. Eager to participate, I quickened my pace and 

followed the old road up the hill to the green house. Gathered loosely in a circle were 

thirty or forty people, young and old, male and female drumming in unison and singing. 

As I looked at their faces, a lump developed in my throat and I felt my eyes misting. A 

young boy was sobbing uncontrollably while clinging to his mother’s leg. I couldn’t 

immediately grasp the emotion, but I knew it wasn’t a physical pain. His mother was 

beating the drum as hard as she could and singing at the top of her lungs. The words were 

not intelligible to me but the meaning was clear. This was worship. It was a song of 
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thankfulness to the Creator. It was a plea for strength for those off in the woods fasting 

and praying. It was a cry for mercy. 

A Call for Action 

 
Two months earlier, I received a phone call from a long time friend and leader of 

the Ahousaht Holistic Center. He asked if we could arrange a time to meet and talk about 

a group of people the chiefs of Ahousaht wanted to send to Esperanza in late May. It was 

then early May, and we were in the middle of a six week session. After a grueling winter 

and spring, we were all looking forward to the month of June where we could catch our 

breath, change gears, and get ready for our summer programs. We had had a particularly 

challenging winter, and I knew all of the staff were feeling stretched already. I agreed to 

meet with Dave but part of me was saying, “We’ll just have to say no on this one. There 

is only so much we can do.” Yet another part of me was saying, “Dave has never asked 

me for anything before. He knows our situation and would only ask if it was very 

important, and I can’t say no to a friend in need.”  

We met several days later along with a few others from the Holistic Center, and 

what he told me sent shivers down my spine. The hereditary chiefs, the elected council, 

and the Holistic Center were planning a bold move that could have a tremendous impact 

on their community. It was such an audacious plan that we almost discussed it in hushed 

voices, looking over our shoulders to see if anyone was listening. One of the workers 

expressed, “I can’t believe we are actually going to do this. It’s so scary.” Without 

hesitation I said, “We’re in.” I was so excited to hear of the plan and so honoured to be 

asked to participate in it with them that I could hardly contain myself. I wanted to call my 
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wife, my Dad, and my staff right away to let them in on the plan. I knew they would feel 

the same way and would be more than willing to stretch even more. 

Before I tell you the plan, let me tell you a bit about the community of Ahousaht. 

It is a First Nations community of about one thousand people on a remote island off the 

west coast of Vancouver Island. They have their own modern K-12 school with a large 

gym, a police station a health clinic, a holistic center, a youth center, and community 

center. Many of the youth and adults excel at sports and compete regionally and even 

provincially. Many have gone on to complete post secondary education, and a number 

have earned advanced degrees. They have high levels of employment in the fishing 

industry, in resource management, in education, and in tourism. There is a strong cultural 

education focus and a solid Christian presence in the community. On the flip side, there 

were dozens of suicide attempts in the past several years, and while a majority of adults 

do not drink, there has been a considerable increase in the number of young people 

drinking and using illegal drugs. 

For a number of years, community members and various organizations, such as 

the band council, the Holistic Center, the RCMP, social service organizations, the 

schools, treatment centers, and several Christian ministries, have been working with 

people in an attempt to stem the tide of substance abuse and violence and to work at 

supporting and developing healthy individuals and families. At times, I’m sure it has 

appeared to many in the community to be a losing battle; however, clear progress can be 

seen when viewed generationally. After listening to the people, the chiefs and council 

decided that drastic measures needed to be taken to protect the children in the community 

from the recent increase in violence, suicide, and substance abuse. The plan was Tloo-
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qua-nah. As described in my paper, Tloo-qua-nah is the name of one of the main 

potlatches of the Nuu-chah-nulth people. Tloo-qua-nah means “remember-reality-we,” or 

“we remember the Creator.”1 One aspect of Tloo-qua-nah is that it re-enacts a story of the 

rescue of a chief’s daughter by Aint-tin-mit, a Nuu-chah-nulth hero and rescuer. On a 

broader level, it is a re-enactment of a loss of children to powerful outside forces and 

their subsequent rescue and restoration to the community. It is a ceremony to remember 

the Creator. Traditionally, the whole community would be involved in this drama.2 

Several people would burst onto the scene and report that a pack of wolves had been 

sighted close to the village. Then, some of the young men appear, running on all fours 

and wearing disguises with tail and ears. This causes great excitement, alarms are 

sounded, chiefs make speeches, songs are sung, and children are warned to be careful of 

the pending danger. A general aura of fear permeates the community. For the next four 

days, no work would be done. The community feasts together and engages in song, 

dance, and festivities. Periodically, the festivities are interrupted, and children, chosen 

before hand, are exposed to danger, captured by the wolves, and taken away into the 

bush. The men of the villages chase after the wolves with weapons, while the women 

shout with alarm. The mothers weep and the fathers are wild with grief. Everything is 

done to make the appearance that real wolves have devoured the children. Parents of the 

stolen children are reprimanded, “You must have forgotten the teachings of our 

grandparents; otherwise your children would not be missing.”3 On the fifth day, the 

                                                 
1Atleo, Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview,38.  

2 This description is based on Father Brabant’s record of a Tloo-qua-nah he witnessed in 1881 at 
Hesquiaht. 

3 Atleo, Tsawalk, 105. 
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wolves come out of the bush accompanied by the stolen children. The people get excited 

and launch a rescue team of chiefs and men and women of special rank. They beat the 

drums, dance as they proceed, and sing songs while firing their weapons. At a determined 

moment, they rescue the captive children and send the defeated wolves back into the 

bush. The children are then taken to the house of the chief to tell of their experiences in 

the home of the wolves. This is all accompanied by numerous other ceremonies. 

Atleo states: 

This ... ceremony is about mortal dangers. It is an ancient statement about the 
natural state of existence. If parents are not vigilant, strong outside forces may 
steal or lure their children away from the family and community. It has ever been 
so. It is still so today, except that now it is much worse. A strong outside force 
stole our children, who, over a few generations, become lost to their parents, lost 
to their heritage, lost to their ancestors, and lost to their people’s teachings. 
However if the community works together, it is possible to rescue these children 
who have been lost to their families and community...The Tloo-qua-nah has been 
an enactment of this reality. It contains danger. It contains pain and sorrow at the 
loss of loved ones. It affirms the frailty of koo-us (humans), who are unable to be 
perfect. Lastly, it affirms Qua-ootz, Owner of Reality, who - when remembered 
and approached in a manner consistent with the principle of humility taught by 
Son of Raven - is able to help koo-us safely restore lost loved ones to the 
community.4 

On May 31, 2007, the chiefs and other community leaders went door to door with 

an ultimatum to each person who had been identified as one who was selling drugs or 

alcohol in the community. They were told that what they were doing would no longer be 

tolerated and they had a choice: either leave the community or agree to go to Esperanza. 

They were required to pack up almost immediately and head off. Almost all of those 

identified agreed to go to Esperanza. 

                                                 
4 Ibid., 116.  
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The Boats Arrive 

 
The morning of June 1, we received the news. The boats from Ahousaht were on 

their way. The trip was 70 miles so we knew we had about 3 hours until they arrived. 

Esperanza sits within the Ehattesaht territory, so we contacted the community of 

Ehattesaht so they could assemble their Hawiiah (hereditary chiefs) to welcome the 

visitors from Ahousaht. The staff at Esperanza, including the Ahousaht Holistic Center 

staff, waited in anticipation, wondering who would be on the boats and what frame of 

mind they would be in. Were we in for a month of bitterness and anger or was the Creator 

going to do something amazing in our hearts and lives and in the hearts and lives of those 

coming? I shared with all of the staff that our primary role for the month would be to 

demonstrate our love and the love of God to the people coming. They would perhaps feel 

ashamed or judged and what they needed from us was unconditional love and acceptance. 

As the boats arrived we were down on the dock to greet them. I made a point of 

shaking hands and hugging each person who got off the boat. I was glad to see smiles on 

most of the faces. Some looked sheepish, others tired and worn out, but generally 

everyone looked genuinely happy to be there. 

The chiefs from Ehattesaht arrived and we shared a meal together. Introductions 

and welcomes were made and the Ehattesahts told the Ahousahts how proud they were of 

each individual who had come from Ahousaht and for their willingness to do whatever 

was necessary to make their community a better place. There was no shame or guilt 

implied. Honour was given instead.  

Within three days, we had between fifty and sixty people from Ahousaht in 

Esperanza. This number included children, elders, counselors, and helpers. I’m not quite 
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sure how they all fit in because we only had 52 beds available. Originally, the plan was to 

bring in only the alleged offenders; however, the chiefs overruled that plan and said 

children could come as well. As the month progressed the wisdom in this decision 

became apparent, as the nature of the program became much more community centered 

than individual centered. I can’t go into all of the details of what transpired during the 

month, but I will tell several stories of significant events. 

Our First Meeting 

 
The first night we all sat together in a large circle and each person was given the 

opportunity to share whatever was on their heart: 

I’m only here because I love Ahousaht and I don’t want to have to leave. I am not 
a drug dealer or a bootlegger. The chiefs have no evidence. It is all hearsay. There 
is no way they can prove anything. 

What the chiefs did was wrong. They did it in the wrong way. I’m as mad as hell! 
Excuse my language, but why the fuck are we here for the little thing we did 
compared to the fucking lying and stealing that goes on in the band office. What 
we do is nothing compared to what they are doing. I wanted to come here on my 
own will with my family. Instead, I get told I have to come or leave my home. 
That’s fucking bullshit! I don’t know what they expect to get out of this, but I’m 
going to stay mad the whole time. You can’t force someone to change. It only 
works if they choose to. Now we are all going to be branded as fucking 
bootleggers and drug dealers. For what! 

When the chiefs came to my door I almost hit them. You can ask my neighbors. I 
let them know that they had no right to do what they were doing and there was no 
way I was leaving. I didn’t sell drugs or alcohol. How could I? I live right next 
door to the police. My wife and kids wanted to come. They love it at Esperanza. I 
like it here, too, but not like this where we are threatened to come for no good 
reason. I’m not here because I have to be. I’m here because my little brother got 
told he had to come, too. I told him to go and I’d go with him. I almost changed 
my mind at the last minute, but I could tell my wife and kids were disappointed so 
we came. I don’t know what the chiefs hope to get out of this. There are others at 
home way worse than anyone here. They will keep selling. I don’t want to take 
my anger out on anyone here. I’ll wait until the chiefs show up and then I’ll give 
them a piece of my mind. 
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I’m glad I’m here. After they read the letter to me I would have stopped. I wish 
they had just said don’t do that anymore. I would have stopped. I only did it 
because I needed the money sometimes. I don’t want anyone to get hurt. I’m glad 
we are here before someone got hurt. I would have felt terrible if I caused 
someone to die. 

I’m only here so I can sue the band office. This isn’t the first time they have 
treated me wrong. I admit I sold drugs. Everyone knows it, but there is no 
evidence. It’s only hearsay. They haven’t proved it. What happened to “innocent 
until proven guilty?” I’ll stay for the month. I love Ahousaht. It is my home. I 
don’t want to have to leave. When it’s over, I’ll see my lawyer and we’ll sue the 
band for millions. They can’t get away with this. 

There was a lot of anger in the meeting; however, there was also a strong 

undercurrent that this could be a wonderful thing. One of the helpers from Ahousaht 

spoke up: 

If you want to be mad at someone be mad at me. I’m one of the parents who 
called the band office and reported some of you. I fear so much for my grand 
children that something terrible will happen to them. I even reported my own son. 
Do you know how hard that was? I love all of you and I want a better life for you 
and for Ahousaht. We have to put a stop to what is happening. 

Another couple spoke: 

As soon as we heard there was a list being made of drug dealers and bootleggers, 
we knew our name was going to be on the list. We haven’t sold anything for over 
10 months but we are guilty of doing it in the past. It doesn’t really matter that we 
aren’t doing it now because all of us in this room sort of take turns. When one of 
us quits for a while someone else takes over. We are guilty as a group. I’m glad 
we are here and I hope we can make a big difference together as a group. 

Sometimes I have dreams or visions that come true. I’ve been having a vision or 
dream of a better Ahousaht where the youth don’t have to face struggles with 
drugs and alcohol. Where they have a better hope for the future. I think if we work 
together we can make a big change in our community. 

Each person was free to share what was on his or her heart. No one was lectured 

about why they were there. Each person felt heard and was encouraged to express their 

anger.  
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What’s the Plan 

 
There was not a specific plan or format or daily schedule predetermined for the 

month. There was no wake up time or curfew set. There was no meal schedule or meeting 

schedule. There was no plan for who would do the cooking or dishes. There were no rules 

set. On the second day people began to notice this. “What’s going on? What’s the plan? 

What are we doing here? Is there going to be a schedule or what?” One of the leaders, an 

experienced and skilled facilitator, said, “This is your program. You need to decide on 

the schedule and format for the month.” He returned ownership and control back to the 

group.  

Self determination had been taken away so often in their lives, not only 

historically but also in the last 24 hours. For generations, the government and church had 

taken away most of the autonomy in First Nations communities. Children were removed 

from the villages and sent away to residential schools. Land and livelihood were taken 

away. The people suffered persistent campaigns to persuade them to assimilate. Their 

system of governance was dismantled and the traditional holistic worldview of oneness 

was battered by a Western dualistic world view. Now they had been forcibly removed, on 

threat of banishment, from their homes and families and were once again powerless. 

The facilitators understood the effects of these assimilation policies on their 

people. For some, a deep, bitter resignation or sense of irretrievable loss held them 

hostage in a cycle of dependency. Undoubtedly, this long suffering grievance has had a 

bearing on the rates of alcoholism, violence and suicide. The facilitators understood the 

importance of a renewed sense of self-worth and a measure of control over their lives and 

families. 
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The group sat together and worked out the program details. Rules were 

established, cooking and cleaning responsibilities were shared, and meeting schedules 

were planned. An internal form of leadership began to establish itself. hose with an 

interest or experience in the kitchen naturally took responsibilities in these areas. Others 

who were skilled at carving or painting spent more time working in the wood shop. Those 

who enjoyed working with the youth helped out with childcare and youth activities. The 

month became a wonderful blend of talking circles, group sessions, Bible studies, 

drumming and singing, carving, painting, canoe repairing, paddle and drum making, 

fasting, and praying. 

Justice Thomas Berger stated that, “Native peoples everywhere insist that their 

own culture is still the vital force in their lives; the one fixed point in a changing world is 

their identity as Natives.”5 It is this force that has allowed them to survive the 

assimilationist policies of the church and state. Traditional native culture, as was the 

Hebrew culture Jesus was born into, is essentially spiritual. There is no dualistic 

separation between the secular and the spiritual, between the sacred and the profane. In 

his book Tsawalk, a Nuu-chah-nulth world view6, Umeek describes a worldview in which 

everything is connected. The balance of life and all of its activities are interconnected 

with the spiritual. One of the reasons why Ahousaht asked Esperanza to partner with 

them in this venture was because Esperanza shares a non-dualistic worldview. Spirituality 

isn’t tacked on to the programs we offer; it is central and persistent throughout all 

aspects. Caring for young people, working in the kitchen, picking up garbage, or driving 

                                                 
5Berger, Thomas R., Village journey: the report of the Alaska Native Review Commission (New 

York: Hill and Wang, 1985), 7.  

6Umeek, Tsawalk: a Nuu-chah-nulth worldview (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004).  
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a boat are spiritual acts as much as drumming, singing, or Bible studies. We are reminded 

of the words of Paul: “Whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31) 

The Chiefs are Coming 

 
After several weeks we received the news that the chiefs were coming for a visit. 

They weren’t coming to lecture or judge but to listen. They were responding to the call of 

the group for their presence with them in Esperanza. The chiefs wanted to encourage and 

support the changes people were making and they wanted to hear from the people what 

they, the chiefs, could do to make Ahousaht a better community. This announcement had 

a galvanizing effect on the group. What were they going to say? Who was going to say it? 

What was their primary message? There was an air of excitement. This was their chance 

to speak from the heart and let the chiefs know some of the issues they faced in their 

lives. One young man spoke out and reminded the group how important it was that they 

speak without anger. If they wanted to be heard they must speak with respect and honour. 

In keeping with protocol, the Ehattesaht people were informed that the Ahousaht 

chiefs were coming. A group of people, including representatives from the Ha’wiih and 

the elected council of Ehattesaht, arrived to welcome them. In the previous weeks, 

singing had become one of the central elements of the program. A drum maker was 

brought in and each person made a drum. As the plane slipped into sight, the drone of its 

engines was overpowered by the sound of 41 drums and 70 voices singing. As the chiefs 

stepped of the float plane on to the dock, they were visibly shaken by the sound and sight 

of the people gathered on the beach singing and welcoming them ashore. I’m sure they 

weren’t prepared for that. They probably feared anger and resentment. 
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Two people from the group were appointed as speakers, one man and one woman. 

The man, one who had been particularly angry in the previous weeks, choked back tears 

as he welcomed them ashore and thanked the chiefs for coming. He said the group felt 

honoured that they would come to visit them, and they wanted the chiefs to see how they 

were changing as a group. After the woman spoke, the group sang another song, and then 

the Ehattesaht people welcomed the Ahousaht people ashore. 

After sharing a meal together, we met for the day. Each person was given the 

opportunity to share from the heart. People shared their gratefulness to the chiefs for 

taking the initiative to do something about the issue of drugs and alcohol on the reserve. 

They thanked them for caring enough about them to require them to come to Esperanza. 

They also gave the chiefs much information and insight into the abuses, oppression, and 

poverty that led to these problems. They talked about housing issues, employment issues, 

and abuse of power issues. Here are a few quotes from the many participants: 

I’m really thankful that you are here… I am sorry for how we have become as a 
people to live the lifestyle that we have and that we grew up with. I don’t want to 
attach blame to anyone. It was my choice to do what I did…I admit I wanted to be 
an alcoholic. I wanted to be a bootlegger. Every time I went to get something I 
knew what I was getting into. It was trying to hide some things from my past. I 
didn’t realize how much you cared. I’m really sorry from my heart. Every bottle I 
gave, every drug I gave brought violence and sexual abuse to women, children 
and even elders…There are a lot of things in this world that we want. TV, Phone, 
all of these things take money. We cannot afford these kinds of things when we 
are on welfare. We need to be united, to work together, because we are all one. 
What I am asking for is the same kind of respect. We need you in our lives, 
continuously. What really hurts me is that our children are starting to follow us. I 
don’t want to feel ashamed. I don’t want to carry that shame. We are feeling good 
about the children, the babies and the mothers. 
 

Last night was the best time of my life. I’m a carver. I want to go live over there 
in the shed. I have a plan. We want to set $10,000 aside to start a carving shed, to 
get the tools that we need. I have the money set aside in the bank. It really 
touched my heart to have my uncle and my auntie and everyone together last 
night.  
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12 years ago my brother hung himself. I’ve lost 3 of my brothers to suicide, my 
dad.  
 
I had a dream one night. There was a man that stood there. He brought before me 
a baby boy. He put the boy on a table and poured gas all over him. He lit a match, 
a wooden match, and he said, “It’s your life or his life. It’s up to you, what do you 
want to do?” That match was burning and he gave me this much time to think 
about it, “Your life or his life.” He handed it to me when it was just in his fingers. 
I took it. I dropped that match on the baby. The baby was on fire screaming, 
crying. I took a grey blanket and I wrapped the baby up. I woke up and couldn’t 
breathe.  
 The next night the same men came into my dream. He was the devil. “It 
doesn’t matter where you go, it doesn’t matter what you do, I’m always going to 
find you, I’m going to kill him.” I started running with this baby, crying, worried. 
I ran and I ran through these woods and I came out into a meadow. The grass was 
really long and I was running with the baby. “God help me!” I cried. Right as 
soon as I said God help me, there came shadows out of the woods. I can still hear 
that man laughing and haunting saying, “I’m going to find you and I’m going to 
kill you.” The shadows that were behind me turned into wolves. Hundreds of 
wolves were running beside me. I dropped down to me knees. When I sat up the 
wolves were all sitting behind me, beside me they were sitting all around me. 
They were protecting me. It was then that I felt safe. I was holding the baby and 
still crying. And you are our leaders. I want to give you myself to share with all 
the people.  
 We want change and we have our own idea of on how to do that. There 
are people living in poverty. Some people don’t have running water, some don’t 
have hydro, many don’t have employment. We need jobs, logging jobs especially, 
or good jobs around the community. Many of us did what we did for a quick buck 
to turn $20 into $50. We don’t want to do that. It was the wrong way. We know 
that now. If we can change that into something positive like jobs that would be 
good. There is a wood shop here that some of the people spent a lot of time in. If 
we had something like that it would really help to keep people busy.  
 I want to thank you again for bringing us here. 
 
I feel like crying. I’m glad I came out here. I was really mad when I first came, 
when you guys first came to the house. I was really mad, I didn’t say anything. It 
was really shameful when you guys walked into my place. It was real messy. Our 
living conditions are worse than the third world. I’ve been living with my wife for 
four years in that basement. She still has all the letters we wrote for the things we 
needed, a sink, a shower and things we needed. It’s true that we are getting our 
water from our washer. I made it better for us by putting a hose where we get the 
cold water from. No one really wanted to come and help. This hurt me. Some 
days me and my wife fought. (Tears turn to sobs)  
 
I tried to make a living with my truck. I give people rides. Five bucks isn’t very 
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much. It’s been five bucks for over twenty years now. It makes me mad when 
people say, “Why don’t you come down and help earn your five bucks.” 
Everybody else charges more now. But not me. I’m kind enough to still just 
charge five bucks. I just want to help my people. Sometimes I give a free ride 
when I see someone walking down the road, some of the elders. My dream for 
Ahousaht is to get my own little school bus. It hurts me when I see them walking 
in the rain, hitch hiking when they see me coming by. “Hi Grandpa, can we get a 
ride.” I bet about 75% of the kids in the school are my grandchildren.  
 
First, I would like to thank the chiefs for giving me the opportunity to better my 
life by bringing me here. It tells me that my chief is looking out for me. I would 
like to say thank you, Kleco. When I first came up here, yes, I was angry. I was 
very angry. You pulled me from my family. You pulled me from my wife. But 
after thinking about it for a while, it wasn’t for very long; it’s about four weeks 
and the time goes really fast. You did it so that I could better myself. I thank you 
for that. Now I feel a lot better about myself today. I’ve been doing a lot of drugs 
in my life. For 36 years, I smoked pot. Many times I sold drugs out of my house, 
yes. Many times I bootlegged out of my house. And for the same reason a lot of 
us have said here. Jobs, jobs, jobs. It’s really important to us here. So we can all 
stand tall together. Housing is another one. I applied for a house with my first 
wife. My daughter is now 29 years old and I still don’t have a house. I would like 
to have a house that I can call my own, that I can invite my family into. That I can 
invite all of you into to sit with me. It’s really important to me to have a house 
that I can call home.  
 
I spent nine years of my life in the prison system. I learned some things in the 
system. We do not belong there. Our people do not belong there. I feel that some 
days I could be an asset to our reserve. I would like to talk to the people who have 
not been in the system, and tell them what it is like. Tell them the truth of what it 
is like living in there. To help our people stay away from there. It is not our home.  
 
What we are doing here is right. It is right what is being done here. I really 
believe that. I would like this to continue on helping our people. Doing the steps 
you are taking to help us, it shows us how strong our chief is. Chiefs are to step up 
to protect our reserve. It makes me proud to be an Ahousaht for what you guys are 
doing to help us. It makes me feel good in my heart. It makes me feel really good, 
so I’d like to thank you for doing that. For picking me up and standing me up and 
making this offer. The offers were so simple, Esperanza or leave Ahousaht. 
Simple. Simple. I love Ahousaht. My family is in Ahousaht. I belong in Ahousaht. 
I want to stay there. I didn’t have to think about it five seconds. I take your offer. 
Thank you for helping me. Today I stand tall. I am clean and sober now for 
eighteen days. (clapping) 
 
Being here I found the Bible. It’s been ten years since I picked up a Bible. I’d like 
to take it and use it instead of just leaving it in the corner. I have real strong 
teachings from my Grandma Katie about the Bible and I’m really glad I’m here.  
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I’d really like to thank our chiefs, and our people at home, for doing what they did 
to us. It really made us stronger. It’s been nothing but positive being here, of 
learning different things. I brought my kids up here to get closer to them. It’s been 
really awesome. They are teaching us life skills here not just sessions. We get 
time of to do things with our family and the rest of our day. It’s a real good thing 
cause I think we are not all just alcoholics in here or drug addicts. We are fathers 
and sons, too. We really need to learn family values and to love one another in our 
households. It’s done that for me. It’s really brought me closer to my son. I used 
to treat my son how I was treated. That’s the only way I knew how. But today I 
can honestly tell you I love my boy. I really do. And I don’t want my boy to 
follow my footsteps. I was a really evil man. I’m speaking from my heart right 
now.  
 
The Bible and what my Grandpa teaches me are the same. They go hand in hand. 
I really glad I came to Esperanza. Esperanza means hope and that’s what I got.  
 
First of all I would like to thank you for putting me in my spot even though I was 
not dealing at the time I was served the paper. I have dealt in the past and for that 
I am sorry. I’ve come to understand that I, as a drug dealer, was bringing my own 
people down. And it was my people who wanted to put a stop to it. Here in 
Esperanza I’ve found hope. I’ve got a voice aching to be heard. We, the group, 
here at Esperanza, are having it really rough and have been for a number of years. 
I want to take this time to tell you my story. I’m a young man, the father of five 
children, living and sleeping in one bedroom. I live and sleep every day with fear 
because as a young boy I was raped a number of times by my aunt who sleeps no 
more than 10 feet away from me. I’ve gone from home to home, town to town, 
with nowhere else to go. I’ve always said to myself, “The only tie I have to 
Ahousaht is my Grandpa.” Every time I went to jail, he was the only one there for 
me. Every time I suffered, he wiped my tears away. I’m real thankful to have him 
in my life.  
 
As a struggling young man, I know what it is I need. I need employment, a job to 
provide for my children and my family.  
 
I turned to drugs and starting dealing to my family and friends; I was bringing 
them down with me, only to put money in front of my wife so she would feed my 
kids. I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t do anything else. I was a criminal 
brought up in that jail system. I learned to utilize a lot of things to make a quick 
buck. I’ve stolen from cars to help me support my drug habit.  
 
I am willing to change, but are you willing to stand tall with us?  
 
I have found my voice and I intend to use it. 
 
We are living in a real poor house, my mother’s old house. Wherever you go in 
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house you see mold, all over the place. It run down and the plywood is so rotten it 
is blowing off whenever it blows. The smell of rats is all over the place. We fixed 
it up the best we could to live in there. I’ve had my name in for a house for a long 
time. I can’t count how many letters I’ve got in there now. 
 
I’d just like to share my vision with everyone in the circle here now. Tourism, 
clean the harbour, move the garbage dump. 
 
This is a very strong circle we are in. It is the strongest circle I have ever been in 
because all of us know each other in here. Somebody stood up here and said, 
“How are we going to keep this circle strong?” We need to build something like 
this in Ahousaht. That I would like to see. Somebody mentioned a carving shed. 
Maybe things will change at home for all the carvers.  
 
We have a lot of unhealthy people in the administration office. I would like to see 
the same ultimatum given to us given to the people in the administration office. 
You either shape up or you ship out, cus anyone is replaceable in a job. I don’t 
care if that person has been there for 20 years. I have as much capability to learn 
something as anyone else.  
 
This one is really hard for me to say. I’ve prayed about it. I want to address this 
one to you (young chief). I think you should have been here with us. Tight 
alongside with us. I want to say that to your face, not behind your back. We were 
told yesterday that we are not supposed to hold back on names anymore. A long 
time ago, our chiefs were stripped of their chieftainship for the way they were 
living. I want to ask you to get help for yourself because you represent us. I just 
want to tell you, you know it takes a lot of courage, and we had the courage to 
come here and get help for ourselves. So I want to ask you to do the same thing 
for yourself and for the people of Ahousaht, to be an example for our children.  
 
I’d like to say thanks to you for being here, to give me a chance to apologize for 
the pain and suffering I put our community through by the drugs and alcohol I 
used to sell out of my house. I’m truly sorry and thankful that you guys have 
brought us here so that we can change our lives. I’d like to say sorry to my 
Auntie. 
 
When we go home it will be a new day.  
 
Our biggest support is ourselves. This group. The first thing I learned here was 
how to love. I learned it from my cousin who is really quiet, but he really knows 
how to say it so you know he means it.  
 
I’m not going to feed our people this poison anymore.  
 
I’m not going to lie and say I wasn’t angry. The first seven days that I was here, 
boy, I was very angry. I’m not going to lie to you and say that I didn’t say bad 
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things. When we heard you were going to come, I was saying that when you tried 
to leave we should tie you to the hydro poles. I guess what everyone is asking for 
is that everyone gets treated equal. I think that’s all we want.  
 
I don’t want to be known as who I was when I left. I don’t want to be that same 
person. I am not that same person. 

Fasting 

 
As the month was drawing to a close, a number of individuals from the group 

decided they wanted to fast for a few days. In the traditional way, those that were going 

to fast sat in a circle and shared a large bowl of chumus (berries & fruit). Others sat in a 

circle around them praying and singing. After they had eaten all the chumus, they headed 

up into the hills behind Esperanza where they had each prepared a shelter where they 

would stay for the duration of their fast. Each evening, the rest of the group would gather 

in a clearing part way up the hill to sing and pray and to encourage those who were 

fasting. 

It was in this circle that I experienced pure community worship. I received a 

clearer understanding of what “church” was supposed to be. I experienced a group of 

believers that truly loved each other, that truly cried out to the Creator for strength and 

protection, both personally and communally. I sang songs of praise that were powerful 

and meaningful. Young and old were together as one. Arms and heads were turned 

upwards as songs and prayers were sung. There were no guitars or familiar “Christian” 

tunes; rather, the ancient songs that brought hope and gratitude were sung using only 

drums as accompaniment. The drums matched the beat of our hearts as we worshipped 

together. I realized how narrow I had become in my understanding of worship. The 
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Creator transcends all cultures. It was a transforming experience to worship God in the 

context of Nuu-chah-nulth culture. 

Heading Home 

 
Much thought and preparation went into planning the trip home. The chiefs had 

taken the group to Esperanza and they committed to bringing them home. Two methods 

of transportation were considered, road and canoe. The dream was for the group to return 

home by canoe and then to be welcomed ashore by the whole community. Much concern 

was voiced over this option. There were young children and pregnant women and the 

weather was unsettled and unpredictable, so it would be difficult to pre-arrange an arrival 

time. The chiefs were primarily concerned with safety. What was finally agreed on was 

the group would travel to Tofino by vehicle and then they would paddle the final fifteen 

miles by canoe.  

The welcome home was wonderful. Hundreds of people gathered on the beach as 

they approached. The canoes lined up facing the shore. One of the men and his son from 

Esperanza, dressed in their traditional regalia, stood up in the canoe and sang a prayer 

song and then asked the community to listen to the request of the group. Before the group 

speakers could ask for permission to return to their homes, the Tyee Ha’wiih (head chief) 

stood on the beach and welcomed them home. After many hugs and warm greetings, the 

community put on a feast for the returning people. The dancing and singing and 

celebration lasted into the wee hours of the morning. 
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Appendix B. 
Statements of Reconciliation and Apology 

1998 - Honourable Jane Steward – DIAND 

 
As Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians seek to move forward together in a 
process of renewal, it is essential that we deal with the legacies of the past 
affecting the Aboriginal peoples of Canada, including the First Nations, Inuit and 
Métis. Our purpose is not to rewrite history but, rather, to learn from our past and 
to find ways to deal with the negative impacts that certain historical decisions 
continue to have in our society today.  

 The ancestors of the First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples lived on this 
continent long before explorers from other continents first came to North 
America. For thousands of years before this country was founded, they enjoyed 
their own forms of government. Diverse, vibrant Aboriginal nations had ways of 
life rooted in fundamental values concerning their relationship to the Creator, the 
environment, and each other, in the role of Elders as the living memory of their 
ancestors, and in their responsibilities as custodians of the lands, waters and 
resources of their homelands.  

 The assistance and spiritual values of the Aboriginal peoples who 
welcomed the newcomers to this continent too often have been forgotten. The 
contributions made by all Aboriginal peoples to Canada’s development, and the 
contributions they continue to make to our society today, have not been properly 
acknowledged. The Government of Canada today, on behalf of all Canadians, 
acknowledges those contributions.  

 Sadly, our history with respect to the treatment of Aboriginal people is not 
something in which we can take pride. Attitudes of racial and cultural superiority 
led to a suppression of Aboriginal culture and values. As a country we are 
burdened by past actions that resulted in weakening the identity of Aboriginal 
peoples, suppressing their languages and cultures and outlawing spiritual 
practices. We must recognise the impact of these actions on the once self-
sustaining nations that were disaggregated, disrupted, limited or even destroyed 
by the dispossession of traditional territory, by the relocation of self-sustaining 
nations that were desegregated, disrupted, limited or even destroyed by the 
dispossession of traditional territory, by the relocation of Aboriginal people, and 
by some provisions of the Indian Act. We must acknowledge that the result of 
these actions was the erosion of the political, economic and social systems of 
Aboriginal people and nations.  

 Against the backdrop of these historical legacies, it is a remarkable tribute 
to the strength and endurance of Aboriginal people that they have maintained their 
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historic diversity and identity. The Government of Canada today formally 
expresses to all Aboriginal people in Canada our profound regret for past actions 
of the federal government which have contributed to these difficult pages in the 
history of our relationship together.  

 One aspect of our relationship with Aboriginal people over this period that 
required particular attention is the Residential School system. This system 
separated many children from their families and communities and prevented them 
from speaking their own languages and from learning about their heritage and 
cultures. In the worst cases, it left legacies of personal pain and distress that 
continue to reverberate in Aboriginal communities to this day. Tragically, some 
children were the victims of physical and sexual abuse.  

 The Government of Canada acknowledges the role it played in the 
development and administration of these schools. Particularly to those individuals 
who experienced the tragedy of sexual and physical abuse at residential schools, 
and who have carried this burden believing that in some way they must be 
responsible, we wish to emphasize that what you experienced was not your fault 
and should never have happened. To those of you who suffered this tragedy at 
residential schools, we are deeply sorry.  

 In dealing with the legacies of the Residential School system, the 
Government of Canada proposes to work with First Nations, Inuit and Métis 
people, the Churches and other interested parties to resolve the outstanding issues 
that must be addressed. We need to work together on a healing strategy to assist 
individuals and communities in dealing with the consequences of this sad era in 
our history.  

 No attempt at reconciliation with Aboriginal people can be complete 
without reference to the sad events culminating in the death of Métis leader Louis 
Riel. These events cannot be undone: however, we can and will continue to look 
for ways of affirming the contributions of Métis people in Canada and of 
reflecting Louis Riel’s proper place in Canada’s history.  

 Reconciliation is an ongoing process. In renewing our partnership, we 
must ensure that the mistakes which marked our past relationship are not 
repeated. The Government of Canada recognizes that policies that sought to 
assimilate Aboriginal people, women and men, were not the way to build a strong 
country.  

 We must instead continue to find ways in which Aboriginal people can 
participate fully in the economic, political, cultural and social life of Canada in a 
manner which preserves and enhances the collective identities of Aboriginal 
communities, and allows them to evolve and flourish in the future. Working 
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together to achieve our shared goals will benefit all Canadians, Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal alike.1 

1993 - Archbishop Michael Peers - Anglican Church  

 
My Brothers and Sisters: 
 Together here with you I have listened as you have told your stories of the 
residential schools. I have heard the voices that have spoken of pain and hurt 
experienced in the schools, and of the scars which endure to this day. I have felt 
shame and humiliation as I have heard of suffering inflicted by my people, and as 
I think of the part our church played in that suffering. I am deeply conscious of 
the sacredness of the stories that you have told and I hold in the highest honour 
those who have told them. I have heard with admiration the stories of people and 
communities who have worked at healing, and I am aware of how much healing is 
needed. 
 I also know that I am in need of healing, and my own people are in need of 
healing, and our church is in need of healing. Without that healing, we will 
continue the same attitudes that have done such damage in the past. I also know 
that healing takes a long time, both for people and for communities. I also know 
that it is God who heals, and that God can begin to heal when we open ourselves, 
our wounds, our failures and our shame to God. I want to take one step along that 
path here and now. 
 I accept and I confess before God and you, our failures in the residential 
schools. We failed you. We failed ourselves. We failed God. I am sorry, more 
than I can say, that we were part of a system which took you and your children 
from home and family. I am sorry, more than I can say, that we tried to remake 
you in our image, taking from you your language and the signs of your identity. I 
am sorry, more than I can say, that in our schools so many were abused 
physically, sexually, culturally and emotionally. 
 On behalf of the Anglican Church of Canada, I present our apology. I do 
this at the desire of those in the Church like the National Executive Council, who 
know some of your stories and have asked me to apologize. I do this in the name 
of many who do not know these stories. And I do this even though there are those 
in the church who cannot accept the fact that these things were done in our name. 
 As soon as I am home, I shall tell all the bishops what I have said, and ask 
them to co-operate with me and with the National Executive Council in helping 
this healing at the local level. Some bishops have already begun this work. I know 
how often you have heard words which have been empty because they have not 
been accompanied by actions. I pledge to you my best efforts, and the efforts of 
our church at the national level, to walk with you along the path of God’s healing. 
 The work of the Residential Schools Working Group, the video, the 

                                                 
1 Jane Steward, Statement of reconciliation, http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100015725 

(accessed March 26, 2012).  
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commitment and the effort of the Special Assistants to the Primate for this work, 
the grants available for healing conferences, are some signs of that pledge, and we 
shall work for others. 
 This is Friday, the day of Jesus’ suffering and death. It is the anniversary 
of the first atomic bomb at Hiroshima, one of the most terrible injuries ever 
inflicted by one people on another. But even atomic bombs and Good Friday are 
not the last word. God raised Jesus from the dead as a sign that life and wholeness 
are the everlasting and unquenchable purpose of God. 
 Thank you for listening to me.2 

  

                                                 
2 Anglican Church of Canada, Mission and justice relationships, 

http://www.anglican.ca/relationships/trc/apology/english (accessed March 16, 2012).  
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1998 - Reverend Bill Phipps, Moderator of The United Church of Canada 

 
As Moderator of The United Church of Canada, I wish to speak the words that 
many people have wanted to hear for a very long time. On behalf of The United 
Church of Canada, I apologize for the pain and suffering that our church’s 
involvement in the Indian Residential School system has caused. We are aware of 
some of the damage that this cruel and ill-conceived system of assimilation has 
perpetrated on Canada’s First Nations peoples. For this we are truly and most 
humbly sorry.  
 To those individuals who were physically, sexually, and mentally abused 
as students of the Indian Residential Schools in which The United Church of 
Canada was involved, I offer you our most sincere apology. You did nothing 
wrong. You were and are the victims of evil acts that cannot under any 
circumstances be justified or excused. 
 We know that many within our church will still not understand why each 
of us must bear the scar, the blame for this horrendous period in Canadian history. 
But the truth is, we are the bearers of many blessings from our ancestors, and 
therefore, we must also bear their burdens.” 
 Our burdens include dishonouring the depths of the struggles of First 
Nations peoples and the richness of your gifts. We seek God’s forgiveness and 
healing grace as we take steps toward building respectful, compassionate, and 
loving relationships with First Nations peoples. 
 We are in the midst of a long and painful journey as we reflect on the cries 
that we did not or would not hear, and how we have behaved as a church. As we 
travel this difficult road of repentance, reconciliation, and healing, we commit 
ourselves to work toward ensuring that we will never again use our power as a 
church to hurt others with attitudes of racial and spiritual superiority. 
 We pray that you will hear the sincerity of our words today and that you 
will witness the living out of our apology in our actions in the future.3 

  

                                                 
3 United Church of Canada, United Church social policy positions, http://www.united-

church.ca/beliefs/policies/1998/a623 (accessed March 16, 2012).  
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2008 - Stephen Harper - Prime Minister of Canada 

 
Mr. Speaker, I stand before you today to offer an apology to former students of 
Indian residential schools. The treatment of children in Indian residential schools 
is a sad chapter in our history. 
In the 1870s, the federal government, partly in order to meet its obligation to 
educate Aboriginal children, began to play a role in the development and 
administration of these schools.  
 Two primary objectives of the residential schools system were to remove 
and isolate children from the influence of their homes, families, traditions and 
cultures, and to assimilate them into the dominant culture. These objectives were 
based on the assumption Aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were inferior 
and unequal. Indeed, some sought, as it was infamously said, “to kill the Indian in 
the child.” Today, we recognize that this policy of assimilation was wrong, has 
caused great harm, and has no place in our country. 
 Most schools were operated as “joint ventures” with Anglican, Catholic, 
Presbyterian or United churches. The government of Canada built an educational 
system in which very young children were often forcibly removed from their 
homes, often taken far from their communities. Many were inadequately fed, 
clothed and housed. All were deprived of the care and nurturing of their parents, 
grandparents and communities. First Nations, Inuit and Métis languages and 
cultural practices were prohibited in these schools. Tragically, some of these 
children died while attending residential schools and others never returned home. 
The government now recognizes that the consequences of the Indian residential 
schools policy were profoundly negative and that this policy has had a lasting and 
damaging impact on Aboriginal culture, heritage and language. 
 While some former students have spoken positively about their 
experiences at residential schools, these stories are far overshadowed by tragic 
accounts of the emotional, physical and sexual abuse and neglect of helpless 
children, and their separation from powerless families and communities. The 
legacy of Indian residential schools has contributed to social problems that 
continue to exist in many communities today. It has taken extraordinary courage 
for the thousands of survivors that have come forward to speak publicly about the 
abuse they suffered. 
 It is a testament to their resilience as individuals and to the strength of 
their cultures. Regrettably, many former students are not with us today and died 
never having received a full apology from the government of Canada. The 
government recognizes that the absence of an apology has been an impediment to 
healing and reconciliation. 
 Therefore, on behalf of the government of Canada and all Canadians, I 
stand before you, in this chamber so central to our life as a country, to apologize 
to Aboriginal peoples for Canada’s role in the Indian residential schools system. 
To the approximately 80,000 living former students, and all family members and 
communities, the government of Canada now recognizes that it was wrong to 
forcibly remove children from their homes and we apologize for having done this. 
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We now recognize that it was wrong to separate children from rich and vibrant 
cultures and traditions, that it created a void in many lives and communities, and 
we apologize for having done this. We now recognize that, in separating children 
from their families, we undermined the ability of many to adequately parent their 
own children and sowed the seeds for generations to follow, and we apologize for 
having done this. We now recognize that, far too often, these institutions gave rise 
to abuse or neglect and were inadequately controlled, and we apologize for failing 
to protect you. Not only did you suffer these abuses as children, but as you 
became parents, you were powerless to protect your own children from suffering 
the same experience, and for this we are sorry. The burden of this experience has 
been on your shoulders for far too long. The burden is properly ours as a 
government, and as a country. There is no place in Canada for the attitudes that 
inspired the Indian residential schools system to ever again prevail. You have 
been working on recovering from this experience for a long time and in a very 
real sense, we are now joining you on this journey. The government of Canada 
sincerely apologizes and asks the forgiveness of the Aboriginal peoples of this 
country for failing them so profoundly. 

  We are sorry....4 

  

                                                 
4 Stephen Harper, “Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s statement of apology,” CBC News, 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2008/06/11/pm-statement.html (accessed March 18, 2012).  



 

236 

2012 - World Council of Churches Executive Committee 

 
1. Indigenous Peoples have the oldest living cultures in the world. Three hundred to five 

hundred million Indigenous Peoples today live in over 72 countries around the world, 
and they comprise at least 5,000 distinct peoples. The ways of life, identities, well-
being and very existence of Indigenous People are threatened by the continuing 
effects of colonization and national policies, regulations and laws that attempt to 
force them to assimilate into the cultures of majoritarian societies. A fundamental 
historical basis and legal precedent for these policies and laws is the “Doctrine of 
Discovery”, the idea that Christians enjoy a moral and legal right based solely on 
their religious identity to invade and seize indigenous lands and to dominate 
Indigenous Peoples. 
 

2. Around the world, Indigenous Peoples are over-represented in all categories of 
disadvantage. In most indigenous communities people live in poverty without clean 
water and necessary infrastructure, lacking adequate health care, education, 
employment and housing. Many indigenous communities still suffer the effects of 
dispossession, forced removals from homelands and families, inter-generational 
trauma and racism, the effects of which are manifested in social welfare issues such 
as alcohol and drug problems, violence and social breakdown. Basic health outcomes 
dramatize the disparity in well-being between Indigenous Peoples and European 
descendants. 

3. The patterns of domination and oppression that continue to afflict Indigenous Peoples 
today throughout the world are found in numerous historical documents such as Papal 
Bulls, Royal Charters and court rulings. For example, the church documents Dum 
Diversas (1452) and Romanus Pontifex (1455) called for non-Christian peoples to be 
invaded, captured, vanquished, subdued, reduced to perpetual slavery and to have 
their possessions and property seized by Christian monarchs. Collectively, these and 
other concepts form a paradigm or pattern of domination that is still being used 
against Indigenous Peoples. 

4. Following the above patterns of thought and behaviour, Christopher Columbus was 
instructed, for example, to “discover and conquer,” “subdue” and “acquire” distant 
lands, and in 1493 Pope Alexander VI called for non-Christian “barbarous nations” to 
be subjugated and proselytized for the “propagation of the Christian empire.” Three 
years later, England’s King Henry VII followed the pattern of domination by 
instructing John Cabot and his sons to locate, subdue and take possession of the 
“islands, countries, regions, of the heathens and infidels . . . unknown to Christian 
people.” Thereafter, for example, English, Portuguese and Spanish colonization in 
Australia, the Americas and New Zealand proceeded under the Doctrine of Discovery 
as Europeans attempted to conquer and convert Indigenous Peoples. In 1513, Spain 
drafted a legal document that was required to be read to Indigenous Peoples before 
“just war” could commence. The Requerimiento informed Indigenous Peoples that 
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their lands had been donated to Spain and that they had to submit to the Crown and 
Christianity or they would be attacked and enslaved. 

5. In 1823, the U.S. Supreme Court used the same pattern and paradigm of domination 
to claim in the ruling Johnson & Graham’s Lessee v. M’Intosh that the United States 
as the successor to various “potentates” had the “ultimate dominion” or “ultimate 
title” (right of territorial domination) over all lands within the claimed boundaries of 
the United States. The Court said that as a result of the documents mentioned above, 
authorizing “Christian people” to “discover” and possess the lands of “heathens,” the 
Indians were left with a mere “right of occupancy;” an occupancy that, according to 
the Court was subject to the “ultimate title” or “absolute title” of the United States. 
The Johnson case has been cited repeatedly by Australian, Canadian, New Zealand 
and United States courts, and the Doctrine of Discovery has been held by all these 
countries to have granted European settler societies plenary power (domination) over 
Indigenous Peoples, legal title to their lands, and has resulted in diminished 
sovereign, commercial and international rights for Indigenous Peoples and 
governments. Europeans believed this was proper based on their ethnocentric, racial 
and religious attitudes that they and their cultures, religions and governments were 
superior to non-Christian European peoples. 

6. Consequently, the current situation of Indigenous Peoples around the world is the 
result of a linear programme of “legal” precedent, originating with the Doctrine of 
Discovery and codified in contemporary national laws and policies. The Doctrine 
mandated Christian European countries to attack, enslave and kill the Indigenous 
Peoples they encountered and to acquire all of their assets. The Doctrine remains the 
law in various ways in almost all settler societies around the world today. The 
enormity of the application of this law and the theft of the rights and assets of 
Indigenous Peoples have led indigenous activists to work to educate the world about 
this situation and to galvanize opposition to the Doctrine. Many Christian churches 
that have studied the pernicious Doctrine have repudiated it, and are working to 
ameliorate the legal, economic and social effects of this international framework. 
Starting in 2007, for example, with the Episcopal Diocese of Maine, followed by the 
Episcopal Diocese of Central New York in 2008, and in 2010 by Philadelphia Yearly 
Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends, individual churches began adopting 
resolutions and minutes repudiating the Doctrine. In 2009, at its 76th General 
Convention, the Episcopal Church adopted resolution D035 – “Repudiate the 
Doctrine of Discovery.” In 2010, the General Synod of the Anglican Church of 
Canada adopted resolution A086 – “Repudiate the Doctrine of Discovery.” In 2011, 
various Unitarian Universalist churches and Quaker organizations are adopting and 
considering adopting resolutions and minutes repudiating the Doctrine. This issue of 
the Doctrine of Discovery has also been brought to the forefront of world attention by 
Indigenous Peoples working with international bodies. 

7. Considering the fact that the Doctrine of Discovery will be the theme for the 11th 
session of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) in 
2012, churches and the international community need to be sensitized on this issue. 
The Doctrine of Discovery: its enduring impact on Indigenous Peoples and the right 
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to redress for past conquests (articles 28 and 37 of the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples) will be discussed at the UNPFII from 7 to 18 May 
2012; this event will bring together representatives of Indigenous People’s 
organizations and networks around the world. Churches and ecumenical networks of 
the WCC will be mobilized to be part of the 11th session of the UNPFII in 2012. 

In this context, the executive committee of the World Council of Churches, 

meeting at Bossey, Switzerland, 14-17 February 2012, 

A. Expresses solidarity with the Indigenous Peoples of the world and supports the 
rights of Indigenous Peoples to live in and retain their traditional lands and 
territories, to maintain and enrich their cultures and to ensure that their 
traditions are strengthened and passed on for generations to come; 

B. Denounces the Doctrine of Discovery as fundamentally opposed to the gospel 
of Jesus Christ and as a violation of the inherent human rights that all 
individuals and peoples have received from God; 

C. Urges various governments in the world to dismantle the legal structures and 
policies based on the Doctrine of Discovery and dominance, so as better to 
empower and enable Indigenous Peoples to identify their own aspirations and 
issues of concern; 

D. Affirms its conviction and commitment that Indigenous Peoples be assisted in 
their struggle to involve themselves fully in creating and implementing 
solutions that recognize and respect the collective rights of Indigenous Peoples 
and to exercise their right to self-determination and self-governance; 

E. Requests the governments and states of the world to ensure that their policies, 
regulations and laws that affect Indigenous Peoples comply with international 
conventions and, in particular, conform to the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the International Labour Organization’s 
Convention 169; 

F. Calls on each WCC member church to reflect upon its own national and church 
history and to encourage all member parishes and congregations to seek a 
greater understanding of the issues facing Indigenous Peoples, to support 
Indigenous Peoples in their ongoing efforts to exercise their inherent 
sovereignty and fundamental human rights, to continue to raise awareness about 
the issues facing Indigenous Peoples and to develop advocacy campaigns to 
support the rights, aspirations and needs of Indigenous Peoples; 

G. Encourages WCC member churches to support the continued development of 
theological reflections by Indigenous Peoples which promote indigenous 
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visions of full, good and abundant life and which strengthen their own spiritual 
and theological reflections.5 

                                                 
5 World Council of Churches, Statement on the doctrine of discovery and its enduring impact on 

Indigenous Peoples, http://www.oikoumene.org/resources/documents/executive-committee/bossey-
february-2012/statement-on-the-doctrine-of-discovery-and-its-enduring-impact-on-indigenous-
peoples.html (accessed March, 2012).  



240 

Appendix C. 
History of Resistance in British Columbia 

1. In 1803 Nuu-chah-nulth Chief Maquinna led an attack on the British vessel, the 
Boston, revenging sexual assaults by European men against women at Yuquot.  

2. In 1811 the US ship Tonquin was captured and the crew killed in Nuu-chah-nulth 
waters after the ship’s Captain insulted a chief during negotiations by throwing 
furs in his face. 

3. In 1844 Quw’utsun (Cowichan) warriors attacked Fort Victoria.  

4. In 1851 Saanich warriors forced loggers in Victoria to leave the area.  

5. In 1864 the Tsilhqot’in attempted to stem the flow of settlers and smallpox into 
their territory by stopping the construction of the Cariboo Wagon Road.  

6. In 1864 thousands of Coast Salish people travelled to New Westminster to protest 
the swell of European immigration and settlement in their territories.  

7. In the same year Nuu-chah-nulth warriors seized the British vessel Kingfisher and 
killed the crew. The British responded by shelling and destroying nine villages.  

8. In 1867 seventy chiefs met with Governor Seymour and asked him to protect their 
lands, and then signed a petition that was sent to England.  

9. In 1872, the year that the right to vote in BC elections was withdrawn from Indian 
people, thousands of Salish people rallied outside the BC land registry in New 
Westminster to demand recognition of their territorial ownership and jurisdiction.  

10. In 1873 the Salish and Tsilhqot’in people sent a petition to Superintendent Powell, 
demanding compensation for land taken by settlers. Fifty-six chiefs approved a 
petition asking for reserves containing 80 acres per family, highlighting settler 
encroachment and poor treatment. They threatened to appeal to the Dominion if 
the Province did not respond. Powell did not respond.  

11. In 1881 Nisga’a Chief Mountain led a delegation to Victoria to protest 
encroachment of farmers, fishermen and loggers in the Nass and Skeena valleys.  

12. Between 1884 and 1890 the Tsimshian and Nisga’a people had numerous 
encounters with surveyors and government officials over proposed reservation 
sites resulting in the formation of the first Nisga’a Land Committee.  

13. In 1906 a delegation of chiefs travelled to Europe and presented King Edward VII 
with a petition protesting the lack of treaties and adequate reserves in BC.  
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14. In 1907 the Nisga’a chiefs raised money to solicit legal advice to assert territorial 
ownership.  

15. In 1908 a delegation of 25 coastal chiefs travelled to Ottawa to present Prime 
Minister Laurier with two petitions.  

16. In 1909 missionaries Charles Tate and Arthur O’Meara drafted the Cowichan 
Petition on behalf of the Quw’utsun’ and presented it to colonial authorities in 
London. The ten-page petition asserted Quw’utsun’ possession and occupation of 
their land since “time immemorial” and invoked the 1763 Royal Proclamation as 
a guarantee of these lands. In response to the Cowichan Petition, Prime Minister 
Laurier sought a legal opinion about the validity of Aboriginal Title and was 
informed that Canada had a responsibility to pursue a legal land claim against BC 
on behalf of the Indians. 

17.  In 1912 the Indian Rights Association was formed and petitioned Prime Minister 
Borden.  

Over the century that followed until present, Indian resistance continued to 

escalate. Here are just a few of the highlights.  

1. In 1922 the Assembly of Allied Indian tribes of BC formed and met in Vancouver 
to continue lobbying the provincial and federal governments.  

2. In 1931 the Native Brotherhood was established, which organized protests about 
fishing, lands, and social issues.  

3. In 1943 the North American Indian Brotherhood was established to organize 
Indians across Canada to fight for civil rights without the loss of Indian rights.  

4. In 1969 the Nisga’a initiated litigation that resulted in the 1973 Calder decision. 
This decision ruled that there was indeed an Aboriginal right to land that existed 
at the time of the Royal Proclamation of 1763. 

5.  In 1969, in response to the Federal Government’s White Paper, the Union of BC 
Indian Chiefs (UBCIC) formed.  

6. In 1970, in response to the White Paper, the UBCIC issued A Declaration of 
Indian Rights: the BC Position Paper.  

7. In 1981 UBCIC mobilized the Constitution Express. Trainloads of Indigenous 
people travelled from BC to Ottawa to lobby Trudeau and the Premiers to 
guarantee Indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination in the Canadian 
Constitution.  

8. In 1985 the UBCIC developed the Aboriginal Title and Rights Position Paper, 
containing four objectives: 1) Recognition that we are the original people of the 
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land, 2) Recognition that we have the right to choose and will determine the type 
of authority we wish to exercise through our Indian governments, 3) Recognition 
that we have the right to exercise and will exercise the sufficient jurisdiction 
without our traditional territories to maintain our sacred connection to Mother 
Earth through management and conservation of the resources and the use of the 
resources necessary for the economic survival and well-being of our citizens, and 
4) Recognition that it is only through a process of informed consent that our 
territory, its resources or our governing authority over our lands and our people 
may be shared. In 1990 the Sparrow case constitutionally protected Aboriginal 
fishing rights.  

9. In 1997 the Delgamuukw case upheld First Nations claims that Aboriginal title of 
territories was not extinguished prior to 1871and it upheld their right to self-
government.  

10. In 2006 the UBCIC urged the Federal Government to vote to adopt the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). It is an 
expression of the fundamental rights of Indigenous peoples around the world. It 
sets out the principles of partnership and mutual respect that should guide the 
relationship between states and Indigenous peoples. It provides ways to measure 
and assess the way states are respecting and implementing the rights of 
Indigenous peoples. The UNDRIP was adopted by the United Nations in 2007 in 
spite of Canada’s negative vote.  

11. In 2006 thirty eight Aboriginal and civil society organizations across Canada sent 
an open letter to Prime Minister Stephen Harper urging him to endorse the 
UNDRIP. This time only Canada and the United States refused to adopt it. After 
increasing pressure, the Canadian Government finally endorsed it. 1 

                                                 
1 Robert Burkinshaw, “Native Pentecostalism in British Columbia,” in Canadian Pentecostalism: 

Transition and Transformation (Kingston: Trinity Western University, 2009).  
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