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Introduction:
The Mixed Blessings of Encounter
Tolly Bradford and Chelsea Horton

On Sunday, 21 October 2012, over three hundred years after her death and
nearly a century and a half after campaigns for her canonization began, Mohawk
woman Kateri (or Catherine, as she is known to some) Tekakwitha was formally
invested as a Catholic saint. During his homily at the Vatican that Sunday, Pope
Benedict XVI declared, “Saint Kateri, Protectress of Canada and the first Native
American saint, we entrust to you the renewal of the faith in the first nations
and in all of North America! May God bless the first nations!”1 This was a
charged statement in light of current investigations into the history of residential
schools in Canada, a history in which the Catholic Church is intimately implicated and for which it has yet to issue a formal apology on the scale offered by
the Anglican, Presbyterian, and United Churches in Canada.2
Indeed, it is tempting in this context to read the timing of Kateri’s canonization and the pope’s statement as a shrewd political effort to curry sympathy with
Indigenous peoples or, perhaps more charitably, as an “act of atonement” for
past sins.3 It would also be easy to read Kateri’s biography, which Jesuit missionaries composed as hagiography upon her death in 1680 and settlers of various
stripes subsequently deployed to promote the image of the “ecological Indian”
and more, as a straightforward narrative of colonial victimization.4 After all, this
was a woman who lost immediate family members, including her parents, to
smallpox, and was herself disfigured by the disease. Displaced from her natal
settlement in what is now New York State, Kateri died in the Mohawk missionary village of Kahnawake, near Montreal, at the age of twenty-four. And yet,
as her well-documented acts of Christian piety attest, Kateri was an ardent
Catholic. And she made Indigenous meanings of Christianity.5
Because of her deep Catholic faith, Kateri was largely isolated from her people
and remains an ambivalent figure among the Mohawk, a growing number of
whom are focused on the resurgence of Haudenosaunee spiritual teachings and
nationalism.6 At the same time, Kateri is a source and symbol of strength to
many Indigenous people, Mohawk and not. Indigenous Catholics, many of
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them women, were key advocates for her canonization. And it was the healing
of a young Lummi boy in Washington State from a potentially fatal skin infection that finally propelled Kateri to formal saintly status.7 This boy, Jake
Finkbonner, together with his parents and Indigenous Catholics from across
North America, was among the thousands who travelled to Rome to witness
Kateri’s canonization ceremony in person. So were several Kahnawa’kehro:non
(Mohawk people of Kahnawake), including Alex McComber, whose late mother
was a long-time devotee of Kateri’s. For McComber, the significance of the ceremony extended beyond “the politics of religion” to the people of Kahnawake
and “people of spirit.” As he was cited in a newspaper article published the day
of the canonization, “it makes me feel good knowing that so many indigenous
peoples look to Kateri on that spiritual level: that faith, that strength, that positive spiritual energy.”8
The title of this book, Mixed Blessings, is informed by the stories of people
like Kateri Tekakwitha and the complex implications of her canonization.9 The
book’s cover image, a detail of a statue at the National Saint Kateri Tekakwitha
Shrine, located at the Caughnawaga village site in Fonda, New York, where
Kateri lived for several years in her youth, similarly invokes this layered and
contested history.10 Though contributors do not discuss Kateri specifically, this
collection is an interdisciplinary effort to explore the meanings and legacies
that her living history so effectively limns. It asks how and why some Indigenous
people historically aligned themselves with Christianity while others did not.
It plumbs processes and politics of religious combination. And it reflects on the
role of Christianity in Indigenous communities and Canada today. This is a
timely endeavour. Current public discussions concerning the history of residential schools and attendant intergenerational trauma are a stark reminder of
Christianity’s core role in this country’s ongoing colonial history.11 From the
time of early contact (indeed, before modern Canada itself), Christian missionaries of diverse denominations were deeply imbricated in efforts to alter
the lifeways of Indigenous peoples in North America. Moreover, missionary
outreach is ongoing in Indigenous Canada, as is the structural and symbolic
violence of settler colonialism. At the same time, many Indigenous people
continue to interpret and live Christianity in ways meaningful to them, just as
others, and sometimes the same people, persist in the practice of specifically
Indigenous forms of spirituality. Christianity, this collection illuminates, has
proved a flexible, while always deeply freighted, site of colonial encounter and
exchange.
This book is the outcome of a workshop organized by the editors, both of
whom are historians of white settler heritage, during which participants spent
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three days in close discussion of each other’s work. Bringing together emerging
and established scholars in history, Indigenous studies, religious studies, and
theology, this workshop stimulated rich, sometimes difficult, dialogue about
the details of Indigenous interactions with Christianity, diverse disciplinary
approaches to the topic, and the pressing imperative of decolonization. Although
contributors do not share any one single approach to the process, this project
is nevertheless animated by a shared commitment to connect past and present.
As editors, we are wary of making a facile claim to decolonization, an emergent
process that “centers Indigenous methods, peoples, and lands” and, as contributor Denise Nadeau argues in her chapter here, that bears on Indigenous and
settler peoples alike and is “profoundly different for both.”12 In engaging and
promoting dialogue across disciplinary boundaries and between Indigenous
and settler scholars, peoples, and methodologies, however, we understand
and offer this project in a decolonizing spirit and aim to spark ongoing innovative investigation of Indigenous-Christian encounter in Canada.
The Study of Encounter
During recent decades, scholars of colonized territories outside of North
America have dissected the intricate and powerful roles played by Christianity
in the colonization and transformation of Indigenous societies. Challenging
established narratives of the missionary-as-hero and the missionary-as-villain,
these critical reappraisals of religious encounter have hinged on such concepts
as cultural imperialism, hybridity, and, especially, Indigenous agency and action.13 More recently, scholarship about the United States, which on the surface
shares so much with the Canadian story, has included similar innovative analysis
of Indigenous-Christian encounter. A key work consolidating this shift is the
volume Native Americans, Christianity, and the Reshaping of the American Reli
gious Landscape.14 This book, like Mixed Blessings, had its seeds in a workshop.
Editors Joel W. Martin and Mark A. Nicholas sought out leading scholars from
several disciplines whose work they felt reflected a reappraisal of IndigenousChristian interaction that had been underway in the United States for several
years. As Martin explains in the introduction to the volume, although most
scholars of American history readily recognize that Christianity and “Native
American conversion is inextricably interwoven with a brutal history of colonialism and conquest,” there has been a discernible shift towards examining
the complex, and often contradictory, role of missionaries and Christianity in
the construction of the Native American religious landscape.15
Some scholars of Canada have shared in such rethinking. In an innovative
study of the life of one Innu youth taken from his home and then returned from
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France by early-seventeenth-century Recollect missionaries, for example, religious studies scholar Emma Anderson helps shift interpretive focus from white
missionary actors and categories to Indigenous peoples and perspectives.16 As
historian Allan Greer illustrates in a compelling “dual biography” of Kateri/
Catherine Tekakwitha and Jesuit missionary Claude Chauchetière, this shift in
turn promotes deepened understanding of Indigenous and European actors
alike.17 Other scholars of Canada similarly reject restrictive interpretations of
religious encounter that reduce Indigenous interactions with Christianity, and
conversion especially, to inevitable acts of assimilation or sheer survival strategy.
Focusing on regions to the north and west, for example, studies by Kerry Abel
(examining the Dene) and Susan Neylan (studying the Tsimshian) show how
encounters were shaped by colonial power, Indigenous agency, and spiritual
and political dynamics internal to specific Indigenous communities.18 Still
other scholars have effectively examined encounter through the lens of individual Indigenous missionaries and converts.19 Most of this literature focuses
on the early contact period and nineteenth-century contact zones.20 There are
some, however, including Muscogee (Creek) religious studies scholar James
Treat, anthropologists Frédéric B. Laugrand, Jarich G. Oosten, and Clinton
Westman, and the collaborative team of anthropologist Leslie A. Robertson and
the Kwagu’ł Gixsam Clan, who have offered vital insights on more recent events,
experiences, and memories of Indigenous interactions with Christianity.21
While such works provided important inspiration for this collection, they
are few and far between in scholarship about Canada. On the whole, the place
of Christianity remains somewhat peripheral to major narrative threads in
Canadian Indigenous history and studies. Church historian John Webster Grant’s
1984 book, Moon of Wintertime: Missionaries and the Indians of Canada in
Encounter since 1534, is still the sole overview text on the subject.22 Canadian
historical literature, meanwhile, has tended to either overlook Christianity or
reduce its role to one of two dichotomous poles: a wholesale instrument of colonialism or a force with little bearing on the “real” (read: economic and political)
vectors of colonial exchange.23 This volume, then, like the Canadian context
more broadly, differs from the consolidation work undertaken by Martin and
Nicholas. Where they set out to bring together specific leading scholars to reflect
on an interpretive shift well underway in the United States, this book emerged
from a gathering that aimed to gauge interdisciplinary interest and approaches
to the topic in Canada. In this sense, readers should approach this collection as
a reconnaissance project that seeks both to sketch out basic terrain and encourage ongoing research and dialogue.
Another critical issue sets this book, and Canadian scholarship, apart from
studies of religious encounter in other colonial contexts. Over the past several
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decades, and especially through the work of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada (TRCC), awareness of the history of Indian residential
schools in this country has grown. Canadians, and those studying Canada, have
been forced to confront some of the most traumatic moments of IndigenousChristian encounter in modern history. They must grapple with the TRCC’s
finding that church-run residential schools were a crucial institution in a wider
government policy of cultural genocide that aimed to eliminate Aboriginal
peoples as a distinct element in Canadian society.24 In sharing these stories
and analysis, the TRCC has helped produce a powerful narrative about religious
encounter in Canada, a narrative in which commanding white missionaries
suppress and abuse powerless Indigenous children, families, and communities.25 Confronting the histories of violence and abuse associated with residential schools is critical to understanding the workings and living legacies of
colonialism in Canada. Yet contributors here seek to complicate singular stories
of powerful churches and powerless Indigenous subjects. Indeed, most scholars
would now challenge the white colonizer/Indigenous victim binary that tends
to be reproduced in the Canadian media’s current coverage of residential
schools.26 In place of such dichotomous depictions, scholars of IndigenousChristian interaction, including many in this volume, have increasingly stressed
Indigenous agency and explored how Christianity had, and continues to have,
real meaning for many Indigenous people. Such arguments, however, can ring
hollow, even meaningless, when considered in relation to the experiences and
testimonies of former residential schools students. It became apparent during
the workshop that led to this collection and during the subsequent editing
process that every scholar of Indigenous-Christian encounter in Canada,
whether exploring interactions in the seventeenth century or the twenty-first,
must reconcile his or her commitment to recognizing Indigenous agency, and
the reality of Indigenous Christianities, with the traumatic histories of violence
associated with Christian missionaries, churches, and the residential schools.
This volume does not offer any single prescriptive method for resolving this
tension. In taking up this challenge, however, this collection is concerned with
exploring connections across time and with contemplating the roles and responsibilities of scholars of religious encounter.
Sites and Patterns of Encounter
This collection coheres around the concept of encounter. Dictionary definitions
of this term carry a certain negative valence (the idea of collision, clash, and
hostility) that resonates, in part, with Christianity’s colonial histories and legacies.27 Scholars have also engaged encounter as a power-laden process of exchange.28 Not all contributors to this volume explicitly engage this formulation,
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and some actively eschew it. Likewise, contributors employ a range of terminologies to identify Indigenous groups. Indeed, the dynamism of this collection
derives from its wide-ranging composition and refusal to reduce analysis to any
single interpretive approach.
This text is organized according to several shared sites of encounter. Part 1,
“Communities in Encounter,” explores how Christianity shaped, often in unpredictable ways, the politics, identities, and organization of Indigenous
communities in the past. Here, contributors emphasize how Indigenous
communities and leaders interacted with representatives of Euro-Canadian
Christianity, how these interactions were informed by particular contexts of
colonialism, and how they informed dynamics within Indigenous communities
themselves. Part 2, “Individuals in Encounter,” considers how specific individuals
in the past – in this case, a white missionary wife, a prominent Métis leader,
and a nêhiyaw (Cree) Anglican minister and leader – engaged Christianity
in creative, even contradictory, ways. This approach allows for the examination
of interactions with, and uses of, Christianity from a close, intimate perspective.
Here, we learn about not only the political contexts that shape encounter but
also the personal motivations and experiences that do so. Part 3 shifts the focus
to a trio of present-day sites of exchange. “Contemporary Encounters” grapples
directly with the challenge of acknowledging the complex living legacies of
Christianity and colonialism among Indigenous peoples in Canada and actively
contemplates strategies for reconciliation and decolonization.
Encounters of Power
While highlighting the distinctive nature of community, individual, and contemporary sites of encounter, Mixed Blessings simultaneously illuminates several
shared patterns of encounter that extend across all three sites. First, contributors
are united in the recognition that Indigenous interactions with Christianity
were intimately shaped by colonial politics and struggles for power, both spiritual and political, in specific contexts of exchange. Over the past three decades,
scholars have come increasingly to explore the political motivations inspiring
Indigenous interactions with Christianity.29 While this marks a welcome move
away from casting Indigenous converts to Christianity in the role of passive
“dupes,” it has also tended to reduce Indigenous response to the pragmatic,
parsing the spiritual and the political in a way not in keeping with Indigenous
worldviews.30 Chapters in this book reveal that the political and the spiritual
were and remain interwoven, and responses by Indigenous peoples to
Christianity were shaped by searches for political and spiritual power alike.31
This search for power did not and does not occur in a vacuum. In the opening
chapter of this volume, for instance, historian Timothy Pearson examines
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Indigenous-Catholic interactions in the seventeenth-century northeast through
the lens of ritual. Drawing carefully on Jesuit records and other colonial documents, Pearson finds a world animated on all sides by “powerful spiritual forces,
potentially both divine and dangerous.” For French missionaries and Huron
and Algonquin people alike, he argues, “ritual contributed to the creation of
real and metaphorical spaces where people experienced the sacred and negotiated religious and social differences.”32 In this context, religious expression was
a process of individual and community definition and thus clearly a political
process. Ethnohistorian Amanda Fehr’s chapter about the Stó:lō in southwestern British Columbia in the 1930s advances a similar argument. With the reserve
system and the Indian Act as a backdrop, Fehr argues that Stó:lō leaders looked
to the I:yem memorial, a Catholic monument, as a way to empower themselves
and their community. She underscores, at the same time, that Stó:lō community
and identity were in no way static, monolithic entities. In Chapter 7, religious
studies scholar Siphiwe Dube reiterates that encounters with Christianity should
never be seen as neutral. In questioning the role of Christian churches, and of
Christian discourse more broadly, in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of Canada, Dube brings into relief the same conundrum faced by the Huron
and Algonquin in the seventeenth century and the Stó:lō in the 1930s: that it is
nearly impossible to separate the “message” of Christianity from the colonial
context in which it is delivered. For Dube, recognition of this conundrum, and
the relationship between colonialism and Christianity, is critical if Indigenous
and settler peoples in Canada are to move towards a more constructive spiritual
and political relationship.
While this emphasis on the political forces framing encounters between
Christianity and Indigenous communities is prevalent in most chapters, no
contributors reduce the story to one informed by political concerns alone. In
fact, one of the novel features of this collection is the concern for taking more
seriously the role of spiritual experiences and knowledge in academic writing
about Indigenous peoples, Christianity, and colonialism more broadly. At the
workshop that led to this collection, some contributors characterized spirituality, both Indigenous and Christian, as something of a “technology” that was,
along with furs and firearms, exchanged between European and Indigenous
peoples. Writing from her perspective as a historian, Elizabeth Elbourne presents a fruitful framework for how to explore this dynamic. Focusing on
Haudenosaunee interactions with Christianity, and Anglicanism specifically,
from the late eighteenth century to the early nineteenth century, Elbourne
argues that Christianity was seen as a force that had spiritual, political, and
economic significance. The Haudenosaunee, argues Elbourne, saw Anglicanism
as a source of spiritual power (accessible through baptisms and other rituals)
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and a source of secular power that granted them access to military, political,
and economic support from the British. She argues, further, that the Haudeno
saunee saw danger in Christianity, believing that Christian texts and particularly
the Bible could be damaging to the internal strength and unity of their communities. Elbourne explains that for many Haudenosaunee, the encounter with
Christianity was mainly about “managing” the religion. The goal of this management was to gain the benefit of the “powers” while avoiding the pitfalls or
the “dangers” of Christianity. This framework moves scholarship away from a
focus on the question of Indigenous agency alone (did Indigenous people
have the ability to respond to Christianity?) and turns our attention to specific
methods (how did Indigenous people use their agency to respond?), doing so
in a way that more accurately reflects the connected nature of spirituality and
politics in Indigenous contexts.
Indigenous studies scholar Tasha Beeds illustrates this interconnectedness
in her study of early-twentieth-century nêhiyaw Anglican minister Edward
Ahenakew. Situating Ahenakew in the context of acute colonial violence and
nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan (Cree consciousness/thinking) alike, Beeds
demonstrates how Ahenakew contributed to the “preservation of nêhiyawiwin”
(Creeness) through his engagement with Anglicanism, the English language,
and settler education and scholarship. In situating her own self and scholarship
within nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan and language, Beeds, who is of nêhiyaw
(Cree) Métis and Caribbean ancestry, contributes to this process of preservation
and resurgence. For Heiltsuk theologian and United Church of Canada minister
Carmen Lansdowne, whose chapter is a revealing personal reflection on her
experience conducting research in missionary archives, the ultimate goal is to
articulate Indigenous Christian theologies. How Indigenous people have managed and experienced the spiritual and political powers of Christianity, and how
we as scholars can and should describe this process, are constant themes
throughout this book.
Transnational Encounters
Given the global spread of both Christianity and European colonialism during
the past several hundred years, all of the chapters in this collection also implicitly
or explicitly situate their subjects in a transnational context. That is to say, all
of the chapters recognize that encounters between Indigenous peoples and
Christianity were shaped by, and shaped, forces and events that extended
beyond the local region or national boundaries of Canada. This recognition,
broadly informed by a range of scholarship falling under the banner of postcolonial theory, is reflected to varying degrees throughout the chapters in this
volume.33
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Historian Cecilia Morgan’s chapter on Eliza Field Jones (the English wife of
Ojibwa missionary Kahkewaquonaby/Peter Jones), for instance, sheds light
on how people that were part of this encounter were living transnational lives
themselves. In Morgan’s chapter we see that both husband and wife, but
especially Eliza, approached the task of mission work in Upper Canada from a
transnational (and, more specifically, transatlantic) perspective. Although focused on cultivating Indigenous Christians in Canada, both husband and wife
were closely supported and informed by family members and cultural expectations in imperial Britain. For this missionary couple, the encounter between
Indigenous and Christian worlds was at once intimate and international, local
and global.
Two more historians, Jean-François Bélisle and Nicole St-Onge, likewise
employ a transnational and comparative history approach to offer a fresh interpretation of Métis leader Louis Riel leading up to the 1885 North-West
Resistance or Rebellion. By re-reading Riel’s writings with an eye to the influence of broader hemispheric processes on his thought, the chapter attempts to
move beyond the dichotomous depiction of Riel as either political leader or
religious visionary. Instead, Bélisle and St-Onge argue that Riel was constructing
a “church-state” that reflected not only the neo-ultramontane ideas then current
in French Canada, but also those of García Moreno, Ecuadorian statesman and
creator of the most comprehensive church-state society in the nineteenth century. By linking Riel with this Ecuadorian context, while also exploring what
they describe as the parallel historical example of the Mayan free state known
as Cruzob, Bélisle and St-Onge argue that Riel was not unique, nor was his
resistance simply the expression of an isolated political or messianic movement. Rather, they suggest that Riel saw himself not just as a Métis nationalist,
a champion of western Canadian rights, or an anti-colonial revolutionary, but
as a leader in a hemispheric movement to construct a theocratic ultramontane
state in the Canadian Northwest. Like Kateri’s canonization in Rome or the
shrine dedicated to her in Fonda, New York, this repositioning of Riel in a
hemispheric context underscores that Indigenous encounters with Christianity
were closely interconnected with ideas, events, people, and power outside of
Canada as well as inside.
Methodological Encounters
All contributors to this collection recognize that Christianity, and its imbrication in European and Canadian colonialism, has had deep, often devastating,
effects on Indigenous people and communities in contemporary Canada. The
legacies of the residential school system has made it clear that many of the
struggles that Indigenous peoples are facing in Canada today are directly linked
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to a long history of colonialism at the hands of Christian missionaries and the
Canadian state. However, as became evident during the workshop leading up
to this publication, and as we hope is revealed in this book, the actual history
of the missionary enterprise is far more complex than first imagined. Encounters
between missionaries and Indigenous peoples were multifaceted and replete
with contradiction and surprising innovation. As noted above, a challenge for
the reader of this collection – and a constant point of discussion at our original
workshop – is how to explain (and perhaps reconcile) the subtlety and diversity
of Indigenous responses to Christianity while simultaneously recognizing the
painful living legacies of Christian missions and colonialism in Canada.
Contributors themselves navigate this tension through the application of several
distinct, sometimes conflicting, methodologies.
For many of the historians here, focus falls on that space that literary critic
Mary-Louise Pratt has influentially dubbed the “contact zone,” a site of colonial
encounter shot through with uneven relations of power but also animated by
agency and contingency on all sides.34 These historians, further, focus their
efforts predominantly on archival research and evidence. Contributors readily
recognize the difficulty of accessing Indigenous voices and experiences, especially spiritual ones, in a documentary record overwhelmingly produced by
white male missionaries and colonial officials (and populated also by Indigen
ous “elites” such as the famed Brant family in the case of Elizabeth Elbourne’s
chapter). Engaging such sources, Elbourne avers, requires humility. Still, while
they acknowledge the limitations of their sources, many here are committed to
reading archival records both for what they reveal and for what they obscure.
As noted, Bélisle and St-Onge offer fresh perspective on the spiritual state that
Riel envisioned by revisiting his abundant writings and positioning them in the
context of consonant Catholic developments in Latin America. Morgan similarly situates Eliza Field Jones in a transatlantic context and finds in writings
like Jones’s diaries and an 1838 memoir of her niece, Elizabeth Jones, a perspective that at once reproduces and undermines dualism current in other contemporary missionary texts. Working with a much more limited source base, Pearson
elects to clearly foreground the contingency of the Jesuit records on which he
is dependent by distinguishing between “ritual as it appears in text” and “ritual
as it may have originally been performed.” Though her focus is the much more
recent past, and she draws on oral as well as archival sources, ethnohistorian
Fehr is likewise explicit, and effective, in pointing out the inevitably partial
nature of her interpretation.
Other contributors are more explicit in their challenge of established Western
research and teaching methods. Denise Nadeau, for example, offers insight into
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the context of university pedagogy, detailing her efforts to help decolonize the
field of religious studies by incorporating Indigenous ways of knowing and
learning into an undergraduate course on Indigenous traditions, women, and
colonialism. Nadeau explains that while she engaged contact zone scholarship
in early iterations of her course, she found that this literature functioned to turn
focus back onto the colonizer rather than foregrounding generative Indigenous
agency and action. Her more recent teaching, by contrast, has explicitly centred
the historical experiences and contemporary resurgence work and writings
of Indigenous women. While the class that this chapter reflects on does not
contain “Christian” in the title, this piece is entirely germane to the topic of
Indigenous-Christian encounter. It suggests how Christianity, both in the author’s own personal background as a theologian of mixed heritage and in the
implicit assumptions and worldviews of other scholars and undergraduate
students, continues to inform Indigenous-settler relations in Canada today. It
deals directly with the challenge of how to engage students with the living
legacies of historical Christian encounters discussed elsewhere in the volume
and, through thoughtful and honest reflection on the author’s own teaching
practice, offers insights on the process of decolonization that scholars and
teachers in many fields stand to learn from.
Carmen Lansdowne’s chapter likewise offers personal reflections that both
straddle and challenge disciplinary boundaries. Here, the author herself is both
site and subject of analysis. Through the method of autoethnography, Lansdowne
offers raw reflection on her experience of seeking out, and her pain and disappointment at not finding, Indigenous theologies in the written missionary
record of the Methodist church on the Northwest Coast. Lansdowne’s chapter
is in large measure a meditation on her discomfort and dissatisfaction with
academic history – a discipline, she argues, that draws insufficient connection
between past, present, and colonial power, and in the face of which she fears
her autoethnographic reflections will be dismissed as too personal. Like both
Lansdowne and Nadeau, Tasha Beeds opens her chapter by declaring her own
social and spiritual location, an act through which she positions herself in place
and within ties of relationship and responsibility. Beeds writes as “a woman of
nêhiyaw Métis and mixed Caribbean ancestry” and situates her work intimately
in the inseparable contexts of nêhiyaw Métis land and language.35 She simultaneously draws on the theory of Indigenous scholars of other ancestry as well,
stressing, as she did at the workshop that led to this volume, that Indigenous
people are producers of knowledge, not simply subjects of study.
While Beeds, Lansdowne, and Nadeau engage Indigenous theories as well as
methodologies, and the imprint of postcolonial concepts such as hybridity and
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liminality are evident throughout the volume, most chapters in this collection
are more applied than theoretical. By contrast, Siphiwe Dube’s analysis of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRCC) draws on a range of
philosophical and other theories to consider the role of Christian discourse
(which he defines, in this case, as both Christian institutions and language) in
addressing both aporia and atrocity in the TRCC. For Dube, theory creates
potentially liberatory spaces to posit questions and possibilities that do not
easily issue from either the historical record or the TRCC as currently articulated. He argues that Christian discourse as used in the TRCC has a double
meaning: it is characterized and mobilized as both a colonial tool used in the
residential schools to support assimilation and a language that offers hope, forgiveness, and reconciliation. In laying bare such ambiguity, an attribute he
extends metaphorically by using an intentionally ambiguous writing style, Dube
examines the relationship between Christianity and colonial power addressed
in previous chapters. He openly questions whether and how the TRCC can
contribute to the process of reconciliation given its use of a Christian discourse
that is deeply implicated in colonialism. In so doing, Dube offers an important
critical reading of the TRCC and further brings the story (or, better, stories) of
Indigenous-Christian encounter into the twenty-first century.
Mixed Blessings
This collection neither aims for nor claims comprehensiveness, and there are
gaps in regional, thematic, and temporal coverage. For example, the volume
does not consider Indigenous-Christian exchange in the North or the Mari
times, nor does it deal with relatively recent and widespread Indigenous interactions with Pentecostal, Evangelical, and charismatic forms of Christianity
or with non-Christian faiths such as the Baha’i religion.36 Rather than providing
comprehensive coverage, this collection seeks to convey the energy and dynamism of a specific set of interdisciplinary conversations and case studies, and
to spark, in the process, ongoing research and dialogue.
The distinct sites and common patterns of encounter illuminated throughout
the pages that follow offer a fresh way forward. Together, the community, in
dividual, and contemporary sites of encounter considered in this collection
confirm the exceedingly complex and charged nature of Indigenous-Christian
interactions in Canada (interactions, these chapters simultaneously reveal, that
were connected with events and processes outside Canada as well). From the
moment European Christian missionaries arrived in the territories now known
as Canada, encounters were informed by colonial power and Indigenous efforts
to engage with new religious frameworks in a way that would allow them to
retain, or even enhance, their own spiritual and political strength. These complex
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relations persist. The legacies of residential schools, in particular, reminds us
that along with living histories of Indigenous agency, resistance, and resurgence
are those of colonial violence and affiliated cultural loss and community instability. The challenge for scholars, and the one taken up by this book, is to acknowledge and contemplate connections between these complex pasts and presents
and, in so doing, promote a more complete understanding of Indigenous encounters with Christianity in Canada.
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Part 1
Communities in Encounter

1
Reading Rituals:
Performance and Religious Encounter in
Early Colonial Northeastern North America
Timothy Pearson

For I do not call it religion if there be not some ritual (latrie) or
divine service.
– Marc Lescarbot, 16091

Many early modern peoples, both Indigenous North Americans and Euro
peans, considered the social group and ritual to be, to a significant degree,
isomorphous.2 The lawyer and adventurer Marc Lescarbot, who travelled to
Acadia in 1606–07, suggested in his Histoire de la Nouvelle-France that cultural
practice fundamentally characterizes and, therefore, differentiates, all nations.
All people, he said, enter and leave the world in much the same way, and what
divides them into groups is behaviour, customs, and ceremonies that involve
everything from naming practices to ways of worshipping the divine.3 This idea
was not significantly different from that of a Montagnais man called Makhea
bichtichiou from the region of Tadoussac, who told the Jesuit missionary Paul Le
Jeune during a conversation in 1637 that “all nations have something peculiar
to them. Baptism is good for you others, and not for us.”4 Makheabichtichiou
recognized the spiritual power of baptism, but believed it was particular to
French needs and ways of living. The Montagnais had their own ritual forms
to engage the cosmological forces of the universe. For both Makheabichtichiou
and Lescarbot, religious practices – rituals – even more than whatever beliefs
or doctrines they may have entailed, were universal and essential constituents
of diverse social and cultural identities.
The fundamental role that Indigenous peoples as well as European Catholics
granted to serialized performances as objects that did not just reflect but actually
constituted social groups calls attention to ritual as something more than just
symbolic practice. While hermeneutical readings of ritual tend to emphasize
the meaning behind the performance, in practice, belief is generally not separate
from ritual but part of the experience of the sacred – the other-than-human –
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shared by participants.5 As I aim to show in this chapter, ritual contributed to
the creation of real and metaphorical spaces where people experienced the
sacred and negotiated religious and social differences in the early colonial
Northeast. This chapter examines the place and function of ritual in encounters
between Indigenous peoples and French Catholic missionaries in the first half
of the seventeenth century. In doing so, it engages with some key issues of religious encounter that are of collective interest to the contributors to this volume:
religion as a locus of cross-cultural communication, the challenge of new and
alternative spiritual systems and their practices, the relationship of religion to
daily life, the meaning of conversion, and the difficulties involved in reading
Euro-Canadian sources for evidence of Indigenous spirituality. In response to
concerns raised by some contributors here and at the workshop that preceded
the publication of this volume regarding the limitations that colonial texts place
on understandings of Indigenous histories, I hope to contribute to the development of ways of reading that emphasize ritual in both its performed and written
forms. Like Elizabeth Elbourne, I see ritual as an instrument used by all participants in colonial exchange to manage a religious encounter that itself stands
as a “contact zone” infused with power as potentially great as it was dangerous.6
For both French newcomers and Indigenous peoples alike, metaphysical
understandings of the world were a fundamental part of daily life in the early
seventeenth century, and I try to place both parties under the same analytical
lens. Therefore, I will refer to “spiritual lifeways” rather than religious beliefs
in an effort to reduce the conceptual difference between theology and practice
– a Euro-American sense of bounded religion and the complete integration of
the metaphysical with daily life common among many Indigenous nations.7 By
focusing on ritual practices that did not merely reflect, but actually constituted,
the sacred in various ways, I aim to show how French, Huron, and Algonquin
social groups negotiated religious encounter through inclusive and exclusive
ideals of shared spiritual lifeways from the late 1630s to 1650.
History, Anthropology, and the Problem of Ritual
First, however, it is necessary to problematize ritual by exploring some of its
difficulties as a religious, historical, and anthropological object. In the first half
of the seventeenth century, religion, along with trade and diplomacy, formed
primary points of contact between Indigenous nations and French newcomers.
Several recent studies show how rituals of trade, war, violence, and diplomacy
animated intercultural communication and cultural change.8 Historians have
also focused on religious encounter in ways that complicate and challenge
traditional notions of Christian conversion, showing how the creative appropriation of aspects of Christianity resulted in dynamic and multiple Indigenous
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Christianities.9 My strategy here is to concentrate on the first phases of encounter, when Indigenous and French interlocutors each tried to entice the other to
become participants in their own culturally specific performances and thereby
begin the process of reconstituting the social identities of the other.10
The challenge of examining ritual in this way is the disagreement shown in
historical sources over just what constituted a ritual and, furthermore, current
questions over the suitability of the term for describing a broad range of ceremonies and spiritual practices. As Lescarbot makes clear in the quotation that
opens this chapter, Catholics tended to discriminate between rituals that created
the divine for participants and were, therefore, properly religious (latrie) and
what settlers often regarded as the superstitious ceremonies of Indigenous
peoples. Latrie refers specifically to the worship that all Catholics owed to the
divine presence contained in the mystical transubstantiation of the bread and
wine into the body and blood of Christ during the Mass.11 It is, therefore, differentiated from other serialized performances by what it does – in effect, making
the divine immanent, (re)creating God within the ritual of the Mass for people
who already shared a fundamental belief-set. In comparison with this divine
mystery, Lescarbot could see no evidence of what he considered real worship
in the rituals of the Mi’Kmaq he observed in Acadia. He judged accordingly
that the Mi’Kmaq had no religion and, therefore, could be expected to convert
easily to Christianity.12
This distinction between ritual that was properly religious and mere ceremony continued in later Jesuit texts from the Huron mission. In a single chapter
of the 1639 Jesuit Relation, for example, missionaries defined Huron ceremonie
as superstition and play, as something associated with and inspired by the devil,
as “mal-heureuses” (wretched) and as a form of servitude and slavery to diabolical forces.13 For Jesuits, ceremonie, even though it accessed metaphysical
forces, was not properly religious because it did not create the Catholic divine
but, rather, engaged spiritual forces that missionaries tended to regard as devilish in origin and nature. For the Huron and other Indigenous groups, however,
the purpose of ritual was not to create the divine for participants who shared
certain a priori beliefs but rather to negotiate and manage the spiritual forces
that were already everywhere in the world. These were fundamentally different
understandings of and approaches to spiritual power and the purposes and
actions of the rituals that engaged them.14
Further complicating matters, Indigenous peoples in North America today
tend to use “ceremony,” not “ritual,” to refer to practices and performances that
create those shared sacred experiences, while for some Catholics the form (and
reform) of ritual practice has continued to court controversy since the changes
instituted by the Second Vatican council in the 1960s. Competing definitions

24 Timothy Pearson

and conceptual slippages of this sort make ritual, like religion and belief, a difficult historical subject of study. Some may prefer to avoid the term “ritual”
because of these complicated historical and contemporary associations. For my
purposes, which are decidedly historical in orientation and rooted in early
encounters between Europeans and Indigenous peoples, however, the term
remains useful. Both European newcomers and Indigenous peoples instantly
recognized the ritual practices of the other as significant and powerful even if
they did not see them as necessarily proper or legitimate. It is in this limited
sense that anthropologist Roy A. Rappaport regards ritual as universal, as the
social act basic to all humanity and distinguishable to all outside observers
everywhere. This mutual recognition of what he calls “performative events of
more or less invariant sequences and utterances not entirely encoded or scripted
by performers” marks ritual as an important contact zone between Europeans
and Indigenous peoples in the early days of encounter.15 Religious rituals tended
towards the creation of an awareness of spiritual power among participants,
whether celebrants or members of congregations, and observers. They offer,
therefore, a broad framework for understanding how that power was generated,
shared, and, most importantly, experienced by Europeans and Indigenous
peoples alike in early interactions. Finally, ritual allows for an examination of
the ways people tried to include or exclude others from the social group or the
bounded group of the faithful through carefully crafted collective experiences
that did not just symbolize, but actually created, shared experiences and social
identities.
Ritual evokes another problem, however, which likewise shapes this chapter.
As something intended to be performed, ritual lacks the stability of written
archives with which historians are generally familiar and comfortable.
Furthermore, historical performances are generally available only through
European sources. These factors both open up the possibility of ritual for destabilizing traditional colonial histories and point towards its limitations. When
missionaries described Indigenous rituals in their writings, they did so from
a particular vantage point and according to their own purposes and assumptions. As a result, numerous meanings have crept into their written interpretations, intentionally or otherwise, that were likely not present in the original
performance. The danger here, as historian Philippe Buc has pointed out, is
that the process of creating archives introduces distortions so significant that
the performance itself is lost and all that can be recovered is what the commentators saw, or rather, believed they saw.16 In an effort to confront this challenge, I divide ritual into two categories: “ritual as it appears in text” and “ritual
as it may have originally been performed.” Although in the case of past ritual
events both categories can be accessed only through historical records, my aim
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in making this division and exploring its possibilities is to unsettle missionary texts by deploying multiple ways of reading the rituals described in them.
The examples I relate here, of course, represent only a tiny fraction of the ritual
performances that survive in colonial sources, but they are nevertheless broadly
representative of the kinds of rituals that appear in early encounter narratives
and the ways Indigenous peoples and Europeans alike may have deployed them,
participated in them, challenged them, and shared them.
Ritual in Text
Early on in the religious contact zone of the colonial Northeast, missionaries
often looked to the ritual performances of Indigenous Christian neophytes and
converts to prove what they hoped were the sincere beliefs of new Christians.
For example, when a new Christian at the mission village of Sillery, located near
Quebec, held a traditional Algonquin Eat-All Feast in 1638 to announce his
acceptance of the new religion, Jesuit observers carefully examined his performance for evidence of Christian virtue, trying to read the outward ritual
for signs of true inward belief. “I do not know whether he has Charity [love of
God],” wrote the missionary Paul Le Jeune after watching the feast, “but I do
know that he shows strong indications of it.”17 Despite Le Jeune’s critical scrutiny,
the Eat-All Feast was in fact an integral part of traditional Algonquin ritual
life and carried significant religious overtones. It celebrated the capture of a
large animal, thanking it for giving itself so that others could eat, and simultaneously celebrating the successful hunter who served as host. The feast, as Emma
Anderson describes it, offered a practical manifestation of Algonquin social
values of gifting and solidarity, granting to the host, who abstained, respect as
a hunter and political influence.18 Accordingly, this recent convert, called Ignace
by the missionaries, did not partake in the feast but rather took the opportunity
to speak to his guests, encouraging them to try out Christianity. Jesuit commentators generally tended to regard Eat-All Feasts as the worst kind of base
gluttony, and hoped Ignace’s abstention showed evidence of his new faith and
rejection of the ways of life of his kin and countrymen. The “ritual-in-text,”
therefore, presents only a partial view, and perhaps a complete misunderstanding, of what Ignace may have intended or achieved on this occasion, and does
so from the perspective of a bounded Christian belief rather than Montagnais
social values.
In addition to reinterpreting Indigenous rituals, missionaries also tried to
draw Indigenous participants into specifically Christian ritual practices, but
again could only guess at the meanings expressed and understandings received.
On Holy Thursday of 1640, for example, missionaries, hospital nuns, and leading
men of the colony converged on the tiny hospital at Sillery run by the
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Augustinian Sisters, where they proceeded to wash the feet of unsuspecting
Algonquin and Montagnais patients. The governor washed the feet of the male
patients, and the nuns those of the female ones, “as it is the custom of wellregulated hospitals [in France] to wash the feet of the poor.”19 This ritual, the
pedilavium, was a common act of Christian humility and contrition in preparation for Easter that mirrored Christ’s washing of his disciples’ feet on the eve
of his crucifixion. In contemporary Europe the ritual inverted the usual social
hierarchies. “We explained to them why we performed these acts of humility,”
wrote Paul Le Jeune. “God knows whether these poor barbarians were touched,
seeing persons of such merit at their feet.”20 The missionaries feared, with due
cause, that the meaning of the pedilavium, so rooted in Christian history and
French customs and social hierarchies, would be misunderstood or lost completely on Indigenous participants who did not share the same beliefs, social
experiences, or spiritual lifeways. Le Jeune’s confusion about the ritual’s impact
stems from the same misconceptions that led him to question Ignace’s conversion: the inability to entirely trust outward performance as an indicator of what
he considered to be truly important, that is, internal belief.
Rituals in text such as these included Indigenous peoples in Christian performances more as subjects to be scrutinized than as participants in a shared
experience. The tendency of the ritual in text to focus on symbolism generally
left missionaries hoping and guessing. It also, however, left them free to re
interpret performances in any way they saw fit for reading audiences back
home.21 In 1650, when Mohawk warriors captured and subsequently executed
a young Algonquin warrior from Sillery named Onaharé, Jesuit missionaries
interpreted his death as a Christian martyrdom even though he was killed as a
war captive and therefore within Indigenous rituals of war and adoption. Like
other ritual performances, martyrdom is a loosely scripted event rooted deeply
in Christian history and belief. Medievalist Alison Elliot describes it as a drama
defined not by death but by the dramatic scene that precedes death, when
the martyr confronts his or her persecutors in a theatrical display that is rich
in meaning. It is this drama, heavily governed by tradition and expectation,
which makes the martyr and allows the victim to speak well beyond immediate
audiences to a wider community.22 To the Jesuits, Onaharé’s death showed all
the signs of just such a drama; its importance, they believed, could be found
in hermeneutical readings of its elements.
The execution of a war captive, closely linked to adoption practices, was
likewise a formalized event recognized as powerful and significant by all nations
of the Northeast. For more than a decade prior to Onaharé’s death, the Iroquois
had been capturing so many people in war and adopting them at such a rate
that by 1650 it is estimated that upwards of two-thirds of the population of the
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Five Nations may have been adoptees.23 Warfare for Indigenous peoples of the
Northeast was a significant religious and cultural affair. The captivity and adoption rituals that led to so many, especially Hurons, joining the Iroquois League,
and also to the deaths of Onaharé and many others through ritual torture and
execution, held a sacred logic for Mohawks, Algonquins, and others that made
them meaningful as much more than an expeditious way of dealing with enemies. For those captives who were adopted rather than put to death, the ritual
offered the unity and strength of a shared community. For warriors who were
executed, the ritual provided the chance to exhibit personal bravery and affirm key cultural values.24 All nations of the Northeast were deeply familiar
with these practices, including Jesuits whose own brethren, Jean de Brébeuf
and Gabriel Lalemant, among others, suffered and even died as captives in the
1640s. That some of these missionaries subsequently became Christian saints
merely reaffirms the shared acknowledgment of the power of these rituals and
the power of text to impose meanings upon them.
No Christian missionary witnessed Onaharé’s death. Rather, two Huron
men, taken captive with him and later freed, reported what had happened to
Jesuits in Quebec.25 They told them that Onaharé began to pray loudly as soon
as he was captured and that he did not cease to do so throughout the journey
from the site of his ambush to Mohawk country. Once there, he continued to
pray aloud through three days and nights of torture. As the pre-death drama
unfolded, a Huron captive found an opportunity to speak to Onaharé on the
scaffold.26 Onaharé asked the man to send a message to his Algonquin kin: “If
ever, my dear friend, you return to the country of the Algonquins, assure them
that the Iroquois, with all their tortures, have not succeeded in stifling the prayer
on my lips, nor the faith in my heart. Tell them that I died in happiness, in the
hope of going very soon to heaven.”27
In the Jesuit Relations, Onaharé’s fight against the Iroquois becomes a holy
war in which death provides sufficient cause to claim the martyr’s palm.28 His
vow to suffer and even die, if necessary, and his performance of the Christian
ritual of confession before setting off for war, ensured in Jesuit minds that he
died free of sin. A Huron warrior who accompanied Onaharé’s war band and
then defected to the Iroquois in order, it seems, to join friends and family who
had already been adopted and were living among them, is painted as a traitor
– the Judas figure who made Onaharé’s subsequent death all the more heroic
against a backdrop of Christian martyrdom narratives.29 Onaharé’s final message to his Algonquin kin the Jesuits regarded as an act of thanksgiving, “for
the grace that [God] had given him to suffer as a Christian and not as a common
savage.”30 The ritual in text transformed Onaharé from a “savage” who lived
without faith into a Christian, and from a warrior into a martyr.

28 Timothy Pearson

Because of the symbolic meanings it imposes, however, the ritual in text also
leaves questions about Onaharé’s experience and what he may have hoped to
share with others through his ritual death. In the final hours of his life, hours
rich in drama and meaning, Onaharé called on Algonquins, not Jesuits, to
recognize the power of his death. Perhaps he hoped that it would serve as evidence that Christianity could become part of Algonquin spiritual lifeways
without jeopardizing key Algonquin cultural values – he died as a Christian
and also as an Algonquin. Perhaps Onaharé intended to use the shared experiences generated by rituals of captivity and adoption/death to express notions
of community membership and social solidarity with his Christian and Algon
quin kin alike. In their reinterpretation of events, however, the Jesuits bypass
these efforts, instead reading outward signs, familiar to them from key Christian
hagiographic texts, as evidence of the inward transformation of a prized neophyte from “common savage” to Christian saint, according to the conventions
of the martyrological narrative and the conversions as well as calamities they
expected to find in North America.
Ritual in Performance
Distance, separation, and aloofness from Indigenous ritual performances did
not prevent Jesuit writers from drawing their own conclusions about the hidden meanings behind outward events. For this reason, the “ritual in performance” and the experience of participants in them are generally much harder
to access through colonial texts than the ritual in text. In the Jesuit Relation of
1639, Jérôme Lalemant, the superior of the Huron mission, describes a series of
rituals performed in the Huron village of Ossossané (called La Conception by
the Jesuits) that illustrate this aloofness but also show how these same sources,
when read against other texts, reveal some of the ritual in performance and its
essential role in religious encounter between Hurons and Jesuits – alleviating
in part the temptation to read rituals only as outward symbols. In a particular
example that dominates the chapter, Lalemant relates how Jesuit missionaries
residing close to the village refused to participate in a dream-fulfillment ritual
held for a woman named Angoutenc. Hurons regarded dream fulfillment as
essential for the maintenance of individual and collective health.31 Angoutenc,
when she fell ill, dreamed that all the surrounding nations, including the Jesuits,
brought her gifts so that she might recover. When the dream was made known
to her community a total of twenty-two gifts were gathered, but the Jesuits
refused to hand over a blue blanket she asked of them.32 The healing ritual
proceeded regardless, and the Jesuits withdrew to their cabin located “a musket
shot” from the main village. At the nearby Huron village of Ihonatiria, we are
told, the door of the Jesuit cabin had been repeatedly broken down during
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similar ritual celebrations and the missionaries at Ossossané were determined
to avoid the same problem. By establishing themselves at some distance from
the main village, they signaled their intention to remain apart from the community and its rituals.33
Hurons, like Algonquins, generally regarded spiritual power as morally
neutral and capable of both good and evil. Aloofness from community and
ritual life was considered evidence of negative intentions, especially when
adopted by those like the missionaries, who potentially held significant spiritual knowledge and power.34 Missionaries, on the other hand, believed in the
Christian duality of good and evil and regarded Indigenous ritual practices
as both inspired by and dedicated to diabolical forces. Confronted with rituals
of gift-giving prompted by the dream/vision of Angoutenc, the Jesuits fell
back upon well-worn explanations. “The authors of this feast, as well as of all
the other ceremonies of the country, and especially of the nude dances and like
performances, are no others than the demons,” Lalemant wrote.35 When the
village council called upon the missionaries to offer their opinion on fulfilling
Angoutenc’s dream, their response to the community was that it “could not do
a worse thing for the country: that they were continuing to offer homage to evil
spirits, through which they more and more confirmed their empire over them
and their country, and nothing good could come of continuing to serve such a
bad master.”36 In the Jesuit Relations, Huron ritual practices are characterized
as unsophisticated devilry, while the Jesuits meticulously maintain their distance
and try to draw potential converts away from traditional practices.
Accessing the ritual in performance requires decentring these interpretations. At least one French commentator took issue with Jesuit assumptions.
Louis-Armand Lom d’Arce Baron de Lahontan, was a military officer in Canada
from roughly 1683 to 1693, during which time he learned the Algonquin and
Huron languages, lived at the French post of Michilimackinac, and befriended
the Huron headman Kondiaronk, who, under the name Adario, became his
main informant and interlocutor in accounts of his travels that he later published.37 His ethnographic works skewered many widely held European beliefs
about Indigenous peoples:
I have read a thousand Ridiculous Stories Writ by our Clergymen, who maintain
that the Savages have conferences with [the devil], and not only consult him, but
pay him a sort of Homage. Now all these advances are ridiculous; for in earnest,
the Devil never appear’d to these Americans ... In fine, after using all possible
means for a perfect knowledg [sic] of this matter; I concluded that these Ec
clesiasticks did not understand the true importance of the great word Matchi
Manitou, (which signifies an Evil Spirit, Matchi being the word for evil and
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Manitou for Spirit;). For by the devil they understand such things as are offensive
to “em, which in our language comes near to the signification of Misfortune, Fate,
Unfavourable Destiny, etc. So that in speaking of the Devil they do not mean that
Evil Spirit that in Europe is represented under the figure of a Man, with a long
Tail and great Horns and Claws.38

Lahontan goes on to explain that where Christians placed their faith in laws
found in books, reason lay at the heart of Huron spiritual lifeways. It was the
Christian talent for believing out of faith, rather than the evidence provided
by living, and taking the writings of men for divine truth, rather than experience, that seemed senseless to Hurons and prevented their conversion to
Christianity: “Their prejudice [against Christianity] proceeds from this, that
they can’t be convinc’d that the Infallibility of the Scripture is to be made out
by the Light of Reason. The Word Faith is enough to choak them; they make a
jest of it, and alledge that the writings of past Ages are false, supposititious and
alter’d.”39 In other words, Hurons had much the same problem with Christian
scripture that historians now have with missionary descriptions of ritual; they
may have been altered to serve or reflect a particular interest that was held on
faith and not the evidence provided by living. Hurons preferred to construct
spirituality out of tangible things, the world around them, and dreams, through
which they believed the metaphysical forces of the world spoke to them.
Spirituality was linked to life through experience.
Hurons understood that Christianity precluded the kinds of tangible and
shared numinous experiences their rituals generated for all participants, regardless of faith. Ritual was essential, not for the religious duty of worshipping the
divine (latrie) and recreating it for the faithful, but for accessing and negotiating
with spiritual power. Its importance was not as a symbol but as an event that
brought people together. Even the Jesuits were consulted and invited to join in.
In response to their refusal to hand over the blue blanket and their general
objections to carrying out Angoutenc’s dream, however, the headman of the
Ossassané council urged the community to have courage and to persist with what
was “so necessary and important according to the customs of our ancestors.”40
Joining people together in common cause and creating a shared experience of
the sacred drew from the ritual the power necessary to unify the social group,
overriding the warnings of those determined to maintain their distance.
The missionaries were welcomed, and even encouraged, to participate in this
healing ritual, but when they refused and withdrew to the perceived safety of
their cabin, the ritual proceeded nonetheless. On the first night, Angoutenc
visited all the cabins in Ossossané. Barefoot and supported by a man on each
side she walked through the centre of each longhouse and directly through each
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of the fires that occupied the central gallery – more than two or three hundred
in all – without burning herself. As she passed, the gathered participants followed her in a dance that meandered from longhouse to longhouse. This dancing
and feasting lasted three days, during which time the normal rules of society
did not apply. Anthropologist Victor Turner describes such ritual time and
space as liminal. Here, “betwixt and between” established and normal social
states, participants entered into what he calls “communitas” with each other –
a state of heightened emotional awareness of the fragility of the community.41
The ritual suspended social norms and offered opportunities to renew solidarities. Each person had the chance to present his or her own special desires or
dreams (ondinonc) to the community, which was done in the form of a riddle.42
Participants then took turns trying to solve the riddle and discover what the
person wanted. Once the riddle was solved, the entire community tried to satisfy
the individual’s desire and thus put to rest any potentially destructive or selfserving behaviour.
As a result, the ritual gave vent and offered resolution not only to Angoutenc’s
needs, but also to those of the entire community. More than one hundred
riddles were offered and solved on this occasion.43 After three days of feasting
and celebration, and with the missionaries still barricaded in their cabin,
Angoutenc made a final pass through all the longhouses to mark the end of
the feast. It was her turn to present a riddle that the entire community tried to
solve. All then strove to satisfy this final request, capping the celebration and
reinforcing their unity, strength, and shared experience.44
Sometime after emerging from their cabin at the end of this three-day celebration, one of the missionaries spoke with Angoutenc, who told him what
had transpired. She also told him that Jesuit refusal to participate had not
jeopardized the effectiveness of the ritual: “The devil [in Jesuit reckoning] –
after our refusal to give her the blanket that he had ordered and that was asked
of us – had appeared to her in the night, and had told her that we remained
aloof, and that therefore, notwithstanding our refusal she would not fail to
recover if the rest went well; that moreover, thenceforward he would no longer
have us participate therein.”45 Angoutenc recovered her health following the
feast. Surrounding nations contributed the gifts her dream had demanded, no
doubt reinforcing the alliances that were so important to Huron political and
spiritual life. All participants contributed to the resolution of potentially destructive desires. The Jesuits’ refusal to participate had merely managed to
communicate their willful self-exclusion from the community.
The ritual in performance, even when precariously accessed through the ritual
in text, reveals an inclusiveness that seems in direct conflict with the exclusionary search for individual internal meaning the missionaries sought in symbolic

32 Timothy Pearson

ritual, and reinforces the importance of the shared experience. The celebrants
had attempted to draw the Jesuits into their ritual, offering solidarity and extended political alliance to the newcomers. Even after the Jesuits refused to
participate, however, Lalemant noted that the Huron did not cease to try to
include them in such events, but that it was “always with little success.”46 The
determination of the missionaries to refuse these invitations and to recast
Huron rituals as the work of diabolical forces likely contributed to a growing
perception among the Huron that these strangers were dangerous and powerful
outsiders, adding to accusations of witchcraft made against them, which became
increasingly frequent as disease and warfare began to take a devastating toll in
the late 1630s. The healing ritual in performance, read through some of the
Jesuits’ more ethnographic reporting and complementary sources such as
Lahontan’s, provides a glimpse of the close connection between Huron spirituality and social identity at a historical moment when the fragility of the community was starting to become painfully apparent.
Conclusion
For Christians and Indigenous peoples alike, mid-seventeenth-century Canada
offered a world rife with powerful spiritual forces, potentially both divine and
dangerous. Ritual could make these other-than-human forces immanent and
generate a shared sense of the sacred for both parties to the encounter, or it
could reveal the inner faith and allegiances of participants. Christian rituals did
so, however, only for the initiated who shared a predetermined set of beliefs.
Outsiders were treated as subjects, not participants, as the recipients of favours
rather than as members of a shared solidarity. Meanwhile, missionaries remained aloof from Indigenous ritual performances they did not control but
nevertheless claimed the right to pass judgment on through the ritual in text.
The exclusivity of Christian ritual practice is, therefore, mirrored in missionary
writing. The refusal of missionaries to join in the rituals of others, even when
invited, and to restrict participation in theirs (as subjects rather than as objects,
for example, of the pedilavium) to only those who professed certain beliefs,
established Christianity for Hurons and Algonquins as an exclusionary and
abstract belief system, disconnected from the realities of everyday life, and as
a tool for the differentiation and categorization of people, thus creating suspicion rather than building solidarity.
The ritual in performance, however, takes us beyond hermeneutical readings
offered by Jesuits even in their more ethnographic texts. In performance, the
rituals Hurons and Algonquins deployed in early contact zones attempted to
generate a shared experience of the sacred that built on existing social solidarities
to extend the limits of the community to all willing participants. For Hurons
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and Algonquins, the divine was already present everywhere in the world so
ritual wasn’t needed to create it but, rather, to manage it in such a way as to
maintain solidarity and ameliorate potentially divisive social behaviours that
might have negative outcomes for the group. All participants in a ritual performance, not just those initiated into a particular abstract belief, might share
in the collective experience of sacred power. Onaharé called on his Algonquin
relatives to recognize the power of his death according to Algonquin and
Christian ethics and narratives. The Huron did not ask Jesuit missionaries to
change their fundamental beliefs in order to join them in the ritual celebration
of gift-giving that fulfilled Angoutenc’s dream. Rather, they asked them to share
in the common fate of all members of the community. The Jesuits’ refusal to do
so, however, could not destroy the efficacy of the ritual for those who did
participate.47
Today ritual remains a social act basic to human societies, whose possibilities
for fostering shared experiences and cross-cultural communication are enormous. When Max Gros-Louis, Chief of the Huron-Wendat Nation of Wendake,
Quebec (descendants of Angoutenc’s people), appeared in 2007 before the
Bouchard-Taylor Commission then exploring the contentious issue of cultural
accommodation of new immigrants and minorities in Quebec, he reminded
the commissioners that it was the Indigenous nations who first accommodated
Europeans in North America, only to lose their rights, lands, and ways of life
over time. Yet the lesson of this history, he argued, teaches neither the complete
rejection nor accommodation of newcomers as a strategy of encounter but
rather the need to refrain from imposing the exclusive laws and values of one
group upon another and the need to follow the Wendat model of inclusivity to
accept and cultivate cultural differences and foster communication, not fear,
among peoples. “This is what our people have always practiced,” Gros-Louis
concluded, “and it is a virtue.”48
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Managing Alliance, Negotiating Christianity:
Haudenosaunee Uses of Anglicanism in
Northeastern North America, 1760s–1830s
Elizabeth Elbourne

Throughout the eighteenth century, Christianity was a political football
in Haudenosaunee territory in northeastern North America. Among the Six
Nations, some, particularly Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) concentrated in the
settlements of Canajoharie and Tionondoroge (Fort Hunter) in what is now
New York State, used Anglicanism to broker ties with the British, even as
many other Haudenosaunee evinced suspicion of Christianity.1 This chapter
argues that Anglicanism, like Christianity in general, was a source of both power
and danger in several ways, ranging from its potentially corrosive impact on
Indigenous societies to its political implications. The danger and the power were
intimately linked. Christianity needed to be managed in order for it to be harnessed effectively. Both the agents of the British administration and key Hau
denosaunee figures attempted to do this. Echoing Timothy Pearson’s emphasis
on the importance of ritual elsewhere in this volume, and his argument that
many Haudenosaunee sought to use ritual to strengthen community unity, I
suggest here that liturgy, ritual, and biblical translation all provided ways to
tap into Christianity’s sacred power while keeping at a distance its more dangerous effects. There was not agreement, however, on how or whether to use
these routes. By the early nineteenth century, Anglicanism became harder to
manage after many of the Six Nations migrated to Upper Canada, and education came more firmly under settler and church control.
Throughout, the limitations to my argument are significant. In particular,
the limited nature of the sources (many generated by white military officers)
and the difficulty of knowing what many people were experiencing intellectually
and emotionally (or truly grasping the dynamics of internal debate) impose
humility on the researcher, even if it is revealing that military and diplomatic
sources say something about aspects of religious practice. In this sense, this
chapter reflects what Carmen Lansdowne describes in this volume as the “absences that break your heart.” At the same time, Lansdowne’s findings about the
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importance of Indigenous priests echo what seems to have been an eighteenthcentury Haudenosaunee reality as well as, broadly speaking, an African one: local
agents were more responsible for whatever happened to Christian missions than
were European missionaries, even if the words of these agents are hard to determine. Other authors in this collection also suggest themes that resonate with
my own work. Cecilia Morgan and Jean-François Bélisle and Nicole St-Onge
remind us that Christianity is a transnational phenomenon and that Indigenous
people sometimes acted as transnational agents. Several authors, such as Tasha
Beeds and Amanda Fehr, offer intimate and fine-grained portraits of individuals
who negotiated Indigenous and Christian identities: my own work suggests
that this was a possible but fraught negotiation in the late-eighteenth-century
Haudenosaunee world, as identities were in the process of being defined against
one another in violent environments. It seems to me that the history of Chris
tianity lies in the tensions and spaces between the local and the global, the intimate and the transnational. Siphiwe Dube captures the moral ambiguities of
a colonial religion that was necessarily Janus-faced. Where this chapter perhaps
differs in emphasis from some others in this volume is in stressing Christianity
as an imperial as well as a colonial religion, linked to imperial metropoles as well
as to settler domination, and sometimes enabling Indigenous interlocutors to
speak over the heads of settlers. This was, to return to the main theme of the
essay, a dangerous but potentially powerful opportunity.
Anglicanism and Alliance Politics
By the 1760s, reinforcing Anglicanism as much as possible among the Six
Nations, and in particular among the Mohawk near whom he lived in what is
now upper-state New York, was an important aspect of British Superintendent
of Indian Affairs Sir William Johnson’s policy of attempted conciliation of the
Indigenous peoples of northeastern North America. It was, however, a nervous
plan. “Pray make my compliments to Doctor Ogilvie and Family and ask him
whether he has any prayer Books left for ye Indians, as they now want them
very much,” Johnson wrote in 1761 to his agent in Montreal, Daniel Claus (also
his future son-in-law), who had been placed in charge of diplomatic relationships with the Indigenous peoples of the newly conquered Canada. In the same
letter, however, Johnson added that he had had a meeting with Six Nations
deputies and that they were “full of their old fears again that the English would
fall upon & destroy them.”2 As Claus and Johnson organized the acquisition
and correction of Mohawk-language prayer books, they also discussed with
growing urgency the danger posed by the disaffection of the Indian nations.
Johnson was certain, for example, that apparent British moves to settle Niagara
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would “confirm all the Nations in the opinion they long have had of our design
of rooting them out of their Country,” adding “[what] the consequence will be,
time only will shew, but I must avow I dread it.”3
Johnson was of course prescient: by 1763, Pontiac’s war would be in full swing.4
Neolin and other prophets roused the nations to action against the British,
reflecting long-standing Amerindian uses of prophecy and ritual at times of
conflict to purify and unify communities and to ensure military success.5 One
of Neolin’s key claims, typical of late-eighteenth-century nativist movements,
was the need to cast out Christian practices in order to restore strength to
Indigenous communities. Many of the traditionally British-aligned Six Nations
remained largely neutral or even actively pro-British, however. In the wake of
the war and the negotiation of the Proclamation Line in 1763, Johnson’s Indian
department had a freer rein from the British military to pursue alliance policies
that included personal diplomacy, occasional sexual interaction, the maintenance of gift-giving, and the promotion of Christianity in general and Anglicanism
in particular.
Johnson continued to call for missionaries, and to promote the prayer book.
In 1763, as the war came to a head, he urged the Reverend Henry Barclay to
hurry up and finish revising his updated version of the “Indian Book of Com
mon prayer” (eventually published in 1769) as it was “a Work very much wanted,
& greatly inquired after by the Indians”: “I am of opinion that this Edition will
conduce to incline the Christian Indians to the Established Church, which will
have a better effect on them than what I see arises from their inclination to the
Presbyterian as all those Inds [Indians] who are Instructed by the Dissenting
Ministers (who are the only Clergy in these parts) have imbibed an air of the
most Ecclesiastical cant.” In the surviving draft version of this letter, Sir William
added, but crossed out, “and are in short intermixed with the greatest Distortion
of the features & zealous Belchings of the Spirit, resembling the most bigoted
Puritans.”6 By the late 1760s, the tension between dissent and Anglicanism had
gone beyond conflict over “Belchings of the Spirit,” as Anglicanism came to
represent elite authority and royal alliance to Patriot dissidents, particularly in
the New York region, where Johnson was one of a small number of Anglican
landowners who dominated the countryside.7 Johnson had begun by encouraging the Christianization efforts of Presbyterian missionary Samuel Kirkland
among the Oneida and Seneca, as well as the school for Indigenous boys run
by fervent Congregationalist minister Eleazor Wheelock, but by the end of the
decade he had broken with Kirkland, withdrawn boys from Eleazor’s school,
and had an Anglican chapel built at Fort Hunter, in the heart of Kanien’kehá:ka
territory.8
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In the late 1760s, Johnson, now appointed a corresponding member of the
Society for the Propagation for the Gospel, agitated for, and offered to help fund,
a network of missionaries and schoolmasters among the Haudenosaunee.
Johnson claimed that creating a “regular system” of “proper Missionaries &
Schools in most of their towns” was “the only effectual means of converting
& reducing them to order.” He opposed boarding schools such as Wheelock’s:
“A few stragling [sic] missions or schools out of their Country will never answer
the end proposed, the more distant Indians being extremely averse to sending
their Children abroad for Instruction, and if they did, they are too apt to relapse
afterwards of which I have seen examples amongst the best of them sufficient
to justify my opinion.”9 In this sense one might see Haudenosaunee people attempting to manage Christianity, keeping missionaries (and Haudenosaunee
children) close to hand rather than sending their children away to missionaryrun schools.
Johnson and his clerical ally in North America, Reverend Charles Inglis (later
bishop of Nova Scotia), argued in correspondence with the Society that conversion would lead the Haudenosaunee to ally with the British. As Inglis put it
bluntly, “the most effectual method of securing their Friendship & making them
serviceable to the state, is to make them Christians.”10 At the same time, Johnson,
Inglis, and other elite Anglicans were increasingly concerned about the hegemony of Protestant dissent in northeastern North America and the political
implications of dissenters’ attacks on the established church, in an environment
in which the authority of the state was tightly tied to church authority. Johnson
and Inglis were seemingly as concerned about converting settlers as they were
about converting Indigenous peoples to Anglicanism. Johnson was also desirous
of creating an American episcopate as a bulwark against dissent. Dissenters
could generate their own American priesthood; under an episcopal structure,
on the other hand, would-be clergy had to sail back to Britain to be ordained
by a bishop. Johnson even offered to create the seat for an American episcopate
on land recently purchased from the Haudenosaunee, near his own estate at
Johnstown.11 If it had been realized, this would have been a remarkable confluence of religious, political, and military power for Johnson.
The fact that Johnson’s own Irish family had until recently been Catholic,
and therefore subject to discrimination under British law and ineligible to hold
government office, only underscores the political ramifications of religious
practice in the British imperial sphere. As Fintan O’Toole points out, prominent
male members of the Johnson family, including Johnson’s uncle, admiral Peter
Warren, converted to Anglicanism in order to be eligible for careers in the
British Empire.12 Anglicanism was thus for the Irish Johnson not only a sign of
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alliance and imperial loyalty but also, arguably, a sign of the contextual reinvention of the self in response to political circumstances. The fervent promotion
of Christianity did not prevent Johnson from ignoring some Christian strictures;
he had a number of children outside the bonds of “Christian marriage,” for
example, including at least eight children with his Kanien’kehá:ka partner Mary
Brant (Konwatsi’tsiaienni). Anglicanism was also a key route to advancement
in the British military. It was not for nothing that John Stuart, who had been
an SPG missionary to the Mohawk before the American Revolution, later opened
a new church in Upper Canada after the turmoil of the Revolution in the military
barracks in Kingston, or indeed that William Johnson constructed a church
and a fort together in Mohawk territory.13
This combination of the promotion of Christianity with efforts to win the
military allegiances of Indigenous peoples was longstanding. Johnson was
most directly imitating the French, and continued to worry about French influence via Catholicism.14 Haudenosaunee uses of Christianity were often linked
to diplomatic and military policy on their side as well. French and Indigenous
soldiers sometimes exchanged cultural signs of allegiance, thereby helping
create linkages among fictive kin, as Indigenous soldiers had themselves baptized
with French sponsors, or French soldiers adopted Indian tattoos, as Arnaud
Balvay argues.15 As early as 1710, a delegation of Kanien’kehá:ka to London
brokered an alliance with the British and presented themselves as “four kings,”
requested missionaries, and garnered a gift of communion silver from Queen
Anne that would continue to play an important role in Kanien’kehá:ka politics
well into the nineteenth century.16 In 1776, Joseph Brant ostentatiously espoused
Anglicanism and freemasonry when negotiating with the British in London.
Given the stakes, however (as well as the longstanding Six Nations policy of
hedging bets when dealing with European powers), it is perhaps not surprising
that adherence to some form of Christianity remained a minority position
among the Six Nations as a whole, well into the nineteenth century. In 1822, a
delegation on behalf of the Six Nations to Britain could affirm, for example,
that of the Six Nations the Mohawk were “chiefly Christian,” the Oneida “partly
Christian,” while the Seneca, Cayuga, Onondaga, and Delawares were “not
Christians.”17 The Kanien’kehá:ka were further divided among themselves,
between the dominantly Catholic communities whose territories lay within
the boundaries of New France (following seventeenth-century mass migration
to the outer limits of hunting grounds in New France) and the dominantly
Protestant communities whose lands would eventually be encompassed by
New York. A significant portion of the Six Nations based in the nascent United
States, including the majority of the Kanien’kehá:ka, would move to Upper
Canada, founding the Grand River and the Bay of Quinte settlements, in the
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wake of the ethnic cleansing of the American Revolution. Nonetheless, the
political importance of Anglicanism was disproportionate, given the importance of the Mohawk-British alliance.
Early Protestant missionary activity in Iroquoia had been relatively sporadic.18
In 1704, the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel sent its first Anglican
missionaries to the Iroquois, the Reverends Thoroughgood Moore and Charles
Smith. The Mohawk refused to say whether or not they would accept Moore
living among them, and Moore abandoned the mission after eight months. He
concluded that the Mohawk were hostile because “I was an Englishman, to whom
they bear no good will, but rather an Aversion, having a Common Saying among
them that an English man is not good.” This was, he claimed, because English
settlers take their land without purchase, had built a fort at Albany, and had
been misrepresented by the Dutch.19 William Andrews worked as an SPG missionary in Tiononderoge from 1712 to 1719, but left claiming, as Daniel Richter
records, that despite the fact that many sought baptism, the approximately 360
residents of the village were heathens, “and Heathens they will still be.”20
Richter argues convincingly, however, that the Haudenosaunee did not entirely reject the mission but, rather, insisted that it exist on their terms, and that
it build up rather than destroy community strength. They did not see “Christian”
practices as incompatible with existing practices, and continued to do things
such as consult shamans; they did not accept missionary ideas about guilt and
repentance, but they did maintain Christianity internally, through Haudeno
saunee agents. When SPG missionaries returned in the late 1720s, they encountered a group of fifty-odd Kanien’kehá:ka who were instructed in Christianity
and discovered that many people had had themselves and their children baptized.21 Anglican missionaries continued to have a thin presence on the ground
in the mid- to late eighteenth century (the Reverend Barclay decamped to New
York, for example, leaving a Mohawk reader in his place), but communities at
the two principal towns of Canajoharie and Tiononderoge maintained Anglican
practice, including church attendance.
In 1769, under his renewed plans for Anglican missions, Johnson appointed
a schoolmaster, Colin McLeland, to run a school for children at Fort Hunter.
McLeland soon had thirty pupils. A second schoolmaster was installed at
Johnstown.22 In 1770, Johnson and nine Haudenosaunee men staged a small
ceremony for visiting Anglican priests Charles Inglis and Myles Cooper, then
the president of King’s College, New York (later Columbia). The aim of this
ceremony was to persuade the SPG to send a missionary to the Mohawk; the
event raises tantalizing questions about participants’ aims and their degree of
agency. Inglis and Cooper reported to London that they had taken a “journey
of between two and three hundred miles, to pay a visit to Sir William Johnson
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in the Mohawks country,” and that the day after they arrived they had been
surprised by a “formal Delegation of Indians from the lower Mohawk Castle,”
including four “principal men in their nation.” Tellingly, the group was ushered
into the “apartment where Councils &c, are generally holden” and business only
proceeded after the “customary” compliments had been exchanged, presumably
the formal ceremonies and words with which Amerindian diplomatic meetings
opened. Speaking through an interpreter, the “chief sachem” stated that the
Mohawk were grateful for former missionaries but regretted that their teachers
had had cause to leave them almost as soon as they had learned the language
and thereby become capable of being more useful to the people; they regretted
even more that they had been “so much neglected” for the past several years,
“notwithstanding Sir William’s repeated applications, and the promises they
received, by his means, of speedy and effectual supply.” Most of all, however:
their amazement was increased at ye Information they had but lately received of
the Government’s Indulgence of a Missionary to a Tribe of their popish Brethren,
who had all along, till the Conclusion of the late war, been intemperate Enemies
to the Crown and People of Great Britain; whilst they themselves, who had ever
been our unshaken Friends, in Times of the greatest Danger and Distress, and
had shed the finest blood in their nation in our Cause, and for our Defence, should
in their opinion be so undeservedly left to wander out of the way; and have the
mortification to find, that all their applications for a clergyman had hitherto been
rejected.

They stated that they had the means to provide a house and glebe for a missionary, “where they hoped a good man, who was interested in the welfare of their
souls, might be induced to end his Days, with much Advantage to Them, and
satisfaction to Himself.” At the conclusion of this statement, they delivered a
wampum belt to Inglis and Cooper, which the pair in turn sent to London.23
This act mirrored the dispatch of a wampum belt to the archbishop of Canter
bury in the aftermath of the 1710 visit of the Four Kings and the sealing of an
alliance with the Anglican church.24 Inglis and Cooper then gave a wampum
belt in return to the Mohawk, with which Johnson had furnished them in advance. Later in the visit, a child was brought to them from Fort Hunter. One of
the priests baptized the child, and the other stood as sponsor.
The diplomatic rituals underscore the way in which imperial alliances were
brokered through shared religious practice. Johnson himself implied that religious allegiance was tied to land claims. He suggested to the SPG that the interest
of the dissenters from densely populated New England in converting Indians
lay in gaining access to Amerindian lands: “many of these [religious] Schemes
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which had their birth in N England have soon appeared calculated with a View
to forming Settlements so obnoxious to the Indians who have repeatedly declared
their aversion to those who acted on such interested principles.”25 Allegiance
to Anglicanism, in contrast, might potentially be seen as a way of holding the
British to the continent-wide land deals brokered in 1763 (the Proclamation
Line) and in 1768 (the controversial Fort Stanwix treaty, in which Six Nations
negotiators ceded land occupied by other groups but that had been claimed
by the Six Nations through conquest, while arguably protecting core Haudeno
saunee territory). On both of those occasions, Johnson had led the British
negotiating team.
The SPG finally appointed John Stuart as a missionary. Stuart lived in Fort
Hunter and travelled once a week to Canajoharie, some thirty miles away; he
commented frequently that the Canajoharie community resented not having
its own missionary. Nonetheless, Stuart was remained relatively hands-off, if
only because communication with community members was difficult. He found
Mohawk a difficult language to master, and the Mohawk did not, he reported,
speak English. He could not find a translator until he was able to work for a
while with the young Joseph Brant (Thayendanegea), later a key Haudenosaunee
political figure who had been educated at Dr. Wheelock’s school. Stuart in fact
maintained a “white” English-speaking congregation in Fort Hunter and another
“Indian” one to whom he struggled to read the service in Mohawk.
At the local level, Haudenosaunee Christian practitioners seem to have valued
Christian ritual while resisting the behavioural precepts of the church. Stuart
was soon fretting that the Kanien’kehá:ka had adopted Anglican rituals but not
Anglican prescriptions for pious behaviour. In 1774 he complained that he had
visited the inhabitants of Canajoharie and found their situation “really deplorable; For Drunkenness & Vice of every kind prevails amongst them to such a
Degree, that several Times I have not found a sufficient Number of them duly
qualified, to whom I cou’d administer the Sacrament. However, they have
Prayers read in their Church every Sunday, by an Indian of that Village, at which
they generally attend.”26 The majority of Mohawk attended Anglican Church
services every Sunday, knew the responses and participated in ritual solemnly.
“They attend divine Service constantly,” Stuart wrote about the Tiononderoge
community in 1772, “& make the Responses with the greatest Regularity and
seeming Devotion and indeed their whole Deportment in Church is such as is
but rarely seen in religious Assemblies that have been better instructed.”27
Struggles over communion are telling. “Let their common Behaviour be what
it will, they are desirous, in general, to partake of the Holy Communion,” Stuart
observed of residents of Canajoharie in the same year. Stuart tried to discipline
this small congregation through excluding those from communion who were

46 Elizabeth Elbourne

“notorious drunkards” or “vicious in their behaviour,” but he clearly met resistance. “To refuse them,” he commented, “reduces them to a kind of Dispair [sic]
and often urges them to commit worse crimes than before; for they are pointed
at as bad Persons, unfit for Society – my method hitherto has been, to admit the
sober & to reject the notoriously vicious, altho I have been the object of their
Resentment for this conduct, and have narrowly escaped the Effects of it.”28
The Presbyterian missionary Samuel Kirkland had similar comments about
the Oneida village of Oquaga, where there was a virulent struggle between a
minority Presbyterian faction and a dominant Anglican faction (including
Joseph Brant and his father-in-law, Isaac Dekayenensere). “Most of the town,”
Kirkland complained on 9 March 1773,
had conceived a notion that an external good behaviour, with learning the Decalogue as to repeat it without Book was all the divine law intended or required,
and that such a sort of obedience entituled [sic] to “eternal life” ... It seemed that
they had no other idea of repentance than mere oral confession, that baptism or
mere external sprinkling was all the regeneration held forth in the Scriptures and
absolutely entituled to “eternal life,” especially if the baptized person dies in infancy. Moreover that a feast was an essential part of the ordinance, and they accordingly practice feasting at baptisms, and for the most part dance and frolic
the whole night.29

These are snapshots from a distance, but they suggest community efforts to
use some of the ritual power of Christianity, including the protection implicit
in the baptism of children, while maintaining internal control and minimizing
missionary interference.
Text and Power
The dangers of Christianity did not come from alliance politics alone, however.
Many worried that Christian rituals and texts had sacred power that could be
damaging or efficacious, regardless of whether a person had a Christian identity.
Nativists argued that Christian practices had weakened Indian societies from
within and needed to be rejected (albeit paradoxically sometimes appealing
to Christian ideas of a jealous male deity who demanded exclusive worship).30
This might, however, imply that Christianity had a dangerous independent
power.
In the 1760s, for example, Samuel Kirkland recorded the views of some
Oneida that Christianity damaged communities from within.31 “Brothers, it is
time we were rouzed up,” the orator Captain Onoonghwandekha warned an
emergency council meeting among the Seneca in 1765, called to determine
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whether the newly arrived Kirkland should be held responsible for the sudden
death of a man in the house in which he was lodging. For Onoonghwandekha
(in Kirkland’s English rendition and with his emendations), “the white people’s
Book, which they call Hawenigo hoyattonshah or Kayatlonshahdogeaghte ie in
Eng [sic] God’s Book or the Holy Book” was “never made for Indians.” He contrasted the written book of the white people with the oral “book” that “our
great Superintendent Thaonghyawagon” had written in the heads and minds of
Indians, expressed in “ancient usages and rites.” To “attend to the Book which
was made solely for White people” was dangerous: “How many remnants of
tribes to the East are so reduced, that they pound sticks to make brooms, to buy
a loaf of Bread or it may be a shirt. The warriors which they boasted of, before
these foreigners, the white people, crossed the great Lake, where are they now?
Why their grandsons are all become mere women!” Only in rejecting Christianity
would the Seneca remain true men. Only thus, in addition, would they avoid
punishment from their own God.32 The debate (in which this proved to be a
minority perspective) occasioned a wide-ranging discussion of causality and
the meaning of suffering. Opponents claimed that, on the contrary, misfortune
was not a punishment for collective sin.
In 1772, Oneida complaints about the exclusionary nature of evangelical
Protestantism clearly had different implications but still drew on similar concerns about the corrosion of community strength. On this occasion, Kirkland
heard from Tagawaron, an orator speaking for sachems and warriors of the
towns of old Onoide and Kanonwaroharie, who complained about the divisive
nature of evangelical Protestantism, in contrast to both Anglicanism and
Catholicism. The orator accused the whites of telling the Oneida “two different
Commands” as though “God had two minds.” According to Kirkland, the sachems and warriors preferred the “old” (Catholicism and Anglicanism) because
Jesuits and Anglicans were “very fond” of baptizing both children and adults
as desired. If any adult wished to “be made holy,” then “he must look out a Man”
from among the people, “to give him a N[ame], learn the Lords prayer, creed,
& 10 Comd & confess [his] Sins & then he was baptized without any objections, & a bottle or two [of] Rum given by the God-father to drink [his] health.”
In contrast, Kirkland refused to baptize at will, shut up the “way to Heavn” or
made it “narrow,” and frightened candidates into recidivism by a long and severe
examination.33
One of the striking things about both debates is how much they turned around
texts and the power of texts: in the one case, the biblical text was in itself a source
of danger; in the other, learning key texts (the Lord’s Prayer, the creed, and the
Ten Commandments) gave the postulant access to the power of baptism, whatever his personal behaviour. It might be suggested that a critical route to the
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control of Christianity was through liturgy, public prayer, and ritual, in all of
which the Six Nations maintained a strong interest throughout the late eighteenth century: these were ways to tap into the power of Christianity that did
not require regular mediation by white priests and could potentially coexist
with other forms of access to sacred power. They also permitted the promotion
of a corporate religiosity, in contrast to the decentralized, and thus potentially
more divisive, individualism promoted by much evangelical theology.34
Arguably, Anglicanism lent itself well to the control of texts. Mohawk prayer
books and catechisms were circulating well before the Bible was first translated
into Mohawk (although prayers and creeds were probably also memorized).
William Andrews first published parts of the Book of Common Prayer in
Mohawk in 1715, while Daniel Claus observed in 1761 that there were already
several manuscript versions of the catechism in Mohawk in circulation.35 Claus
doubtless drew on such documents when, in the early 1780s while acting as
military superintendent of the Canadian Indians during the war, he wrote a
primer and catechism for children in Mohawk (continuing the military promotion of Anglicanism), as well as further revising the prayer book and circulating it among refugees.36 Aaron Hill wrote to Claus in 1782 that his translation
was invaluable: “Brother, we render you our highest Thanks and most heartily
salute you as many of us are Christians & proselytes, it is entirely owing to you
that Christianity is upheld amongst us ... the Good Spirit from above must have
inspired you to compose the little Books of Instruction, we are now all supplied
with new Books, was it not for [your?] being alive, we should be miserable,
as we know of no person whatsoever in the Indian Service able to undertake
the Task.”37
The sachem and schoolteacher Paulus Sahonwagy provides an example of
a Kanien’kehá:ka Anglican agent who worked for many years among the community using these types of resources. He was first employed by the SPG as a
“reader” in the 1750s. He taught more than forty children a day at Canajoharie
by 1755, and read prayers and led services in the absence of the white minister;
he also fought on the British side in the Seven Years’ War and saw his salary
suspended in 1759 after several complaints that he spent too much time on war
parties to teach the children properly.38 He was part of a Mohawk faction that
bitterly opposed the land grabbing of George Klock, an important dispute over
land that ultimately segued into open warfare during the Revolution and provided further motivation for the Kanien’kehá:ka alliance with William Johnson.
In 1774 Stuart reported that the Canajoharie Mohawk complained bitterly about
their lack of a minister and the lack of books in Mohawk but had appointed
“one from amongst themselves to perform Divine Service on Sundays” and
requested a salary for him; the following year, Stuart reported paying “five
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pounds to Paulus at Canajoharie.”39 Sahonwagy was still teaching the refugee
Haudenosaunee in Niagara during the Revolution. He also appears in a foot
note to Claus’s third edition of the Mohawk prayer book, described as “the
Mohawk Clerk and School-Master” who was “present at the correction of every
proof sheet to approve of their being properly placed, &c.”40
In 1785, after the British betrayal of Haudenosaunee lands and the exodus of
many to Upper Canada, Sahonwagy informed Claus that the English teacher
at Grand River had quit and offered himself as a replacement: “The reason why
the children here are strong in doing that which is not right is because there is
no Indian teacher.” Proposing that, at the urging of many, he resume his former
work as teacher, despite what he described as the deplorable indifference of the
chiefs, Sahonwagy told Claus: “It sickens me to see the children going wrong.
Some are saying that an English-speaking man is coming to teach, now that is
not comforting, if he does not understand our language he cannot restrain
them from doing wrong.”41 It seems possible that control of Anglican liturgy
and teaching continued to enable men such as Sahonwagy to develop local
versions of Christianity, to maintain military alliances and possibly to challenge
the authority of particular elites.
During the Revolution, refugee Mohawk asked Claus to request a missionary
from the SPG to replace Stuart, now imprisoned by the Americans. Although
an ordained person was needed to perform sacraments, Claus’s letter indicates
that some community members had clearly been maintaining Anglican practice and religious education on their own, and that two Mohawk men had
been running a school in New York. In the 1790s, Anglicans at Grand River still
found themselves without an ordained minister, since Stuart, now a member
of the loyalist diaspora in Upper Canada, was still employed by the SPG – but
in Kingston, two hundred miles from Grand River. When he did manage to
visit Grand River, he was presented with numerous children for baptism.42
Settlers in the Niagara region continued to urge Stuart to move there. Stuart
acknowledged the appeal of “the neighbourhood of my old Parishioners the
Mohawks, who are very importunate in their Intreaties for my Removal,” although he ultimately decided he could not afford to leave the flourishing farm
at Kingston that supported his eight children in the absence (he claimed) of an
adequate salary.43 Even this refusal is interesting, because in his musing on the
topic of where he should live, Stuart presented the Mohawk as parishioners on
a par with his Kingston flock, rather than as heathen in need of conversion. In
1821, John Brant reported to the New England Company in London, as he negotiated for money for a school, that “the children read and write in the Indian
Language – and the Indians of the Six Nations have a primer and a prayer Book
together with the Services for Marriage Baptism and Burial of the Dead.”44
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Community and Commemoration
Oral evidence from a variety of sources, most of it collected in the late nineteenth century, may tell us more about late-nineteenth-century views of
Anglicanism than early-nineteenth-century views. Nonetheless, stories do
suggestively imply that key religious symbols were used as tokens of community
identity as well as signs of alliance with the British and thus, perhaps, reminders
of obligation.
Queen Anne’s silverware, donated by the queen in 1710, was particularly
freighted with significance. Possibly the silver communion vessels were taken by
members of the Six Nations who wanted a relationship with the imperial centre
as both seal and symbol of a verbal agreement, consonant with the exchange of
wampum belts in order to confirm and commemorate agreements between different parties. This is also in line with the exchange of gifts that typically sealed
diplomatic alliances. The material objects that marked such exchanges had
particular political value – perhaps especially objects such as communion vessels,
which were used to enact ceremonies on a regular cyclical basis.
Some stories claimed that the Kanien’kehá:ka had brought the communion
silver with them on their exodus; others stated (more accurately) that they had
buried it before leaving.45 After the Haudenosaunee exodus, the communion
vessels were divided in 1788 between those establishing a new settlement at
Grand River under Joseph Brant’s leadership and those moving to Tyendinaga;
they are still owned by the respective churches.46 The move of some of the Six
Nations to the Bay of Quinte under John Deserontyon was sealed, so stories
said, by the use of Queen Anne’s silver. In the early twentieth century, the
Reverend A.H. Creegan interviewed Sampson Green, the great-grandson of
a “white girl” who was with the Mohawk at the age of fifteen when they
moved to the Bay of Quinte and later married into the community. Green
recounted that
her story was that when the little band landed on the shore of their new home,
they upturned a canoe, covered it with the communion cloth, and placed all the
pieces of the old Queen Anne communion set in plain view of all the people,
that then the chief said prayers and they sang a hymn. Afterwards they planted
a cross and a flagstaff on the spot. Many of the older residents remember the
flagstaff.47

The landing is annually commemorated at the Bay of Quinte, and, in 2014,
Queen Anne’s silver was brought out for the 230th commemoration.48 In 2012,
the website of the Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory stated that the “Queen Anne
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Silver embodies the relationship between the Mohawks and the British Crown,”
and that Christ Church, built in 1843 to replace the original chapel, was “an
embodiment of the relationship between the Mohawks of the Bay of Quinte
and the Anglican Church.”49 Although this text is no longer on the website and
therefore cannot be said to reflect current views, it nonetheless arguably reflects
one particular interpretation of the political meaning of the communion silver
and the role of objects as bearers of memory and reminders of obligation.
As I have discussed in more detail elsewhere, there were numerous stories
among both whites and Kanien’kehá:ka in the late nineteenth century about
the Mohawk returning to recapture stolen church bells or, in one version,
carrying a church bell into exile.50 Nineteenth-century inhabitants of the former
site of Canajoharie told a story that the Kanien’kehá:ka returned to steal the
church bell, either during the Revolution or (less plausibly) after the arrival of
Dutch settlers; they almost got away with the bell, but its clapper came undone
and betrayed them.51 In the collection Captive Histories, Taiaiake Alfred discusses an eerily parallel late nineteenth-century Kahnawake oral tradition
that the Canadian Kanien’kehá:ka participated in a French-Indian raid of
Deerfield, Massachusetts in 1704 in order to recapture a bell that the Jesuits had
given the community and that the English settlers had supposedly stolen before
it could be installed.52 In all these stories, the bell became a symbol of community identity, to be defended against enemies.
In 1879, George Rokwaho Loft, the grandson of Karonyagigone (Big Clear Sky),
who had, Loft said, served as the pilot on the Kanien’kehá:ka trek from the
Mohawk Valley to Lachine, told historian Lyman Draper a story about fidelity
that combined the idea of sacrifice and exodus with the image of a church bell:
On some occasion – it would seem about 1775 – Washington spoke beautifully
– saying “stay with me – you did not cause the war – it was the result of differences
between me and the British – you stay and share with me – if I prosper, you shall
prosper – be one with us.” But the Mohawks said among themselves, “We have
pledged our faith with the British Father and we must keep it: We will go over
the Lake to Canada” – and so left the Mohawk country. They brought their old
church bell with them – an evidence of their devotion to their religious teachings,
for it must have cost them much toil and labour; and it is now in the church near
Mill Point.53

It seems unlikely that the Mohawk did in fact take the bell with them: other
stories tell of children too enfeebled by hunger to walk and being carried by
their parents, of Americans who pursued the party and killed and wounded
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men or captured women, of people carrying bags of parched corn on their
shoulders and shooting birds to make a thin gruel to be shared among starving
families. Whatever the truth, the bell and the silverware again served as images
of identity and resistance – and, in the context of the 1870s, arguably as tokens
of political claims against the British.
The symbolism of alliance, sealed by sacred objects, could work in the opposite direction as well. Back in New York, after the bitter frontier warfare of
the Revolution, rebels made a point of desecrating the symbols of Mohawk
Anglicanism, in the context of wider attacks on Anglicanism. At least some
New York Patriot Congregationalists and Presbyterians detested the Anglicanism
of Tory elites and possibly saw Indigenous Anglicanism as another sign of a
sinister alliance between many Amerindian warriors and the British. Stuart had
continued to hold services for the Mohawk in the church at Fort Hunter after
the Declaration of Independence, despite the fact that this had become (he
claimed) an act of high treason. After the Kanien’kehá:ka left, however, and
Stuart made a prisoner of war “as soon as my Protectors were fled,” rebels plundered the Mohawk church and stole the pulpit cloth; “it was afterwards imployed
as a Tavern,” Stuart complained in 1781, “the Barrel of Rum placed in the Reading
Desk – the succeeding Season it was used for a Stable.”54
Anglicanism in Upper Canada
In contrast, in the immediate aftermath of the Six Nations exile to Upper Canada,
Christianity in general and Anglicanism in particular remained a potential
means for Six Nations elites to access power brokered by the white loyalist
military and fur trade elites who would make up the so-called family compact.
Fur traders and military men occasionally still had long-term sexual alliances
with Six Nations and Anishinaabe women, reflecting the customs of the (dominantly Scottish) men in the fur trade. Christianity (like freemasonry) could
still function as a means to generate elite complicity in this context. As settler
society overwhelmed Indigenous societies in terms of numbers, however, and
these types of alliances ceased to be as economically or politically useful by the
turn of the century, Indigenous groups became more vulnerable to coercion,
including coercion condoned or carried out by the church.
All of Molly Brant’s daughters with William Johnson married prominent
white settlers in the late eighteenth century, and Molly Brant was herself an
ostentatious Anglican. She was the only woman to be listed as a donor on the
founding charter of the first Anglican church in Cataraqui (Kingston), the town
where she spent the final years of her life and where John Stuart was minister
from 1785 until his death in 1811.55 In the late eighteenth century, travel writer
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John C. Ogden portrayed Brant as “an Indian woman who sat in an honourable
place among the English” and appeared “very devout during divine service and
very attentive to the sermon.”56 The description of course implies a spatial
separation between “English” and Indigenous groups in church, which is revealing in itself. Brant, however, still indicated her Kanien’kehá:ka allegiances
through her Haudenosaunee-style clothing, which she wore even while also
performing the allegiance implicit in Anglicanism. As Ogden put it succinctly,
“she retains the habit of her country women and is a Protestant.”57
In the 1870s, Mrs. Catherine Hill, Joseph Brant’s granddaughter, recalled that
after the early death of one of Molly Brant’s daughters, Molly had refused to
allow her daughter’s widower, a man called Lemoine, to marry another one of
her daughters:
she [Molly] & Mrs. Ferguson [a third sister] were both opposed to the match for
ill treatment, & also opposed him from the Episcopal stand-point of impropriety
of marrying a deceased wife’s sister. Miss. [Susan] Johnson was not herself disinclined. Lemoine came to Col. Ferguson’s to see Susan – apparently in desperation
– she was in a room above, confined; & Lemoine plead to see her for the last time,
knowing the mother’s & sister’s decided opposition – Molly was inclined to gratify
his wishes, but Mrs. Ferguson was unyielding, when he blew his brains out in the
parlor with a pistol – & informant, Mrs Hill, was pointed out the spot on the wall
where the bullet penetrated.58

The main interest of this story probably does not lie in the fact that Molly
Brant opposed remarriage to a deceased wife’s sister. Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that adherence to this (disputed) precept was a sign of Anglican orthodoxy. It is also striking that the daughters of Molly Brant and William Johnson
were desirable marriage partners for members of the Anglican elite.
By the 1810s, however, Euro-Canadian elites had less need of Six Nations allies, a process accelerated by the restoration of diplomatic calm in the aftermath
of the War of 1812, and the end of the Napoleonic wars.59 The declining influence
of the Brant family at a high political level reflected this. On a different scale,
so, too, did the changing political weight of religious activity. Consider, for
example, the translation career of the Brant family. Joseph Brant is not usually
primarily associated with Christian missionary activity. He was, nonetheless,
as we have seen, employed as a language assistant to John Stuart in the early
1770s. In particular he worked with Stuart in translating prayers, parts of the
Bible, a short history of the Bible, and a catechism.60 Brant thus filled a role
familiar from many other missions: the linguist and interpreter who shadowed
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the “pioneer” missionary and, often, helped to create written versions of oral
languages and craft translations of sacred texts, even though this work was rarely
acknowledged by missionary publicity machines.
Unlike most translators, however, Brant escaped the control of his missionary
employer in spectacular fashion, and then used translation work as a route to
power and influence. Under usual missionary circumstances, the white missionary would have claimed the credit for the translation; however, Stuart’s role
was eradicated from the title page. After various peregrinations, the Gospel of
St. Mark was finally published in London in 1787, added to a new edition of the
Book of Common Prayer. The translation was attributed on the cover page to
“Capt. Joseph Brant, An Indian of the Mohawk Nation.” The preface by Charles
Inglis, now bishop of Nova Scotia, extolled Brant in particular and the Mohawk
in general as exemplary Christians, describing Brant as “a man of good abilities,
who was educated at one of the American Colleges.” The Gospel of St. Mark
would “probably be the more acceptable to the Indians for being translated by
a person who is of their own nation and kindred.” In a postwar context in which
the British military had been criticized extensively for using Indian warriors
against white settlers, the preface was at pains to point out that “the Mohawks
are a respectable nation” as well as being faithful alliance partners and potential agents of mission themselves.61 These gospel-translating, mission-loving
Mohawk were, in sum, exemplary Christian loyalists, in contrast to American
rebels, and not at all the “merciless Indian savages” unleashed on virtuous
settlers, as described by the Declaration of Independence. It is worth noting
that, if a critical memoir by Anglican priest John Strachan (later bishop of
Toronto) is to be believed, Brant’s faith was supposedly shaken on the first of
his two diplomatic visits to Britain, and (Strachan claimed) Brant’s ensuing loss
of respect for the British government and political system was an important
motivation for his later political work trying to unite Indigenous peoples and
make them independent of Britain.62
Be this as it may, Six Nations elites continued to translate the Bible. Joseph’s
protégé and adoptive nephew John Norton translated the Gospel of St. John
into Mohawk for the British and Foreign Bible Society in 1804, a project memorialized in a window in the 1843 chapel built by the community at the Bay
of Quinte. For his part, Henry Aaron Hill, or Kenwendeshon, who married
Joseph Brant’s daughter Christina and was a member of the powerful Hill
family, translated the Gospel of Luke in 1828, as well as hymns and, eventually,
many other scriptures. Hill also worked as an Anglican catechist at Grand
River.63 As a token of the declining power of the Mohawk intermediary, how
ever, by the time Hill’s last translations were published in the 1830s, according
to Richard Ruggle, his contribution was not always highlighted and his name
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had been edged off the title page. His translation work was now encouraged by
the Methodists, who at this stage were challenging Anglican hegemony at Grand
River. After 1828 the Methodists followed the Anglicans in losing interest in
promoting biblical translation, and further work was sponsored by the Young
Men’s Bible Society of New York.64 Brant’s daughter Elizabeth Kerr helped Hill
translate parts of the Bible into English and presented copies of her work to
Queen Victoria: this might be seen as an (ultimately unsuccessful) attempt to
revive the flagging relationship between Six Nations and Anglican elites through
Bible translation.
The conflict and ambivalence regarding Christianity observable even in
Strachan’s account of the life of Joseph Brant was consistently in evidence
throughout the Grand River community and echoed, it seems to me, profound
and important discussions about identity and how best to react to the colonial
situation, particularly as controversy mounted about Brant’s strategies (continuing to the present day, as Rick Monture has recently explored eloquently).65
The community remained religiously diverse, and religious practice continued
to have political implications throughout the early nineteenth century. Most
famously, a challenge to Joseph Brant’s authority spearheaded by Red Jacket
and other Seneca dissidents in 1805 was accompanied by challenges to
Anglicanism and other forms of Christianity by adherents of longhouse practice.66 Even within the realm of Christian practice, political challenge was
echoed by religious challenge. When brothers Aaron and Isaac Hill quarreled
first with John Deserontyon at the Bay of Quinte and then with Joseph Brant
at Grand River, they argued for different forms of Christianity. They also objected to Deserontyon’s and Brant’s spending habits. Eleanor Herrington reported in her 1922 study that Deserontyon had denounced the religious (or
possibly irreligious) activities of the Hill brothers at a council formed to deal
with the fact that Isaac and his supporters had killed two men in a violent
confrontation.67 Deserontyon claimed that Isaac Hill had opened a tavern at
the Bay of Quinte with the sign of the devil, and that “since Captain Isaac’s party
has been formed the door of the church has been locked.” At Grand River, the
church had also been shut because of Isaac Hill. One issue seems to have been
the divergence from the standard Anglican liturgy. “Captain Isaac with his
people got tired of reading the same prayers over and over in the church,” testified Deserontyon, “and in the council said they would make new prayers of
their own, which surprised me much, knowing when the minister heard it he
would throw us all away.”68
Conflict among the Six Nations in Upper Canada over religion, politics, and
identity might be symbolized by the divergent political views of two of Joseph
Brant’s sons. Isaac Brant, Joseph’s eldest son by his first wife, was clearly very
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angry. He became very critical of his father, and eventually joined a faction
at Grand River that strongly opposed him. According to John Strachan, citing
Stuart, Isaac was “remarked for a ferocious and unfriendly temper, sometimes
maliciously and wantonly shooting horses belonging to white people.”69 In 1795,
Isaac Brant killed a white settler at Grand River named Lowell, a recent deserter
from the American army, opening the thorny issue of whether Six Nations law
or Euro-Canadian law should prevail in his punishment. While the case was
still being debated, Isaac confronted and attacked his father, and then died some
days later of a blow inflicted by Joseph.70
In contrast, John Brant (or Ahyouweighs or Tekarihogen), born in 1794 to
Brant’s third wife, a year before Isaac’s death, worked politically as both “chief ”
and Christian gentleman (although he was certainly not uncritical of colonial
policy, as illustrated by his bitter comments about land loss to the Colonial
Office in 1822 and his anger in the 1830s at the flooding of Grand River land to
construct a canal).71 He took a leading role in the War of 1812, made a diplomatic
trip to Britain to discuss land issues, became Indian Superintendent at Grand
River, and just before his death won election to the Legislative Assembly. His
legislative victory was overturned when the votes of Six Nations electors were
rejected on the grounds that they were leaseholders.
Brant promoted education and Christianization at Grand River. While in
London in 1822, he approached the New England Company to seek money for
a schoolmaster, hoping to revive a school that had floundered in 1812. As the
New England Company minutes recorded, “Mr. Brandt recommends plain
reading and writing and account and thinks the Government allowance (about
£25 per annum & two Rations) not sufficient.”72 Brant promoted local schools
taught by Haudenosaunee: he asked for a schoolmaster to replace the “worn
out” schoolmaster at the English School at Mohawk Town but stated that “a
Native would be preferred,” as there were “few white people living with them
and those Old.” Community reluctance to send children to distant schools
was described by the Reverend Stewart of Upper Canada, who also spoke to
the New England Company in 1820: “Children would not go to a School more
than Two Miles distant and Parents would not suffer their Children to go as
Boarders to the Schoolmaster – that is a degree of Civilization above them.”73
It seems that the Six Nations continued to resist losing control of Christianity.
At the very end of his life, John Brant quarrelled with a new Anglican
missionary, Robert Lugger of the New England Company, and sided with the
Methodists at Grand River, in part over the loss of local control over the school
founded by Lugger. This school would become the Mohawk Institute and would
ultimately be turned into an Anglican residential school, despite Brant’s original
hopes for a non-residential school run by local people.74 This story lies beyond
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the purview of the current chapter. It does, however, underscore how difficult
the management of Anglicanism would become as Indigenous peoples were
reconceptualized as wards of the state rather than crucial military allies.
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A Subversive Sincerity:
The I:yem Memorial, Catholicism, and
Political Opportunity in S’olh Téméxw
Amanda Fehr

The cross bears the inscription: “Eayem Memorial 1938 AD,
Erected by the Stalo Indians. In memory of many hundreds of our
forefathers buried here, this is one of our six ancient cemeteries within
our five mile Native fishing grounds which we inherited from our
ancestors. R.I.P.”
– Chilliwack Progress, 17 August 19381

The I:yem memorial, erected by the Stó:lō Coast Salish in southwestern British
Columbia, incorporated and blended aspects of Roman Catholicism with an
articulation of a distinct Stó:lō identity and assertion of rights. In this chapter,
I challenge binaries between Indigenous and Christian as well as the spiritual
and the political, and I pay attention to ideas of symbolism and performance.
I struggle with limited sources and employ a methodological approach that I
call ethnohistory. While I focus on the politics within a particular First Nation
rather than the political or military alliances forged between Indigenous people
and newcomers, the themes of colonialism, conflict, and Indigenous peoples’
ability to find innovative ways to deal with a dynamic cultural and political
environment – themes common in other chapters – are also addressed here.
S’olh Téméxw, the territory of the Stó:lō,2 has been described as being “as
much a mythological universe as a biological world,” where people simultaneously walk “through both spiritual and physical realms.”3 This has always been
a place of transformation and change, where, originating with the arrival of
Xexá:ls, or the transformers, at or near the beginning of time, attempts have been
made to make things permanent or, literally, right. Communities were linked
to particular ancestors who, through the acts of the transformers, were turned
into resources or features of the landscape. For some people, the plural Xexá:ls
becomes the singular Xa:ls, with certain elders speaking of the “little Christ,”
or Jesus, battling powerful medicine men in the Fraser Canyon.4
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A part of S’olh Téméxw located in the Fraser Canyon four kilometres north
of Yale, I:yem was historically economically, politically, and spiritually significant
to the Stó:lō.5 This particular place also serves as an example of how Stó:lō places
were affected by colonialism, and how Stó:lō people interpreted and participated
in their changing world. The cemetery at I:yem contains three or four large box
graves moved from earlier burial sites that were disturbed when the Canadian
Pacific Railway (CPR) cut through the region in the early 1880s. As the majority
of Stó:lō people had migrated downriver into the Fraser Valley, in 1938 I:yem
was no longer a permanent village site, home to some of the most powerful and
wealthy people in the canyon, but rather a place that was used only seasonally
by certain families with fishing spots there.6 By 1938, the Oblates of Mary
Immaculate had been active in S’olh Téméxw for nearly one hundred years.7
Both church and state were advocates for the 1885 amendment to the Indian
Act, prohibiting religious and political ceremonies such as the potlatch and
winter dance of the Coast Salish.8 These restrictions, combined with later
amendments of 1914, 1918, and 1927, made any gathering organized by Aboriginal
people themselves, or discussions of land claims outside of the church, essentially
illegal.9 It was in this context of religious restrictions and a will to commemorate
their ancestors that brothers-in-law Chief Isaac James of Ruby Creek and Dennis
Siya:mia Peters10 declared their ancestors buried in the canyon as Stó:lō and
honoured them with a large, white granite cross atop two concrete blocks, with
an accompanying bronze plaque that identified the I:yem memorial, the cemetery, and the five-mile Native fishing grounds.
The memorial symbolized a traditional claim to the territory while preserving
distinct Indigenous histories and identities at a time when the Indian Act prohibited Indigenous people from using the courts for land claims and banned
older Coast Salish ceremonies designed to publicly regulate the passing on
of history and property. It would have been politically savvy to protect the territory from outsiders, such as provincial and federal governments, and from
other Aboriginal groups by erecting a monument in the form of a Christian
cross detailing the Stó:lō’s traditional rights to the Fraser Canyon. A Christian
guise enabled the memorial’s creators to raise funds to publicly articulate
their rights and claims to territory, outside of the courtroom and the long
house. There were further strategic benefits in the form the memorial took, as
the symbol of the cross would have been meaningful to most non-Natives at
the time, ensuring that the sacred space it signified was protected from further
destruction. I argue here that limitations inherent in separating the memorial
text from the cross it was attached to become apparent, as a focus on the political
and pragmatic dismisses any sincere spiritual expressions of Christianity and
ignores the potential spiritual power of Christianity from the perspective of the
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Stó:lō who erected the memorial.11 Arguably, the memorial’s cross could also
be considered a part of a deliberate assertion of Stó:lō identity in 1938. Appre
ciating both the politically subversive and spiritually significant messages and
form of the I:yem memorial, this chapter considers the political and spiritual
ramifications of the erection and dedication of the memorial in 1938 as an entrée
to explore how the memorial’s creators, and some of their contemporaries, saw
Christianity, politics, and Stó:lō identity interacting in their world. Following
a brief historiographical discussion and outline of my method and theoretical
approach, I take a close look at the memorial’s creators, Isaac James and Dennis
S. Peters, before returning to the dedication of the monument at I:yem to consider some of its broader implications.
The period during which the memorial was constructed remains largely
unstudied by scholars of both religion/encounters and Stó:lō history, and has
even been called “passive” by political scientist Paul Tennant in his study of BC
Aboriginal politics.12 The I:yem memorial, built during this period by Indigenous
people affiliated with the Catholic Church, challenges this generalization,
drawing attention to the use of religion in alternative and innovative expressions
of political identities and claims to territory made outside of courts or longhouses. My argument and approach has been influenced by ethnohistorian
Keith Thor Carlson’s detailed discussion of shifting Stó:lō collective identities,
where he draws attention to the role of church and state in dividing Stó:lō communities in the nineteenth century, as well as the ability of Stó:lō people to use
colonial institutions to remain a distinct community.13 Of particular interest
is his analysis of missionaries and the anti-potlatch law. Carlson pays attention
to the role of the Catholic Church, more specifically the Oblates of Mary Im
maculate in the region, looking at denominational conflicts and the recognition
of some individuals as chiefs by the missionaries.14 It is not surprising that,
more recently, these “church chiefs” are at times dismissed as acting in their own
self-interest, or that the seemingly Christian aspects of their lives are downplayed.15 My discussion of I:yem shows how, in the 1930s, seemingly Christian
elements became the innovative means for the Stó:lō to articulate their own
identity as Stó:lō and to define their claim to the Fraser Canyon in the wake of
restrictions imposed during the nineteenth century.
In this chapter I shift my focus from Indigenous–newcomer history (or missionary encounters) to Stó:lō history – interpreting the way Stó:lō people
themselves have historicized events that could be associated with spirituality
and Christianity. Here I take the ethnohistorical approach described by Carlson,
whereby scholars “explore not only the story of Natives in newcomer history,
but also the saga of newcomers in multiple Aboriginal histories,” requiring “the
construction of new chronologies and interpretive frameworks that go beyond
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the story of Aboriginal people in Canadian history; stories that are sensitive
to, but not necessarily centred on, the role and place of colonialism within
Aboriginal history.”16 It is not my intention to dismiss the consequences of a
history of intense missionization and the power dynamics entailed but rather
to recognize the validity of exploring how some Stó:lō people in the early twentieth century interpreted their world, and to create an academic space to consider
their professed beliefs. Taking care not to reduce everything to either spirituality
or Indigeneity, I focus on Stó:lō histories in order to explore differences and
diversity within them, highlighting the multifaceted and shifting natures of
individual and collective identities.17 I see this attempt to engage with Stó:lō
perspectives in order to complicate our understanding of their histories as
decolonizing.18 While my approach and analysis are inspired and informed by
interviews that I conducted with community members during the joint
University of Saskatchewan/University of Victoria Ethnohistory field schools
in 2007 and 2009, this reconstruction is based almost entirely upon petitions
to the government, newspaper articles, field notes of earlier ethnographers, and
recorded oral histories from the Stó:lō Nation Archives.19
Framing this study as a Stó:lō history raises questions about the applicability
of the terms “encounter” and “exchange” for this study, and more generally for
discussing Indigenous histories of Christianity. This collection seeks to engage
Aboriginal perspectives, and other contributors are critical of binaries between
Aboriginal people and newcomers in the literature; however, these very binaries
are maintained in the exploration of encounters and exchange between
Indigenous perspectives and what are depicted as alien systems of belief.20
While I agree with the underlying ideas explored by other authors who use
these terms, I question ideas of exchange and encounter in my case study of
some Stó:lō leaders. Ideas of encounter and exchange are arguably appropriate
in contexts such as early religious encounters between missionaries and In
digenous peoples, however; I hesitate to apply them to my own case study of
Stó:lō people, whose ancestors included prophets who taught aspects of Cath
olicism prior to the arrival of the first missionaries and who themselves constructed a memorial in the shape of a cross another hundred years later.21 Much
of my own terminology is less than ideal; a more satisfying lexicon remains
elusive.22 Nonetheless I try to be as specific as possible (while leaving room for
ambiguity) and pay attention to individual and community particularities in
an effort to explore the entangled nature of political and religious expression
in S’olh Téméxw.
Questions of representation are closely related to those of terminology, as the
individuals I focus on simultaneously dominate the source base and are marginalized within it.23 In part because of the limitations of the sources, the
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disciplinary approach and focus of the historian further shapes the depiction
of the historical actors. For my own study, I question how various components
of individuals’ lives and identities may in fact fit together; I attempt to focus on
more than one particular aspect in my depiction of them and their histories.
I now consider the two Stó:lō men responsible for creating the I:yem memorial
in 1938, and what their lives tell us about the intersections among politics, religious belief, and status during this time of change in Stó:lō society. Brothersin-law Chief Isaac James of the Yale Reserve at Ruby Creek and Dennis Siya:mia
Peters were fairly representative of Stó:lō political leadership during the late
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth. Both Peters and James
were involved in politics, were signatories of earlier petitions, and had personal
connections to, and rights to fish at, I:yem; however, the two men also differed
in several ways, especially in terms of their status and how they were regarded
by some of their contemporaries. Like the late nineteenth-century Stó:lō leaders
that have come to be described as “church chiefs,” James was recognized as a
siyá:m, which typically referred to a respected leader and/or someone who was
knowledgeable or wealthy,24 as well as an elected chief under the Indian Act,
who had church- and state-sponsored authority to speak for his community.
Peters was a more ambiguous figure, drawing attention to differences within
Stó:lō society in the early twentieth century, and what it may have meant to be
a Stó:lō political leader at that time.
This was a hierarchical society, where “children were taught who social equals
were and who inferiors were.”25 Among the Stó:lō, people of high status (Smela:lh
or “worthy”) were and are recognized to this day as those who know their history, whereas lower-status people (S’texem or “worthless”) are described as
those who have lost or forgotten their history.26 Through knowing one’s history
and genealogy it was/is possible to gain access and ownership rights to particular
fishing spots, such as those at I:yem. Colonialism brought demographic changes,
as well as the interference of the church and state, which could result in increased
social mobility for people who had been of lower status.27 While some Stó:lō
leaders in the early twentieth century were able to draw on old and new forms
of authority, questions remained over whose claims to high status and authority
were more legitimate, and some claims (such as Peters’) were more controversial
at the time. The status of these individuals is further complicated today, as community members’ interpretations of the past are shaped, in part, by their use of
history in establishing their own status, as well as current ideas of tradition and
Stó:lō-ness that seem to privilege what is now seen as Stó:lō political activism
over Christian “church chiefs.”
In 1938 Dennis S. Peters’ family fishing spot at I:yem was disputed and his
hereditary name, “Siya:mia,” was contested within his family, likely related to
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some of the changes in Stó:lō society outlined above.28 Even Peters’ descendants
have depicted him as being a less spiritual, less culturally knowledgeable person
than Isaac James; his incredible breadth of knowledge with regard to Aboriginal
rights and the land question may have come at the expense of other types of
knowledge.29 It is unclear if this gap in his knowledge was a result of his time
at residential school and/or due to his own views and values about what was
important. Alternatively, as a member of another family hinted, Peters did not
have a high status and lacked the knowledge of some of his contemporaries.
Tillie Gutierrez explained to me in 2007, “Dennis Peters – he didn’t have too
much ... His song recorded by Oliver Wells, when the University people used
to come up there and ask him to sing, and drum and sing – and he didn’t really
know any songs, so he asked my granddad.”30 Nonetheless, Peters is publicly
remembered as a “leading member of the Stahlo Tribes” 31 and a “protest leader
from the Hope Band.”32 Examples like these begin to complicate the view of
Peters as a Stó:lō political leader, highlighting variations within Stó:lō society
and suggesting that he may have had a different understanding of what it meant
to be Stó:lō than others. Even though a surface view of James and Peters would
suggest they were both elite males, their positions in society were more nuanced
and have been underexplored by anthropologists concerned with traditional
leadership.
Prior to his partnership with James, Peters worked extensively with his cousin
Pierre Ayessick, seemingly an earlier example of the higher status of the latter
adding legitimacy to the knowledge and work of the former. Ayessick33 has been
described by anthropologist Wilson Duff as coming from what for generations
was regarded as the highest-ranking family in Hope, and Carlson notes that
several elders today remember Ayessick as one of the prominent church chiefs
of the late nineteenth century who helped to articulate a Stó:lō tribal identity.34
One of Dennis Peters’ descendants has explained this relationship, dismissing
Ayessick (and by association Isaac James) as being “the church chief and Dennis
the political chief, probably more of a siyá:m.”35 While this split seems reflective
of current Stó:lō and academic views of the various roles these men filled in
their community, I hesitate to completely dismiss the importance of the apparently well-respected church chiefs in shaping a Stó:lō political agenda at this
time, especially as it is clear that Peters needed the authority of James within
his own community. Considering the relationship between people like Peters
and Ayessick or James allows for a more complex view of Stó:lō society and the
relationship between politics and Christianity at the time.
In addition to being a high-class siyá:m and elected chief, Isaac James was
also believed to have special powers. Though he reportedly would not say what
these powers were, his brother-in-law and Wilson Duff ’s Yale informant, Patrick
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Charlie, who himself claimed to be spiritually powerful,36 knew that James had
power by the way that he acted.37 Patrick Charlie even provided Duff with an
example of Isaac James foreseeing the future, explaining that James had predicted how younger people would alter a church plan that the two men had
made together. Such an unexpected relationship between special powers and
the construction of a church helps to indicate what it meant for some Stó:lō to
be spiritually powerful around the time the monument was created, further
situating the memorial as something that may itself have been a product of
James’s spiritual powers and that could have been considered spiritually powerful in its own right. James was also a caretaker of the spiritually powerful canyon
cemeteries, drawing attention to the memorial as something that would have
been understood as more than a strategic political statement and highlighting
the potentially different perspectives of the memorial’s creators. Even though
James’s spiritual powers have been noted in the ethnographic record, and Peters
is depicted in the oral histories as someone whose preoccupation with the land
question may have been at the expense of other forms of knowledge, it is significant that they worked together to create the memorial at I:yem. We must
then consider how seemingly separate categories of Stó:lō identity could fit
together and inform one another. Regardless of Peters’ role, be it as a traditional
siyá:m or a more ambiguous figure, he worked closely with individuals who are
at times dismissed as being “church chiefs” but seem to have been well respected
at the time. Like the political and religious aspects of the memorial, the various
categories scholars have used to assess Stó:lō leaders in the past were often
entangled.38
Dennis S. Peters’ relationship with the Roman Catholic Church was complicated, and some care must be taken to distinguish between Church doctrine
and the beliefs of those affiliated with the Church. I have been unable to find
much information about Peters’ relationship with the Church, other than the
fact that he was Catholic and that a high requiem mass was held at his death in
1944, that much of his work was done with the support of Stó:lō leaders closely
affiliated with the Catholic Church, and that in 1938 he was involved in making
the first public articulation of Stó:lō identity on a seemingly Christian cross.39
Recognizing that the memorial creators were members of the Roman Catholic
Church, I do not assume that those who built the memorial shared all values
held by Roman Catholic missionaries. A belief in God or the power of the cross
did not necessarily entail complete compliance with mission doctrine. Although
Peters and his family identified as Catholic, he did not support Catholic missionary schools. In fact, his 1922 petition on behalf of Ayessick, who is depicted
as having a close relationship with Roman Catholic missionaries, specified that
the Stó:lō did not want churches “to have any control” over their education.40
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The involvement of Dennis S. Peters and his family in the Native Brotherhood
of BC, a political advocacy group, further complicates our understanding of
their relationship with the Catholic Church, drawing attention to the various
relationships between politics and belief, as the memorial’s creators worked
with both Catholic and Protestant allies.41 According to Paul Tennant, the
Protestant leanings of the Native Brotherhood was considered problematic by
the Catholic missionaries and many Catholic Aboriginal people, who viewed
the Brotherhood’s position against residential schools as an attack on their
beliefs and institutions.42 Conversely, I suggest that Indigenous identities, beliefs, and politics were often more nuanced. Such attitudes towards church-run
residential schools and involvement in the Native Brotherhood demonstrate
complexity and consistency while showcasing the problems of strict dichotomies
between Christian and non-Christian, Protestant and Catholic, or spiritual and
political. They also serve as a caution against dismissing the so-called church
chiefs or their supporters as less authentic Stó:lō who conformed to missionary
ideals, or dismissing Catholic Church–affiliated people of the era as politically
inactive. Challenging strict dichotomies, the creators of the I:yem memorial
used English text and a Christian cross, and asserted broad traditional Aborig
inal rights to the canyon and a specifically, albeit particular, Stó:lō identity.
The memorial at I:yem can be seen as the culmination of Dennis S. Peters’
career of making use of innovative means to advocate for Stó:lō interests, most
notably the interests of those with hereditary rights to continue fishing in the
canyon. Prior to 1927, Peters made use of the courts and petitioned the government on multiple occasions, often on behalf of high-status Stó:lō leaders. Even
while writing petitions advocating Stó:lō political, economic, and spiritual interests in the five-mile canyon fishery, the creators of the memorial at I:yem
and their associates were also signatories of petitions both against and in support
of the potlatch – suggesting they held different understandings of being Stó:lō
from what one might assume. The first petition requesting that the Indian Act
be further amended to prevent “potlatches, dances, and other pagan ceremonies,” recirculated in 1915 but likely written earlier,43 includes the signatures of
Pierre Ayessick, Dennis Peters, Isaac James, and Captain Charlie.44 The petitioners were concerned that the increasing number of downriver Indians
participating in “a regrettable superstitious practice,” was to the “detriment of
civilization and progress amongst them.”45 More particularly, they seemed to
object to what they saw as the “pagan,” spiritual elements of these practices,
especially the winter dance (Smilha dancing) that more recent scholars associate with traditional forms of Stó:lō governance. I am less comfortable interpreting this petition than those protesting the closing of the fishery, drawing
attention to my own biases and assumptions of how change should occur within
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existing cultural parameters. Indeed, I initially questioned if this was the product
of missionary influence or pressure, or perhaps an effort to be politically strategic
and demonstrate “progress” and “civilization” to outsiders. Yet it would be
problematic to unquestionably accept those petitions and statements that seem
to correspond to more recent Stó:lō attitudes while rejecting those that do not.
And, as has already been demonstrated, these men were comfortable going
against the wishes of the Church regarding other issues. This petition, ambiguous though it may be, provides insights into the values of the memorial’s creators,
while drawing attention to various beliefs within Stó:lō society at this time, as
it is unlikely that the large numbers of Stó:lō continuing to practise winter
dancing saw themselves as “pagan.” Those who built the memorial shared family
connections, and likely shared a definition of what it meant to be Stó:lō that
differed from that of some of the very people they identified as Stó:lō.46
A 1922 petition asking that the Indian Act be amended to allow potlatching
in a particular form further complicates the memorialists’ views towards potlatching and winter dancing. Isaac James,47 who likely signed the earlier petition
against the potlatch, as well as Chief Harry Stewart, who spoke at the dedication of the I:yem memorial, had their names added to this petition, which was
drawn up by a lawyer on behalf of the Indians of BC. Surprisingly, these two
petitions are more complementary than contradictory, as the very particular
definition of the potlatch in the later petition is quite different from the “pagan
superstitions” critiqued in the former. Emphasizing that the “potlatch was not
a religious institution, nor a heathenish rite, but was the machinery through
which the organisation of the Indians was perfected,”48 the signatories were not
protesting the banning of dances. These petitions regarding the potlatch help
to situate the beliefs of the creators of the memorial who viewed a specific form
of the potlatch necessary, but were opposed to “heathenish rites.” The attitudes
towards winter dancing and “pagan practices” in these petitions suggest that a
Christian cross would not be seen as an inappropriate symbol for people advocating conversion and “civilization.” Furthermore, it is necessary to consider
what exactly Stó:lō spiritual beliefs at this time could have included from the
perspective of leaders who petitioned against so-called pagan practices.49
Fishing rights were central to the earlier petitions that Peters was involved
with, and rearticulated in the 1938 memorial. In fact, his contemporaries advocated the legalization of the potlatch largely because of its role in regulating
rights to canyon fishing spots. While one could read these petitions as preserving economic and political rights at the expense of religious ones, it is necessary to consider the meaning of the fishery, and recognize that this went far
beyond economics. In the 1922 petition, Peters gave testimony on behalf of his
cousin Chief Pierre of Hope, Edmund Lorenzetto of Ohamil, and others who
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were demanding that the three-year closure of the fishery be lifted. This petition,
which could be seen as an earlier, more detailed version of the message displayed
on the I:yem memorial, indicates the meaning of the fishery. More to the point,
as Dennis S. Peters explained, “we will never consider any amount of compensation nor substitution for the fish, we want the fish themselves.”50 Salmon were
“more than food,” and this was not simply an economic or political issue as
most Stó:lō had found new economic opportunities downriver at this time. I
will expand on this idea as I shift my discussion to the I:yem memorial itself,
using it as a lens through which to better view the intersections of politics and
belief for Peters, James, and some of their contemporaries.
My ethnohistorical reading of newspaper accounts of the dedication finds
that Peters and James used the dedication of the I:yem memorial on Sunday,
14 August 1938, to effectively hold the type of potlatching ceremony outlined
in the 1922 petition. They combined Christian symbols with a format similar
to a potlatch to publicly mark I:yem as a Stó:lō place. As potlatches and even
large meetings of Aboriginal people for political purposes were illegal at this
time, the dedication provided a reminder of the relationship between those
who lived and were buried in the canyon and their descendants now living
further downriver, just as the witnesses of the last potlatches were passing
away. Although arguably there was little conflict between the use of a Christian
cross and a proclamation of Stó:lō identity to the people at the time, the ceremony itself would have been recognizable to the Stó:lō.
As the title of this chapter suggests, subversive or political elements of this
monument and event should not negate the monument’s spiritual aspects. The
cross itself and prayers at the dedication marked the continued role of I:yem
as a spiritually powerful place. Archbishop Duke congratulated the Stó:lō for
their “faith in the teaching of Jesus Christ concerning the resurrection of the
body.”51 This is the only direct reference to faith and belief in sources relating
to the memorial. Notwithstanding the assumptions and potential bias in such
a statement, it is still worth considering, as a faith in Jesus Christ is noted with
more skepticism in the ethnographic record and in later oral histories. It should
also be noted that many of the Stó:lō people in this region who attended the
dedication identified themselves as Catholic, and were some of the Church’s
most faithful. In this way, it is perhaps the seemingly Christian elements of the
dedication that would have been the most recognizable to some members of
the Stó:lō audience. In 1914, in response to questions by the Royal Commis
sioner, the chief at Yale reported that the members of his band were Roman
Catholic, attending daily prayers even though the priest visited only three
times a year.52 While such a political self-identification was possibly strategic,
it would be limiting to completely dismiss the chief ’s assertion as simply that,
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especially when his statement about the beliefs of band members are considered
with other ethnographic and oral sources.
As I have already suggested, the fishery was much more than an economic
industry. The cross and the prayers at the dedication marked the continued
role of I:yem as a spiritually powerful place, where the “little Christ” had walked
and where ancestors were buried. During the ceremony, the archbishop acknowledged the Stó:lō’s “gratitude to God for his providential care in the harvest
of Fraser river salmon which through the years has supplied you so bountifully
with food.”53 This invocation of God in relation to salmon complements Stó:lō
accounts from the time period of their sacred first salmon ceremony (though
the first salmon ceremony usually took place in the spring), such as that by
Harry Joseph, Chief of the Seabird Island Reserve, speaking of a ceremony that
took place just up the river from I:yem.54 Joseph explained, “the man who had
caught the fish stood in the middle of the house, made a speech, and prayed.
He tells them that God (Chichelh Siyá:m) made these fish to feed us, and we
should thank Him.”55 When fish are seen as sacred gifts from God, or as ancestors, then the memorial is not just a political statement.56 The meaning of fish
and the fishery draws attention to some of the ways that the political and spiritual
were intertwined. Although anthropologist Wilson Duff was concerned that
this account and the ceremony in general had been influenced by Christianity,
they provide insights into Stó:lō beliefs around the time the memorial was created, and into how Archbishop Duke’s prayer may have been understood by
those gathered at I:yem. These beliefs are further contextualized with other
accounts of Coast Salish memorials in the form of crosses and stories of Chichelh
Siyá:m (often defined as “the Lord Above,” “God,” “the Creator,” or “the Great
First”) in the ethnographic record that help to elucidate how people at the time
viewed Christianity and what cross, god, and prayers could have meant in 1938.
A more general look at the beliefs of James’s and Peters’ contemporary, Bob
Joe, helps to situate the memorial at I:yem and the beliefs of some Stó:lō people
in the early twentieth century. Joe (whose memories of the I:yem memorial
provide an important ethnographic source) discussed the Great Almighty and
the I:yem memorial with local amateur ethnographer Oliver Wells in 1962,
explaining, “Chichelh Siyam [sic] ... that’s the Great Almighty ... Before the
coming of the white man, they believed in the great man ... Long before the
white race come to this country. And as far as that Bible was concerned,
there’s two or three in there, they worked pretty close to the Bible yeah.”57 This
account helps to contextualize Joe’s explanation of the memorial at I:yem, suggesting that his failure to mention the cross was not because of an opposition
to it. In fact, he likely saw it as simply Stó:lō rather than a foreign symbol, as he
explains that the Stó:lō believed in the Great Almighty prior to the arrival of
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newcomers and missionaries. Broadly speaking, this aspect of Joe’s beliefs draws
attention to the narrow way that some of the principal ethnographic informants
have been depicted in published sources. It is significant that both the main
political leaders and ethnographic informants in the early twentieth century
had beliefs that are not often discussed – especially since these are the very
people who were actively defining what it meant, and means, to be Stó:lō. It is
ironic that outsiders excluded aspects of their informants’ lives that did not fit
with their ideas of unchanging Indigenous identities and that it is these outsider
ideals that have continued to be adapted when defining Stó:lō people today. I
should clarify here that my intention in noting these aspects of Joe’s beliefs are
not to negate the value of Joe’s testimony or dismiss it as “tainted,” but to suggest
that he had a more nuanced and complex understanding of what it meant to
be Stó:lō than is often recognized, and that scholars have a responsibility to
address the aspects of his life that he considered important, even when they
challenge our expectations. The fact that Bob Joe is not alone in his beliefs
indicates the broader significance of the I:yem memorial in 1938 among the
Stó:lō and further suggests how the memorial’s creators and their peers may
have understood their world.58
Stories of God or Jesus acting within S’olh Téméxw continued to be told by
the grandchildren of the generation that erected the cross at I:yem, though
these stories are often still glossed over by scholars. Like other women of her
generation, Stó:lō elder Matilda Gutierrez, identified by her tribal elders as a
person who would be charged with the responsibility for future intergenerational transmissions of legendary stories, referred to Jesus Christ as an actor in
these stories and a protector of the Stó:lō people.59 Moreover, other elders of
Mrs. Gutierrez’s generation typically used the singular “Xa:ls” or spoke of the
“little Christ,” God’s servant, or Jesus travelling down the Fraser Canyon.60
These accounts help to situate the possible beliefs of Isaac James, Dennis S.
Peters, and their contemporaries, suggesting further how the form of the I:yem
memorial was meaningful at the time. Stó:lō people in 1938 would not have had
to justify the beliefs or symbols they likely took for granted. They did not explain
how the cross, which later generations might associate with colonial institutions did, in fact, fit with their definitions of Stó:lō identity. Yet the fact that
such unsolicited stories were frequently told by the Stó:lō themselves hints at
their importance. There is also a considerable amount of agency and power in
these accounts of Chichelh Siyá:m and appearances of Jesus in S’olh Téméxw.
Beyond claims to land and fish are claims to direct access to the Divine, who
appeared to Stó:lō prophets and has walked along their river.
It is worth noting a failed attempt to build a similar memorial, or “big cross,”
in Stó:lō territory downriver from I:yem at the Tzeachten reserve in the Fraser
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Valley. Chief William Hall,61 who was a government-appointed chief rather than
a hereditary chief, wrote in his journal of an effort in 1930 to get a “Big Cross”
to mark the dead that had been moved to a new cemetery from the graveyard
at the neighbouring reserve of Yakweakwioose.62 Heated debate took place, not
over the use of a cross but over which ancestors and denominations would be
recognized. After several meetings, Chief Hall declared the effort “a failure,” as
only one person had donated money. He also noted that Bob Joe was involved
in this effort and was angry and hurt when it failed.63 This example is relevant
to my case study of I:yem for two reasons. First, it draws attention to the broader
trend of marking disturbed cemeteries with monuments. Disruption of In
digenous cemeteries by factors associated with colonialism occurred through
out BC, with some earlier instances outside of the Fraser Canyon of memorial
crosses being constructed to mark relocated cemeteries.64 Perhaps, then, the
selection of the cross at I:yem was essentially a non-issue, as it was the accepted
marker in Indigenous cemeteries at the time, as other burial grounds used before
and after contact were marked with crosses. To this end, erecting a cross in a
graveyard may not have been seen as problematic, or even noteworthy. Second,
the example of a failed memorial draws attention to the challenges inherent in
creating a monument like that at I:yem, suggesting that the I:yem memorial’s
very existence, which would have also required fundraising and thus some
broader community support, demonstrates that its format and message were
palatable to others at the time.
Such an articulation of Indigenous identity and territory was more broadly
practised in the Coast Salish world. The Spintlum memorial, located eightyseven kilometres upriver from I:yem in the town of Lytton, was erected on
16 April 1927 to preserve the memory of Chief David Spintlum (1812–1887) of
the Nlaka’pamux and to make a claim to the territory. The extent to which these
events are related is unclear; nonetheless, they suggest that the I:yem memorial
was erected during a period when Indigenous people along the Fraser River
were exploring innovative ways to define and assert themselves using what
outsiders might see as Christian symbols to make claims outside of courtrooms
or more traditional arenas in a period that is usually considered to be politically
passive.
Since 1938, the meaning of the I:yem memorial and its form has changed.
Seventy years after its creation, in October 2008, some members of the Yale
First Nation used a backhoe to push the I:yem memorial into the Fraser Canyon,
making their own claim to the territory, in which their ancestors also fished
and were buried, and which is legally defined as Yale Indian Reserve 22.65 Over
lapping land claims and disputes over who should have control over the fivemile canyon fishery demonstrate the shifting meaning of the I:yem memorial,
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suggesting that a cross no longer had the power to protect the location as a
sacred space. This is not to imply that other people were not upset by the destruction at I:yem. The leaders of those who are politically aligned with the
Stó:lō Nation and Tribal Council, and who consider themselves Stó:lō, called
the removal of a cemetery monument a “desecration” of their ancestors. In
contrast, Robert Hope, the chief of the Yale First Nation, called the removal of
the monument an effort to protect his ancestors from Stó:lō trespassers.66 In
the process, the memorial cross (which had been missing its plaque for years)
was broken in the fall to the bottom of the rocky canyon, providing a powerful
image of the shifting relationships between religious expressions and contemporary political claims and disputes over the still important canyon fishery.
While events such as the dedication of the I:yem memorial contain seemingly obvious elements of exchange, I question if that is the best lens of interpretation, especially when we attempt to engage with the views of the memorial’s
creators and some of their contemporaries in 1938. What an outsider (such as
I) may view initially as foreign ideas, forms, and practices may be understood
quite differently by insiders. Any “outsider” analysis, like those of earlier salvage
ethnographers, is to some extent an attempt to identify the foreign influences
while risking dismissing Stó:lō stories of their own encounters with God. I do
not want to downplay the significance of change over time, or how individuals
in 1938 were shaped by the near century of intensive colonization and missionization that had already taken place. At the same time, I do not wish to dismiss
other motives that the creators of the memorial may have had, such as subversively using a Christian ceremony to bring together a large group of Stó:lō
people to reassert and claim their rights to the canyon, in a time when potlatches
and court claims were illegal. The memorial and its apparent elements of exchange fit with what it meant to be Stó:lō in 1938, though this identity may have
had different meanings at other times, and for people belonging to different
segments of Stó:lō society. Differences should not negate the legitimacy of how
some in 1938 articulated their identities as Stó:lō, or the need for scholars to
engage with these perspectives in order to fully understand the complex multidimensional communities being studied – communities that included people
of differing status, gender, education, families, and religious belief.
This exploration of how some Stó:lō people understood the I:yem memorial
at the time of its creation draws attention to the tangle of politics and beliefs at
the time, offering a glimpse of what it could have meant to be Stó:lō in 1938.
While to an outsider the I:yem memorial may appear to be the product of religious exchange, this political statement was created by people who thanked
God for their salmon and whose ancestors were buried where (they understood)
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Jesus once walked. The more general challenge of this chapter, and indeed what
I hope to be its larger contribution, is the call to consider both spiritual and
political motives seriously, creating a space to recognize a variety of motives
for the various Indigenous participants in the creation of the memorial. I have
revealed the political nature of this event, held at a time when Indigenous
Catholics are generally understood to have been passively quiescent. Accessing
the beliefs of the memorial’s creators has proved more challenging, but it is
reasonable to conclude that for some Stó:lō, at the time the memorial was
created, the cross was understood as one of the symbols of their identity.
Regardless of where these beliefs came from, it is necessary to recognize them
as legitimate if we are to understand men like Isaac James, Dennis S. Peters,
and their contemporaries, and what it may have meant for the Stó:lō to walk in
both “spiritual and political realms” in 1938.
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“The Joy My Heart Has Experienced”:
Eliza Field Jones and the Transatlantic
Missionary World, 1830s–40s
Cecilia Morgan

The first day of June, 1838, was Eliza Field Jones’s thirty-fourth birthday.
Spent at her family home in Lambeth, the day was a pleasant one: she took tea
with Mrs. G., paid visits to friends, heard recitations performed by school children at Camberwell, and sat for her portrait. At the day’s end, Eliza sat down
to confide her thoughts to her diary. “Oh!” she wrote, “how much goodness
and mercy have followed me since on the wide ocean seven years ago this day.
I was passing thro’ much affliction hitherto the Lord hath helped me, and by
his grace I hope to spend the remnant of my days more than once to his praise
and glory.”1 Two weeks later she paid more visits and walked home, very tired,
and “much shocked with the wickedness we witnessed in the streets.”2 How
ever, on the following day, a letter from her niece, Catherine Sunego, seems to
have lifted her spirits, as it bore news “good and bad, God bless the Credit
Indians, and Catherine, and make her a good girl.”3 While seemingly disconnected, these quotes represent the variegated strands of Eliza Field Jones’s life
at this particular moment: her happiness, both domestic and spiritual, since her
marriage and emigration to the settler colony of Upper Canada; her evangelically inspired concern with public morality in her birthplace; and her links to
those “Credit Indians” who had become her relatives through her marriage,
particularly Catherine (of whom more later).
Eliza Field Jones (Carey) is known to historians of Upper Canada and to those
who study nineteenth-century Indigenous history and the history of religion
because of her marriage to Kahkewaquonaby/Peter Jones, the mixed-race Mis
sissauga missionary. After meeting Jones and becoming engaged to him during
his first tour to Britain in 1831, in 1833 Eliza travelled to New York City to marry
him. She spent the rest of their time together working alongside her husband
at the Credit Mission in Upper Canada and accompanying him on a number
of his fundraising tours of Britain. Donald Smith’s extensive research on Jones’s
life provides us with a clear outline of Eliza’s marriage, which lasted until Jones’s
death in 1856 and produced four sons; their third son, Peter Edmund, was
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notable for carrying out his father’s legacy of, in his biographer’s words, “bridging two peoples.”4 Smith’s biography of Jones has explored the close and loving
relationship of the couple, Eliza’s role in supporting Jones’s missionary efforts,
and her efforts in ensuring that Jones’s memory was not forgotten within midnineteenth-century settler society.5
It is, of course, impossible to “uncouple” Eliza from her husband, his multiple
communities and points of identification: her narrative is interwoven with his
in both the formal and intimate domains of their lives. However, shifting our
focus to concentrate more thoroughly on her suggests ways to add layers to
our understanding of Indigenous-European religious encounters in Upper
Canada’s settler society and to global missionary and humanitarian projects.
Eliza Field Jones’s meeting with the Christian Welsh-Ojibwa man who would
become her husband occurred because of her membership in a well-off, evangelical Protestant British family and took place at a time when women such
as she were increasingly becoming drawn into the orbit of Christian missionary
societies and movements. Thus, Eliza’s “religious encounter” was one that
took place within the walls of her family’s middle-class home while also being
part of a larger global phenomenon, that of the spread of nineteenth-century
Christian missions. Moreover, as we shall see, her narrative shares many features of those of other British women involved in missions. On both counts,
then, Eliza Field Jones helps us to tie Upper Canada and the Ojibwa encounter
with Christianity to other such meetings and contexts.
While not unique in its general themes, Jones’s life provides us with a more
nuanced and layered history of such meetings, suggesting the intricacies of
such convergences at the individual, “micro” level. Such intricacies have been
explored recently by women’s studies scholar Jennifer Lund, whose analysis of
Eliza’s diaries of her life with Jones at the Credit River and Munceytown missions, their life in Brantford, her widowhood, and subsequent (quite unhappy)
marriage to John Carey suggest a woman whose life was profoundly altered by
marriage and mission work.6 As well, Eliza’s Memoir of Elizabeth Jones, a Little
Indian Girl, a narrative of her young niece’s death at the Credit Mission; her
correspondence with her husband during their time in Britain; and her letters
from Nahnebahwequa/Catherine Sunego Sutton suggest complex constructions and performances of white womanhood.
To be sure, Eliza’s spiritual and secular upbringing had educated her in the
superiority of both Christian morality and British social and cultural practices,
as she would have been exposed to lessons about white, middle-class British
women’s greater moral authority over working-class and Indigenous women.
The former were charged with the responsibility of uplifting and teaching the
latter the ways of Christian, “civilized” marriage and maternity, a responsibility

“The Joy My Heart Has Experienced” 85

to be performed with kindness, sympathy, and benevolence. However, as much
as Eliza Field Jones believed she had much to offer her husband’s Indigenous
community, she also felt a need to learn from the Mississauga. To some extent
these competing impulses can be seen in her published work, with its greater
attention to individual histories and personal experiences than the genre of
published missionary writings often displayed. Yet it is in her personal correspondence, with its glimpses of both her own subjectivity and her daily relationship with her husband, that Eliza Field Jones suggests that being the “white
wife” of an Indigenous missionary involved more than providing moral and
material guidance to her husband’s community. It also meant supporting his
community’s political challenges to colonial authority, being told of white missionaries’ deficiencies in their service to Indigenous communities, becoming
aware of Mississauga women’s cultural knowledge, and, above all, dealing with
the daily rounds of married life, a life of details both delightful and mundane.
Exploring Eliza Field Jones’s life suggests that Indigenous–European religious
encounters were not always predictable and did not automatically follow the
prescriptive scripts of European dominance and Indigenous acquiescence
often expected by missionaries and their secular contemporaries. Furthermore,
as Jean-François Bélisle and Nicole St-Onge’s exploration of Louis Riel’s transnational context demonstrates, placing an individual’s encounter with Chris
tianity within its larger, global framework alerts us to the tension-laden but often
creative strategies that men and women, Indigenous and non-Indigenous,
brought to the “mixed blessings” of religious encounter.
Upper Canadian Encounters
Eliza Field was born in Lambeth in 1804, the eldest child of wealthy factory
owner Charles Field and Elizabeth Carter. Charles’s religious beliefs, passed
down to his daughter, emanated from the borough’s evangelical Surrey Chapel,
which had the largest evangelical congregation in London. As Smith points
out, Eliza’s childhood and young adulthood combined both middle-class security and privilege with a desire to serve God and help the poor. She attended a
boarding school in nearby Peckham, where she studied landscape painting with
a French drawing master and spent her holidays horseback riding and vacationing at the fashionable seaside resort of Brighton; she also helped at home
with her younger siblings, taught Sunday school, and paid visits to the sick and
poor members of her church.7 In many ways, then, Eliza’s upbringing and experiences resembled those of other young, middle-class women whose families
had been swept up in the evangelical revival of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, one that was a key component of middle-class identity
and drew upon the faith and labour of women and children.8 By the 1820s,
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concern for both the poor “at home” and for those living without the benefit of
Christianity overseas was a fundamental tenet of evangelicalism and, a number
of historians argue, middle-class understandings of Britishness and empire.9
Eliza also was exposed to the multiple facets of imperial expansion’s manifestations in Britain, as she heard Rammohun Roy speak, listened to accounts of
how the Bounty mutineers on Pitcairn Island went “from a sad race [to] a moral
one,” and attended an antislavery meeting (“I pray this wicked system may soon
be totally abolished”).10
Eliza Field met Peter Jones on 24 June 1831 at the Bristol home of their mutual
friends James and Martha Woods, where Jones was recovering from a serious
illness. Judging by her invitation that he visit her parents, Eliza was struck by
the Mississauga Methodist missionary. Their friendship developed over the
following months and culminated with his proposal to her in February 1832,
an offer which Eliza, by then deeply committed to him, accepted with alacrity.
However, as Smith points out, Charles Field was less enthusiastic about the match
and changed his decision about it a number of times. Although Jones was a
welcome guest in the Field household, Charles objected to him as a prospective
son-in-law on a number of grounds: his financial insecurity, his Methodism
(although evangelical, the Fields were still attached to the Anglican Church),
and his familial background (his father had married two Indigenous women
simultaneously).11 Moreover, although it is not clear that Charles Field objected
to Jones’s Indigenous ancestry, others within the Field family and circle of
friends certainly did.12
Charles Field’s concerns also were exacerbated at the prospect of his daughter’s transatlantic migration, one from which she might never return. To be
sure, as Alison Twells argues, by the 1830s the missionary wife had become an
accepted figure in religious discourse and practice.13 Before her marriage, Eliza
witnessed this first-hand when she met a “Miss White” who was going to marry
“Mr. Mundy” and travel with him to Calcutta;14 she also spent time reading
a number of missionary wives’ memoirs as a way of educating herself about her
future duties.15 However, not all missionary wives married Indigenous missionaries. As I have argued elsewhere, Eliza’s brother-in-law’s objections to the
union hurt and infuriated Eliza; she also experienced great trepidation about
her ability to meet the material and cultural challenges of life in an Upper
Canadian mission village.16 The Jones wedding, which took place in New York
City, was greeted with hostility by at least one reporter, who described the
couple as enacting Shakespeare’s Othello; the article was subsequently picked
up by a number of Upper Canadian newspapers.17 And this was not the last of
such attacks on the couple. While in Exeter in 1838, Eliza confided in her diary
that she “felt very much depressed owing to some information from Mrs. Poole
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respecting some impressions that had been made about me from an evil minded
person in Canada.”18 As Smith points out, Eliza and Peter were unable to escape
the gaze of the prurient and the racist, a situation that she found excruciating
and that he – while angered – attempted at times to defuse with humour.19 Yet
eventually Eliza’s family accepted the couple’s marriage, providing a home for
them during Peter’s British tours and funds for their house, Echo Villa, which
they built in Brantford in 1851.20
Eliza’s initial impressions of the Mississauga have been discussed by a number
of historians: they ranged from discomfort with practices that offended her sense
of propriety and space (men spitting or entering her cabin without knocking),
concern over Indigenous children’s supposed lack of cleanliness, and admiration
for the children’s progress in the village school.21 Yet she also felt her lack of
Ojibwa language most acutely, particularly when she attempted to communicate
with Mississauga women. While Peter often addressed her with Ojibwa terms
of endearment, taught her a number of words, and wrote parts of his letters to
her in the language (suggesting, for example, that she ask Catherine Sunego
to translate the letters for her), she does not seem to have ever become fluent
in the language. (It is not clear why this is so: it may be that her Mississauga
relatives forbore from teaching her as a means of retaining a degree of privacy
and control.)22 Her longing to speak the language may have stemmed from a
number of motives: the desire to communicate at a more intimate level with her
husband, whose fluency in English did not mean that he turned away from a
language that was, quite literally, his mother tongue; an eagerness, perhaps, to
understand her new in-laws more fully and also ensure that her children would
be fluent; and a belief, common in missionary circles, that her work with the
Mississauga, particularly women and children, could only be truly successful if
she could speak to them in their own language. Eliza also assisted her husband
in his translation of the Bible into Ojibwa, a practice that, by the 1830s, had
become an “established missionary tradition,” seen as a vital way of developing
true Christianity.23
The figure of the Indigenous convert whose life provided object lessons for
audiences “at home” and in the mission field also made frequent appearances
in missionary literature, whether in children’s books, obituaries, or reports and
speeches aimed at fund raising.24 Eliza’s 1838 Memoir of Elizabeth Jones: a Little
Indian Girl, Who Lived at the River-Credit Mission, Upper Canada was part of
this didactic body of writing. Published in London by John Mason, the Memoir
was part of a list that included the Reverend Robert Newstead’s Missionary
Stories for Children and Young Persons, Notices Concerning Idolatry and DevilWorship in Ceylon, and Anecdotes of the Superstitions of Bengal. In many ways
Eliza Field’s account of her niece’s life and tragic death shared the images and
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tropes of religious materials aimed at children. For one, Elizabeth Jones’s untimely and unexpected drowning was a lesson in the virtues of being prepared,
at every turn of a young life, to meet one’s saviour. “Perhaps some young persons
may wonder,” Eliza wrote, “what disease carried her away in the spring-time of
life to an early grave.”
Well do I remember telling her one evening of the sudden death of a neighbour,
and, endeavouring to improve the circumstance, remarked how necessary it was
for young and old to be prepared for death, as we did not know if we should live
to see another rising sun. She looked most earnestly at me and said, “Why, aunt,
I am not ill!” But, dear children, without the withering blast of sickness, this sweet
flower was transplanted in an instant to a more congenial clime, in the bloom of
health, and with a buoyancy of spirits that had excited the remarks of those around
her; illustrating in her own history that death has not always sickness for its
harbinger.25

During her all-too-brief life, the “sweet flower” was a paragon of Christian child
hood: pious, generous, kind to servants, tidy, honest, and full of God’s grace.26
Despite the bone-chilling cold of an Upper Canadian winter, she insisted on
saying her prayers outside of the warmth of her bed; she was a devoted churchgoer; wanted nothing more than that other children be good; and displayed
great distress when she succumbed to temptation and misbehaved.27 In short,
the “little Indian girl” was a paragon and, it seems, an archetype.
But was that all? Not quite. Eliza’s account of Elizabeth Jones’s life differs
from some of the more formulaic treatment of “native” converts in Upper
Canadian writings. This is not an anonymous figure or archetype who abjures
her own community and family for the missionaries and fellow-converts, a
common strategy in missionary accounts of “success” stories.28 Elizabeth Jones,
the reader is told at the start, had a lineage and an ancestry. She was a member
of the well-known Jones family: “her father, Mr. John Jones, whose Indian name
is Tyentenegen, is an Indian of the Oojebway nation, and brother to the Rev.
Peter Jones, otherwise Kahkewaquonaby, known as a Missionary to many in
this country as well as amongst his own people.” Moreover, Elizabeth’s maternal family would be known to a number of British readers. “The mother of
Elizabeth, whose maiden name was Christiana Brant, was a granddaughter
of the late famous Capt. Joseph Brant, a noted Chief and warrior of the Mohawk
nation of Indians, who many years ago visited England, and niece of Mr. John
Brant, also a Chief, who came over to this country about the year 1819 or 1820.”29
Missionaries, then, were not the only ones with transatlantic connections. As
well as her descent from Brant, Mrs. John Jones “was a woman of strong mind,
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fine understanding, and good judgment. She united to a most amiable disposition
unassuming yet dignified manners; all who knew her loved and respected her.”
The home she and John had created in Upper Canada was “the abode of peace
and comfort; the Ministers and others who visited the Mission, were not only
delighted with the hospitality and kindness manifested, but most of all with that
beautiful influence of real religion which shed so sweet a luster, and sanctified
every other blessing, diffusing joy and happiness to all around.”30 Not only did
Elizabeth have true Christian womanhood as a maternal example; she also had
her grandmother, Mrs. Lucy Brant, “who also displayed in her life and conversation those active Christian graces which emphatically made her a mother in this
little Israel ... Elizabeth was made an early partaker of divine grace.”31
To be sure, Eliza was certainly not immune to the missionary impulse to
equate Christianity with civilization. Christiana Jones was an example to those
“Indian neighbours” who had not had her advantages; they looked up to her
“for advice and instruction ... whatever she did or said was sure, if possible, to
be imitated and remembered by the women in the village.” Having just emerged
from “the superstitious and long-rooted habits of their forefathers,” the BrantJones household was a great influence over the other Mississauga.32 Neverthe
less, she acknowledged quite readily that when Christiana became ill after the
birth of a son, “it was truly affecting to witness the anxiety and kindness of
the Indian women. Some brought her tea made of herbs and roots to quench
her burning thirst; others rested in an adjoining room, while one or more
watched every word and motion.”33 Although their kindness and care could
not save her – and her well-attended funeral was a testament to the power of
Christianity to take away the Indians’ supposed fear of death – nevertheless
the portrait of Christiana’s last hours that Eliza offered her readers was one in
which Indigenous women comforted and cherished their dying sister, offering
her both hymns and Indigenous medicine.34
Furthermore, while as the previous quotations suggest the Memoir takes for
granted the binary between “saved and civilized” and “heathen and uncivilized,”
we hear little about the latter. Unlike articles published in, for example, Christian
Guardian, which played on themes such as infanticide, Indian women’s drudgery,
polygamy, and matricide as features of “heathen” communities, such practices
do not appear in the Memoir.35 Certainly Eliza would have been conscious of
the need to present the Credit village in the best possible light to encourage
continued support from British evangelicals, themselves faced with pressure to
save Indigenous people around the globe and, increasingly, the “heathen” on
their doorsteps.36 Yet there is little doubt that the village in which Elizabeth
lived could have been anything other than conducive to her exemplary behaviour. Furthermore, in case any readers might have held lingering doubts about
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the Mississauga’s capacity to achieve “civilization,” Eliza pays tribute to her
niece’s intelligence and quickness of mind. In a few weeks the “little Indian girl”
went from being able to spell three-letter words to reading stories, spelling
three-syllable words, and learning her catechism and hymns.37 There was a
lesson beyond this individual case, Eliza insisted:
In mentioning this, I do not wish to depreciate the merit of many of the other
children, being fully aware that circumstances gave Elizabeth advantages which
they did not possess: but her rapid improvement and desire of information will
show what the capacities of Indian children are; and I think prove that they only
need the same privileges and blessings that English children enjoy, to make them
equally clever and useful members of society.38

If ever there was an argument for the liberal, humanitarian approach to the
missionary cause, this was it.39
It is not just the impressive behaviour of the Credit Mississauga that differentiates the Memoir from similar texts. The setting in which Elizabeth lived – and
in which Eliza Field, her aunt, found herself – was noteworthy for its beauty
and peace. The road to the settlement “opens to the eye of the traveller a diversified scene of land and water, hill and dale, the cultivated farm, and the
native forest.” While the latter appeared to Eliza as “interminable,” it offered a
“fine back-ground to a country partially cultivated and settled” and “tall dark
pines throw around their deep shadows, giving a sense of loneliness and a tone
of pensive feeling. Glimpses are caught and lost at intervals of the beautiful
lake, when suddenly it opens before you in unobscured loveliness, which may
be enjoyed for some distance as you journey along its wooded banks.” The village, with its log and frame houses, plots of cultivated land, chapel, schoolhouse, and “a lovely spot ... sacred to the memory of the dead” was in “park-like
scenery.”40 Moreover, November, the month that Elizabeth drowned, “which
in England is usually quite dreary, is quite otherwise in Canada.” It was such a
beautiful day that she decided to go for walk across the bridge through which
she fell.41 Although some writers might have depicted the river and forest as
forbidding and dangerous, Eliza’s account is free of any sense that the landscape
was a harbinger of Elizabeth’s death. The tragedy occurs because of a rotten
board in the bridge, nothing more.42
Elizabeth is deeply mourned and missed, not least by the author, who was
in England when her niece died. She had offered to take her and help care for
her after her mother’s death, but her brother-in-law did not wish to be parted
from his daughter. Although couched in the language and genre of the
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missionary enterprise, the Memoir also has an intensely personal dimension
to it. Eliza makes it clear that she had a relationship with Elizabeth Jones; although she does not identify herself directly as her aunt, it is clear she was her
teacher, family friend, and potential guardian. (It is also likely that an evangelical
readership would know of the “‘English lady’ who married ‘an Indian,’” in Eliza’s
husband’s words.43) The grief of Elizabeth’s father, other family members,
and friends, a grief that suffuses the text, is assuaged only by the knowledge
that the girl’s death is part of God’s plan and Elizabeth is now reunited with
her mother and late siblings. Eliza’s intimate personal location within the
community of Christian Ojibwa, then, helps to produce a missionary text that
is more multilayered and complex than others produced about Upper Canadian
religious encounters. Her affiliations helped to shape her tale of Elizabeth’s
life and death in ways that her religious audience, who in all likelihood expected a simple tale of “heathen conversion,” might not have anticipated.
Family Connections
Although Eliza may have skirted around her familial relationship to Elizabeth
Jones, personal and intimate relationships with other members of the Missis
sauga underpin her private correspondence and diary entries. Her other niece,
Catherine Sunego Sutton, spent time as a child with the Jones family; she was
taught by Eliza while at the Credit River Mission and accompanied her aunt for
part of her trip to Britain in 1837–38. While Catherine’s marriage to William
Sutton took her away from the Credit, a surviving letter from 1847 sent from
the Saugeen community to Eliza suggests that the relationship continued to
have spiritual and emotional resonance for her. She reminded her aunt – who
was also her “dear sister” – of her great love for her and the intensity of Eliza’s
influence on Catherine, an influence that was both material and religious.
Catherine dearly hoped to see Eliza soon and expressed sorrow for any naughty
behaviour she’d exhibited as a child. Yet she also was not afraid to complain to
Eliza about a new missionary in her community whose behaviour and speeches
towards the Ojibwa had left her downcast and despairing. Her spiritual gloom,
however, had been mitigated by the behaviour of one of the “Indian Brothers”
in chapel, who had recited and sang (the latter “in Indian”) in such a way that
healed Catherine’s soul and lifted her from despair. As well as matters of spiritual
importance, Catherine also included news of her family: the arrival of presents
for the children, the children’s attendance at school, the baby’s learning to talk,
and deaths in both Upper Canada and Britain.44
Whatever correspondence took place from Eliza to Catherine has not, unfortunately, survived (or at least has not surfaced in archives). However,
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Catherine’s letter and Eliza’s published and unpublished writings raise intriguing
questions about the timbre of Eliza’s relationship with her Mississauga family
during the 1830s and ’40s. Clearly Eliza saw these relationships as mediated
primarily by their shared religious convictions. Her desire that her Indigenous
family – both those related to her directly through Jones and the community
at large – experience conversion and salvation of their immortal souls is a theme
that runs throughout her diaries. Furthermore, despite their very different
geographic, cultural, and material locations and relationships to colonial and
imperial power, it was her desire for their spiritual transformation and enlightenment that linked Eliza’s different “families,” Indigenous and English, to each
other through her.
Yet it is difficult to ignore the ways that this desire for spiritual transformation, one shared with other white women involved in the mission field, was in
turn mediated by her marriage to Jones, a union that allowed an individual such
as Catherine to see her as her “dear aunt” as well as a sister in Christ. Furthermore,
while Eliza may have arrived in Upper Canada full of hope (albeit a hope laced
with anxiety) at the thought of serving as a “missionary wife” and thus as a role
model to Mississauga women and children, once in the colony she was not
insensitive to the lessons that could be learned from her Indigenous relatives.
Mississauga women’s medicine and, in particular, support of each other in
childbirth and other aspects of their lives struck her as sensible and seemly,
perhaps reminding her of white evangelical women’s communities of philanthropy and care she had experienced in London.45 To be sure, as historians
have noted, such changes in missionary attitudes towards Indigenous values
and practices might occur because of direct encounters, moments when missionary representations and teachings were contradicted through lived experiences in the mission field.46 However, unlike some missionaries, Eliza entered
into the Mississauga community as both a “mission wife” and as the helpmeet
of one of its most prominent, if at times controversial, representatives. In her
case, the gendered dynamics of being a missionary wife were undeniably complicated by her love for her “dear Peter.”
Metropolitan Encounters
Eliza’s entries for her 1838 and 1845 trips to Britain with her husband also bear
witness to the depth of her commitment to Peter and the missionary enterprise;
they also tell us much about the emotional timbre of the couple’s relationship
and the depth of the romantic and affective bond between them. Moreover,
they also are striking for their quotidian quality, an “ordinariness” that suggests
that, despite the weight and meaning of racial categories in the couple’s life, it

“The Joy My Heart Has Experienced” 93

also was possible for Eliza to hold those categories at bay, or if not quite at bay
then perhaps in suspension.
The couple was apart for portions of these trips, as Eliza stayed with her family
in London while Peter toured cities in other parts of Britain. Excited to receive
“a letter from my dear Peter” on 6 April, Eliza was even more pleased six days
later when, “to the joy [of] my heart, after breakfast my dear Peter arrived very
tired.”47 The next day he was off to Manchester, leaving Eliza to pray for his “safe
passage.”48 While disappointed over the following week that no letter arrived
from “my beloved husband,” her spirits lifted at the later arrival of a “delightful
letter from Peter.”49 The image of Eliza waiting anxiously for post or carriage to
bring either a letter from her husband or Peter himself recurs throughout her
diary; she felt his absence keenly, worried for his safety, and tracked his arrivals
and departures with great care.50 However, while she clearly missed her husband,
hers was not a solitary or lonely existence. There were friends and family to visit
and schools to inspect; as well, evangelical work could be temporarily put aside
to take in the illuminations laid on for Queen Victoria’s coronation and the
ascent of a large balloon.51 Once Peter came back to London, Eliza busied herself
preparing him for an audience with the Queen and accompanied him to it; they
also went out to enjoy the sights of London.52 As she left for Upper Canada,
having bid a very emotional farewell to her family, she was moved to write a
lengthy passage in her diary:
Bless the Lord my soul for all the blessings that have followed me since my residence in England, I have received innumerable mercies from thy hand. Oh
Heavenly Father, much kindness from thy people and favor in their eyes, generally, many traveling mercies, and many spiritual privileges. My dear husband has
been successful through the blessing of God in obtaining many privileges for the
Indians.

She did not know if she would return to Britain but, Eliza trusted, God would
prepare her for the future.53 (The next day she might have hoped that such was
his desire, as a bout of bad seasickness left her wishing to return to England for
the winter).54
As a number of essays in this collection point out, religious belief and practice
have not always been clearly delineated separate and distinct spheres of existence. For Eliza, the various aspects of her life, ones that ranged from keeping
track of her spiritual state to helping Peter prepare for an audience with the
Queen, were not disparate or hived into separate categories of public versus
private, sacred versus secular. Instead, they were pieces that comprised a whole,
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governed as they were by her Heavenly Father and his wishes for her – whatever
those might be.
Return to Britain she did in 1845, this time travelling from Lambeth to Glas
gow “to meet my dear husband,” who had gone on ahead to tour Scotland. Her
journey was far from smooth, though. Upon disembarking from the steamer
at Rothesay, Eliza walked around town searching for Peter, enduring the “extreme
heat of the July sun” and being lumbered with her satchel and umbrella.
Unfortunately she had missed her husband, who had gone to nearby Greenock
thinking she would be there. “What to do I knew not,” Eliza confided to her
diary, “so away I went ... seeking a lodging for the night – Unfortunately it was
their fair time and every bed in the place was engaged, I wandered around tired
and dispirited from place to place, the tears chased down my cheeks, and I put
up my veil to hide my face.”55 Fortunately the couple was reunited: “on Monday
just after dinner my precious husband arrived delighted and surprised to see
me.”56 If Eliza felt any irritation or upset with her “precious husband” for the
mix-up, there is no trace of it in the diary.
Over the next few days, she heard Peter preach, attended a number of meetings, and then travelled with him about Scotland on the increasingly popular
tourist route.57 After Greenock they took a steamer up the Clyde River to
Glasgow and then a train to Edinburgh, where they explored the Castle and
Holyrood House.58 The couple enjoyed themselves, as they dined with Dr. D.
the “great astronomer,” toured Nairn’s museum and ruined thirteenth-century
cathedral, feasted on local strawberries and gooseberries, took a coach ride to
Inverness, and then toured Loch Lomond on a steamer.59 Eliza was effusive in
her praise of the area: “The ride was splendid, the lonely lake burst all at once
on view,” the village was “sweet, picturesque,” and then “in a little boat for the
Island of [?] from which there is a distant, grand, beautiful and enchanting view
of mountains wild, cultivated plains, lake and island.” However, a shadow had
been cast over this loveliness: “here the villages seemed all in trouble on account
of the sudden removal of their beloved pastor who was this day to be interred
in the quiet and romantically situated burial ground after enjoying much pleasure
in viewing the mighty works of the great Creator.”60
Scotland was not all picturesque carriage rides and sublime boat trips, though.
Eliza also heard her husband preach and was delighted at his reception in
Edinburgh, for example, when he spoke at some length to a large gathering
and “all seemed much pleased”; a public breakfast at Edinburgh’s Royal Hotel
in “my dear husband’s” honour resulted in “several speeches, splendid breakfast,
all delighted.”61 Moreover, as well as the satisfaction of seeing her husband
praised for his endeavours, Eliza’s time in Scotland was interspersed with other
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reminders of missionary enterprises, as she met other missionaries’ wives and
heard of their experiences in the Pacific and India mission fields.62
Conclusion
Obviously Eliza Field Jones’s life took on a distinct trajectory because of her
encounter with “her dear Peter” in 1831. She moved back and forth across the
Atlantic, created homes in a number of settings (the Credit, Munceytown, and
Brantford), as well as maintaining physical links with her English family, these
links facilitated by her husband’s work within the missionary movement and
advocacy for the Mississauga. Moreover, by marrying Jones, accepting his family
(at least to some extent) as her own, and by having children with him, Eliza –
whose religious upbringing had been deeply inflected and influenced by metaphors of the global missionary family – helped both to expand and, to some
extent, reshape those relationships. Concepts of domesticity and the “family of
man” had, I would argue, rather different valences when this level of intimacy
was involved: sharing a bed, the raising of children, and tending to each other’s
illnesses and, in Eliza’s case, tending to Peter’s final days. Furthermore, for
Eliza, the notion of home – a notion so dear to missionary rhetoric in its signification of domestic space, England, and the “heavenly home” – was multilayered. “Home” might encompass her London birthplace and natal family, the
mission villages of Upper Canada, the Jones residence in Brantford, and, ultimately, paradise. While it could be found on both sides of the Atlantic, from the
1830s until Jones’s death, “home” was, ultimately, wherever her “dear hubby,” as
Peter often called himself in his letters to her, might be found.63 Although to
no small extent Eliza’s definitions of home were shaped by middle-class notions
of wifely duty, Jones held similar concepts of “home,” speaking often, and eloquently, of feeling truly “at home” whenever he was with his wife.64
This is not to argue that somehow Eliza and her “dear hubby” or “Kahkwe”
(another name Jones used in his letters to her)65 were able to transcend the
powerful representations that surrounded missionary work or interracial
unions: those images, however, did not entirely capture the timbre of their
relationship. How, for example, do we understand Eliza’s internalization of
the powerful and popular images of middle-class white women’s benevolence
towards Indigenous peoples, a benevolence that worked because of the former’s
supposed racial superiority and distance from the latter?66 While such images
may have given her an initial framework in which to apprehend her “dear Peter,”
that framework may have been less useful when it came to searching for him
in Rothesay or reading about his feet, blistered from tramping the streets of
Glasgow.67
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Eliza’s movements back and forth across the Atlantic also gave her multiple
lenses on her husband. In Upper Canada she witnessed the “good works” of the
missions and saw first-hand evidence of the Mississauga’s embrace of Christian
ity; living and working with Peter allowed her to deploy evangelicals’ lessons
of the transformation of subjectivities, particularly as they pertained to gender
relations, at a more fundamental and embodied level than would have been the
case from the vantage point of her Lambeth home. She also, though, experienced
her husband’s frustration with the colonial government and certain elements
of settler society. During the 1830s and ’40s, southern Upper Canada increasingly became a more difficult place to live for both the Mississauga and In
digenous people more generally. In 1837 the colonial government attempted to
marginalize the Mississauga and deny them the means to thrive by trying to
move them off their lands to a location less hospitable to agriculture. As well,
an ongoing influx of settlers – many of them British – resulted in increased
pressure on Indigenous people’s lands and resources.68 No doubt Eliza also felt
the divisions within the Mississauga themselves: not everyone believed in Peter
Jones’s vision of Christianity and “civilization.”69 The “blessings” that Eliza’s
life with her husband brought her, while plentiful, must at times have seemed
very mixed indeed.
Although Eliza’s location within settler society may have been both promising
and frustrating, in the metropolitan context of the 1830s and 1840s somewhat
different possibilities existed. To be sure, Peter Jones was often a highly visible
figure because of his intertwined religious and racial identity, the latter so visible
to some audiences that he complained to both his brother and Eliza of being
perceived not as an example of the Mississauga’s achievements but as a colonial
aberration, a racialized freak show.70 Yet his heightened visibility meant that he
enjoyed public acclaim and acknowledgment that, as we have seen, Eliza shared
in vicariously. As well, the welcome afforded them by wealthy and/or prominent
evangelicals and supporters of overseas missions gave her the opportunity to
tour beautiful gardens, dine at country estates, and discuss matters both spiritual
and intellectual.
Eliza’s life also provides an interesting counterpoint to those of other missionary wives of the early to mid-nineteenth century. Like those in the West
Indies, hers was a set of experiences “defined by the parameters of the male
missionary experience,” as she was expected to be – and clearly saw herself as
– her husband’s helpmeet. Nevertheless, the degree of romantic attachment in
her marriage was certainly far more intense and long-lasting than those experienced by missionary wives in the Caribbean, whose marriages were motivated
by economic and spiritual reasons.71 Eliza also left a great deal more sources
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than did many of her counterparts. While her diaries may not gratify all of an
early-twenty-first-century historian’s inquisitiveness, the traces she left are very
different from those fragments – brief obituaries, scant acknowledgements in
missionary societies’ reports – that leave us only scattered glimpses of many
missionary wives’ experiences.72 Yet in other respects Eliza resembled missionary
spouses in the Caribbean and Australia, whose work tended to revolve around
teaching literacy in English, the scriptures, and European domestic skills to
women and girls.73 Mission work, Clare Midgley points out, allowed such women
to demonstrate strength of spiritual character and move beyond family homes
and national borders; however, missionary societies simultaneously disapproved
of women preachers and forbade them to lead mission communities.74
Eliza also ensured that her husband’s memory would not be lost, as she helped
to assemble and publish his diaries (in 1861), edited his notes on the Ojibwa
into History of the Ojebway Indians (1861), and spearheaded a campaign for a
marble monument to him, erected in 1857 at the Brantford Public Cemetery.75
In these efforts Eliza also resembled other missionary spouses, children, and
British evangelicals who raised monuments or published biographies, hagi
ographies, and memoirs, all of which served to place evangelical religion and
missionary endeavours at the heart of British middle-class culture.76 However,
Eliza carried out her work of memorializing Kahkewaquonaby/Peter Jones in
the context of a settler society that might well have preferred to have forgotten
about him and his particular vision for the Mississauga, a society in which racial
categories were solidifying and unions such as the Jones marriage became increasingly difficult to replicate.
Eliza Field Jones’s life suggests not only the “complex cultural traffic”77 that
existed between colonies and the metropole in the 1830s and ’40s: it also demonstrates just how complex that traffic might become when crosscut with, in
Saurabh Dube’s phrase, the “evangelical entanglements” of those decades.78 Like
the histories of Louis Riel and Edward Ahenakew, explored elsewhere in this
book, Eliza and Peter Jones’s narratives demonstrate that religious encounters
might run in a number of different directions and take on multiple, sometimes
contradictory, meanings. Paying careful attention to the ways in which such
encounters took place at the individual level provides clear evidence that we
need to think most carefully about religion, gender, and race, to treat them
not as static categories but as historically shaped and contingent – categories
experienced, negotiated, and sometimes undermined by individuals.
Finally, Eliza Field Jones’s life reminds us of the need to keep both local and
global contexts in mind: not to privilege one over the other but, rather, to
understand how these contexts interacted in dynamic and, at times, unexpected
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ways. Without the transnational and imperial missionary movement, it is quite
likely that Eliza and Peter would not have met. Conversely, without the specificities of that local context in which that movement was enacted, and the individuals who did the enacting, the story of the “English lady” and the Anishinaabe
missionary might have had a different ending.
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Between García Moreno and Chan Santa Cruz:
Riel and the Métis Rebellions
Jean-François Bélisle and Nicole St-Onge

Throughout 2010, a series of commemorations marked the 125th anniversary of the Northwest Rebellion and its military and judicial suppression. These
commemorations spurred renewed discussion in popular and academic circles
alike about the genesis, history, and current status of the “Métis Nation.” Curi
ously absent from this discussion, however, was the figure of Louis Riel. Absent,
too, were Riel’s voluminous writings, his political philosophy, and his distinctive
ecclesiology.
Riel and his writings have remained secondary, perhaps even marginal, topics
of inquiry for academics. However, his symbolic presence has grown significantly
in the country’s popular imagination since 1980. Traditionally maligned in
English Canada as a traitor to Confederation and eulogized in French Canada
as a Catholic martyr, Riel has been variously recast as the revolutionary leader
of a war of national or ethnic liberation, a founder of western Canada, and even
one of the Fathers of Confederation.1 Underlying the latter recasting were discursive processes similar to those that elevated Túpac Amaru II and Miguel
Hidalgo y Costilla to the status of national heroes in Peru and Mexico, respectively, where, ironically, the historical roots of the state lay in the repression
of Indigenous and mestizo resistance. This reassessment of Riel has abated in
recent years as historians have increasingly turned their attention away from
the man himself and towards works of discourse analysis. Informed by postcolonial theory, these studies situate the mythology of Riel within the context
of a shifting and variegated Canadian identity.2
Whether focused on the actual historical figure or posthumous representations of the figure, the dominant texts of Riel historiography share a common
conception of Riel’s political role in resisting the colonialism of the Canadian
state. This conception tends to marginalize – if not to suppress altogether – the
religious content of Riel’s thought. Indeed, it would be no exaggeration to
posit a malaise vis-à-vis Riel’s mysticism, a sense of profound unease resulting
from hackneyed debate about his mental health. In this regard, Gregory Betts’s
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Foucauldian interpretation is particularly revealing as it treats the conceptualization of madness as a strategy of social control. According to Betts, “across
all the uses and depictions of Louis Riel’s insanity, two beliefs remain consistent:
that insanity is morally repugnant, and that, had Riel been undeniably proven
insane, it would undermine the moral integrity of his life and politics.”3 The
latter contention is powerfully borne out by Maggie Siggins’s biography, which
places Riel and his activities squarely in the realm of politics, and refuses to
address the possibility of Riel’s mental illness. Siggins sees any discussion of
mental health as a ploy to dismiss the legitimacy of Aboriginal struggles or a
desire to perceive Riel as merely a prophetic figure rather than an effective leader
– again diminishing the importance of his political agenda.4
This reference to a “prophetic figure” recalls the work of Thomas Flanagan,
who first illuminated this dimension of Riel’s life and thought.5 In Flanagan’s
wake, Gilles Martel, Manfred Mossmann, and John Michael Bumsted draw
inspiration from the burgeoning field of millenarian studies.6 Their works situate Riel within a long tradition of socio-religious movements whose messianism
was an “archaic” response to colonialism and its concomitant dissolution of
Indigenous economic, political, and social orders.7
From this historiography there emerges a dichotomous portrait of Riel. On
the one hand, there is the political Riel, the leader of the provisional government whose messianic discourse was either ignored or had little bearing on the
resistance movement. On the other hand, there is the prophetic Riel, the mystic
whose brand of messianism emerged from a unique combination of sociological factors,8 but whose vision of a new “Catholic and Living Church of the
New World” either had no political traction, or, according to Flanagan, brought
about the categorical ruin of the Métis.9 More recently, Jennifer Reid insists on
the need to reintroduce a religious dimension to the study of the rebellions. She
argues that religion can be a revealing element of the potential for dislocation
that we see in the Métis worldview.10 While she emphasizes the importance of
religion as one of the central dimensions of Métis interrogation of the process
of colonialism, she maintains in her analysis of Riel and the rebellions the
traditional distinction between a religious discourse and a political one. Reid
thus avoids the whole question of the political content in Riel’s reinterpretation
and redefinition of society in his creation of a new church.11
In this chapter, we propose a rereading of Riel and the rebellions and seek
to re-examine the accepted dichotomous conception of the religious and the
political. We want to emphasize a reading of the man, his writings, and events
that realizes a melding of the religious and the political spheres within the
Métis world. By 1885, this melding inevitably led to a double rupture from the
two dominant forms of institutionalized power that held sway over the Métis:
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the Catholic Church and the state. To repeat here Betts’s expression, it is with
the notion of a “double heresy” that both Riel’s thoughts and the rebellions
per se can be seen as a rupture with both the colonialism of the Canadian
state (here conceptualized as the institutionalization of power over a particular
space) and the spiritual and temporal powers asserted by the Catholic Church
(especially within the context of its late-nineteenth-century ultramontane
ecclesiology).12
We are inspired in our approach by numerous recent publications in the field
of sociology of religion that, in this new “post-secular” era, have examined
various contemporary state-building projects using methodologies that differ
from those inspired by the theses of Durkheim and Weber, with their assumption of political rationality and their conception of the state as existing in a
separate sphere from the religious.13 These new approaches have led to a reexamination of the relationship between the religious and the political realms,
especially in the nineteenth-century Catholic world, emphasizing the complex
ties that exist between religion making and nation building.14 Researchers such
as José Casanova argue that there was an ongoing and dynamic process of mutual
invention with the rise and consolidation of nation states occurring in tandem
with a redefinition of the Church.15 This perspective allows us to better situate
historically the evolution of Riel’s thinking. We also propose to situate Riel and
the rebellions in light of a postcolonial reassessment of religion such as that
found in Timothy Fitzgerald’s writings, which not only question the Eurocentric
character of the religious worldview imposed by colonialization but also make
evident the essentially political content of various redefinitions of the religious.16
It is true that writings dealing with millenarianism generally have emphasized
the political content found in various incarnations of socioreligious movements,17 but we propose to develop further this perspective by arguing that, in
a postcolonial perspective, any refashioning of a political worldview is wedded
to a similar development on a religious plane.18
Within this approach, Riel’s second provisional government in 1885, the
famous “Exovidat,” is no mere organizational curiosity. Rather, it can be conceived as being the construction of an alternate model of both religious and
political power (albeit in an embryonic state). Exovidat was the beginning of
an institutional process that meant to put in place the basis of an original societal
construction that we label the church-state.
We propose to try to understand the two rebellions and the elaboration of
Exovidat within the context of Riel’s own thoughts and within his appropriation
of historical precedents that, in distinct ways, resonated deeply for him. On
the basis of Riel’s copious writings, we focus upon the link evident between
the Métis leader’s political-religious thoughts and the debates centred on the
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relations between Church and state that raged at that time in French Canada.
To illustrate the profound impact that these debates had on Riel’s thinking, we
pay particular attention to the influence that Ecuadorian president Gabriel
García Moreno had on contemporaneous French Canadian Catholic intellectuals. García Moreno’s time in power and the regime he put in place were seen
at the time as the most advanced ultramontane redefinition of a state in existence.19 He became a veritable icon within French Canadian ultra-Catholic circles.
Riel was inspired by García Moreno’s myth-driven persona, which confirmed
for him both the soundness of his ultramontane thinking and the viability of
his utopian church-state.
After a short discussion on the mechanisms of appropriation of Riel’s messianism by the Métis population during the rebellions, we finish our reconsideration of Riel’s political and religious thinking by examining a historical parallel.
The Mayan free state known as Cruzob, centred in the town of Chan Santa Cruz
on the Yucatán peninsula, with its new church founded on the cult of the
“Talking Cross,” parallels in many regards the situation of the Métis. Cruzob
represents one of the most sophisticated examples of an alternative project of
reinvention of both the political and the religious on a hemispheric level. This
example allows us to situate Riel’s thinking and his role in the rebellions on a
broader intellectual plane that goes beyond traditional analyses of the question
of messianism. Messianism can thus come to be seen, to paraphrase Weber, as
a process of re-enchantment of the world to the extent that the miraculous is
conceived as the only answer possible in a context of profound crisis experienced
by societies that see their economic, social, and political parameters violently
challenged.
As Peter Beyer has demonstrated convincingly – although perhaps without
enough emphasis on the potential for religious syncretism – Riel’s millenarianism was founded essentially on the discourse of French Canadian ultra
montanism.20 More particularly, Riel drew on the ultra-Catholic strain of this
discourse. During the latter half of the nineteenth century, French Canadian
ultramontanism split into two divergent strains: the moderate and the intransigent, also known as neo-ultramontane.21 While sharing the common objective
of submitting the political realm to the clerical agenda, moderates sought to
achieve this end through negotiation, ultra-Catholics through outright imposition.22 Yet despite failing to garner consensus on method, the intransigents
nevertheless succeeded in defining the terms of debate on the relationship
between the religious and political spheres in the 1860s and 1870s.23 Their
discourse played a central role in the formulation of Riel’s political thought,
as revealed in the latter’s correspondence with Bishop Ignace Bourget of
Montreal, one of the chief proponents and theorists of the ultra-Catholic

106 Jean-François Bélisle and Nicole St-Onge

movement. In a letter that confirmed his mission from Riel’s perspective,24
Bourget suggested that religion would be the only way to save the Métis from
their oppression.25 This catholicisme de combat provided the raw materials that
gradually coalesced into the politico-religious content of Riel’s millenarianism.26
Particularly formative was the utopian aspect of neo-ultramontanism, a vision
of the “re-enchantment of the world.” This vision lent coherence and direction
to Riel’s project of a “Catholic and Living Church of the New World.”27
Amidst Riel’s voluminous writings, there is a particular passage that illustrates
each of these dimensions. Riel expresses his profound admiration for the icon
of neo-ultramontanism, García Moreno, and lauds the Ecuadorian statesman
as one of the greatest Christians in Latin American history. Riel even suggests
that this distinction should be formalized by rechristening the South Pole le
pôle Moreno.28 Informing this prescription was Bourget’s intensive publicity
and sermonizing. Bourget had hailed García Moreno’s administration (1859–65
and 1869–75) and constitution (1869) as models to be replicated in French
Canada. These models had affirmed the supremacy of the religious sphere over
the political. They had afforded an ultramontane formulation of national identity, defining Ecuadorians as “un peuple catholique,” and thus binding faith
and citizenship inextricably.29 Equally critical to García Moreno’s apotheosis
was his foreign policy, which envisaged the restitution of the Papal States,30 and
his successful motion that Ecuador be consecrated to the Sacred Heart of
Jesus, whose cult was quickly becoming the most politicized in the Catholic
world.31 Cast as the archetypal Christian statesman, García Moreno served
as the living validation of Bourget’s theocratic political project, laid out in the
famous Programme catholique (1871).32 In addition to serving as an institutional
model, Ecuador seemed to confirm French Canada’s own “civilizing mission”
when it received, in the same year, the very first contingent of French Can
adian missionaries to venture beyond North America.33 Here, then, were the
essential axes of Riel’s politico-religious thought: the theocratic organization
of the state; the notion of “un peuple catholique”;34 and a vision of the world
based on the geopolitics of faith – a vision that would inspire Riel to reconceptualize the continent as the guardian of Métis autonomy.
After García Moreno’s assassination in 1875 – the year that marked the
beginning of Riel’s mystic phase – he was eulogized by the ultra-Catholic press
as the secular prophet of ultramontanism.35 Circulated through an international
network of writers and intellectuals,36 the figure of García Moreno became
widely popularized and came to occupy a prominent place in the politicoreligious imaginary of the Catholic world. In Europe and the Americas alike,
his name was synonymous with the ultra-Catholic political agenda.37 Within
a decade of his death, the Ecuadorian statesman had been elevated to the status
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of mythic hero – a modern-day Charlemagne or Saint Louis – through whom
God had instituted a model regime.38 This notion of the Man of Providence –
which was by no means restricted to ultra-Catholic circles39 – enabled adherents
of ultramontanism to affirm that their political agenda was fully realizable,
provided that it was implemented by “a perfect Christian, one who works, who
sacrifices himself, and who prays.”40
Although retaining its power to underscore the achievability of the ultra
montane utopia when the active resistance began in 1885, this discourse was
nevertheless marginalized by the evolution of the Catholic Church. Ironically,
it was precisely at the time when the figure of García Moreno attained its
widest renown, illustrated by the success of his biography written by R.P.A.
Berthe,41 that it began losing its political relevance as a symbol of rearguard
support for the Vatican. In the 1880s, Pope Leo XIII advocated the normalization of relations between church and state in accordance with what was termed
“liberal ultramontanism” – an ecclesiology holding that the complete autonomy of the Catholic Church be upheld together with its exclusive prerogatives
in managing religious affairs, but urging national churches to remain formally
neutral in political affairs.42 Concurrently in French Canada, the Catholic
Church began marginalizing the neo-ultramontanism discourse after having
consolidated its position vis-à-vis the Quebec government’s apparatus,43 which
had readily relinquished most of its responsibilities for social regulation.44
This change in perspective on the nature of relations between ecclesiastical
and secular authorities on the part of the Catholic Church, both in French
Canada and globally, meant that Riel’s vision of an ultramontane utopia diverged ever more widely from accepted Church doctrine. Riel’s message, still
anchored in an intransigent form of neo-ultramontanism, was rapidly becoming
anachronistic. French Canadian Church authorities came to perceive it as a
deviant intellectual position rather than the logical if extreme conclusion of
a once-accepted conservative Catholic way of thinking. This provoked a profound crisis in Riel’s relationship with his Church. According to the logic of
“recovering lost purity” – a logic underlying virtually all sectarian movements
– the mission of the Roman Catholic Church (and its French Canadian subsidiary) was now compromised. For Riel, it could be restored and resumed
only by a new “Catholic and Living Church of the New World.” Serious interpretive problems beset any account of the transition from what was only a
mystical interpretation of the world to Riel’s brand of applied messianism
within the rebellion. While there is historiographical consensus on the mobilizing character of Riel’s prophetic discourse, there has been little or no satisfactory explanation of the process by which this discourse was received and
internalized by the Métis.
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According to the traditional interpretation, the Métis were simply deluded
and duped. This perspective was adopted by many contemporaries, such as
Father Piquet, who stated that Riel was “comme le serpent fascine l’oiseau [il]
Riel fascinait le pauvre peuple Métis et l’attirait à lui pour en faire le jouet de
ses ambitions.”45 Informing this interpretation was the timeworn dichotomy
between “primitive” and “civilized”: the Métis were either too naive or too irrational to recognize textbook symptoms of madness.46 The current tendency,
however, is to ascribe the acceptance of Riel’s messianism to a form of religious
syncretism that incorporated the miraculous and the transcendent into its
worldview. A commonly cited example of this syncretism is the Métis belief
that devotion to Saint Joseph could render them invincible.47 An equally revealing aspect of Métis devotional life – one that is associated with the myth of
García Moreno – was their collective consecration to the Sacred Heart. In
addition to underscoring their status as “un peuple élu,” this consecration had
a miraculous dimension: it ensured that Métis political aspirations could be
fulfilled through the patronage of the divine organ. Yet, while the consecration
to the Sacred Heart clearly reveals a sacralization of the political sphere (according to a logic that resembled that of the ultra-Catholics), it reveals little
about the way(s) in which the Métis integrated their belief in divine intervention
into their daily lives and into their perceptions of the real world.
One angle from which to approach this problem is Gilles Martel’s concept of
“la conscience némésiaque” (from the Greek Νέμεσις, the spirit of retribution
against hubris).48 According to Martel, Métis religious culture was underpinned
by notions of cosmic justice and especially by the idea that all misfortune had
divine origin. Thus, within the Métis worldview, the only legitimate response
to suffering was piety. Appropriating the traditional French Canadian self-image
as a pious people afloat in a sea of impiety, Riel transposed the notion of a
Catholic counterrevolution onto the Métis experience. He thereby produced a
meaningful interpretation of local circumstances framed within the broader
context of a beleaguered Church. In the same way that ultra-Catholics had
framed their political project against a succession of revolutionary catastrophes,
from the French Revolution as universal calamity and the Lower Canadian
Rebellion as a local one, so too did Riel ascribe local meaning to remote cataclysm. His politico-religious discourse provided a framework for interpreting
the many changes that shook the Métis world in the 1870s and early 1880s. Its
counterrevolutionary content resonated with the Métis, who – through decades
of exposure to the sermonizing of an ultramontane clergy – had absorbed
elements of a worldview predicated on a “culture of traumatism.”49 Thus, a
foundation had already been laid for the reception of Riel’s message and for the
realization of his politico-religious vision. In an epistemological sense, then,
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the Métis were poised to inaugurate a Christian fortress for the defence of the
one true faith.
The pre-existence of this foundation underscores the importance of the
Roman Catholic apostolate in the evolution of the Métis world.50 Indeed, the
Catholic Church – an empire of piety that had expanded in tandem with an
empire of commerce over the course of the nineteenth century – was the
institution with the strongest local presence and the greatest degree of popular
acceptance. As the self-proclaimed protectors of the Métis, Catholic clergyman
served as intermediaries between their protégés and all other forms of institutionalized power, whether governmental or commercial. Moreover, clerics inculcated patterns of thought and behaviour through their various education
initiatives. They also imposed and enforced social norms through their monopoly over the performance of sacred rites and ceremonies. Accepted by Riel
until his return to Batoche, this instrumentalization of the Métis faith was one
of the most significant dimensions of the Métis world being questioned by the
mid-1880s.
To an extent, the rebellion exacerbated a long-standing tension between institutional Catholicism and the experiential piety of the Métis. This tension
received expression in the letters and journals of local clerics, who frequently
censured the Métis for their alleged indifference to dogma and their inconsistency in outward devotion. In much the same way that the Métis provisional
government took shape according to the organizational structure of the bison
hunt (a point developed by Martel on the basis of James C. Scott’s notion of
“infrapolitics”),51 Riel’s new church developed through a process by which Métis
experiential piety, which can be designated by the term “infrareligion” (that is,
a process of religion making from below), came to florescence and overtly challenged the power of the clergy. Among the avowed justifications for this rupture
was la trahison des clercs – a festering memory of betrayal that originated in the
clergy’s ambiguous role in the amnesty question and the marginalization of the
Métis after the Manitoba Act of 1870. This sense of betrayal on the part of the
Métis deepened in 1885 when the prelates and priests of western Canada refused
to countenance the rebellion. The resultant hostility towards la religion des clercs
facilitated Métis recognition of Riel as a prophet. It also informed their acceptance of his proclamation that “Rome has fallen” and the Exovidat’s official
ratification of the split with orthodoxy on 25 March 1885.52 This split marked
the symbolic beginning of a new church-state.
During its brief existence, the Exovidat took precocious measures to establish
and consolidate alternative forms of power. These measures ranged from the
passing of prodigious motions that redefined time and space, to the issuance
of modest rules on daily living. Among its best-known initiatives was the
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creation of a calendar that fixed Saturday as the new Lord’s Day and that designated new periods of fasting and abstinence. Each of the Exovidat’s initiatives
represented embryonic modalities of social regulation that can be associated
with a dynamic of institutionalization of an alternative political regime and
church.
Notwithstanding some obvious contextual differences, Riel’s church-state
project exhibited striking similarities to the most successful socio-religious
movement of the late nineteenth century – the Mayan free state known as
Cruzob on the Yucatán Peninsula.53 Like the Métis, the Maya asserted them
selves by force of arms. Unlike the Métis, however, the Maya managed to sustain
their armed resistance over the course of a half-century. This protracted struggle
– the so-called Caste War of Yucatán (1847–1901) – began in a context of waning
state power as the Mexican government vied with regional elites for control of
the peninsula. The struggle raged on until a unique geopolitical situation
emerged – a kind of “middle ground” achieved through the tacit involvement
of British Honduran authorities.54 Overlapping chronologically with the Métis
rebellions, the case of Cruzob is instructional in that it provides insights into
the dynamic of institutionalization of a church-state model.
Beginning as a large-scale peasant uprising in defence of communal lands,55
the Caste War was transformed into a “holy war” in 1850 when the prophet
Juan de la Cruz foretold that a “Talking Cross” would reveal itself to the Maya.
According to the prophet, the miraculous object would render them invisible
in battle and lead them to victory against the Mexican forces.56 While religious
syncretism was arguably a more marked feature of the Mayan movement than
it was of the Métis movement, both groups conceptualized themselves as inaugurators of a new phase of Christianity. Through the “Mayanization” of
Catholicism, the “Cult of the Talking Cross” was to herald the coming of the
Mayan Christ and hasten the departure of the Antichrist, whose reign had
begun with the establishment of the colonial regime.57 Thus, the “official” beginning of Cruzob was linked discursively to a new church and to a new dispensation of symbols. This new church – like that of the Métis at Batoche – quickly
became a marker of group identity and cohesion.58
The infrapolitical dimension of religion is more readily discernible in the
Mayan experience than in the Métis experience. Because political responsibility
(vested in the cacique) and religious responsibility (vested in the confraternity)
were traditionally linked in the communal universe of the Maya, the new form
of political power was necessarily preconditioned to fuse with the new church.
Reinforcing this tendency towards fusion was the principle that political legitimacy flowed directly from the “Talking Cross” in the form of spoken and
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written directives.59 This principle of divine locution provided a means of implementing new political, military, social, and moral orientations that, in turn,
became modalities of social regulation in Cruzob.
This principle also underlay an internal struggle for control of the locus of
devotion – the church building was erected in 1858 to enshrine the “Talking
Cross.” From this struggle emerged a governing hierarchy exhibiting both military and religious dimensions. Although differing in obvious ways from the
classical model of the state, the Cruzob hierarchy was nevertheless endowed
with many – if not most – of the prerogatives that are customarily ascribed to
the state. In addition to claiming a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence
in the domestic context, Cruzob pursued its own foreign policy initiatives. For
instance, it negotiated international treaties and forged lucrative trade relations with British Honduras (particularly in the wood industry). This participation in Atlantic commerce generated revenue for the waging of war. For its
part, the Exovidat was animated by similar preoccupations with domestic and
foreign policy, as well as the promotion of Métis commercial interests. It is
therefore reasonable – although admittedly counterfactual – to suggest that
the Exovidat would have succeeded in creating a political life as intense as
that of the Maya free state if it had succeeded in institutionalizing its churchstate model.
Examining possible parallels between the Cruzob on the one hand and Riel
and the Métis rebellions on the other allows us to place the latter within a very
long tradition of questioning of not only the process of colonization but also
the process of postcolonial consolidation of the nation state on a hemispheric
scale.60 Although Riel’s orientation towards ultramontanism has struck many
authors as odd and incongruous, it was, in fact, a manifestation of diversity in
the historical religious experience of colonized societies. In a general sense, its
underlying logic resembled that of other socio-religious movements in the
hemispheric context, as illustrated by the case of the Maya free state of Cruzob.
In this way, the Métis rebellions insert themselves into a logic similar to that
put forth in the Mesoamerican context, with the notions or concepts of utopias
indias or the homologous utopia andina for the old Andean Inca space. Both
these utopias are based on the idea that the rupture is conceived as a vast process
of decolonization of the imagined space that is put in place by a radical reorganization in both a religious and political sense.61 Among the most famous examples, the great revolt of Túpac Amaru has already been alluded to. Another
striking example of such a radical moment of rupture and political-religious
reconceptualization is the 1791–1804 Haitian revolution. There the fusion of
the political and religious spheres was expressed, on a symbolic level, by the
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voodoo ceremony of Bois caïman, marking the beginnings of the revolt and
where Toussaint L’Ouverture’s image as revolutionary leader is inseparable from
that of a thaumaturge, who dominates the voodoo kingdom of Christophe
Henri in the north of the island for nearly twenty years.62 This utopian content
is a constant in the vast majority of colonial resistance movements having a
millenarianist orientation.63 Two other celebrated examples that are also contemporaneous with the Métis rebellions are the long-running traditions of resistance of Yaquis, Mayos, and Tomochic in northern Mexico,64 and the famous
revolt of the Canudos in northeast Brazil, with its central mythical figure and
leader, Antonio Conselheiro.65
There are certain caveats to keep in mind, however, when examining and
interpreting messianic and millenarian movements. According to the traditional
conception, messianism is a phenomenon in which “pre-political peoples” – Eric
Hobsbawm’s categorization – responded to crises by redefining their worlds
through utopian discourse.66 The interpretive purchase of this conception is
somewhat limited. The historian is faced with phenomena that cannot simply
be reduced to explanatory frameworks that evoke only “native” universes or
worldviews. The messianic occurrences are too frequent and occur in too many
settings to be explained fully by the evocation of a blanket, nebulous, pre-political
native process.67 Messianism is frequent, complex, and involves the reinvention
of self through the reinvention of a people’s mental or “imagined” space. One
interesting example of this in our hemisphere is the case of Sandino, which had
both a Creole discourse and a spiritualism linked to an anti-imperialist agenda.68
Another, even more interesting, example is that of Jules-Paul Tardivel, who,
similar to Riel, elaborated his societal project of a theocracy, his “Republic of
New France,” using a utopian ultramontanism that seemed not only desirable
but also achievable when it takes as its inspiration the mythic figure of García
Moreno.69
Beyond this re-questioning of both the essentially millenarian character of
Riel and the fact that millenarianism remains to this day the dominant interpretive approach to Riel’s thoughts and his political and spiritual roles, the most
interesting element that can be taken from the above comparison of the Métis
rebellion centred at Batoche with the five decades of existence of the Cruzob
centred in Chan Santa Cruz concerns the Exovidat. The Exovidat proposed an
alternative conception of society for the Métis that was historically situated
within the realm of actual possibility. What we are seeing in both cases are
original forms of political and religious reinvention that are posited as viable
alternatives to the subaltern position imposed on a population by the post
colonial logic of the state and the Church. In both cases, we see some of the
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most sophisticated attempts to fuse the dynamics of religion making with
that of nation building in a perspective that was both simultaneously the sacralization of the political and the politicization of the religious.70 This seemed
eminently logical and possible to Riel as he based his thinking on a utopian
ultramontanism that was eminently desirable and attainable.
As to questions concerning the viability of the Exovidat, one simply has to
turn to the example of the half-century of existence of the Cruzob. Although
both the societal models proposed in Batoche and in Chan Santa Cruz deviated
sharply from traditional (occidental) views of the roles of Church and state, this
does not mean that they were inherently flawed. The fall of the Cruzob was not
linked to its fusing of the infrapolitical to a lived daily piety. Rather, it resulted
from a changing regional geopolitical context linked to the normalization of
relations between Mexico and Great Britain at the end of the nineteenth century.71 The fall of the Cruzob can be tied directly to the disappearance of a
middle ground following a vast and repressive campaign of regional pacification. In North America, the example of the rise and demise of a “Comanche
Empire” seems a particularly relevant comparison.72 There is a direct correlation
between the possibility for autonomy in frontier regions and the elaboration of
alternative constructs of society. There is also, more sadly, a correlation between
the truly vast process – loosely coined “Indian Wars” – raging from the northern
Plains to Patagonia, and the eventual disappearance of these last spaces of
autonomy. This double correlation is the key element in explaining the messianic character of the rebellions. It gives meaning to what we term, to paraphrase
Weber, the process of re-enchantment of the world. In societies experiencing
profound crises, as their economic, social, and symbolic points of references
are questioned, the miraculous becomes the only possible or imagined answer.
In his writings and in the first tentative and tantalizing decisions of the Exovidat,
Riel proposed a vast redefinition of the world, both temporal and imagined,
that was constructed on the bases of a geopolitically reconfigured faith. In his
view of the world, only these reconstructed physical and mental spaces could
guarantee the survival of his people. This was especially true in the context of
the northern Plains, given the truly enormous disparity in strength that existed
between the colonial powers and the Métis by 1885.
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Rethinking Edward Ahenakew’s Intellectual Legacy:
Expressions of nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan
(Cree Consciousness or Thinking)
Tasha Beeds

As articulated by many Indigenous scholars, writers, storytellers, and
kêhtê-ayak (Old Ones),1 we must write and speak from our own places of being
and experience. If we do so, we can ground our research in tâpwêwin (truth).
The first words often given by nêhiyawak (Cree and Cree-Métis people)2 and
other Indigenous peoples articulate kinship and territory connections, placing
introductions within the web of wâhkôtowin (kinship/ the way we are related to
one another and the rest of Creation). As a woman of nêhiyaw Métis and mixed
Caribbean ancestry, I was raised within the territories of my mother’s people:
kinêpiko-maskotêw (Snake Plains), atâhk-akohp (Star-Blanket/Sandy Lake First
Nations), and nêwo-nâkiwin ([the] Fourth Stop – Mont Nebo). These are the
territories of my maternal ancestors, the places where they walked, lived, loved,
birthed, and died. nimosômak (my grandfathers) were men of the land and
nôhkomak (my grandmothers) were keepers of it. Their bones rest under the
prairie grass and their voices whisper with the wind through the poplars, jack
pines, and maples. Following the trail of nêhiyaw Métis poet and writer Gregory
Scofield in Thunder through My Veins, I “claim the rite” to the voices of my
people – all of the grandmothers and grandfathers whom I embody.3 When I
entered the world, they entered it again through me. They are the ancestors who
flow through my consciousness, who are beside me always, and whose spirits
animate the territories I call home.
My scholarship emerges from this space of nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan (Cree
consciousness) and, like other contributors to this volume, especially Carmen
Lansdowne and Denise Nadeau, I consider my academic endeavours to be much
more than an intellectual exercise. As a scholar, I believe that a crucial part of
my responsibility is to contribute to the recovery of Indigenous intellectual, emotional, physical, and spiritual spaces, both within and outside of academia. In
light of this responsibility, I consciously attempt to work “on the inside of language” as Kiowa writer Scott Momaday states:

120 Tasha Beeds

There is nothing more powerful [than words]. When one ventures to speak, when
he [or she]4 utters a prayer or tells a story, he [or she] is dealing with forces that are
supernatural and irresistible. He [or she] assumes great risks and responsibilities.
He [or she] is clear and deliberate in his [or her] mind and in his [or her] speech;
he [or she] will be taken at his [or her] word ... To be careless in the presence of
words, on the inside of language, is to violate a fundamental morality.5

I was raised to be aware of words and the spiritual power they carry when
one is speaking and, by extension, when one is writing. As such, I approach my
work in academia by carrying an awareness of my “word bundles”6 as well as
an awareness of the responsibilities I have to them and to the ancestral, territorial, and communal connections that inform my work.
As a child, I could feel my ancestors when I picked blueberries, saskatoons,
and chokecherries with my aunties and mother, and when I rode in the back of
the truck with nôhkom and nimosôm as we made our way to different reserves
for feasts, ceremonies, and celebrations. I stepped in the same places as my ancestors did when I followed my uncle and cousins through the bush hunting deer
and when we gathered at the lake to fish. I heard my ancestors when nimosôm
and I sat back to back under the trees and he told me the stories of kistêsinâw/
wîsahkêcâhk (Elder Brother/Sacred Being),7 of the mêmêkwêsisak (Little
People/Sacred Being), and of the wîtihkow (a Sacred Being of Cannibalistic
Darkness). It was through nimosôm that I first came to know these spiritual
beings that are housed in the âtayôhkêwina (sacred stories); at the time, I never
realized what a gift he was giving me. Others from my community, like my
teacher and mentor Maria Campbell, provided me with another level of understanding in regards to the âtayôhkêwina. From her, I also came to know the
work of the late nêhiyaw Anglican Minister Edward Ahenakew. Because he was
from atâhk-akohp, some of my family members had personally known him. In
fact, one of his sisters, Flora, married into the Beeds family. I had heard of
Edward Ahenakew growing up; I knew he was very well respected within
nêhiyaw and Métis communities, but I never realized the legacy he left for
nêhiyawak until I began to study his life and writing.
A Life of Convergence
In the territories of Western Indigenous Nations, Edward Ahenakew was one
of the first nêhiyaw people in the post-reserve era to bridge the Indigenous
and non-Indigenous worlds in terms of language, spirituality, and politics. Born
in 1885, he was an Anglican Minister and a nêhiyaw napêw (Cree man); he was
also a leader of the people and of the church; he wrote and spoke both English
and nêhiyawêwin (the Cree language); he was also a linguist, a writer, and an
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oral historian. Ahenakew was very well educated in both the Euro-Canadian
school system and the nêhiyaw system. He was exposed to classical nêhiyaw
ideas, philosophies, and language by the nêhiyaw kêhtê-ayak who surrounded
him during his childhood and as an adult. He was also highly skilled and competent in the Euro-Canadian education system. In 1903, Ahenakew passed his
junior matriculation exams and went on to teach at John Smith First Nations
as well as Sturgeon Lake and Fort a la Corne.8 He attended Wycliffe College in
Toronto and then Emmanuel College in Saskatoon, where he received his degree
in theology. He was ordained in 1912 as an Anglican Minister and served eight
different First Nations communities.9 After the 1918 flu epidemic, he enrolled
in the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Alberta but had to leave due to
physical illness and other circumstances. In 1920, he served as the first president
of the League of Indians of Western Canada.10 Ahenakew was made a canon of
St. Alban’s Cathedral in 1933 and received an honorary doctorate of divinity in
1947.11 His accomplishments extended to the writing world when he published
“Cree Trickster Tales,” a section of the nêhiyaw spiritual narratives known as
the âtayôhkêwina (sacred stories) in 1929 in the Journal of American Folklore.
In 1938, he was instrumental in helping to create a Cree-English Dictionary.12
He also wrote and distributed a publication called the Cree Guide, which was
written primarily in syllabics, the nêhiyaw writing system.13 Finally, the oral narratives with which he was entrusted by nêhiyaw leader kâ-pitikow (Thunder
child) were published posthumously in 1973 in a book titled Voices of the Plains
Cree, edited by Ruth Buck. It is clear Ahenakew saw value in both nêhiyawêwin
(the Cree language) and English.
In many ways, Ahenakew epitomized not only an era of transition but also
one of intersection. Often, discourse about Indigenous and non-Indigenous
societies and people focuses on the diametrical differences between them instead of the ways in which they exhibit similarities. Members of contemporary
Indigenous intelligentsia, however, such as Anishinaabe scholar Dale Turner,
are a part of a new generation of Indigenous people who examine manifestations
of these points of convergence and the ways they overlap. For instance, Turner
states: “As a matter of survival, Aboriginal intellectuals must engage the nonAboriginal intellectual landscape from which their political rights and sovereignty are put to use in Aboriginal communities.”14 By engaging and seeing the
ways Indigenous peoples have historically adapted “outsider” knowledge, we
can also envision new means of bringing our traditional ways of knowing into
contemporary situations. Edward Ahenakew exemplifies resiliency and adaptability in his engagement of the non-Indigenous intellectual landscape, although
some scholars have argued he was inherently conflicted with his multiple and
differing roles.
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Often, Ahenakew’s vital role in the preservation of nêhiyawiwin (Creeness)
is not taken into account by many scholars simply because he was a Christian
minister; others have missed key elements in regards to their analysis of
Ahenakew’s place in history by removing it from the paradigm of nêhiyaw
culture. If one examines him in the context of nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan,
like nêhiyaw scholar Winona Wheeler does, one can see how Ahenakew drew
upon his nêhiyaw beliefs, wherein “conflict” is not a necessary outcome of the
meeting of cultures. Because of his varying roles, it is clear Ahenakew achieved
what nêhiyaw Métis scholar Joe Couture describes as a “pluridimensional state
of being.”15 Instead of simply choosing one way or the other, Ahenakew achieved
this state of being by becoming all that he was capable of becoming. Further
more, because he was grounded in nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan through his
early life experiences, his in-depth mentorship with kêhtê-ayak, such as
kâ-pitikow, and through his knowledge of nêhiyaw oral histories, he was able
to channel mamâhtâwisiwin into his writing. “mamâhtâwisiwin,” as a noun, is
the Great Mystery; as a verb, it is the process of tapping into the life force. It
also denotes the spiritual power that stretches beyond our own historicity to
other times and places. Ermine further concludes: “This Cree concept describes
a capacity to be or do anything, to be creative.”16 Ahenakew was creative in his
capacity to be and, like many others of his generation, looked for ways to move
through a time of major upheaval in nêhiyaw culture and society in order to
bring the past forward so that future generations could benefit.
Edward Ahenakew’s Transitioning of “ê-kî-mâyahkamikahk”
(When/Where It Went Wrong)
Ahenakew was born during the 1885 Resistance, a time of great change for In
digenous peoples in their territories of western Canada. In nêhiyaw oral history,
the Resistance is much more than an armed conflict between nêhiyaw Métis
and Euro-Canadians. According to many nêhiyawak, this time period is known
as ê-kî-mâyahkamikahk (when/where it went wrong). This is an era marked
with pâstâhowin or the transgressions of nêhiyaw natural laws. By forcefully
restructuring the land, Euro-Canadians negatively shifted the âtayôhkanak, the
spiritual powers of the land. Indigenous people’s place within the land, and
within the realm of the âtayôhkanak, was also radically altered, thus negatively
affecting the ties of wâhkôtowin. This is the era when Euro-Canadians attempted
to control the land, the beings, and the people, violently disregarding nêhiyawak
core values such as honour, humility, truth, and respect in the process.
The kêhtê-ayak who mark this time period with the heaviness of pâstâhowin
do so because some of them were only one or two generations removed from
the events, and they see their effects today, in the young people and in the
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environment. Often, these lived memories are shadowed with pain and sadness
for nêhiyawak. For them, this time period was one of great suffering. As Noel
Dyck states: “The events of 1885 sealed the fate of the reserve agricultural program and provided the pretext for the imposition of a repressive system of
reserve administration that lasted until the middle of the twentieth century.”17
pîhtokahânapiwiyin (Poundmaker) “remarked that after the uprising ‘[being]
Indian was like being in a cage ... There was no freedom for an Indian.’ [pîhtokahânapiwiyin] Poundmaker was also referring to how this marginalization had
become not only social, but with the arrival of the pass system, became physical
as well.”18 Indigenous peoples were, as pîhtokahânapiwiyin remarked, physically
confined and treated like animals by the Euro-Canadians of the day.
Bearing ê-kîmâyahkamikahk: The Strength of Edward Ahenakew’s
ohkoma (Grandmother)
Ahenakew came into the world when it was shifting for his people, and his own
narrative of his birth elucidates the hardship and difficulties the people faced
and simultaneously honours the strength and determination of his ohkoma.
The following narrative was included in a paper titled “Genealogical sketch of
my family,” which Ahenakew wrote in 1948. He states:19
Her name was Keeskanakwas (kîskanakwâs/Cut Sleeve), her Christian Name
being Mary. As her husband, Ahenakew, was the brother of a chief, so was she
the sister of one, of Chief Red Pheasant Kamekosit-Peyaao who had his hunting
grounds in the Battleford country. When the Rebellion broke out, Cut Sleeve was
visiting her daughter in that country. All the others of her sons and daughters
were in the Prince Albert country. Anxious for them, she left Poundmaker’s Re
serve where her daughter lived, and started for Sandy Lake, some one hundred
and fifty miles away. She was determined to travel over the Thickout Hills. The
winter had ended but there was still snow on the ground and there was no road.
More than that, she had little food, for her daughter’s house had been broken into
and ransacked. Snaring a rabbit when she could and eating withered rosehips
and shrivelled berries, she was able to keep alive and to go a few miles each day.
She mended her moccasins until they could no longer be mended, and then she
made others for her feet from pieces of her blanket. Growing steadily weaker, she
could travel only a few miles each day, and it was more than a month before she
reached Sandy Lake. Fortunately the band had returned from the neutral encampment at Prince Albert. But when she came within sight of her son’s camp, it seemed
deserted. She crawled towards it, for her stumbling weakness, her worn feet made
walking too painful. And at the door to the teepee, she found that still more effort
was required of her. My mother was quite alone, and it was the hour of my birth.
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Had she not come, had she not found still the strength to help, I might not be
here to write this today.20

Ahenakew encompasses a great deal in this small narrative. He outlines nêhiyaw
band territories, his kinship ties, and the prominence of his ohkoma kîskanakwâs’s family while also establishing the influence of Christianity. He also brings
the abstraction of the “Rebellion” to a personal level. Much of the documented
record about the 1885 Resistance and the surrounding events was recorded
through the lens of Euro-Canadian eyes with little acknowledgment, if any, of
how the daily lives of Indigenous people were impacted.
In his birth narrative, Ahenakew speaks of how his ohkoma was “anxious” for
her family; he captures her love, concern, and fear for her sons and daughters.
The troubles have already impacted pîhtokahânapiwiyin and his people, as
kîskanakwâs’s daughter’s home has been ransacked of food. Without stating so
outright, the narrative establishes the sense of danger present for Indigenous
people and paints a changing landscape where food is no longer plentiful. The
inclusion of the place name “Thickout Hills,” where kîskanakwâs is “determined”
to go, also articulates the difficult terrain she must move through to reach
atâhk-akohp. Despite these obstacles, kîskanakwâs walks 150 miles to ensure
that her family is safe. At the end of the narrative, Ahenakew honours his
ohkoma with his life. He is here because of her strength and courage, and his
gift “of writing” is directly connected to her. His gift of writing also allows us,
as a new generation of nêhiyawak, to understand the 1885 Resistance from a
nêhiyaw perspective. It also allows us to honour those nêhiyaw women who
were so often left out of the historical narratives.
The story of Ahenakew’s ohkoma and his birth are part of the key to understanding him, not just as an educated Anglican clergyman but also as a nêhiyaw
napêw. When I visited Maria Campbell in the summer of 2009 at Gabriel’s
Crossing, she told me of how, as little as one generation ago, Indigenous women
placed the placenta of childbirth in the earth so that the child born would always
find his or her way home. Through this ceremony, the connection nêhiyawak
have to kikâwinâw-askiy (Our Mother – Earth/Land) is honoured, maintained,
and ensured by nêhiyaw women. In his birth narrative, Ahenakew tells us his
ohkoma’s Christian name, Mary, but it is her nêhiyaw name that he uses.
Although influenced by Christianity and educated in the Euro-Canadian system,
one can see by his writings that Ahenakew was bound to his people and his
territory through the presence and actions of his kêhtê-ayak. Furthermore, as
Stan Cuthand notes in the introduction of Voices of the Plains Cree, after his
birth Ahenakew “was sickly and frail”; subsequently, Ahenakew’s mother, Ellen
Ermine Skin, “made a solemn vow. If he lived, she would present him to the
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Church for the ministry.”21 Pragmatically, by presenting him to the Church, his
mother was ensuring that if he did live he would have an education and a chance
at life. Her generation was experiencing, first hand, the changes that were coming inevitably to nêhiyawak. Like the ancestors before them, they always looked
ahead to ensure the well-being of future generations. As the treaties indicate,
education was a part of that planning. On a spiritual level, her vow shows syncretism wherein a belief in the Creator crosses cultures. Many nêhiyawak, including my own mosôm, said that praying in a church or a field, in English
or in nêhiyawêwin, was the same: Creator hears all prayers wherever you say
them. Furthermore, incorporating elements of Christianity into their spiritual
practices and beliefs would not have been something nêhiyawak had never
done before. For instance, they brought in other Indigenous cultural spiritual
practices from other Indigenous peoples like the Anishinaabe. Regardless of
cultural differences, Ahenakew’s mother was presenting her son to the Creator.
Furthermore, within the context of her nêhiyaw culture, where words are sacred
and binding, such a vow would not have been taken lightly. From his birth,
Ahenakew’s dual path was set.
Edward Ahenakew’s Dual Path: Christianity and okihcitawiyihtamowin
(Thinking through the Worthy Men’s/Providers’ Society)
As a young child, Ahenakew attended the reserve missionary school taught by
his uncle Louis Ahenakew. Then, at the age of eleven, he left the reserve to attend the Emmanuel College Boarding School in Prince Albert.22 After teaching
at the John Smith missionary school, he attended Wycliffe College in Toronto.23
He achieved great success with his studies, as the following excerpt from the
history of the Saskatchewan Anglican Diocese articulates:
With the establishment of Emmanuel College in Saskatoon, he transferred his
theological studies there and graduated with the Degree of L.Th. and a B.A.
from the University of Saskatchewan. He was appointed a missionary at Cedar
Lake on a temporary basis, and after his ordination to the Priesthood in 1912 was
appointed to assist Rev. J.R. Matheson at Onion Lake. When Mr. Matheson suffered a paralytic stroke and was unable to continue an active ministry, Edward
Ahenakew became responsible for the seven or eight reserves of the Mission
which he served well and conscientiously.24

One reason he “served” the reserves so well was that he could communicate
with the members of his parish. In 1976, the late kêhtê-ayak Norman Burns
stated: “Today, hardly anybody goes to church. When we do go, our minister,
who is from Kinistino, speaks English. Before, when Edward Ahenakew was a
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minister, everybody went because he spoke in Cree and we were all able to
understand him.”25 In 1918, the flu epidemic hit nêhiyaw territory and, as
Maria Campbell describes in Halfbreed, “so many of our people died that
mass burials were held.”26 During this time period, Canon Ahenakew “helped
care for the sick who were unable to access transportation for outside medical
care.”27 After bearing witness to the suffering and deaths of his people, and with
the goal of providing future assistance to them, Ahenakew received a leave from
the church to attend the University of Alberta’s Faculty of Medicine to become
a physician.28
Upon successfully completing three years of medical study, Ahenakew fell
ill due to the extreme circumstances in which he was living. He recounted
this experience to W. Bleasdell Cameron for an article in The Western Producer
in 1950:
“I had very little money,” he said, “and was obliged to practice the most rigid
economy. I had a small room in an apartment block over the river and I used to
buy a good size piece of beef ready roasted; this I placed on the sill outside my
window where it froze solid. I lived on this frozen meat and little else. When one
piece was finished, I bought another. “Well, after a time I began to feel not too
well and it wasn’t a great while after until I was down and out. One of the doctors
examined me. ‘Young man’, he said, ‘you’re trying to kill yourself; what do you
think you are, a polar bear trying to live on frozen meat!’ He said my stomach
was almost paralyzed so I left the University and did not go back. I was ill for a
year though I never stopped working.”29

This narrative speaks to the strength of Ahenakew’s character and spirit. Not
only did he live in abject poverty during medical school, but Ahenakew would
have been one of the few Indigenous persons in the college – if not the only
one. Because the school was in Alberta, he would not have had familial or
community support. The demands of undertaking medical studies on one’s
own are difficult, let alone while facing the other obstacles Ahenakew describes.
In the foreword to Voices of the Plains Cree, Cuthand adds to the frozen-meat
narrative by citing a letter sent by Ahenakew in 1922: “I have been in hospital
here (Lloydminster) since I came back from Edmonton (nervous breakdown)
and am only getting on my feet again.”30 The University of Alberta’s Faculty of
Medicine was arguably Ahenakew’s “Thickout Hills”; however, in a fashion
similar to that of his kôhkom, Ahenakew was determined to help his people.
This sense of responsibility to the people is in keeping with nêhiyaw culture.
Like the nêhiyawak leaders before him, and of his era, Ahenakew had a profound
sense of wâhkôtowin and his place within it.
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Ahenakew was also grounded in a nêhiyaw sense of being in terms of his
responsibilities and obligations as a nêhiyaw napêw. This grounding emerged
from Ahenakew’s close kinship ties to some of the most prominent nêhiyaw
families of his era. Speaking to Ahenakew’s experience in residential school,
where two of his cousins make him feel at ease when he first arrives, Stan Cuthand
states in the introduction to Voices of the Plains Cree: “As they would in later
years, this web of family relations connected him with a larger community and
eased his transitions from place to place.”31 Ahenakew was a member of nêhiyaw
leader atâhk-akohp’s family; he also had kinship ties to other leaders. He was,
in the Western worldview, the “grandnephew of Chief Poundmaker” and “StarBlanket”32; however, in nêhiyawiwin, pîhtokahânapiwiyin and atâhk-akohp
would be his mosômak. His kinship was also extended to other leaders such
as mistawâsis (Big Child), kâ-mihkosit pêwayis (Red Pheasant), and wataniy
(Wuttunee).33 As his description of the kisêyiniwak (Old Men) shows, these
nêhiyaw leaders had a profound influence on Ahenakew:
The role ... of Old Man, has been an institution of Indian Life through the centuries ... Old Men have had a responsible and important position to fill with the
band. In a sense, they have supplied our moral code, taking the place both of
historians and legal advisers. It was the Old Men who were the influence for good,
who sought to right wrongs and to settle disputes; it was the Old Men who were
qualified to speak, for they had passed through most of the experiences of life,
and their own youthful fires were burned out ... An Old Man often had the gift
of eloquence, enhanced by descriptive language and by superb mastery of gesture
... All these stories were hoarded in the minds of Old Men[;] they were kept intact,
unchanging, entrusted through the years by one generation to the next. An Old
Man dared not lie, for ridicule that was keen and general would have been his
lot, and his standing as a teller of authentic events would have suffered. Of necessity then, his veracity had to be unimpeachable, and this, together with welldeveloped powers of observation, made him an authentic repository for the annals
of his people, a worthy medium through whom the folklore of previous generations could be transmitted.34

The respect in Ahenakew’s words shows that he did not sacrifice his sense of
nêhiyaw being in taking on the role of canon for the Anglican Church. In comparing the kisêyiniwak to an “institution,” Ahenakew emphasizes how, collectively, they represent Euro-Canadian organizations such as the churches and
the universities. Ahenakew’s respect for the kêhtê-ayak and his kinship ties
ensured that Ahenakew learned from leaders such as kâ-pitikow, also known
as piyêsiw-awâsis. When he went to kâ-pitikow’s reserve to recuperate from the
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Figure 1 pîhtokahânapiwiyin (Poundmaker). Treaty 6
nêhiyaw leader and one of Ahenakew’s mosômak.
Saskatchewan Archives Board, R-B8775

illness he suffered upon leaving medical school, Ahenakew spent his time collecting the man’s oral narratives; this collaboration, Voices of the Plains Cree,
was edited by Ruth Buck.
Ahenakew also wrote and published an Anglican newsletter, the Cree Monthly
Guide, written in nêhiyaw syllabics, and helped to prepare a nêhiyaw-English
dictionary. Ahenakew had few contemporaries, but nêhiyaw Joseph Dion from
Long Lake and Mike Mountain Horse of the Kainai Nation were writing at the
same time that he was. As Cuthand states:
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Figure 2 Treaty 6 nêhiyaw leaders. Standing (left to right): Louis O’Soup and NWMP
interpreter and scout Peter Hourie. Seated (right to left): Treaty 6 nêhiyaw leaders.
atâhk-akohp (Starblanket), kâh-kwîwîstahâw (Flying in a Circle), and mistawâsis
(Big Child). These leaders, along with pîhtokahânapiwiyin above, were some of the
Old Men Ahenakew felt were so crucial to nêhiyaw society. Photo taken at the
unveiling of the Brant Memorial in Ontario, 16 October 1886. Library and Archives
Canada, C-019258
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Figure 3 kâ-pitikow/piyêsiw-awâsis
(Thunderchild). Ahenakew wrote
and published several of kâ-pitikow’s
oral narratives about nêhiyaw life.
These narratives provide valuable
insight into the nêhiyaw world
before the reserve era. University of
Saskatchewan, University Archives and
Special Collections, MSS C550/2/5.18a

These writers knew enough of the cultural context of the old times to respect
them, and although they were Christians they did not want the beliefs of their
fathers to be forgotten or discounted ... they spoke their languages, had an instinctive feeling for their people, and had a profound respect for the values of their
own communities. They saw themselves defending their communities against
ugly stereotypes and condescension through their writing.35

All of these writers are examples of how Indigenous peoples synchronized the
English language with their own respective cultures and, in doing so, maintained
and preserved not only their cultures, but also their languages and worldviews.
In addition to his writing, Ahenakew was also active in the League of In
dians, a political organization initially formed in what had become Ontario
by F.O. Loft, a Haudenosaunee (People of the Longhouse) veteran of the First
World War. He sought to improve the lives of his people and other Indigenous
nations. Loft travelled extensively “to unite Indians nationally through common
concerns with the federal government Indian policies,” and he “faced tremendous opposition from the federal government” during a time when Indigenous
people were being “charged by police for ‘violations’ of the existing Pass laws.”36
One of the first meetings in western Canada was held in 1921 at Thunderchild.
Rarihokwats states: “The platform was to create unity to battle against oppressive Indian Affairs policy, to promote religious freedom, and to regain the right
to travel outside the reserve without passes, demanding that no further land
surrenders be undertaken, that economic programs be instituted, and generally, that the spirit and terms of the treaties be honoured and respected.”37
Ahenakew was aware of the oppression his people faced and attempted to take
action through his involvement in the League.
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As Voices of the Plains Cree indicates, Ahenakew was very cognizant of politics
and the needs of the people: “The principal aim of the League, I would say, is
equality for the Indian as citizen – equality, that is, in the two-fold meaning of
privilege and responsibility; and to achieve this objective, our first emphasis
must be upon improved educational and health programs.”38 Because of his
skills and, I would argue, his respect for the kisêyiniwak, Ahenakew was elected
president of the League of Indians of western Canada. The nêhiyaw leaders that
Ahenakew spoke so highly of, such as kâ-pitikow, and those of his generation
supported Ahenakew in this key political role. These leaders needed someone
who could converse in both nêhiyawêwin and English. Ahenakew was, as
Cuthand articulates, “the voice of many people during his term.”39 The fact that
he held such a prominent position speaks to his reputation among the people
as a leader.
Ahenakew continued to be active in the League from 1919 until 1932, when,
after a trip to Ottawa on behalf of the League, “the Indian Department urged
the bishop to tell him to attend to his duties as a churchman and not to meddle
with the affairs of the state.”40 Ahenakew’s position as a minister did provide
him with a certain amount of power, which he recognized; however, he was
still held in check by the Church. Cuthand, recalling a narrative about Ahenakew
told to him by his father, states: “They had many talks and he told my father
that he believed that white people discriminated against Indians. He felt that
the only job an Indian could have was to be a minister in the church because
in the church there would be no discrimination.”41 He goes on further to articulate how Ahenakew was “loyal to the Anglican church to the end of his
days,” although “the church did little to reward his long service.”42 Some might
argue that, as an Anglican missionary, Ahenakew was a symbol of assimilation
working to convert his people – similar to the argument that English has only
served to colonize Indigenous peoples. This critique is a simplistic dichotomy,
however, placing Indigeneity in an “either/or” category alongside Christianity.
As other essays in this volume emphasize, the categories of “Indigenous” and
“Christian” were not mutually exclusive and often intersected in complex and
contradictory ways.
Many scholars writing about Ahenakew emphasize this loyalty to the church
and his commitment to nêhiyawak as a sign that he was conflicted in his dual
roles. Deanna Reder writes: “On one hand he was a fierce critic of government
policy and bitter at the prejudice he experienced within the church and in
general society. On the other hand he was known by his community to be a
devout Christian, loyal to the British Royal family and a devoted Anglican
cleric.”43 Reder, citing Cuthand, goes on to articulate how Ahenakew was “caught
between two worlds, and was often more loyal to the church.”44 These two
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characteristics are also reiterated in Goodwill and Sluman’s narrative about
nêhiyaw leader John Tootoosis. They also cite Cuthand in their interpretation
of Ahenakew: “it can be seen from his writings that his heart and instincts were
very much with the League. It must have been difficult for him, as it has been
for so many Indians, to be thus pulled in two different directions at the same
time, but John and others who knew him then felt that Edward’s loyalty was
first to the church.”45 Ahenakew may have experienced difficulties, but were his
roles intrinsically conflicted?
Citing Brundige, Reder concludes that Ahenakew’s roles were in opposition
to one another and, subsequently, posed a problem that was “a personal one
for Aboriginal people under colonization” since “how are we to make sense of
our life if we are caught between two opposing narratives?”46 Inherent in these
conclusions regarding Ahenakew as a man whose “position was particularly
conflicted as well as scrutinized” is the notion that Christianity and nêhiyawiwin
are antagonistic to one another.47 Although Ahenakew experienced hardship
and conflict as a nêhiyaw napêw and as a Christian minister during his lifetime, as did many others of that generation, the two roles are not necessarily
“opposing narratives” if one applies the Haudenosaunee theory of “complex
understanding.”
Onondaga scholar David Newhouse articulates the theory of complex understanding as being rooted in Haudenosaunee thought. This theory “doesn’t work
in an either-or fashion. A phenomenon is not one thing or another but all things
at one time,” creating “a constantly changing reality that is capable of transformation at any time.”48 In her article, Reder asks: “Given the generic expectations of autobiography produced in the 1920s, how would Ahenakew, bilingual
and literate, an activist and a cleric, a Cree and a Christian, be able to express
his opinions and experiences, especially when some of what he articulates is in
opposition to himself?”49 This question places Ahenakew’s various roles as
antagonistic to one another and makes the argument that, in order to adapt to
dominant expectations and have the power of self-expression, he would have
to be in opposition to himself. However, instead of viewing Ahenakew as being
either a Christian minister or a nêhiyaw leader, the lens of complex understanding allows for fluidity between the two roles. Ahenakew was capable of “transforming” – not only himself but nêhiyaw culture, language, and worldviews
– into English in order to make known “the view that the Indians have of certain
matters affecting their lives” in order that “others may glimpse what we feel and
experience.”50 Ahenakew’s reality was a “constantly changing one,” but he approached it with a great deal of intelligence and foresight.51 His reality was also
one that was deeply grounded in nêhiyaw-îsîhcikêwina (Cree rituals/culture/
ways) and mâmitonêyihcikan.
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From the time of his birth, Ahenakew was exposed to nêhiyaw-îsîhcikêwina
and mâmitonêyihcikan. His mother’s vow to give him to the ministry in exchange
for his life is also rooted in nêhiyaw culture and one that would have been impressed upon him as a matter of honour and obligation.52 By nêhiyaw laws of
being, he was bound to the Creator to become a Christian minister. Ahenakew
saw how there could be a crossing over between the two spiritualities. Miller,
citing Paul Wallace’s diary, describes the conversation between Ahenakew and
Wallace when Ahenakew was initiated as an okimaw (leader/chief) by the
kisêyiniwak:
[It was] a most impressive ceremony, in the presence of between seven hundred
and eight hundred Indians from Saskatchewan and Alberta. Two chiefs placed
their hands on his shoulder, and outside, then two others placed their hands on
the shoulders of two past chiefs. For half an hour the ceremony continued, and
he walked backward and forward while the chiefs prayed over him. I asked if
such prayer was at all like our Christian prayers. “Yes” he replied quickly, “like
the prayers of the Old Testament.”53

Wallace goes on to describe Ahenakew as being a “real chief ” instead of a “departmental one,” with the difference being that “the real chiefs are elected in
accordance with the old traditions of the people. The Department Chiefs are
chiefs only on the reserves.”54
Ahenakew was, indeed, a leader of the people; in order to be recognized as
such by nêhiyawak, he would have had to have the ability to “walk backward
and forward” – to walk in the old traditions and the new ones. As a nêhiyaw
napêw, an Anglican minister, a writer, a language speaker, and a leader of the
people, Ahenakew was an okihcihtâw (a worthy young man/provider) of his
era. He drew upon the traditions of the Old Ones within the nexus of Christi
anity, showing how nêhiyaw culture is a living, dynamic one.
The Foundations: “Folklore” and the âtayôhkêwina
In 1929, The Journal of American Folklore published Ahenakew’s “Cree Trick
ster Tales.” Founded in 1888, the periodical arose out of the American Folklore
Society, comprising “a collective of university-based humanities scholars, museum anthropologists, and private citizens – including author Mark Twain and
US President Rutherford B. Hayes.”55 William Thoms first used the term “folklore” in Europe in 1846 for “subject matter [that] was ‘more a Lore than a
Literature’ ... to refer to oral genres such as tales, songs, riddles, and proverbs,
as well as customs and beliefs.”56 Even from this early definition, the privileging
of the written is apparent, as is the idea that the oral is more fallible.
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Figure 4 Edward Ahenakew, ca. 1910. Saskatchewan
Archives Board, R-B11359

Thoms’s definition of folklore and the discipline of anthropology were foundational to The Journal’s mandate. In the first issue, published in 1888, the
editorial “On the Field and Work of a Journal of American Folklore” outlines
the journal’s principal research areas in terms of collection, one of which is the
“Lore of the Indian Tribes of North America (myths, tales, etc.).”57 The notion
of the need to preserve the culture and history of the “vanishing Indian” in the
face of “civilization” is at the forefront in terms of the materials The Journal
wished to collect:
A great change is about to take place in the condition of the Indian tribes, and
what is to be done must be done quickly. For the sake of the Indians themselves,
it is necessary that they should be allowed opportunities for civilization; for our
sake and for the future, it is desirable that a complete history should remain of
what they have been, since their picturesque and wonderful life will soon be
absorbed and lost in the uniformity of the modern world.58
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The romanticization of Indigenous societies as “picturesque and wonderful” is
present in this description as is the notion that, once “civilized,” Indigenous
peoples will no longer have histories or cultures. Thus, it is up to societies and
journals such as that of the Journal of American Folklore to document and record
Indigenous “lore” for the sake of preserving “what they have been.”59 In an article
on the writings of Warren, Standing Bear, and Ahenakew, nêhiyaw historian
and scholar Winona Wheeler notes how early Indigenous authors were well
aware of the social and cultural positions of their peoples. She states: “No doubt
they were influenced by the ethnographic rush into Indian country and by
growing public interest in Indigenous lore during this period. However, each
also had more resolute purposes.”60 As Wheeler further specifies, Ahenakew
wrote to inform non-Indigenous readers and to critique “the demoralizing
impact of colonial rule”;61 however, he also wrote for isiniywak (the people).
Writing for isiniywak: The Intercultural Dialogue of Paul Wallace
and Edward Ahenakew
Ahenakew’s collection of the âtayôhkêwina was one of the first collections of
nêhiyaw oral narratives to be recorded in English and, subsequently, published.
Wheeler articulates how Ahenakew, along with other Indigenous writers like
Warren and Standing Bear, “were pressed by an urgency to record the sacred
teachings, histories, philosophies, and ways of life of their people before the destructive assimilating effects of ‘civilization’ wiped them from collective tribal
memories.”62 During this era, Indigenous people were still being severely restricted. The pass system was in place, policies preventing thirst dances and
other ceremonies were enforced while unofficial policies like starvation were
encouraged, residential schools were rampant, and Indigenous peoples were
not recognized as “citizens” despite the fact they had served in the First World
War. The threat of losing these teachings was reflected in Ahenakew’s lived
experiences. As a man educated in two knowledge systems, and as an Anglican
clergyman, Ahenakew had access to avenues his people would not have had
otherwise, avenues such as that provided by Paul Wallace.
One of the reasons Ahenakew’s “Cree Trickster Tales” was published was
because he received assistance from historian, anthropologist, and folklorist
Paul Wallace, whom he met when he attended the University of Alberta. As
Miller states: “One of the most significant influences on Edward Ahenakew
and his writings was his friendship with Paul Wallace, a graduate student at
the University of Alberta and later professor of English at Lebanon Valley Col
lege, Annville[,] Pennsylvania, who specialized in editing and publishing
collections of historical documents.” 63 Miller notes that, although Wallace “believed Ahenakew could be a doorway between Cree knowledge and outsiders’
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appreciation of it,” he also “compartmentalized his friendship with Ahenakew.”64
In other words, Wallace placed Ahenakew in various metaphorical boxes:
Ahenakew was the “Indian” informant with a wealth of information that
Wallace’s profession could make use of, he was Wallace’s peer at the University
of Alberta, he was a fellow writer and historian, and he was a friend.
Initially, Wallace appears to edit Ahenakew’s work with his permission.65 The
editorial board of the Journal had also corresponded with Wallace, desiring that
Ahenakew write “‘additional notes to increase the scientific value of the narratives.”66 The final text was published with only a few explanatory notes and
without credit or thanks to Wallace, so it is unclear whether Wallace in fact did
edit the narratives. Either way, Ahenakew’s friendship with Wallace continued,
and he continued to send Wallace information about nêhiyaw life, culture,
and traditions, as is evident in a letter dated 10 June 1948. In the letter, Ahenakew
expresses his happiness about Wallace’s son following in his father’s footsteps:
“I am so glad that he too is interested in a work that needs to be done now.”67
Almost twenty years after publishing “Cree Trickster Tales,” Ahenakew was still
pressed by the urgency to record nêhiyaw histories and cultural practices.
Although Miller writes that “what is indeterminable was whether Ahenakew
cared about what was actually published when his purposes seem to have been
thwarted by the editorial process and scholarly standards required,”68 Ahenakew’s
initial purpose is clear both in his letter to Wallace and in his description of how
he “worked to entertain partly and also to be as near to the actual form of the
legends [as possible].”69 One of the functions of the âtayôhkêwina is to “entertain,” and the fact that Akenakew wanted to be “near to the actual form” of the
narratives shows how he respected kâ-pitikow and the responsibilities of receiving and carrying these narratives. As the next generation from the Old Men
whom he spoke so highly of and whom he likened to an institution wherein
truth in telling stories is foundational, Ahenakew was aware that his own “veracity had to be unimpeachable.”70 Grounded in nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan,
Ahenakew “demonstrated respect for [his] teachers, [he] humanized rather than
objectified [his] scholarship.”71 He was a scholar ahead of his time. Ahenakew
might have been frustrated in regards to the process of publishing, but he
was dedicated to ensuring that the core of nêhiyawak, the âtayôhkêwina and
kistêsinâw/wîsahkêcâhk, were preserved for future generations.
Although written in English and published in an anthropological journal,
Edward Ahenakew’s “Cree Trickster Tales” is a map of nêhiyaw-îsîhcikêwina,
nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan, and nêhiyawi-itâpisiniwin for those who are
seeking to find their way. The importance of these sacred narratives and of
kistêsinâw/wîsahkêcâhk to nêhiyawak culture and sense of being cannot be
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underestimated. For nêhiyawak, the âtayôhkêwina demonstrate our relationship to land, articulate a set of laws that govern people, and contain both our
spiritual history and our philosophies. They mark wâhkôtowin and show us what
happens when those relationships are out of balance. In addition, our under
standings and interpretations weave around these narratives to animate the
living present. By publishing a section of the âtayôhkêwina, Edward Ahenakew
has given us the opportunity to kiskinômâsowin; we can guide ourselves into
nêhiyaw mâmitonêyihcikan thought, theories, and paradigms. He created
multiple dialogues between the nêhiyaw and the English world. By doing so,
Ahenakew created new discursive possibilities, which we are still learning from,
and he ensured that there was a path to help us find our way into the world of
our ancestors.
kinanâskomitinâwâw for taking the time to read this chapter.
Appendix: Cree Glossary of Terms
atâhk-akohp
Star-Blanket/Sandy Lake First Nations
âtayôhkanak
Spirit Beings
âtayôhkêwina
Sacred Stories
ê-kî-mâyahkamikahk
1885 – when/where it went wrong
isiniywak
the People
kâ-mihkosit pêwayis
Red Pheasant
kâ-pitikow
Thunderchild
kêhtê-ayak
Old Ones
kikâwinâw-askiy
Our Mother – Earth/Land
kinêpiko-maskotêw
Snake Plains/mistawâsis First Nations
kisêyiniw
Old Man
kisêyiniwak
Old Men
kîskanakwâs
Cut Sleeve, Edward Ahenakew’s grandmother
kiskinômâsowin
education/guiding yourself
kistêsinâw/wîsahkêcâhk
Our Elder Brother/Spiritual Being
kôhkom
your grandmother
mêmêkwêsisak
Little People; Spirit Beings
mistawâsis
Big Child
mosômak
grandfathers
napêw
man
nêhiyaw
Cree
nêhiyawak
Cree people and Métis people
nêhiyaw-îsîhcikêwina
Cree rituals/culture/ways
nêhiyawi-itâpisiniwin
a Cree worldview or way of seeing
nêhiyawi-mâmitonêyihcikan Cree consciousness/thinking
nêhiyawêwin
the Cree language
nêhiyawiwin
Creeness
nêwo-nâkiwin
the Fourth Stop – Mont Nebo
nimosôm
my grandfather
nôhkom
my grandmother
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ohkoma
okihcihtâw
okimaw
pahkakos
pâstâhowin
pîhtokahânapiwiyin
tâpwêwin
wâhkôtowin
wataniy
wîtihkow

her/his grandmother
a worthy young man/provider
leader/chief
A Skeletal Spirit/Being
transgression/when one does something wrong it comes back to
him/her
Poundmaker
truth
kinship/the way we relate to one another and the rest of Creation
Wuttunee
A being of cannibalistic darkness; greatly feared
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Notes
1 In similar style to Leanne Simpson’s Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, I translate terms only
once in the text and then include all terms in a glossary at the end of the chapter. I, too,
am not a fluent speaker of nêhiyawêwin – I am a language learner. However, my teacher
and mentor Maria Campbell, along with many other language speakers, has told me it is
essential to use my language, to think through it, and to include it whenever I can as it
helps keep the language alive, encourages learning, and denotes cultural pride. Further
more, although most styles italicize “foreign” languages, it is my position that nêhiyawêwin
must be placed beside English in an equal textual position. I am using English as a means
of discourse; however, I am placing nêhiyaw language within this text as a theoretical and
a living space – a space where words carry spiritual power and a space that I call home.
nêhiyaw words are also not capitalized according to the convention of the orthography
built by Leonard Bloomfield, Ida McLeod, Freda Ahenakew, and H.C. Wolfart. I take
responsibility for any errors in this chapter. See Leanne Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s
Back: Stories of Nishnaabeg Re-Creation, Resurgence and a New Emergence (Winnipeg:
Arbeiter Ring, 2011), 26 and throughout.
2 Although many Indigenous scholars demarcate a line between “nêhiyaw” and “Métis,” I
include both together (in keeping with a teaching from Maria) in order to recognize the
fluid kinship lines and to recognize their shared worldview in the context of the territories
this essay is referring to. When I use the term “nêhiyawak,” I am referring to those who
see the world through nêhiyawi-itâpisiniwin (Cree way of seeing/worldview).
3 Gregory Scofield, Thunder through My Veins (Toronto: Harper Flamingo, 1999), xvi.
4 I’ve added the feminine pronoun for the ease of readers unfamiliar with Indigenous
languages and thought – for instance, in Cree, there are no gendered pronouns, although
there are distinctions made between genders within the language.
5 Scott Momaday, The Man Made of Words: Essays, Stories, and Passages (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1997), 16.
6 Maria uses this term to explain the power and sacred nature of words: each word carries
with it a number of meanings and history; thus we must be very careful with what we say
and how we say it.
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7 kistêsinâw/wîsahkêcâhk is the Sacred Being who is at the centre of the âtayôhkêwina.
Where I come from, nêhiyawak do not use his real name, wîsahkêcâhk, until snow is on
the ground. When the ground is bare, we call him kistêsinâw, or Elder Brother. I use both
terms here in keeping with this understanding.
8 W.F. Payton, An Historical Sketch of the Diocese of Saskatchewan of the Anglican Church
of Canada (Prince Albert: The Anglican Diocese of Saskatchewan, 1974), chap. 21, n.p.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Dale Turner, This Is Not a Peace Pipe: Towards a Critical Indigenous Philosophy (Toronto:
University of Toronto, 2006), 91.
15 Joe Couture, “Explorations in Native Knowing,” in The Cultural Maze, ed. J. Friesen (Cal
gary, AB: Detselig Enterprises, 1991), 63.
16 Willie Ermine, “Aboriginal Epistomology,” in First Nations Education in Canada: The Circle
Unfolds, ed. Marie Battiste and Jean Barman (Vancouver: University of British Columbia,
1995), 104.
17 Noel Dyck, What Is the Indian “Problem”: Tutelage and Resistance in Canadian Indian
Administration (St. John’s: Institute of Social and Economic Research, Memorial University
of Newfoundland, 1991), 56.
18 Kurt Boyer, “1885 – Aftermath,” Our Legacy, http://scaa.sk.ca/ourlegacy/exhibit_
aftermath.
19 Emma LaRocque “challenges Western intellectual conventions with their hegemonic,
canonical assumptions,” noting that Indigenous voices and discourses must be read differently. She articulates how writing and researching within an Indigenous space sometimes
requires the citation of generous portions from Indigenous narratives “without excessive
intrusion.” Citing Zimmerman’s call for a “critical approach that allows for ‘extensive
quotations ... to stand for themselves,’” LaRocque states she is “re-citing the documents
because they have not been readily available to readers, nor have they received the hearing
they deserve.” I agree with both LaRocque and Zimmerman in critiquing the Western
convention that frowns upon the use of long quotations; due to the nature and complexity
of Indigenous narratives, Indigenous oral traditions, and Indigenous methodologies,
there are times when a long quotation is needed in order to articulate the full meaning
or intent of the words. In this manner, I, too, challenge the discursive “authority” of
Western practices in order to clear more pathways to Indigenous ways of being. See Emma
LaRocque, When the Other Is Me (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2012), 12.
20 Ruth Buck, “The Story of the Ahenakews,” Saskatchewan History Magazine 17, 1 (1964): 23.
21 Edward Ahenakew, Voices of the Plains Cree, ed. Ruth Buck (Regina: Canadian Plains
Research Center, 1995), x.
22 Buck, “The Story of the Ahenakews,” 12.
23 Payton, An Historical Sketch, chap. 21, n.p.
24 Ibid., chap. 21, n.p.
25 Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre, kâtâayuk [kêhtê-ayak]: Saskatchewan Indian Elders
(Saskatoon, SK: SICC, 1976).
26 Maria Campbell, Halfbreed (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1973), 20.
27 Charlene Crevier, “Edward Ahenakew,” in The Encyclopaedia of Saskatchewan, ed. Blair
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Part 3
Contemporary Encounters

7
Aporia, Atrocity, and Religion in the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of Canada
Siphiwe Dube

Even today, religious traditions perform the function of articulating
an awareness of what is lacking or absent. They keep alive a sensitivity
to failure and suffering. They rescue from oblivion the dimensions of
our social and personal relations in which advances in cultural and
social rationalization have caused utter devastation.
– Habermas, Between Naturalism and Religion

This chapter begins with the observation that recent public discussions
about the Indian residential schools in Canada serve as a stark reminder of
Christianity’s problematic role in Canadian Indigenous history. In light of this
troubled history, this chapter examines the possible roles for religion within the
mandate of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, also known
as the Indian Residential Schools Truth and Reconciliation Commission (henceforth the TRCC, or the commission). Specifically, I address the complex ways
in which Christian discourse – encompassing both the religious language and
religious institutions of Christianity – informs the commission’s aim of truthfinding and reconciliation.1 Admittedly, the observations highlighted here are
early observations, and ones that privilege my own politics of reading religion,
specifically Christianity, in ambiguous terms.
This chapter argues that the presence of, and the role assumed by, Christian
discourse in terms of both its direct involvement in the residential schools
and in the TRCC’s proceedings reveals ambiguity regarding Christianity’s role
in the process of responding to the residential schools experience. On the one
hand, Christianity seems to provide a language that gives voice to encounters
between Indigenous peoples and the morally horrifying residential schools
experience. At the same time, it seems to provide a way to go beyond such horror by abrogating it in the hope of moving the Canadian nation forward towards
reconciliation. Given the complex colonial relationship between Christianity
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and Indigenous communities in Canada, this ambiguous position of Chris
tianity in the TRCC is both troubling and potentially fruitful. In many ways,
this ambiguous double role of Christianity at the TRCC is nothing new. As
is argued in earlier chapters in this collection by Elbourne, Fehr, and Beeds
especially, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Christianity
inhabited a complex position as both a weapon of colonialism and as a source
of political and spiritual empowerment for Indigenous peoples. The purpose
of this chapter is to explore this ambiguity in the twenty-first century by asking
what role Christian institutions and discourse play in addressing issues of truth
and reconciliation in the TRCC.
A series of questions shape my approach. Given the unambiguously invested
and negative roles assumed by the Anglican, Presbyterian, Roman Catholic,
and United churches in the atrocity of the residential schools, what role is
permissible for the same religious institutions in the process of truth-finding
and reconciliation on which “Canada” has now embarked?2 What role does
Christianity have in imagining a new space of encounter and exchange as that
created by the TRCC as a public institution for truth-telling, witnessing, and
reconciliation? Is it possible to regard the presence of Christian institutions at
the CRTC as contributing to the decolonization process broadly conceived in
this book? Moreover, if the TRCC is to be inclusive in its approach by providing “a holistic, culturally appropriate and safe setting for former students, their
families and communities in which to share their experiences with the commission,” how do the experiences of individual Indigenous Christian Canadians
in particular figure into the negative discourse surrounding the role of the
Christian churches in the residential schools?3 Indeed, what of the Indigenous
traditions such as knowledge mobilization circles that are now being evoked
(as part of the reconciliation processes) in response to the assimilationist discourse of the residential schools? Is this evocation a reiteration of the colonial
impulse, or is it something that stands outside the assimilationist logic of colonialism that informed the residential schools?
Other chapters in this volume speak to such tension by stressing that to acknowledge the significance of the history of Indigenous-Christian encounter
is not necessarily to accept a single narrative of this history. Moreover, as the
editors of this book note in the introductory chapter, it is problematic to reduce
Indigenous-Christian encounters to simply assimilation or survival strategy.
That it is to say, since residential schools were run under the auspices of
Christian religious institutions, it is arguable that their participation is indispensable to the TRCC.4 To dismiss the contributions of Christian institutions
to the commission outright would limit Christianity to its being a wholesale
instrument of colonialism. Hence, because of the way contemporary popular
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Canadian history elides Christianity’s investment in the Canadian nation-state
and nationalism, the concern of this chapter is partly to challenge the elision
of religion in contemporary Canadian history by pointing to Christianity’s
significance in the particular historical moment of the residential schools and
how such a moment continues to haunt Canada’s historical narrative. To that
end, I believe that engaging the religious dimensions of the TRCC illustrates
the kind of critical, dialectical, and interdisciplinary approach taken seriously
by this volume in general with regards to Christian encounters and exchanges
with Indigenous communities and their histories. In paying attention to both
the past and present investment of Christianity in this particular colonial encounter, I hope to acknowledge both the TRCC’s formative contribution to the
whole of Canada’s reconciliatory and nation-building project and recognize
its limitations in achieving such a process of reconciliation due the strained
relationship posed by Christianity as an inspiration for both the residential
schools of the past and for the commission tasked with addressing the morally
horrifying aspects of the residential schools.
This chapter analyzes the TRCC through a number of theoretical lenses
while grounding this theoretical analysis through examination of second-hand
accounts of the TRCC’s first national event, drawn from both the commission’s
website and journalist Marites N. Sison’s Special Report on the TRCC for the
Anglican Journal. Theoretical analysis provides the opportunity to ask questions
that might not otherwise be possible to ask within the strictures imposed by
the language, processes, and spaces set up by the commission. Theory in this
context provides us with the tools to think critically about the TRCC and what
it has to offer those who participate in it. It also offers us the opportunity to
examine the commission’s limitations without completely losing hope in its
possibilities. Given the historical emphasis of the other chapters in this volume,
a theoretical analysis also offers distance from this history and the chance to
imagine other possibilities not otherwise suggested by an examination of the
historical record. By reflecting on the ideological underpinnings of the TRCC
and what it hopes to achieve, the aim is that those who have a stake in the TRCC
will be better able to engage the commission’s capacity to consider truth-finding
and reconciliation processes as part of the larger project of addressing the clefts
in Canada’s history. Of course, as critical race theorist bell hooks notes in her
essay “Theory as Liberatory Practice,” “Theory is not inherently healing, liberatory, or revolutionary. It fulfills this function only when we ask that it do
so and direct our theorizing towards this end.”5 That is to say, unless all those
vested with the power to engage in the process of transformation envisioned
by the TRCC are intentionally self-reflexive about this process, the commission’s
mandates will remain only as potential.
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Some Background
The TRCC is part of the 2006 Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement
(implemented in September 2007) between the survivors of the residential
schools (or representatives thereof), the federal government, and the churches
that administered the residential schools. The Commission aims to document
and expose a hidden chapter in Canadian history that saw over 150,000 First
Nations, Inuit, and Métis children taken from their families and forced into
mostly church-run schools as part of the federal government’s policy of assimilation from the late nineteenth century onwards.6 The last residential school
closed in 1996. During this decade, hundreds of former students, often called
“survivors,” sued the government of Canada and the churches that ran the
residential schools for widespread physical, emotional, and sexual abuse suffered at these schools. The anger of the survivors caused an upsurge that forced
an out-of-court settlement. This settlement included a revised agreement that
mandated the TRCC, along with funds for commemoration and financial
compensation for former students.
While the everyday operation of most schools was left up to the discretion
of the individual churches themselves, the government of Canada officially
sanctioned and financed the schools. In this sense, the government of Canada
supported the missionary project of the churches because they fulfilled the aim
of the government to assimilate Indigenous communities into the mainstream
white Anglo-Canadian society.7 Indeed, the relationship between the “Canadian
State” and the “Christian churches” has been historically framed by an ambivalent
codependence and a paternalistic stance towards the Indigenous communities
of Canada by both sets of institutions, whereby the “civilizing missions” of the
Christian churches and the Canadian nation-state aligned at critical points in
relation to the Indigenous communities. The residential schools issue is one
such major alignment. It should be no surprise, then, that the TRCC today has
to struggle with this ambivalence as well in both its practice and constitution.8
As a result, the role of the churches in the proceedings of the TRCC has been
left open and ill defined. It is this ambiguity about the role of the churches in
the TRCC that must be examined in order to further elucidate the ambivalence
present in the spaces of encounters and exchanges dating from the colonial era
to the present.
Theoretical Locations
Aporetic Religious Responses to Mass Atrocities
The ambiguous role of Christianity and Christian churches in response to mass
atrocities is not a new problem per se, but the Canadian context offers new
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conditions under which to consider this ambiguity and how the TRCC might
harness or engage it critically for its own purposes. A recent volume co-edited
by Thomas Brudholm and Thomas Cushman addresses this issue more generally as a problem of religion and from diverse disciplinary perspectives. In
particular, the essays by Peter Dews, Jennifer Geddes, and Arne Grøn speak
specifically to my concern about the problems raised by the ambiguity of
Christianity in the case of residential schools, even though they speak of “religion” in general and in the context of mass atrocities broadly. While these
scholars are not dismissive of the positive role that religious discourse plays (or
can play) in the context of responding to mass atrocities, they all highlight the
two-pronged nature of this discourse and warn that care should be taken in
appealing to religious discourse as a response to mass atrocities. They all perceive the role of religion as lying uncomfortably between necessity and impossibility. Geddes notes, for example, how religion functions in the context of the
double bind posed by mass atrocities: it seems both necessary to speak about
what happened and impossible to do so adequately.9
While speaking of religion in general as aporetic runs the risk of universalizing, and essentializing at the same time, disparate understandings of meaningmaking beliefs, institutions, and practices (among many things), this chapter
focuses on Christianity in order to contextualize the discussion of religion’s
role in mass atrocity for Canada and the atrocity of the residential schools.
Following Grøn, who argues that a religious response to mass atrocity is aporetic
in the sense that it can be described only in terms of ethics, on the one hand,
and that it seems to find no direct ethical answer on the other.10 That is, religion
(Christianity in the context of the TRCC) can, in responding to atrocity, voice
hope against despair (where the only seemingly possible response is to give up
hope). On the other hand, echoing Jürgen Habermas, “religion can interpret
evil by restoring a world in which humans can also morally re-situate themselves.”11 In this sense, the Christian religion in the context of the TRCC both
reveals and tames the atrocity of the residential schools that it addresses. The
significance of this ambivalence will be made clearer in the discussion of the
official responses of the churches so far to the TRCC. For now, I want to draw
attention to the way this chapter is informed by other scholars’ discussions of
religious ambivalence in the context of mass atrocities.
As I have noted elsewhere about the religious dimensions of the TRC in South
Africa, the use of Christian discourse by that particular commission focused
largely on its abstract and symbolic use of Christian rituals of prayer and confession, and Christian notions of forgiveness and reconciliation in the com
mission’s attempts to restore a world marred by apartheid atrocities.12 That is
to say, the use of Christian discourse in the TRC of South Africa was touted by

150 Siphiwe Dube

the commission itself as having less to do with the exposition of particular
theological doctrines of Christianity per se (despite the leadership of this commission being shared by two Christian clergy) and more to do with harnessing
the ambivalent nature of Christianity’s ability to speak to both the atrocity of
apartheid and the hope of post-apartheid South Africa, despite the fact that
apartheid ideology also relied on certain Christian tenets. In this case, the
dominance of Christian discourse was very clear and problematic for a country
negotiating a new democracy.13
Habermas, Religion, and the Public Sphere
While Dews, Geddes, and Grøn address the problem of religious ambiguity in
the context of ethics, Jürgen Habermas provides another perspective from political philosophy. Of particular significance for this chapter is Habermas’s recent
reminder regarding the increasingly public role that religion has come to play
in modern “Western” (some might even say postmodern) societies.14 Habermas
attaches a significant political function to religion and art, both of which serve
to translate private experiences into public discourse.15 In this sense, it can be
argued that, despite the preponderance of secular language in the Canadian
public sphere, Christian discourse in the context of the TRCC actually plays a
significant mediation role of not only giving voice to very personal experiences
of residential schools trauma in a public forum but also providing a language
with which to share personal experiences in public in the political sense by
challenging the normative historical record that would otherwise elide discussions of the problematic colonial political power dynamic that manifests very
clearly in the residential schools. This form of public religion, in other words,
has the explanatory power to help individuals and communities navigate the
confluences of Christianity as idealized within its core message of acceptance
and the particular instantiation of this religious tradition as a vehicle for atrocity.
In “Faith and Knowledge,” for example, Habermas suggests that modern
secular discourse might do well to pay attention to the power of religious language.16 Moreover, in another essay, “Transcendence from Within, Transcend
ence in this World,” Habermas argues that “since a philosophy which has become
self-critical does not trust itself any longer to offer universal assertions about
the concrete whole of exemplary forms of life, it must refer those affected to
discourses in which they answer their substantial questions themselves.”17 That
is to say, religion might be able to give meaning to life experiences that otherwise
baffle other forms of knowing and apprehending the world, such as legal discourses or other value systems. In this sense, Christianity, as a public religion,
offers an alternative to the unguarded pluralism of secularism.18 In short, the
public use of religious or Christian discourse can contribute meaningfully to
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making us conscious of the limitations of secular discourse and can remain in
dispensable as the bearer of a semantic content easily dismissed by non-religious
discourses because of its explanatory power.19 The importance of Christianity
as an explanatory tool in public discourse about Indigenous issues is of consequence for the TRCC in particular because of the ways in which the personal
experiences of certain Indigenous communities and individuals, unfortunately,
have found voice in the Canadian public sphere only by being deemed as religious or spiritual rather than “political” – this in a context where the politics of
Indigenous communities in Canada constantly come up against mixed responses
from both white and non-white settler communities. The salience of the title
of this volume, Mixed Blessings, serves as an apt iteration of this ambivalence.
However, even if one grants Habermas the benefit of the argument regarding
the opening up of channels through taking public religion seriously, the fact
remains that the use of religious ideas and discourse in response to mass atrocity
is fraught with ambiguity, especially when the religious tradition in question is
culpable.20 Moreover, such ambiguity and ambivalence are problematic in determining adequate responses to the gravity of the residential schools experience outside the limited context of Christian discourse. That is, we must wonder
at the possibility of reconciliation when Christianity is also implicated as a
culprit, as in the case of the residential schools. Does Christian discourse retain
a positive role, providing explanatory power and answering substantial questions as Habermas argues? Or is it possible that Christianity’s ambiguity in the
TRCC gives blanket clemency to the churches that were heavily involved in the
traumatization of Indigenous communities across Canada?
The TRCC: Between Christianity and the Residential Schools Trauma
Arguably, within the context of the TRCC, the significance of Christian discourse
lies precisely in that space between conveying the shame of the residential
schools experience, à la Habermas, and allowing for the containment of this
shame. Given the emphasis on traditional Indigenous practices in some of the
proceedings of the TRCC so far, as well as the high level of engagement by some
of the churches, such as the Anglican Church and the United Church of Canada,
with the commission, Christian discourse is clearly deemed integral. Con
sequently, Christianity can be said to provide a language out of the aporetic
bind it creates for the Indigenous participants of the TRCC in that it works both
apophatically and redemptively. That is to say, by pointing to the residential
schools trauma as something beyond our human capacity to know or understand, while at the same time seeking to bring closure to the trauma, Christian
discourse in the TRCC functions ambivalently. It would be easy to accept the
active role of the churches in the commission were it simply a case of separating
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bad “religion” from good “religion” and assuming that good intentions count
more than bad experiences. This is not the case, however, and the overwhelmingly engaged, although somewhat complex, role of Christianity in the colonization of Indigenous populations around the globe calls into question the
value of separating the good message from the bad messenger. In addition, such
ambivalence grants undeserved clemency to Christian religious institutions
involved in the residential schools trauma to play both sides of the trauma with
minimal guilt – arguments of hybridity and complex negotiations of religion
and colonialism notwithstanding.
As examples from the first national event of the TRCC (held in Winnipeg,
Manitoba, on 16–19 June 2010) demonstrate, there is palpable discomfort among
Indigenous people concerning the presence of clergy and the use of Christian
discourse in the TRCC’s proceedings. For example, during the opening ceremony
in Winnipeg, along with blessings and ritual drawn from varied Indigenous
traditions, the crowd also heard the chair of the commission, Justice Murray
Sinclair, recite the “Lord’s Prayer.” Archbishop Fred Hiltz, primate of the Angli
can Church of Canada, remarked that he was “‘surprised’ that churches were
given a prominent role in the opening ceremonies.” In his evaluation, “The
TRC ‘gave us an opportunity that they didn’t have to give us ... they were very
generous in including us to the extent that they did.’”21 Although Hiltz put it
mildly, his discomfort arguably reflects a broader tension within the TRCC
concerning the issue of how to acknowledge that Christian discourse was a big
part of the residential schools trauma while also providing hope for those seeking to address the effects of this trauma.
In general, the TRCC’s first national event received praise not only from
Justice Sinclair but also from former Governor General Michaëlle Jean and
high-ranking church clergy. Sinclair, for example, called the event a “special,
excellent start.”22 The National Indigenous Anglican bishop, Mark MacDonald,
called the event “a movement that can’t be stopped. This is a ceremony that’s
just beginning ... It was not just truth-telling and hearings in the western sense,
but ceremony in which the truth was told ... Survival was celebrated as well ...
God came and was here listening to the hurts and the pain.”23 However, this
positive praise, particularly in the statements of Sinclair and MacDonald, does
not fully convey the complex reception that the TRCC’s first national event
received.
At face value, it would seem that the positive reception elides the complexity
of the Christian churches’ role in both the residential schools system and the
TRCC. However, this would be an inaccurate representation of the complicated
ways in which the commission has been received by both “survivors” and the
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churches involved in the residential schools saga. One of the key events highlighting this complexity was a forum entitled “Native Traditional Spiritualities
in Conversation with Christianity,” which took place on the second day of the
event. During the forum, MacDonald presented a complex picture of his role as
an Indigenous Anglican priest and bishop. Other panellists, who also spoke of
their complex relationship with Christianity, included Sister Eva Solomon, a
Catholic nun of the Sisters of St. Joseph; Kona Cochrane, a lay Anglican from
the diocese of Rupert’s Land; and Reverend Margaret Mullin, an ordained Pres
byterian minister of Ojibwe and Irish/Scottish descent. The forum was sponsored
by the Anglican, Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, and United churches, and
featured clergy representatives who also ran an inter-faith tent where they offered reflections and interacted with event attendees.
As Marites Sison observes with regards to the forum, each of the panellists
spoke of their struggles to balance the benefits of their Christian faith, the negative legacy of Christianity in their lives, and the teachings of the elders of their
communities. For example, Mullin is noted as saying, “We are the same people,
living under the same sun, created by the same God.”24 Sr. Solomon echoed this
point: “The ‘sin’ of the churches that operated the schools was to be a part of
colonization, to think that what they offered us was superior to what God had
already given us.”25 Both these observations clearly separate the teachings of
Christianity as Mullin and Solomon understand them from the enterprise of
colonialism with which the churches were connected. Sison further notes that
Cochrane “spoke about ‘the great benefit’ of walking both native spiritual traditions and Christianity. ‘I don’t judge anyone,’ she said, noting that when she
went through a rough patch, both [traditions] have ‘picked me up, dusted me
up, and said, you’re okay.’”26 The comments of the panellists resonate with other
chapters in this volume that emphasize the complex ways that Indigenous people
have historically approached Christianity as something that can be usefully
“managed” and integrated to offer them a degree of power, even as it embroils
them in colonialism.
Articulations of the use of Native spirituality and Christianity by participants
at the TRCC demonstrates how this pattern continues into the present, and
how Christianity continues to play an ambiguous role, as it is tied simultaneously to the negative personal experiences associated with residential schools
and the positive discourse of healing that it provides in the context of the TRCC.
By pointing to the ability of their Christian faith to meet their personal needs,
while at the same time separating religion from the institutional failures of the
churches involved in the residential schools system, the panellists preserve what
they deem to be the ethical integrity of the Christian tradition. This integrity is
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distinct from the churches as religious institutions. William Asikinack, head of
Indigenous Studies at the First Nations University of Canada and a student of
the residential schools for five years, makes the same observation: “when you
separate the philosophy of Christianity from the operation of the church, it’s
not that much different from traditional first nations beliefs.”27
Consequently, by emphasizing the distinction between the form and content
of Christian discourse, and noting similarities between Christianity and the
beliefs and practices of Indigenous communities, Asikinack highlights further
the ways in which the truth-content of Christianity, which is supposedly distinct
from its institutional form, is able to carry itself in positive terms into the public
space of the commission. The result is the further confirmation of not only the
significant role of Christianity in responding to the atrocities of the residential
schools at the TRCC but also the way in which ambiguity can be seen as working in favour of the churches at the expense of individual trauma. That is to say,
while the delineation is useful, such a distinction (between personal Christianity
and the institutional church) considers largely the individual utility of religious
tradition in addressing traumatic experience. It is not as effective as a tool to
address the broader community experience of the residential schools trauma.
Such a symbolic interaction limits what can be brought to bear against institutions, especially the ways in which traumatic experiences have systemic and
systematic ramifications for particular communities.
Peter Yellowquill, a former residential school student and a member of the
Anishinaabe Nation from Long Plains in Manitoba, shares the opinions of
William Asikinack. Summarizing a Globe and Mail interview with Yellowquill
prior to the first national event, interviewer Patrick White notes that “for most
former students, the religious presence will be an example of reconciliation in
action – victims and perpetrators joining to share stories of abuse and hardship.
But some like Mr. Yellowquill would rather dispense with the holy undertones,
insisting that the sight of religious figures could stifle their disclosures.”28 Arguably
Yellowquill’s uneasiness about the presence of clergy points to the ways in which
the commission’s embrace of Christianity and the participation of Christian
churches in the TRCC are problematic for former students who do not see the
value of Christianity beyond its hurtful role in the residential schools. Others
use similar arguments to oppose the commission on the grounds that the commission ignores the issue of justice and offers false reconciliation. One of the
most prominent spokespeople for this group is former United Church minister
Kevin Annett, who has rallied with protesters at some of the TRCC’s national
events, calling for the legal prosecution of the churches that ran the residential
schools.29 The dissent of Yellowquill and Annett illustrates the ambivalent nature
of the commission’s engagement of Christian discourse in its approach to
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addressing the atrocity of the residential schools: Christianity is both the source
of the atrocity and the means to address it.
Following in the Footsteps of the Official Apologies
While the proceedings of the TRCC themselves present the most striking illustration of the ambiguity of Christian discourse in addressing the issue of residential schools, earlier precedents point to the same ambiguity. These include
the official apologies offered by various churches in the 1990s, as well as the state
apology offered by Prime Minister Stephen Harper on 11 June 2008 on behalf
of the Government of Canada. While the apologies by the churches and the
state are of a different historical period than the TRCC, they highlight similar
ambiguities with respect to the role of Christianity in the reconciliation process. They also make clear the direct link between the relative silence about
residential schools in church discourse and the minimal presence of this history
in discourses on Canadian nationalism.
While the Anglican, Presbyterian, and United churches have offered official
apologies, the Roman Catholic Church has yet to offer an apology that clearly
identifies its role in the residential schools system.30 The closest that the Roman
Catholic Church has come to an official apology is a statement expressing sorrow, offered in a private conversation between Pope Benedict XVI and a delegation from the Assembly of First Nations on 29 April 2009.31 Interestingly, the
lack of an official apology by the Catholic Church stands in contrast to the 1991
apology offered by the missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate in Canada, one
of the Church’s missionary organizations that operated residential schools.32
This contrast is not surprising, however, given the institutional claim that the
“Catholic community in Canada has a decentralized structure,” a statement
used to absolve the official Church from making commitments that are institutionally binding when it is suitable to do so.33 In this instance, the disjuncture
between the private expressions of apology and the Church’s reluctance to make
a public institutional apology, while it perhaps suggests that problematic practices within the Church are abnormalities rather than institutional norms, is
evidence that the Catholic Church in Canada has opted for a “privatization” of
the apology process. The result is an ambiguous condemnation of the residential schools system that somewhat limits what can be deemed both legally
and ethically binding for the Roman Catholic Church as an institution.
The apologies from the other three churches – Anglican (1993), Presbyterian
(1994), and United (1986, 1998) – are arguably more articulate in their apportioning of blame. There is no attempt in the written apologies of these churches
to completely disassociate the practices of individuals or the individual church
dioceses that ran the residential schools from the church institution as a whole.
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That said, all the apologies share one thing in common: there is no mention of
justice, whether in the sense of due process or in the sense of a divine punishment (an arguably significant theme in Christian theology).34 Instead, all the
apologies use the language of reconciliation and the shared journey of healing
and seeking forgiveness before God – even though what constitutes reconciliation is not clearly defined.35
In light of this lacuna between Christianity’s general theological claim of the
pursuit of justice and the absence of this theme in the apologies of the churches
responsible for the residential schools, the focus of this chapter – the ambiguous
role of Christian discourse – gains even greater purchase. Indeed, the original
focus can be widened to ask: what role can Christian institutions play in the
TRCC without imposing their understanding of truth and reconciliation on
the commission? What kind of justice is possible under such circumstances?
The lack of any defined discussion of justice in the apologies ultimately means
that the current context of the TRCC is one that privileges forgiveness for the
perpetrators of the residential schools atrocity rather than justice for the wronged
“survivors.” Thus, the extent to which reconciliation is achieved through the
transformation of structures and institutions of self-actualization, such as religious, civic, civil, legal, and political institutions (the churches and the TRCC
in this context) – what Cyril Adonis calls “true reconciliation” – remains largely
“an Indian problem” in the Canadian context.36 That is, “true reconciliation”
is impossible when only one side bears both the burden of proof and selfactualization. To this end, the absence of testimonies from nuns, priests, and
government officials from the TRCC’s proceedings does not bode well for the
type of transformative reconciliation envisioned by the TRCC itself.
While it is possible to read the placement of responsibility for self-actualization
on the “wronged” community as a negative process, we should recall Habermas’s
observation regarding the possibility of religion allowing those affected by
trauma to answer their substantial questions themselves. In other words, what
the TRCC might be able to succeed in doing is shifting the national perspective
away from the gaze of paternalism that has informed the relationship between
the Canadian state and Indigenous communities, especially the longstanding
and ambiguous “right of self-government” approach that has placed the burden
on Indigenous communities to be solely responsible for dealing with the
aftermath of the residential schools trauma. Arguably this shift would make
possible a move towards truly autochthonous processes of self-determination,
healing, and reconciliation for Indigenous communities in Canada, even while
acknowledging that such a shift relies on the problematic ground of Christian
discourse. In other words, the absence of justice in the church apologies can in
fact provide the space for justice to be envisioned in various ways by the
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communities that have the highest stakes in the project of the TRCC: the First
Nations, the Inuit, and the Métis of Canada.
The Third Mirror of the TRCC: A Non-Conclusion
What should be clear from the analysis above is that from the perspective of
the participants in the forum “Native Spiritualities in Conversation with
Christianity,” and arguably from the perspective of the commission itself, a
distinction should be made between the message of Christian reconciliation
as an ideal and the messengers, such as the churches as the institutions of
Christianity. That Christian discourse has been allowed to have a prominent
role in the commission’s institutional habitus suggests that participants and
commissioners have accepted this distinction, and why not? After all, as the
comments by forum panellists demonstrate, the message of Christianity made
it possible for them to make meaning of their traumatic experiences as victims
of the residential schools system. In Habermasian terms, Christian discourse
makes it possible for “survivors” of the residential schools to articulate their
personal experiences in the public space offered by the commission. This im
plies that, were Christianity’s presence completely jettisoned, the truth-finding
and reconciliation processes of the commission would be even farther away
from any viable concept of reconciliation because of the limitations imposed
by other frames of reference for the TRCC, such as those from legal and political
perspectives.
My critique of the use of Christianity in the TRCC notwithstanding, the wellpublicized “success” of the South African TRC and some of the more publicized praise for the TRCC so far suggest that the use of Christian discourse
is not as problematic as I make it to be. It could be argued, for instance, that the
actual experience of sitting through an event that acknowledges one’s suffering
(such as the human rights violations hearings of the TRC of South Africa and
at the national events of the TRCC so far) reveals that Christian discourse in
fact provides “survivors” with a language with which to apprehend both the
past and the future with a better sense of self. Given that many “survivors” reference Christianity and their conversion to Christianity as key to their healing
journeys following their experience of residential schools trauma, it is clear
that for these “survivors” Christianity remains central, both in their schooling
as children and now in their healing as adults. For these “survivors,” Christianity
is not ambiguous, but a source of truth and healing. This is true to the extent
that some “survivors” have even called for the acknowledgment of similarities
between Indigenous religious traditions and Christianity when giving their
witness testimonies, as noted in the discussion of the first national event above.
In this context, it might seem that my critical perspective on Christianity’s
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ambiguous role in the TRCC is a red herring: shouldn’t the aim of the com
mission – regardless of the discourse employed – be the achievement of
reconciliation and healing?
In fact, arguably, the ambiguity of Christian discourse is precisely what
also gives it legitimacy as a way to create what Arne Grøn refers to as “radical
narratives.”37 These radical narratives offer a way out of the bind for both
churches and individual adherents by separating the institutional practices from
the “pure” message of Christianity. In other words, although I have critiqued
this delineation above for its limitations, it seems possible to balance the
Habermasian call to elevate the positive role of religion in general (and Chris
tianity specifically) in the public sphere (its ability to express private experiences in the language and context of the political) with the negative instance
reflected in its public use as a discourse of assimilation in the context of “postresidential schools” Canada.
In this light, it may be that Christian discourse proves itself more worthy than
not in the capacity of the TRCC to achieve reconciliation. This might be the
case, especially, if we look more critically beyond the institutional Christian
churches and their conflicted power struggles and focus on individual narratives
of reconciliation. In this sense, the response to the aporia of religion might
prove less of a problem and more of an opportunity to move forward. Moreover,
paying attention to the positive side of the aporetic role of religion in the TRCC
might provide Canadian society with a language with which to respond to the
national trauma and rifts caused by the residential schools experience. That is,
the ambiguity of Christian discourse in the TRCC might be useful for chronicling evil and lamenting the cries of the victims of the residential schools – an
approach that also remains true to the experiences of the “survivors” as aporetic
as well. Consequently, and only maybe so, this use of Christian discourse might
constitute an ethically responsible way for the TRCC to address the role of
Christianity in responding to the trauma of residential schools in Canada.
However, this chapter argues that Christian religious discourse succeeds in
not being deemed a costly alternative by the state precisely because it is used
by the TRCC (and the South African TRC before it) in an ambiguous way. This
strategic use of religion potentially allows for healing, but it also downplays
Christianity’s dominant role and responsibility in the residential schools trauma.
The prevalence of Christian notions of forgiveness, truth, and reconciliation
in the official language of both the TRCC and the South African TRC – which
many supporters have noted finds resonance in other religious traditions as
well – is precisely the cause for concern. One of the most disconcerting effects
of this ambivalent presence of Christianity in the TRCC is that those who choose
not to participate in the rituals identified as part of everyone’s experience, albeit
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in different forms, are excluded from full participation in the broader normative
practices of truth-finding and reconciliation. The ambiguity, in other words,
has the uncanny ability to silence narratives of dissent if they don’t fit into the
reconciliation model of Christian forgiveness on offer. Moreover, given that,
during the negotiations of the settlement that established the TRCC, religious
institutions took a very defensive legal approach to the historical problem of
the residential schools, the overwhelming presence of Christian discourse in
the subsequent proceedings of the TRCC is a further point of concern.38
The question of whether the TRCC’s notion of reconciliation actually represents the restoration of prior good relations is especially significant if we take
into account the fact that the religious practices of Indigenous individuals and
communities in Canada now encompass a variety of traditions, some of which
seem contradictory to Christianity in nature. Also, given the very colonial basis
of the trauma of the residential schools experience as a civilizing project, an
enterprise intimately tied to the missionary work of the Christian churches in
Canada, the question of whether (including the extent to which) such trauma
requires a language other than that of Christianity needs to be considered
carefully.
To the extent that these issues reflect the problems of ambiguity identified
earlier as informing the commission’s discourse, it is important that there not
be forged too easy an alliance between Christian religious discourse and the
TRCC’s aims of truth-finding and reconciliation. Such an alliance has the potential to undermine and subsume the individual traumas that constitute the
collective and national trauma. Indeed, the foregone conclusion of such an
alliance – namely, that this ambiguity is almost an impasse, one that will require
self-directed healing from the Canadian Indigenous communities – is dis
concerting. In this sense, the onus remains only on the wronged Indigenous
communities to positively re-inscribe the religion in question (in this case
Christianity) so that it still makes sense, despite the glaring anomalies. This is
no great consolation and certainly not “true reconciliation.”
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same does not apply in Canada. In the Canadian context, churches, along with the government of Canada, were the other major culprit in the establishment and sustenance
of the residential schools. This fact challenges the argument for their direct involvement
in the TRCC, even if we accept that the participation of religious organizations is inescapable purely on civil grounds.

8
Decolonizing Religious Encounter?
Teaching “Indigenous Traditions, Women,
and Colonialism”
Denise Nadeau

I come to the topic of religious encounter as someone of mixed heritage
raised in Quebec. My French ancestors, on my father’s side, arrived in Quebec
in the mid-seventeenth century, intermarried with the Mi’gmaq, and later with
the Scots, and colonized part of Gespe’gewa’gi, the territory of the Mi’gmaq in
the Gaspé Peninsula. My mother, from Ontario, was of Irish and English ancestry;
both her parents were second-generation immigrants. I grew up in Montreal in
a Catholic Christian household. I currently live in the unceded territory of the
K’omoks Nation on Vancouver Island. I approach my research and teaching
from this location – as someone raised and very implicated by my family history
in white settler colonialism and with a responsibility to and for that history, and
as someone trained as a Christian theologian. I acknowledge and am grateful
for the lessons I have learned from Indigenous Elders and teachers whom I have
met as a visitor in Coast Salish and Mi’gmaq homelands.
I have been teaching a course on Indigenous traditions, women, and colonialism at Concordia University in Montreal since 2006. It is a “special topics”
course in the Religion Department, taught every second year; in 2011 it was
cross-listed with the university’s new First People’s Studies Program. The focus
of the course is not on traditions per se but on Indigenous women’s experience
of the impact of colonialism on their traditions, and how Indigenous women
have survived and are now transforming the colonial legacy through recovery
of their traditions. The story told in this course is that of colonization and decolonization through the eyes of Indigenous women as carriers and guardians
of their traditions. One of the learning outcomes of the course is that all students
reflect on decolonization from their own locations, be they from an Indigenous,
white settler, or racialized minority background.
In 2011, I was very pleased to be invited to be part of the project “Religious
Encounter and Exchange in Aboriginal Canada.” I went to the seminar in
Saskatoon with considerable curiosity but also some skepticism as to what I
would learn about Christian-Indigenous encounter in Canada. I had become
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very critical of Christianity and its role in colonialism and went to the work
shop with a sense of obligation to explore this reality further. After hearing the
papers of the various contributors, I realized that the relationship of Indigenous
peoples to Christianity was complex. In fact, any portrayal of Indigenous women
and men as passive victims of evil missionaries reinforced the very binary I was
trying to overcome in my teaching. After the workshop, I returned to my teaching with a more nuanced understanding of Indigenous Christianity; I incorporated into the course curriculum readings that reflected the complexity of the
history of the encounter between Christianity and multiple Indigenous traditions
in Canada.
Teaching Religious Encounter
A Mohawk youth I once met at an activist event in Montreal told me he hadn’t
considered taking my course because it was in a religion department. He reminded me that his tradition was not a “religion” but a way of life. In a sense,
I am raising the question of how one can decolonize religious studies; I con
sider how it is possible to teach about Indigenous traditions while maintaining
their epistemic integrity under the umbrella of religious studies in a university
context.
The first challenge to consider is that much of what are called “Indigenous
traditions” can be learned only in community and through experience. A large
portion of Indigenous knowledge is not to be shared publicly and is only
transmitted orally by traditional knowledge holders. Significant components
of various traditions can be accessed only through understanding and speaking
the language of that tradition. In other words, there are boundaries that limit
what can be taught in the academy.
The second challenge is linked to the question of who can teach in the area
of Indigenous Studies and in what ways one’s teaching is linked to one’s positionality. This not only speaks to the insider-outsider debate, but to the question of what story gets told, in what ways, and by whom. I was not raised in an
Indigenous tradition, have no in-depth knowledge of any one Indigenous
tradition, and am not an Indigenous-language speaker. My field of study, my
personal history, and my experience for the past thirty-five years have been in
the contact zone between Christianity and Indigenous traditions.1 In my younger
years, I co-facilitated with Réné Fumoleau the Denendeh Seminar, which was
an exposure program to educate non-Native Christians about Indigenous solidarity with the Dene. In the past two decades, I have worked on the ground in
the area of healing of violence against Indigenous and racialized women, and
in education about residential schools and truth and reconciliation, as well as
doing cultural training and anti-racism education alongside Indigenous women
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colleagues. Accordingly, I teach from this interfaith location and, as a settler
scholar, I share my own decolonization journey in the academic classroom.
I come to the topic of pedagogy as someone who was first trained as a popular
educator and spent more than twenty years using the tools of popular education
in my work.2 I remember going into what was then Fort Providence (Zhahti
Koe) in 1987 as part of my field placement work as a masters of divinity student.
For a week I led a popular-education training session for a group of Dene women
service providers, hoping to help them raise awareness in the community about
spousal assault. While all enjoyed themselves doing theatre exercises and sharing their reality in drawing and sculptures, after I left the community, there was
no follow-up. Besides my being the white fly-in “helper,” I was unaware that,
while there were some similarities between popular education and Indigenous
ways of teaching and learning – for example, building community, learning
from each other rather than from experts, and developing a collective analysis
– Indigenous ways of knowing incorporate and transmit cultural values and a
worldview that are significantly different from that of popular education.
In order to give students a sense of Indigenous traditions, I realized I would
have to incorporate, as much as possible in a university classroom, Indigenous
methodologies in my teaching.3 This meant centring Indigenous knowledge
and ways of teaching and learning in the classroom, incorporating a decolonizing process, and working with the different specificities of tribal knowledges.
My intention was not only to disrupt students’ stereotypical and colonial understandings of Indigenous peoples and their traditions but also to invite them to
question their own autobiographies and histories in relation to colonialism and
a Eurocentric worldview.
The first two times I taught the course I had an average of fifteen students. The
third time, the course was cross-listed with First Peoples studies and women’s
studies, and there were forty-four registrants. This immediately raised a physical
challenge, as I always teach in a circle. We (the students and I) arranged the
classroom into two concentric circles of tables, which had to be moved into
place before and after the class. At Concordia University, the students come
from a wide range of backgrounds, ethnicities, nationalities, and religious traditions. Usually 10 to 15 percent are students with some Indigenous heritage. The
range of background knowledge in the class is wide – the First Peoples studies
students have a good sense of the history of colonialism; the rest often know
very little.
With this range of students in a large cosmopolitan city, I have various intentions in mind as I design the course. For the Indigenous students, I hope to
reinforce and deepen their experiences of their heritage and support them to
feel affirmed in their identities, and to provide space for them to contribute their
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knowledge and experience. For students from a white settler background, I
support them to become aware of the reality of white settler colonialism and
their implication in it, without their resorting to the default of guilt, shame,
anger, or defensiveness. In the case of racialized students, both those whose
families have recently immigrated to Canada and have an experience of colonialism from their countries of origin and those with a multi-generational experience of racism in Canada, it is important that they learn to critically question
the Canadian and Eurocentric framing of Indigenous peoples, women, and
their histories. As well, they can reflect on their own complicity in the ongoing
colonial dynamic of land-based power relationships in Canada.4
The question of how the gaze of the settler student can be turned on her/
himself rather than emphasizing knowledge of the “Native Other” is as important as affirming the cultures and identities of the Indigenous students in
the class. To do this it is critical to have all students reflect on the observed
differences between an Indigenous worldview and a Eurocentric one, and to do
so in a way that is personal and that engages the emotions, spirit, and body,
not just the mind. Teaching about Indigenous traditions and colonialism in this
country called Canada is teaching about the present reality of which we are all
a part. As one student said, “this course was challenging because we were closer
to the subject and had no distance.”
Accordingly, we discuss traditions and religion in relation to the Canadian
Truth and Reconciliation Commission on residential schools; the Idle No More
movement; the ongoing issue of the murdered and missing Indigenous women;
problems of poverty and the lack of housing and potable water in many communities; and the fight by global corporations and governments to push forward
large resource developments on Indigenous lands. Not only is an analysis of
historical, gendered colonialism necessary in this context, but a call for advocacy
and a commitment to bettering the conditions of Indigenous peoples in the
present is part of the teaching and learning. Jeff Corntassel (Cherokee) calls for
“insurgent education,” which “inspires activism and reclamation of Indigenous
histories and Homelands.”5 As Andrea Smith, a critical scholar of Indigenous
studies, has said, “it is not enough to understand and describe Indian ‘religious’
experience; it is necessary to advocate for the survival of practices and the end
of colonialism.”6
The first part of this chapter addresses some of the issues in teaching about
Indigenous traditions in a religious studies classroom. The second section will
discuss briefly the methodological and theoretical framework that best contributes to understanding Indigenous traditions and women. In the third section,
I describe the classroom teaching strategies that I use to support an Indigenous
knowledges framework. I conclude by discussing the challenges facing settler
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scholars who are teaching or engaging with Indigenous traditions, and I offer
some final reflections on the possibilities of decolonization in the religious
studies classroom.
Issues in the Study and Teaching of Indigenous
Religious Traditions
The framing of Indigenous traditions as religions has been a relatively recent
phenomenon. The academic study of religion, which emerged in the midnineteenth century in Europe, imposed the Christian imperial gaze and its
essentially Western framework onto non-Western wisdom traditions – so, for
example, Hinduism and Buddhism became “religions.”7 When the Europeans
and their Christian missionaries first arrived in the Americas, they interpreted
Indigenous traditions as pagan tribal practices and “devil worship.” Until the
mid-twentieth century, religions were defined by the extent of their faithful
adherence to doctrines, the importance of their sacred texts, and what were
true and false beliefs, all categories derived from Christianity.8 This perspective
ignored the changing, complex, and daily practice of religions and traditions
where cultures, politics, economics, and ritual intersect.
For decades the study of “other” religions served to reinforce the idea of the
evolutionary superiority of Christianity. If Indigenous stories and practices were
studied, usually by anthropologists, there was an underlying assumption that
there was an evolutionary progression from “mythical thinking” to rational
thought. Those cultures informed by the mythical were considered inferior;
this argument was used as the justification for colonial occupation. EuroWestern scholars reified and represented these traditions, rather than having
practitioners represent themselves.
The legacy of this colonial framework lives on in the debate about how religious traditions should be studied. The belief that Indigenous traditions are best
understood through objective, scientific research by outsiders has now been
challenged by Indigenous scholars. I introduce this discussion early in the
course through readings by Mary Churchill (Cherokee) and Michelene
Pesantubbee (Choctaw), who both critique how Indigenous religious traditions
have been traditionally taught and studied in American universities.9 Churchill
and Pesantubbee target the Eurocentric tendency to homogenize religious
experiences in creating universal theories about religion. They argue for the
importance of deconstructing Western interpretations of religion and reconstructing Indigenous ones by bringing Indigenous epistemologies into the
field. Churchill, who teaches women’s studies and Indigenous literature, argues
for the emic study of religion, an insider approach, and applies her own
Cherokee-centred analysis to the work of poet Marilou Awaiakta.10 Both she
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and Pesantubbee illustrate how believers and practitioners of traditions can
contribute greatly to the study of Indigenous traditions and reject the problematic binary of insider/outsider, objective/subjective that has been set up by some
Western scholars of religion.
In choosing the readings for the course, I was guided by the words of
Mescalero Apache scholar Inez Talamantez, a mentor of many Indigenous religion scholars. Building on Vine Deloria Jr.’s (Standing Rock Sioux) advocacy
of Indigenous-centred interpretations of traditions, Talamantez has encouraged her students to do fieldwork, learn the language of the tradition they are
engaging with, and listen to people – especially the language speakers in a
community – so as to construct theories based on the Indigenous knowledge
that is part of the culture and that respond to questions that are relevant to those
cultures and communities.11 Hence I focus on women who are living their traditions, renewing and adapting traditional practices and applying principles in
these areas: language revitalization; health and healing; children, youth, and
family; protection of land and water; and sovereignty and citizenship. Along
side a course pack of articles, I use two texts: Leanne Simpson’s Dancing on
Our Turtle’s Back and Kim Anderson’s Life Stages and Native Women: Memory,
Teachings, and Story Medicine.12 Simpson applies an Anishinaabe worldview
and teachings to her reality as a contemporary Indigenous mother, scholar, and
activist; she does so by integrating her language within a resurgence and decolonization framework that is specifically Anishinaabe. Anderson has worked
with Cree, Métis, and Anishinaabe knowledge keepers to recover traditional
practices of Aboriginal women throughout the life stages. All the course readings, films, and speakers represent images of women who are today reconstructing their traditions and, in doing so, exposing how colonialism has been
gendered and how the task of decolonization is gender-specific. As these women
apply their values, teachings, and laws from their specific traditions to address
contemporary issues, the students learn how these traditions are connected to
land and place.
Throughout the course, I need to repeatedly address the most common
stereotypes and misinformation about Indigenous traditions. The first is that
there is “the Indian religion” – that is, that there is one homogeneous tradition.13
This view only serves an ongoing colonial agenda that disconnects Indigenous
traditions from diverse cultures and their land base. I stress the distinctions
between traditions, their connections to specific territories, and I provide readings from women from five different traditions – Haudenosaunee, Mi’gmaq,
Anishinaabe, Cree, and Okanagan. To complement the readings, I invite in at
least four speakers from different traditions. Because at least one speaker every
year has some Christian practice and because many Indigenous women often
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identify both as Christian and traditional, I address the complexities of how
Indigenous women relate to Christianity through a reading by Laura Donaldson
(Cherokee). Reminiscent of the approach taken by other authors in this volume,
Donaldson addresses how Indigenous women appropriated Christianity and
adapted it to fit with their worldview.14 This opens up the discussion of how it
is possible for Indigenous women to hold two traditions side by side or in com
bination without contradiction.
Another stereotype is the romantic and essentialist notion of Indigenous
traditions rooted in the image of a frozen past. Indigenous traditions have
evolved and adapted through contact with other cultures, especially Christian
Europe. As well, unlike the image most non-Indigenous students have of the
term “Aboriginal spirituality,” which for them connotes sweat lodges and
vision quests, ceremonial practices are but moments in complex worldviews
where all beings and interactions are sacred.15 To consider spirit and ceremony
abstracted from the culture, values, protocols, and laws of a tradition, as well
as from the social, political, and economic spheres of life, distorts a tradition.
The question of the authentic Indian – that is, who is a “real Indian”? – is
another major issue addressed by the course. It is important not only because
of the stereotypes of the “vanishing Indian” and the “spiritual warrior” but also
because there are usually Indigenous students in the class who are struggling
with this issue themselves. There are generations of women disenfranchised
by the Indian Act and its imposed divisions of Indigenous peoples into Status,
non-Status, First Nations, Métis, and Inuit. Because of colourism and internal
divisions within communities based on these categories, and because of the
residential schools and the fostering out of Indigenous children, Indigenous
students often come to the class with ambiguous feelings about their identity.
We address the impact of the Indian Act and the question of authenticity and
identity through the readings, and the speakers share how they have come to
terms with this challenge in their own lives.
Central to the study of Indigenous traditions is the question of epistemology. Indigenous religious traditions are place-based. Land – and specific land
– serves as an ontological basis of Indigenous worldviews. This is a fundamental
difference from Eurocentric understandings of religion, which speak of “world
religions” and religious practices that are often viewed as disconnected from
land and place. In order to decolonize how Indigenous traditions are taught in
the classroom, both teaching strategies and content need to reinforce how a
place-based relationship to land informs Indigenous ethics of reciprocity, responsibility, and mutual obligation. What is common to all Indigenous knowledge systems is the emphasis on the relationship of land to cultural practices
and traditions. As Inez Talamantez has said, “a land-based pedagogy involves
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helping students to understand the connections between Native American
worldviews and the different ways in which traditions grow out of relationship
with the land.”16
At the same time that I stress the specificity of tribal traditions and connection to land, I address the reality of traditional practices in contemporary urban
Indigenous life. The majority of Indigenous women live in urban centres and
often – because of loss of status, lack of housing in their home communities,
being Métis or of mixed heritage, or simply choosing to live in the city – do not
have the option of having a specific language and land connection. Many
Indigenous people in urban and even some rural areas practice ceremonies
that are intertribal in nature. These practices are often referred to as “pan-Indian,”
a term that implies one “true” religion and serves to deterritorialize cultural
traditions in a way that benefits the ongoing colonial efforts to exploit Indigenous
lands. In reality these practices are intertribal and reflect how Indigenous peoples
have always borrowed, adapted, or gifted to the multiple religious influences in
their history. As Michelene Pesantubbee has pointed out, when Indigenous
people participate in a Lakota sweat or a Plains Sundance, they don’t think they
are “practicing pan-Indianism.”17
Decentring Colonialism
The first time I taught the course, I chose to emphasize the contact zone of
religious encounter, using a postcolonial feminist framework. I included white
women’s participation in imperialism and their role in the attempted subjugation of Indigenous women, as well as the patriarchal dynamics to which white
women were subject. I used readings from Indigenous women who described
the intersections of race, gender, and colonialism in their experiences of their
history and erosion of their traditions. I included a few readings by nonIndigenous women who were examining the role of white women in the colonial
project and, in particular, women missionaries.
However, my concern about teaching from a feminist postcolonial perspective
is that the content can still reinforce the dynamic of Indigenous as “Other,”
leaving the non-Indigenous student still able to comfortably distance him- or
herself from the issues. This framework does disrupt the dominant narrative of
Canadian history and challenges stereotypes and myths, and students may gain
more information about the colonial process as it affects women, but there is
not much that is positive that can connect Indigenous students to their traditions. Colonialism is still the centre of the course. We have not succeeded in
decentring either Christianity or the West, and the oppositional framework
reinforces a Euro-Western worldview, and can still be interpreted as presenting
the Indigenous woman as victim, despite readings to the contrary. As well, the
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occlusion of the centrality of land in this framework means that the students
do not have the opportunity to learn about the core of Indigenous traditions
nor address their own relationship to land and place.
Lorna Williams (Lil’wat), Canada Research Chair in Indigenous Knowledge
and Learning at the University of Victoria, and educator Michele Tanaka, writing on cross-cultural pedagogy in the classroom, maintain that there is little
room for Indigenous worldviews “as articulated by Native people” when the
emphasis in the academy is “on the relationship between the colonized and
the colonizer, a relationship founded on conflict and adversarial approaches.”
They add that “the challenge for the academy, which is based on Western perspectives of teaching and learning, is to create spaces within these foreign and
alienating environments that provide an opening to the Indigenous world.”18
To provide this opening I incorporate, as much as possible, Indigenous methodologies into my teaching. Indigenous methodologies flow “from an Indigenous
belief system that has at its core a relational understanding and accountability
to the world.”19 If students could engage with and understand what a relational
understanding was, then the negative impacts of colonial Christianity, in terms
of how it served to undermine this worldview, could be grasped more easily.
My shift to an Indigenous methodological framework has been influenced by
my long-term work with my Anishinaabe/Cree colleague Alannah Young.
Between 2009 and 2011, we worked with practising knowledge keepers from
several Coastal Salish communities in workshops on the truth and reconciliation process, and in staff and faculty Aboriginal cultural training at the Univer
sity of Victoria.20 Most of the teachings focused on language and land. At a
session at the University of Victoria on protecting Indigenous intellectual
property rights, Elder Marie Cooper (Wsanec) challenged our language, and
suggested that “respect,” not “protect,” was the appropriate word to use in talking
about Indigenous intellectual property rights. This was a shift from the defensive
to a proactive application of Indigenous principles and values. The knowledge
keepers kept stressing that knowledge must come from a heart place, which was
a place of action, not reaction, and it is this heart knowledge which is at the
core of Indigenous traditions.21
I incorporate many aspects of Indigenous methodologies into the classroom:
the particularities of tribal knowledges; the ethics and protocols of the nation
in whose territory we are; the practice of locating ourselves in relation to land,
place, and ancestry; and allowing “learning through spirit.”22 All activities reinforce relations and relationships as central to Indigenous worldviews, illustrate
the relationship between Indigenous languages and place, and counter the
Eurocentric split between humans and nature. We learn about the oral transmission of Indigenous knowledge in storytelling and the importance of
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protecting this way of passing on knowledge. Usually at least two of the class
speakers are storytellers. A speaker who is a singer teaches about the role of
song and song protocols, and engages the class in singing. The films and readings incorporate Indigenous methodologies, and I experiment with different
teaching tools.
Teaching Strategies
I incorporate Indigenous values from the first session of the class. I use the circle
teachings taught to me by Bernadette Spence (Cree) to introduce the principle
of relationship and the interdependence of all relations. As Celia Haig-Brown
articulates so well, the circle “interrupts the assumptions of those other heuristics
– the line and the box, dualities and binaries.”23 From Stó:lō scholar and educator Jo-ann Archibald (Q’um Q’um X’iem), I have learned that “knowledge must
be shared in a manner that incorporates cultural respect, responsibility, reciprocity and reverence.”24 I speak to these four values in the context of circle
teachings and the protocols of how one relates in a circle and I introduce them
as guidelines for classroom behaviour.
I emphasize respect in how we talk to each other. In the circle everyone’s voice
is sought, welcomed, and respected, even minority views. I model this by encouraging, without judgment, the opinions of those who disagree with me or
a reading. I keep going back to principles and set the tone, so that students begin
to feel more courageous in saying what they really think rather than trying to
guess what I want to hear. I teach responsibility as a value in that we take responsibility for what we say and don’t say, how we acknowledge our own history
and location in Canadian society and speak and act from it. I model speaking
from my own location throughout the course, and in admitting when I don’t
know something, often saying why. I always acknowledge from whom and where
I have learned what I teach. As with the practice of acknowledging who has
transmitted a public song or shared a story, the practice of giving credit maintains relationships and affirms our interdependence and is what Celia HaigBrown calls “the oral equivalent to citation.”25 I explain how teaching the course
is one of the ways I exercise my responsibilities as a settler and my way of giving
back for all I have received. This relates to the principle of reciprocity, which I
affirm in gifting speakers and in having students present the gifts and speak for
the class. I encourage students to look for where and how the principle of reciprocity is expressed in their readings. I reaffirm how reciprocity is central to a
mutual, responsible, and ecological relationship with land. Lastly, I constantly
emphasize the reverence for the entire natural and human world that Indigenous
traditions teach us, and I encourage the students to see that value as integral to
the respect, responsibility, and reciprocity they can practise with each other.

174 Denise Nadeau

In terms of local protocols, I begin the class with acknowledging the traditional territory of the Mohawk peoples in whose territory Montreal is located.
I briefly introduce myself, my ancestry, and the territory from which I come
and in which I presently live as a visitor. The practice of acknowledging territory affirms how land, spirit, and culture are connected and underlines that
the territory is a homeland that is occupied and, in many cases, unceded. In
2011, in recognition of the protocol to honour relationships with the peoples on
whose land we are, I was fortunate to have Orenda Boucher-Curotte, a Mohawk
scholar of Kateri Tekakwitha and at that time my teaching assistant, provide a
Haudenosaunee perspective throughout the course, as well as teach a session
on Kateri. In 2013, Chief Kahsennenhawe Sky-Deer, representative for youth on
the Mohawk Council of Kahnawà:ke and a language speaker, agreed to both
open and close the course with the Ohenton Karihwatehkwen, the address of
the Haudenosaunee people, as well as speak to issues in her community.26
After the opening, I explain the intentions/objectives of the course (see
Appendix) and acknowledge how there is and will be an ongoing tension between Indigenous ways of knowing and Western ways of teaching and learning.
I stress the importance of “deep observation” and listening. Lorna Williams
links these skills to self-generated and self-motivated learning in Indigenous
ways of knowing.27 I encourage students to figure out the answers themselves
rather than constantly asking questions, and I speak to the value of silence in
the classroom. My purpose is not only to encourage the white speakers in the
class to hold back, but to challenge the ways in which we learn. I use silence
often, especially around difficult subject matter. After showing the film Finding
Dawn, about the murdered and missing women, we held silence for several
minutes to allow everyone to process their feelings about the film, including
those who were quietly weeping.28 In the course evaluation, several cited the
moments of silence as one of the things they liked best about the class.
Several times in the course, I use a pedagogical process that Alannah and I
have adapted from Métis educator Marjorie Beaucage. Marjorie developed
the “Indian Act Medicine Wheel,” an activity for members of churches and
labour unions that incorporates an Indigenous worldview into teaching about
the Indian Act and colonialism. Because the medicine wheel is not part of
traditions on the West Coast, where I live, or of the Haudenosaunee people in
whose territory I am a guest, I refer to the process as circle teachings. The process
involves moving around the four directions and allows students to share in
small groups something of their life stories in relation to some aspect of
Indigenous worldviews. I facilitate aspects of this process at four strategic moments in the course, each usually taking about thirty to forty minutes of a
135-minute class.
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The first time I do this is in the introductory class. I ask students to identify
the four directions. They then place themselves in a direction that corresponds
to their season of birth (using Haudenosaunee correspondence of seasons and
directions). They introduce themselves in their small groups and reflect on what
they know about their season of birth and then report back as a group. For
many, a collective reflection on seasons is new to them; it is enhanced when
there are Indigenous students in their group who share how the rhythms of the
seasons affect community life and ceremony. This activity introduces them to
one way in which time functions in Indigenous communities and how the sea
sons regulate human and other species behaviour, and how the two are interrelated. As well, in reflecting on the directions, I introduce the importance of
space in traditions – and how the ceremonial directions, including the sky and
earth, place us within the cosmos.
In the second session I ask the students to group again by the directions
and share “Where is your granny from?”29 This activity draws on Indigenous
traditions of introducing oneself by ancestry and territory. I ask students to
name their cultural heritage through their grandmothers, as well as identify in
whose Indigenous territory she and they themselves grew up. To help them, I
provide maps of Indigenous territories today, as well as the map of the Americas
before 1492. I encourage those not born in the Americas to reflect on and research Indigenous presence in their homelands.
With these activities, I encourage students to begin exploring their own relationship with space and land, and their own histories within the colonial past
and present. Settler scholar David Greenwood has pointed out that the erasure
of Indigenous presence on land and the history of land is an intentional part of
the placelessness of Western schooling. It is in the interest of the “larger disembedding culture of global capitalism” to undermine all people’s relationship to
land and place, so that the “breaking down of ties to home communities” can
further the exploitation and extraction of human and natural resources.”30 It
also serves the interest of white supremacy, as Indigenous claims are presented
as being those of “outsiders” to the white settler state. The “granny activity”
reveals how occupation of Indigenous homelands is cleverly obscured by the
dominant narrative of the land called “Canada.” It locates specific nations within
specific territories and allows me to use this moment to both challenge panIndian notions of Aboriginality and to address the politics of naming, that is,
how Indigenous peoples have been called Indians, First Nations, Aboriginal
peoples, and so on, to undermine and erase how each tradition is connected to
a specific language, land, and place.
As most students who enter a religion class have little knowledge of the history of Indigenous peoples in the land called Canada, I use a third activity called

176 Denise Nadeau

“the Stone Messages.” Within a circle of twenty-four stones, I place pieces of
paper, each with a moment of Indigenous history – either of oppression or
resistance – underneath each stone. I include moments that have specifically
affected women, such as Bill C-31 and the 1876 Indian Act, as well as those that
are part of the experience of the nations in the region. The messages are placed
in a nonlinear fashion. At the centre of the circle is a basket of medicines, which
are there to affirm the reverence and respect with which we need to uncover
the very difficult moments in this history. Quoting the late Vine Deloria Jr.
(Standing Rock Sioux), I introduce the principle that in the Indigenous moral
universe, “there are no coincidences and nothing has incidental meaning.”31 If
a student ends up in front of a stone under which there is a piece of paper that
has written on it a historical moment about which he or she knows nothing, it
is for a reason. Each student (or pair of students) is asked to take responsibility
for that moment of history, sharing what he or she knows about it and/ or
inviting others who may know more to add their thoughts.
This process takes the entire class time. I ask for a few minutes of silence at
the end so there is time to absorb what we have heard. With responses ranging
from anger and “why didn’t we know about this?” to sorrow, shame, and guilt,
this activity has high emotional impact. To deal with this I ask students to de
brief in pairs and then to comment in the large group. In the evaluation, a few
students expressed frustration with the amount of information and its nonlinearity, while others found the process opened up a new way of constructing
a collective narrative.
In one of the final classes, when we are looking at the role of ceremony in
Indigenous traditions, I invite students to divide into four groups by stages in
the life cycle – in the East from conception to birth and walking; in the South,
childhood and youth; in the West, adulthood; and in the North, grandmothers
and Elders.32 They then share their understandings of this stage of life and what
ceremonies or rituals are associated with that stage of life for women in their
cultures. This process allows them to connect their own life stories with
Indigenous life-stages traditions.
The course still contains the tensions of grading. Though I can create space
for some collective ways of teaching and learning, I have to deal with assessment
and assignments. I agree with the late Patricia Monture (Mohawk) that you can’t
take all the hierarchy out of the classroom and that “being a teacher is a responsibility rather than a power, and a responsibility to make sure learning is happening.”33 I struggle to create a range of assignments that recognizes the diversity
of students’ gifts and competencies. I have students write a weekly journal, in
which I invite students to reflect on what is new, disturbing, or shocking to them
in each class and the weekly readings, and to respond, incorporating poetry,
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drawings, or news clippings when able. I include group film reviews, a paper
on any topic of choice, and a mid-term exam. I am well aware that I need to
break out of my own Eurocentric focus on writing and to create assignment
activities, possibly with video or audio, that engage the whole person – body,
mind, spirit, and emotion.
In evaluating what I am doing in the classroom I acknowledge I am only
incorporating small elements of Indigenous ways of knowing and land-based
learning into the class. Lorna Williams and Michele Tanaka, in their article on
cross-cultural pedagogy in the university, have identified the essential elements
of Indigenous ways of educating: inclusivity, community building, peer learn
ing, and recognition and celebration of individual uniqueness.34 I can hope to
create some space for these through the small-group circle-sharing activities,
group assignments, and classroom discussions. When a student told me he had
almost learned the most from his fellow students, I was pleased.
For Settler Teachers
Settler scholars and teachers face unique challenges in integrating Indigenous
ways of knowing into classroom teaching about religious encounter. Jean Pierre
Restoule, Anishinaabe educator at the Ontario Institute for the Study of Edu
cation affirms and, in fact, encourages settler scholars to teach Indigenous ways
of knowing. In advocating for non-Indigenous teachers to do this, he stipulates
that, instead of asking “Do I have the right to teach this material?” the settler
scholar “must approach this task 1) from the position of what is my responsibility? And 2) that the settler scholar /teacher’s learning has to be developed through
relationships, which is a life time process.”35
If Restoule can give some assurances to self-doubting settler teachers, he is
making it clear that it is hard work, with considerable soul-searching. Over the
past thirty years, through the relationships I have made, I have learned to be
vigilant about appropriation, to avoid speaking for Indigenous peoples, and
to begin to understand my own responsibilities. If you want to learn about In
digenous knowledge systems, you can’t do it by simply Googling it; the understanding has to be developed over time through relationships. That is the work
and commitment. Haig-Brown reiterates the need for years of education, listening, observing, and building relationships in Indigenous contexts so that
the non-Aboriginal teacher can begin to understand the relationship and difference between cultural appropriation and “deep learning.”36
All teachers need to teach from their own location, both the points of their
privilege and the points of oppression, and to problematize their stance. This
will encourage students to look at themselves and question why they might take
a stand or position, and help them to grasp that everyone comes from different
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circumstances not of their choosing. This can support building relationships
in the classroom across races and difference. Whether Aboriginal or not, instructors need to do research on local protocols and, wherever possible, include
some of these protocols in the classroom.37
Conclusion: Decolonizing?
Let’s get back to the critical question: is teaching a course out of an Indigenous
Knowledge framework likely to have a decolonizing effect on students and
teachers, and decolonize, to some extent, the teaching of religious studies in
this area? When taught within a framework that privileges Indigenous knowledge, students discover that there are multiple worldviews and knowledge
systems. Teaching from an Indigenous knowledge framework privileges
Indigenous voices, foregrounds the relationship with land and place, and allows
students to know not only what was lost but also what has been regained through
contemporary Indigenization. Students as well discover an Indigenous perspective on gender balance and women’s roles that differs significantly from
that of white feminism. They learn how the values and cultural roles of In
digenous women were specifically targeted for erasure by the churches and
government, and how Indigenous women are now applying these values and
laws to renew everything from child welfare to recovering the sacredness of
water. Students are able to grasp the roots of colonial and gendered violence
and, as well, discover how the recovery of traditional values will play a critical
role in ending oppression for all. At the same time they learn how some
Indigenous women are critiquing Indigenous “traditionalism,” where traditions
frozen in the past are used today for the exclusion of women.38
In using an Indigenous knowledge framework, I am acting on my responsibility to the Indigenous students who attend the class. In the university, these
students experience epistemic violence on a daily basis, and so I can provide
aspects of a framework to which they can relate. This opens up liberatory possibilities for non-Indigenous students as well. The abstract and “neutral” knowledge that is privileged in universities is in direct conflict with Indigenous
epistemologies grounded in local homelands. While it may take years for nonIndigenous people to really “get” heart knowledge, it is critical for all students
to be open to the possibility of a differently constructed universe where all parts
of their being can be engaged – where, as David Greenwood says, “we can remember we are embodied and emplaced people connected to other embodied
and emplaced people.”39 My colleague Alannah Young Leon and I call this approach an “All our Relations” pedagogy, where the interconnection between all
living beings is affirmed.40 At the same time, as this fosters what Australian educators Nakata et al. call an “epistemic awakening,” the focus on decolonization
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supports students to examine critically their own decolonization process as well
as the role religion can play in it.41
It would be difficult to summarize the students’ evaluations of this course.
Besides asking them to make the last entry of their journal a commentary on
what they had learned, I provided my own evaluation form, which is more useful
than university quantitative forms. Comments ranged from “I learned the value
of listening and silence,” to “the importance of relationships,” to “the course has
been life changing for me.” All of the Indigenous students said they had gained
pride in their identity. There were also the usual comments, such as “Why didn’t
you lecture more instead of putting us in small groups?”
I have chosen not to define “decolonization” in both this chapter and the
classroom. For me it is a process that both colonizer and colonized need to go
through, and it is profoundly different for both. The full meaning of decolonization will be apparent only to generations after me. While the process of decolonization may be achieved imperfectly in the classroom, teaching about
colonialism through the lens of Indigenous knowledge systems and a gender
perspective exposes all students to a way of perceiving the world that will inspire
them to think about who they are, where they have come from, and who they
can be. No less significant, it can open them up to a process of learning that
moves from the head to the heart. That is where decolonization begins.
Appendix

Course: Rel 368- FPST 398 A
Religion in Indigenous Traditions: Indigenous Traditions, Women
and Colonialism
This overview looks at some of the many diverse religious traditions of the First Nations
populations in North America. The course examines sacred stories, ceremonial patterns,
life cycle rituals, and how these inform the daily life of Indigenous women. Consideration
is given to the historical interaction of Indigenous government with religious practices.
It will examine how women from various Indigenous traditions of Turtle Island have
affirmed, adapted, or renegotiated their traditions in the context of colonization and missionization. Readings, films, and speakers will include women who are developing practices
of resurgence and renewal within their respective Indigenous knowledge systems and,
through storywork and ceremony, are applying Indigenous principles, values, and laws.
The course will consider how Indigenous women’s understandings of their traditions can
inform the decolonization of settler, diasporic, and Indigenous populations.
Course Objectives:
(1) Identify some of the issues and ethical considerations in the study and representation of Indigenous traditions, women, and religion.
(2) Identify and have a basic understanding of the concepts and application of
Indigenous knowledge systems and how these disrupt prevailing Euro-Western
concepts of knowledge.
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(3) Discuss how colonial Christianity, missionization, and the policy and practices of
assimilation impacted and continue to impact Indigenous women’s lives, roles, and
traditional practices.
(4) Examine and critically discuss examples of how Indigenous women are renewing
and restoring traditional practices and principles in the areas of language revitalization; health and healing; children, youth, family, and community; the protection
of land and water; challenging violence against Indigenous women; governance,
sovereignty, and citizenship.
(5) Explore some aspects of Indigenous ways of knowing and learning in the
classroom.
(6) Reflect on how Indigenous women’s understandings of decolonization can inform
decolonization and alliances between settler, diasporic, and Indigenous peoples.
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Autoethnography That Breaks Your Heart:
Or What Does an Interdisciplinarian Do When
What She Was Hoping for Simply Isn’t There?
Carmen Lansdowne

I am a member of the Heiltsuk First Nation from the Heiltsuk house of
Wuyalitxv, hereditary chief Harvey Humchitt. I am also adopted into the
Gwa’yasdams house of hereditary chief Rick Johnson.1 My Heiltsuk name is
Ga’gwaigilouk (which means “dearest one” or “sweetheart”), and my Kwakwala
name is Kwisa’lakw (which means “woman who travels to many places far
away”). It is customary for my people, much like the current trend of declaring
one’s “social location”2 as a scholar, to declare our lineage before we speak. I am
also an ordained minister in the United Church of Canada, and an indigenous
theologian. When I declare who I am and where I am from, it is the beginning
of both the deconstructive and the constructive tasks for me as a Heiltsuk
(christian) theologian and interdisciplinary scholar.
Throughout this work, I side with George “Tink” Tinker in his intentional
use of the lower case for adjectives such as “christian” in order to “avoid unnecessary normativizing or universalizing of the principal institutional religious
quotient of the euro-west.” This includes not capitalizing the “north” in “North
America” in recognition that the geopolitical boundaries in America are artificially constructed.3 The lack of capitalization also challenges disparities and
divisions based on sociocultural and economic power that are signalled by
“North,” “Central,” and “South” America. Also like Tinker, I capitalize “White”
to signify the hegemony of White privilege that exists in my context.4 “White
ness” is not usually capitalized, so its capitalization serves as a visible remember
of how much power is vested in the word “white” and in the racial construction
of Whiteness. This power is often left unexamined, so the capitalization of
“White” and “Whiteness” serves as a caricature of the hegemonic force. Lastly,
words like “Heiltsuk,” “First Nations,” “Native American,” and “American Indian”
are capitalized because they are preferred terms of reference; “indigenous,” in
contrast, refers to indigeneity in general, and therefore remains lower case.
As this collection makes clear, the academy is no stranger to the troubled
histories between indigenous peoples and churches; churches acted as both
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active and passive perpetrators of geographic, economic, social, and religious
colonization in the name of christianity. Existing scholarship has traditionally
focused on the relationship between indigenous peoples and their colonizers
as an essentialized relationship of “conquered peoples” versus “imperial powers.”5
Despite this history of these multiple colonizations there exists a faithful, sometimes even growing, population of indigenous peoples who identify themselves
as christian (Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox). Yet these christian
indigenous identities exist on the underside of society, usually unseen and un
heard by the denominations or churches to which they remain loyal. This invisibility is partly demographic – due to the large decimation of indigenous
peoples, indigenous communities are often small – but it is also part of what
scholar Laura Donaldson calls the “sanctioned ignorance”6 of discourse in the
academy. As black-studies professor George Lipsitz identifies, there exists a
possessive investment in “Whiteness,”7 a long-held blue-chip stock of churches
in colonized lands. Against this investment, indigenous scholars in the disciplines of English, education, and theology (among others), in order to “reorder”
the academy,8 are beginning to articulate explicit characteristics of indigenous
epistemologies that are common to different communities and distinct peoples.
The project I originally intended to undertake when I started working on this
chapter was to engage the extant archival and other primary sources left by literate First Nations christians to explore their theological beliefs. I have always
longed for a more engaged, more authentic-feeling history of First Nations
christianity, one that broke through traditional historiographic disciplinary
boundaries and sang a different song that would more accurately reflect my
own understanding of the history of my people and the beautiful (as well as the
oft-described ugly) reasons we converted. While I would argue there are some
legitimate critiques of the work of those historians who are attempting to retell
the history of Native christianit(ies), I was inspired to do this project because
of the profound departure from the canon of missionary historiography from
the Pacific Northwest Coast of Canada that is represented by Susan Neylan’s
The Heavens Are Changing: Nineteenth-Century Protestant Missions and Tsim
shian Christianity (2003). I was inspired by her work and hoped that an exploration of extant writings of First Nations christians would guide me towards my
own research projects. In particular, I felt that Neylan’s model would be appropriate to the way in which I study both indigenous epistemologies and christian
theologies of mission in that it brings together historical, theological, epistemological, and methodological approaches to a particular case study. By examining
the primary and secondary sources related to the Crosby marine mission on
the Pacific Northwest of British Columbia, I hoped to explicitly engage the
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academic practice of interdisciplinarity in a way that would create a new narrative about the interaction between First Nations in British Columbia and the
Methodist missionaries who lived among them.
Susan Neylan’s project approached the work from a historical perspective:
she researched the history of interactions between the Crosbys and First Nations
from primary sources left by First Nations writers.9 I was interested in this particular mission because Thomas Crosby was a late-nineteenth-century Methodist
missionary in the traditional territories of the Heiltsuk and Tsimshian peoples
from whom I am descended. I am also an ordained minister in the United Church
of Canada – that very liberal progeny of the Methodist Church in Canada. My
ties to Crosby and the many legacies of his mission are therefore both geographic
and theological. I hoped to conduct a study similar to Neylan’s fascinating work,
but with my primary focus on theology and missiology rather than history. In
addition, I was also intentional in exploring autoethnographic writing that
incorporates both scholarship on indigenous epistemology and story writing
as a method of indigenous scholarship. Autoethnography is distinct from traditional qualitative ethnographic models of scholarship in that it focuses on the
subjective experience of the researcher rather than the objective observation
of the beliefs and practices of others. It is used increasingly (both explicitly and
implicitly) by indigenous scholars as a methodology that is more epistemologically appropriate to our worldviews.10
Ethnographer Ruth Behar wrote an autoethnographic collection of essays on
her fieldwork, titled The Vulnerable Observer: Anthropology That Breaks Your
Heart.11 After engaging in the research process for this project, I understand
more clearly what she means by “the vulnerable observer,” although I’m sure I
mean something different from her anthropology “that breaks your heart.” The
vulnerability with which I now identify more fully is the willingness to write
the personal into the academic, despite disciplinarian power politics that resist
such a move. What better place, then, to venture into the world of subjective
qualitative research than an interdisciplinary research project? It is not that
autobiography is completely excluded in the academy. As Behar points out, “No
one objects to autobiography, as such, as a genre in its own right. What bothers
critics is the insertion of personal stories into what we have been taught to think
of as the analysis of impersonal social facts.”12 I understand Behar’s experience
of “anthropology that breaks your heart” to mean the articulation of the deep,
personal investment that anthropologists have in their work. It breaks your
heart because you expose your own investment – your own sense of compassion. I did something similar in this project, but rather than expose my subjectivity in relation to a topic, I made myself the subject being acted on by the
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topic: my heart is broken over and over again by the failure of the church, of
the academy, and of society in general to represent the vast heterogeneity of
indigenous experiences of colonization – both good and bad. It seems as though
the still-dominant Amer-european colonialist thinking that rationalized residential schools and forced sterilization of Native women still reigns supreme,
although in much more politically correct and convenient ways. In my experience, whether the stories told are success stories or tragedies, they are almost
always still told in service of the colonialist drive to keep indigenous peoples
oppressed and disappearing from national narratives (despite even the most
self-aware, best intentions of the author) – and that is heartbreaking.
The autoethnographic writer is, by nature of her project, quite possibly putting herself in the path of direct confrontation or dismissal of her work. But the
stakes are even higher than the potential resistance to her methodology. Vul
nerability also requires good writing, not just vulnerable writing. If a scholar
writes in a traditional empiricist framework of study, the worst that can happen
with good scholarship is that it might be boring. For a vulnerable scholar explicitly incorporating the personal into the scholarly, boring has additional
ramifications: “a boring self-revelation, one that fails to move the reader, is more
than embarrassing; it is humiliating.”13 I now understand in a more embodied
way exactly how I am being vulnerable. The experience of engaging auto
ethnography in this project has left visceral and emotional imprints that continue
to shape my research and writing. While my research may be interesting to me,
I worry it still may be boring and/or academically subversive. And so in naming
that fear (and in naming the hope that my vulnerability will not, in fact, be
boring), I will continue.
What Breaks My Heart
My proposal for this project was ambitious. I had not looked at the primary
written historical sources, nor had I really paid attention to how widely spread
across Canadian (and British!) archival depositories the primary sources were.
I thought it would be possible for me to replicate the type of work that Susan
Neylan did in The Heavens Are Changing. If I had really considered where
Neylan’s sources were, I might have realized how large an undertaking I was
proposing.
Vulnerability 1: I underestimated the impact that the geographical separation of various archival collections would have on my work. I also grossly over
estimated the number and comprehensiveness of extant written records (in
English) left by First Nations christians.
It was ambitious not only in the way I meant to “decode” the missiology/
theology of First Nations christians in the Pacific Northwest but also in how I
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assumed that there would be something different – some kind of signifier that
would set apart the epistemologies of different coastal peoples in nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries in British Columbia. I realize in retrospect that
this is a universal limitation faced by all scholars who rely on archives, and in
a way it has left me with a new compassion for settler scholars, including those
contributing to this volume, who are trying their best to recreate histories from
the same incomplete records. Though I did my undergraduate studies in history, I am not a historian; I am a theologian. I made assumptions based on my
practice of writing academic theology that grossly underestimated the time,
resources, and determination required to do successful archival research.
While I maintain my (sometimes vociferous) critiques of the discipline of history, after doing this work and engaging with historians in the workshop leading
to the publication of this volume, I have a new appreciation for the dedication
of historians.
Vulnerability 2: I underestimated the impact that early missionizing (during
the colonial and early Canadian periods) had on First Nations expressions of
culture and faith. I will discuss this vulnerability more completely later in this
chapter when discussing Native missionaries such as James Starr and W.H.
Pierce.
As I read in preparation for this chapter, I oscillated back and forth – primary
historical documents found in the archives and other records, then theory,
then secondary sources, then theory, then back to primary sources. There was
no “systematic” undertaking of the sources I gathered; my intention was rather
to try to approach the work in a way that the past and present would stay
connected.
My research experience at the archives of the British Columbia Conference
of the United Church of Canada marks the beginning of my heartbreak (as I
realized Vulnerabilities 1 and 2 were connected). I was disappointed that I did
not find what I was looking for. I was hoping I would find something that had
been overlooked or ignored; instead I had to acknowledge I was hoping for
something that doesn’t exist. And yet it does: I am haunted by the quotes from
liberation theologian Marcella Althaus-Reid and First Nations novelist Lee
Maracle that I’ve used in other works, about the “grand narratives”14 of indigenous peoples that have been systematically erased and yet at the same time persist
in language we can no longer articulate. Marcella Althaus-Reid writes, “the
destruction of the Grand Narratives of the Americas did not come as the result
of a hermeneutics of suspicion, or the realization of the trace in the text, that
element which is a movement leading us towards what the text tries to occult,
hide and negate. No, economic exploitation was the deconstructive clause, the
doubting interrogation of naturalized, assumed authoritative narratives.”15 In
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her fiction writing, Lee Maracle suggests that the grand narratives, although
assaulted, are still carried in the bodies, although they can no longer be spoken:
Grace has left their bodies. They are rendered stiff and tense by the knot of shame
that sits stuck in their throats. It needs to be expressed, pushed up and out so they
may sing again, but five centuries of “Hush, don’t cry” holds the expression of
their shame still. Under it lies a dangerous grief. They now tread heavily upon
the back of their mother. Lunging from place to place, they plant seeds but don’t
bother to watch them grow. They water nothingness as though this water will
somehow recreate life without their participation. Many have acquired the jerky
movements, the bad skin and the hard, strident song-less voices of the newcomers.
Their world has lost its future. Cut off from considering their past, they list in the
momentary context of the present. Consideration requires a spiritual sensibility,
one that sees life from all its jewel-like angles. [They] don’t see life; they barely
feel their existence. They avert each other’s gaze. The reflection of grief and shame
in the eyes of others mirrored back at them is too terrifying to contemplate. They
mark time. Time is the enemy of the dispirited. [They] wander aimlessly, killing
time in small pieces.16

We wear the grand narratives in the scars on our psyches. And in our survival.
And in our faith.
I became aware of both resenting and appreciating the work of Susan Neylan
in her chapter on Arthur Wellington Clah.17 I resented her for telling a story
that is not hers, and was grateful to her for doing so; I resented the ways in
which it so conforms to the dominant disciplinarity of history, but at the same
time her work is to be celebrated because she values and honours both his story
and his faith. I don’t want to resent her or any of the historians whose work I
read. But at what point do we change the status quo? I hear informal talk at
conferences about historical methodologies perpetuating cultural hegemonies:
“Well, yes ... It’s unfair but it’s the way it is.” Or worse (spoken to me): “Your
methodology makes me uncomfortable!” Well, I should hope so, sir ... I should
hope so. Because what I do is not easy. I straddle two worlds with great hope
– hope for transformation. Hope that my readers will take my people seriously,
that they will take our history seriously ... that they will take our present seriously. Hope that they will learn (when will they really learn?) that our history
is the reason for our present situation.
That our history is the raison d’être of our present situation is exactly why I
feel compelled to write in a new way; it is why I employ this risky autoethnography. In my mind, to do otherwise is to allow my subaltern voice to be assimilated into the hegemony of existing disciplinarity.18 And I know I do this
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risking that this particular work (or subsequent work) will be considered “too
personal.”
Behar still echoes in my head:
But if you’re an African-American legal scholar writing about the history of
contract law, and you discover, as Patricia Williams recounts in The Alchemy of
Race and Rights, the deed of sale of your own great-great-grandmother to a white
lawyer, that bitter knowledge certainly gives “the facts” another twist of urgency
and poignancy. It undercuts the notion of a contract as an abstract, impersonal
legal document, challenging us to think about the universality of the law and the
pursuit of justice for all.19

This history is personal. The conversion of Heiltsuk and other First Nations
on the coast of what is now British Columbia is personal. Missiology, because
I am a christian, is personal. It is all personal. It is personal to the point that
when I read scholarly theology, history, critical theory, I sometimes recoil against
(what seems to me) the harsh impersonality of it. I feel like a woman standing
behind thick, soundproof, bulletproof glass, screaming at the horror of Native
realities in 2012, yet no one in the academy can hear me. And it breaks my heart.
But there is strength in numbers, and I am not alone. I have not been alone
since I decided to write this piece this way; I did not come up with this idea on
my own. In fact, I was inspired by my younger brother, who employed auto
ethnography as the primary methodology for his master’s thesis. He was (in my
opinion) incredibly vulnerable, and ethically responsible. His intention was
to get rid of what he called “carried shame” so that he would be able to work
through his own issues and be a more stable and self-aware therapist for his
clients, his family, himself.20 In the methodology section of his thesis, he engaged
in a written conversation with quotations from the work of Carolyn Ellis and
Art Bochner, the leading proponents of autoethnography. He did this in order
to outline how he intended to use (and why he was attracted to) this form of
writing:
Art: “Our enthusiasm for autoethnography was instigated by a desire to move
ethnography away from the gaze of the distanced and detached observer and
toward the embrace of intimate involvement, engagement, and embodied
participation.” (Bochner & Ellis, 2006, p. 433-435)
Carolyn: “I want to demonstrate my passion for autoethnography through a
story or a conversation that shows multiple voices and positions. I want people
to feel the story in their guts, not just know the “facts” in their heads.”
(Bochner & Ellis, 2006, p. 435)
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Robb: This is why autoethnography appeals to me. I feel the journey I have
taken in this thesis is a story about what is deep in my guts. I want the reader
to feel that. I don’t want to control what the reader feels but I want them to
have a sense of the tensions I am grappling with. I was caught off guard by the
first autoethnographies that I read (Ronai, 1995; Keats, 2000). I found myself
absorbed in their stories. I was brought to tears on several occasions. I had not
experienced depth like that in any academic writing. I was not absorbed in a
voyeuristic way. I was personally invested. My understanding of the subjects
these authors wrote on was impacted from my different locations – as a father,
as a counsellor, as a man. I knew at this point that this was the methodology
that I needed to use on my own journey. I can’t see how a detached observation
could ever penetrate what I have tried to express in my thesis. There is so much
I didn’t even know about myself that has been uncovered through the writing
process.
Robb: What is the relation between evocation and autoethnography?
Art: “Evocation is a goal, not a type of autoethnography. I wouldn’t think of
applying the term “autoethnography” to texts that are not evocative.” (Bochner
& Ellis, 2006, p. 435)21

My brother is not the only First Nations scholar I know who chose to write
in an autobiographical and evocative way. Although less explicit in her use of
autoethnography as a method, Patricia June Vickers uses poetry, photography,
and evocative personal writing in her doctoral dissertation, “Ayaawx (Ts’msyen
ancestral law): The Power of Transformation.” Vickers also writes of how to
process the visceral reaction of integrating the academic with the real – that is
to say, the academic study with life as a Native person in Canada (or the United
States, or anywhere for that matter). She writes, “When I first attempted to
write this dissertation, there was a gnawing sensation that seemed to be in my
gut. As I consciously sat with ‘it’ (resistance, repulsion, anger, fear, cynicism),
there was no particular place of abiding. The ‘it’ was under my skin, in my head,
a feeling in my bones, and most of all, a darkness in the depths of my soul.”22
While I am not sure that I experienced necessarily the intensity of emotion
that my brother and Patricia Vickers experienced, it is good to know that there
is a common “something” that needs deconstruction, something – some truth
– that needs to be named by First Nations scholars writing in the academy.
There is a kind of liminal space in interdisciplinarity that has the ability to
express a longing to confront the status quo through writing. This is especially
true for indigenous writers. There is anger at colonization. There is reclamation of culture and identity. There is frustration that to reclaim culture and
identity then puts us in a position to be questioned on the authenticity of our
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“Indian-ness” and/or to be questioned about the degree to which we’ve assimilated (a question posed often most vociferously by Native colleagues). Over the
course of my graduate studies, I find that fiction and poetry most often express
the connection between history and reality. These genres are not as bound by
scientific method as the rest of the academy. They can express in more adequate
ways how my heart is broken:
Hanging from the cross
Hanging from the cross
They keep asking us
What’s wrong with us
We keep saying back
What’s wrong with you
What’s wrong with you
Is what’s wrong with us
Hanging from the cross
Hanging from the cross
Indians are Jesus
Hanging from the cross
Hanging from the cross
In the name of the mother
The child
And the human spirit
Indians are Jesus
Hanging from the cross
Hanging from the cross
We weren’t lost
And we didn’t need any book23

It seems that this is “how it is”: “We weren’t lost / And we didn’t need any
book.” And most Indians have feelings ranging from nihilism to rage about that.
And yet some of us chose, still choose, and will continue to choose, to convert
to christianity. This includes the original meetings between First Nations in
north America as well as the contemporary choice for Indians to convert (or to
remain christian). It even extends to those “oh-so-unpopular” Indians who did
not have a negative experience in the boarding schools of the US or the residential schools of Canada.24
The late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, when the Crosby
missions began, were a context of the overt partnership of missionizing and
civilizing intentions in colonial contexts. “That Christian Missions, as a
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civilising agency, have done priceless service to the Child-Races of the Empire
is unquestionable,” said J.N. Ogilvie in his 1923 Duff Lecture at the University
of Edinburgh.25 A minister in the Church of Scotland and a member of the
Royal Society, Edinburgh, Ogilvie outlines well the ways in which christian missionaries sought to “elevate” the racialized others to whom they ministered:
To give these races a written language and the beginnings of a literature; to school
them, so that the rudiments of education are theirs; to train them in the many
industries that contribute to a people’s progress; to bring to their women a new
position, a new hope, and new life; to transform their lives by the gracious ministry of healing; to elevate the home and the family; to commend and enforce
a new and higher morality for the individual and for society; and to be largely
instrumental in ending those baneful practices that have degraded and disfigured
the life of the Child-Races for long centuries – these are services whose value can
hardly be over-estimated.26

While it appears that Ogilvie’s point is focused on the “secular” and “civilizing”
work of christian missions, he reminds his readers later that “however striking
and useful the civilising work may be which they accomplish among the ChildRaces of the world, their master-purpose remains spiritual.”27 What is the specific
theology of mission that undergirds the missions of that time and context, if it
is not simply the confluence of salvation and civilization?
From what I understand in the history of the conversion of the Heiltsuk, it
was the theological concepts of hope and forgiveness that were new to our
people and which made the gospel message of christianity attractive in a rapidly
changing context of active settling of Native land by euro-Canadians and new
immigrants from Europe (including my paternal great-grandfather, who was
from England). A family anecdote has my (maternal Heiltsuk) great-grandfather
questioning the church about why White people were so crazy as to go and fight
in the First World War. He said that we had converted to christianity (after
careful study of the bible) in part because the concepts of hope and forgiveness
were new to our people and gave us an escape from the patterns of traditional
warfare. If Whites were good christians, my great-grandfather asked, how come
they were going to war? As I will outline later, theological understandings of
God and of creation within coastal First Nations traditions and christianity were
actually quite compatible. As Alan Morley notes in his biography of the Rev. Dr.
Peter Kelly (the second First Nations man ordained by the British Columbia
Conference of the Methodist church), “the factors in their decision [to convert],
after the lapse of a century, cannot exactly be determined; however, by the testimony of the Indians themselves, their previous religious beliefs in many ways
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paralleled the illustrative legends and parables of the Bible, but, as they said,
‘offered no hope.’”28
While this specific work is an interdisciplinary examination of mission history
and indigenous epistemologies, as I explained earlier, the problem/subject of
the work is me. That is the evocation of autoethnography: that my writing about
myself will call to something in you as we respond together to the “subject”
about which I am writing. Therefore, the problem/subject of this work is also
the legacy of Methodist missionary Thomas Crosby and his missionary endeavours on the Pacific Northwest Coast. I have not chosen to engage in a chronological progression of the Crosby mission. This is partly because the resources
I would have liked to use do not exist. This is also in part because I define the
“Crosby mission” to mean not only the presence of Thomas and Emma Crosby
as missionaries on the coast but also the legacy of that mission and the ways it
has manifested over the past one hundred and twenty years. I am part of that
legacy. My village is part of that legacy. My denomination is still part of it.
On Interdisciplinarity and History
Like all First Nations history, the telling of missionary history is not simply a
telling of the past. It is political. It matters. It matters to my people because it is
so completely connected to our present. To make a moral pronouncement (since
I’m being vulnerable and personal), it should matter to all people. The primary
“problem” for me is finding extant “records” of First Nations theology. But that
problem is just one piece of a larger context in which I am thoroughly an “insider.” As an ordained Heiltsuk woman, I cannot be anything but an insider in
this study. What appeals to me about the problem-based model is that my
subjectivity is expected, not frowned upon (as it would necessarily be by more
“disciplinarian” historians). In his book Silencing the Past: Power and the
Production of History, Haitian interdisciplinary anthropologist Michel-Rolph
Trouillot writes about the ways in which disciplinary positivism has earned
itself some scorn in this respect. He writes, “Indeed the professionalization of
the discipline is partly premised on that distinction [between historical process
and historical knowledge]: the more distant the sociohistorical process is from
its knowledge, the easier the claim to a ‘scientific’ professionalism.”29
This is not in itself a bad thing. The problem lies in relation to power and
what I believe is the general failure of the discipline of history to see power as
problematic. While certain theorists (Foucault, to name the obvious) have influenced the work of individual historians, it seems to me that this has not had
a substantive effect on the discipline as a whole. This has serious implications
for history as told (or not told) from the perspective of the margins – in this
case, from the perspective of First Nations. For example, when I was in my early
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twenties, BC Business magazine published an op-ed piece in which the author
said that oral history was whatever the latest spokesperson to take the stand
wanted to say.30 I was compelled to write a very lengthy, scathing critique of
this perspective (which was published in a very shortened, edited form), explaining that traditional oral history was rich with protocol and, when this was
followed, I found its practice to be a much more reliable form of “historical
truth” than that of White scholars who “interpreted” the past of First Nations,
with no connection to the people or their historical or contemporary struggles.31
From the positivist perspective (whether it is acknowledged or not), “history
is a story about power, a story about those who won.”32 The other end of the
disciplinary spectrum in history is the constructivist position: that histories as
told from different perspectives are just different fictions in a range of fictitious
presentations of history.33 Regardless of which end or at which point along the
spectrum one finds oneself as a historian, the issue of power continues to be set
aside and only rarely addressed by historians, and even then often inadequately.
In fact, Trouillot argues that “the more important an issue for specific segments
of civil society, the more subdued the interpretations of the facts offered by most
professional historians.”34
It is precisely this apolitical turn in history – or rather the turn away from
the political – that is difficult for people on the margins (who also produce their
own histories outside of the academy). The fact that history is produced outside
of disciplinary boundaries has been largely ignored, according to Trouillot.35
More importantly, “even the best treatments of academic history proceed as if
what happened in the other sites [sites other than the ones investigated in a
particular history] was largely inconsequential. Yet is it really inconsequential
that the history of America is being written in the same world where few little
boys want to be Indians?”36 The fact that Trouillot values power in the production of history (something I value in the construction of missiology), as well as
ambiguity (which is necessary in an autoethnographic account of a problem),
helps me to negotiate a methodological and factual obstacle in the work I have
undertaken.
I Did Not Find What I Wanted but Found What I Needed
When I first surveyed Susan Neylan’s The Heavens Are Changing, I assumed
that the written records left in archival deposits would be mainly from First
Nations clergy. I did not realize how few of us there were. I also did not realize
until I read further into Neylan’s book the importance that lay preachers and
“catechists” played in maintaining the missions in our traditional territory. I
did not realize we had even had people who played such roles until I was home
(in Bella Bella) for Christmas in December 2010. I was asked to preside at a
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service at Darby Memorial United Church in my hometown (it was packed –
nine people showed up!). When I was in the small, cold, disorganized church
office changing out of my alb back into my winter coat, I saw a drawing – a
portrait – I had never noticed before. It was coloured pencil on black paper. I
cannot remember the exact title under the portrait, but the man in the picture
was Mr. James Starr – a travelling missionary lay preacher. And he was First
Nations!
I spent the next week at home dreaming of the records I would find of
James Starr and men (and women?) like him when I arrived at the United
Church Archives in Vancouver the following week. What I was hoping to find
were sermons. Where else would one hope to find insight into the theology of
First Nations christian leaders over the past 130 years? It has become clear to
me after reading the accounts of Thomas Crosby and W.H. Pierce, however,
that no such thing exists. In Crosby’s Up and Down the North Pacific Coast by
Canoe and Mission Ship, he speaks of how the people would memorize scripture
and as much of the sermons (preached by White men) as they could, and then
they would repeat them as lay preachers or during Bible study or to themselves
as personal comfort during times of distress.37 Even though I live in an age
where I write my sermons in full text (and then save them as PDFs on my
computer), these faithful preachers did not have written copies of their sermons.
There are memories, however, like those outlined in the biography of Peter
Kelly, of the thoughtfulness and thoroughness of First Nations deliberations
on conversion: “It was characteristic of the coast Indians’ integrity that they
debated the new religion with honesty, respect, solemnity and in detail. The
early converts adopted it only when convinced in soul and mind and then
dedicated themselves to it completely. That was, in their circumstances, an almost
superhuman task, but they carried it out.”38
Trouillot’s work is also helpful for me in the “factual void” that exists in Pacific
Northwest Coast Native theology. He writes, “Silences enter the process of historical production at four crucial moments: the moment of fact creation (the
making of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the
moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance (the making of history in the final instance).”39 The remainder of his work in Silencing the Past is dedicated to uncovering different strategies
for deconstructing silences in history. In Chapter 2, Trouillot uses extant sources
to tell the story of a forgotten figure in the Haitian revolution. He writes, “The
evidence required to tell his story was available in the corpus I studied, in spite
of the poverty of the sources. I only reposition that evidence to generate a new
narrative. My alternative narrative, as it develops, reveals the silences that buried,
until now, the story of the colonel.”40 This is precisely the method that Neylan
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undertook in The Heavens Are Changing. My “problem” remains that I cannot
resolve it by this methodology. I have history that is created in retrieval and
retrospective, but I have no material sources to use in the creation of facts or
archives. How, then, do I prove the narrative of my people’s faith from a historical
perspective without the weight of materiality behind it?
If, as Trouillot suggests, “the play of power in the production of alternative
narratives begins with the joint creation of facts and sources,”41 then this points
to why the subaltern cannot speak in terms of retelling missionary history to
uncover the theological perspectives of First Nations converts (specifically those
who undertook leadership positions in missionizing the Pacific Northwest
Coast).42 There are no facts or sources. But I believe that, because it is possible to
uncover the silences in the acts of retrieval and retrospective (two processes in
the creation of history that are compatible with oral traditions), we must simply
look out of the past and into the present in order to understand again the past.
There is a tension between the “saving souls” motivation of the missionaries
and the “hope for the future” felt by the First Nations. Neylan writes, “‘Indians’
were warlike, superstitious, cruel, inhumane, devilish, drunken, debased and
heathen,”43 according to missionary perspectives of the time. She goes on to
write, “Yet, if First Nations were so irredeemable, the project of missionization
would have been pointless,”44 explaining that, despite common perceptions of
Indians as “heathen/pagan” or even “barbarian,” missionaries would have to
believe in the humanity of the heathen in order to think they could be saved at
all. She concludes that “the missionaries’ accounts of the Northwest Coast temper
negative descriptions of indigenous cultures with admiring portrayals of work
habits, cleanliness, respect of elders, and other characteristics[,] which frequently
allowed them to decry the decline of such values in their own societies.”45
I struggle with this. I’m not sure I believe it. I have no proof to the contrary,
but there is too much documentation that points in a slightly different direction.
From reading the accounts of the region’s two most well-known missionaries
of the time, Thomas Crosby (Methodist) and William Duncan (Anglican),
there is no indication that the “virtues” they valued in Native communities were
inherent. I read into their accounts that they believe they taught these “christian”
values to the communities. Further, that the “success” of teaching these values
to the “wretched Indian” was put forward as an example of what Neylan notes
as the propaganda and publications necessary for the financial support of
missions.46 Given the difficulty of separating what was deemed “positive” in
Indian culture and what was not, I find it helpful to read outside of the direct
accounts.
The cross-cultural confusion strikes me as funny: Sherman Alexie funny.47
Indian Agent (of the federal government of Canada) William Halliday writes
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that “all who have worked amongst the Indians, either as missionaries, as medical
officers, or as workers in either fields, have been extremely struck by what might
be called, for want of a better definition, their lack of moral sensibility. They
seem to utterly lack the fine feeling which we commonly call sentiment, and
their ideas are very gross.”48 While he might have termed their ideas “gross,” I
think that without really listening and learning (something which, in his position,
I don’t think would have been possible), Halliday couldn’t possibly understand
the strength of Indian morality, different as it was from his own. More importantly, though, I think Halliday (and others) didn’t understand our humour.
There is an example in the same chapter – one of the examples Halliday uses
to illustrate our “gross ideas” and lack of sentiment – where I think he simply
didn’t get it. After a long conversation in mixed Kwakwala, Chinook, and English,
Halliday and an Indian named “Joe” had an exchange that made me laugh out
loud. Joe’s wife had died three days before their conversation (presumably of
TB – “He [sic] die because he have no more wind.”49). After passing on his
condolences, Halliday writes:
Our conversation then turned to some difficulty he had been having over a trap
line, which I promised to get adjusted satisfactorily for him, and as I turned away,
he said to me: “Mr. Halliday, what do you think if I marry Queen?” I looked at
him in amazement, and said: “Why do you ask me that question? Queen has a
husband already.” A smile broke over his face, and he said: “But that is no matter,
he like me better.”50

I repeat: Sherman Alexie funny. But not everyone “gets” Sherman Alexie.
Are There Any Primary Sources?
W.H. Pierce was the first ordained Methodist minister of First Nations heritage
on the coast of British Columbia. The fact that he was mixed Scottish and
Tsimshian was not lost on his missionary colleagues (or on historians writing
about Pierce and other missionaries on the coast). Although the construction
of race (or, rather, the taxonomy of race) is a western concept, Pierce was considered (and would still be considered by some scholars) to be not “fully” Indian.
In histories as well as archival sources, it is interesting to note that Pierce’s race
is generally not mentioned, unless it serves the purpose of emphasizing the
good work of the missions so as to command financial support from the wider
church. In such instances, he is often referred to as “our Indian brother” or “the
Indian missionary.”
While I lament the absence of overtly theological primary sources, my purpose
is not entirely lost, for I have the autobiography of W.H. Pierce. It is not until
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the second half of his autobiography that it is even evident that Pierce had any
training in traditional ways of life at all (other than his stating so). Like Crosby
and Halliday’s accounts of their work from a White perspective, Pierce is aware
of the changing landscape of Native life on the coast and devotes a good portion
of the book to ethnographies that explain the “old ways” of life. It is here that
we encounter some recollection of traditional North Coast cultures mixed with
the “mimicry” of a hybrid identity in a context of active colonization.
Most notably, the first lines of the second part of his autobiography, From
Potlatch to Pulpit, begin with “Before the Gospel was preached by the Missionary
the natives were ignorant, superstitious, degraded, wild and cruel.”51 This is not
unfamiliar in the historiography of north American colonization of First
Nations. What is interesting is the indication that Pierce has some appreciation for the traditional ways he was taught by his maternal grandfather before
his conversion and calling as a missionary. Under the heading “Superstitious
or Old Heathen Beliefs,” Pierce acknowledges an important ambivalence as a
“mimic” of western christian culture:
Without exception, the Indians all believed in One as the Creator of all things,
and this One lived far away somewhere in the sky ... They believe that if a man
lived a good life and did kind deeds, that he would live in happiness somewhere
and be rewarded. While if a man lived a bad life and cared only to be selfish,
mean and cruel, he would be rewarded accordingly and have no happiness
evermore.52

Pierce becomes an ambivalent figure of mimicry here. By “mimicry” I mean
the term used in postcolonial studies to identify the ways in which the colonized
are forced to “mimic” the colonizers.53 However, the copy is never exact; the
edges are blurry and so (in Pierce’s case) he never becomes fully White, despite
the fact that his writing is aimed at a White audience that expects him to
live up to a White ethic of civilization. On the one hand he separates himself
from “the Natives” by signifying Indians and Natives with the definite article
“the.” In addition, he parrots the hegemonic racist discourse of his day that was
the preface to the ethnographic section of his autobiography.
Where I find Pierce’s writings most important, however, is in his description
of the potlatch. I have long intuitively felt that the potlatch is one of the places
of theological crossroads that allowed christianity to make sense to First Nations
on the coast. If the theology Pierce outlines in the “superstitions and old beliefs”
is an accurate portrayal, then it is especially interesting to note the distinction
that he makes between traditional potlatching and post-contact “feasting.” After
describing the mechanisms whereby families/crests contributed (materially) to
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the potlatch and the systems of resulting obligation that were established, Pierce
is very clear:
The real potlatch, conducted in the early days, before the whites came, was very
different from the modern feast. There were rules and regulations to govern every
move and these were strictly adhered to ... There were rules to guide the dances,
the whole of the feast, and the young people.
During the potlatch the wisest and best speakers were chosen to give lectures
for the benefit of those who had come together to enjoy themselves. These lectures
taught them how to respect themselves and to honor those who were in authority
as their chiefs. The young people were instructed to lead pure lives and shun all
forms of evil ...
But alas! How different is the Potlatch of today. Amongst the natives it is the
root of all evil and the big mountain of sin against which the missionaries have
to fight.54

He goes on to highlight how the destruction of traditional society before conversion to christianity was the chief problem with respect to the potlatch. The
decimation of populations due to disease – especially influenza, tuberculosis,
and smallpox – left the traditional hierarchies in question and allowed for
“commoners” to throw potlatches that did not conform to the strict rules and
regulations of the potlatch. Nor, conceivably, did they uphold the traditional
forms of banking and increasing power, wealth, and prestige through political
alliances and intermarriage as had been done for centuries before. Pierce also
indicates that “mixed with the potlatch of today is the white man’s dance, which
to the native is a great attraction.” That, in conjunction with the presence of
alcohol, was “the source of much evil.”55
It is not, then, the potlatch in its traditional form to which Pierce objects;
contrary to popular stereotypes that potlatching cultures were “animist” and
devil worshippers, Pierce highlights that the potlatch tradition was already upset
by the time he was doing missionary work in the late nineteenth century. Unlike
White observers, Pierce does not reject the traditional culture because he
understands it. What he rejects is the nihilistic behaviours that came from the
introduction of disease and alcohol, which he understands as having destroyed
the original goodness of the old system. It is important to mention one final
characteristic of White-Native relations at the time of Pierce’s writing, in which
he argues against patronization of the potlatch.56 He says, “there are many intellectual whites who uphold the potlatch, and consider that the natives have a
right to enjoy themselves in this way. It is quite evident that they see only the
surface and have no conception of the undercurrent.”57

200 Carmen Lansdowne

Each section of the ethnographic part of Pierce’s autobiography has hybrid
ambivalences that cast doubt on the sincerity of his opening statement. For
example, despite the tendency of Halliday to portray the Kwakwaka’wakw as
taking marriage lightly (which he did in his misinterpretation of Joe’s words
about marriage and in subsequent examples), Pierce notes that marriage was
undertaken seriously and for life – especially in the high-ranking families.
Further, even though Pierce has mimicked the dominant settler perspective
that Indians were lazy and so forth, in the section titled “Training of Children”
Pierce highlights how “laziness, they were told[,] would bring ... poverty and
disgrace amongst their people and cause them to be a laughing stock to everyone.
On the other hand, to be industrious ... meant that they would command self
respect and honor, and always have plenty and thus be ready to alleviate any
distress amongst the unfortunate.”58 This statement is in almost direct contrast
to that of Halliday, who writes, “There is one very material difference between
the Japanese and the Indians, and this is in the fact that the Indians have absolutely no parental control over their children.”59
Coming Full Circle
I am not entirely sure that this project achieves what I had hoped it would achieve
when I originally conceived it. That is not a comfortable fact for me to admit,
but in my commitment to be vulnerable and engage in autoethnography, I must
admit it if I am to have integrity in telling you the story of this study. I read much
more than I integrated into my writing. But at the same time, I feel that I have
progressed farther than I would have if I had simply summarized all of the
documents that I read in the archives. What was important about the other
archival records I read was this: they were mainly from national First Nations
theological consultations in the United Church of Canada from the 1970s onward. Thus my choice to not integrate them into my writing at this time. It was
a difficult decision because it was in those documents, reports, meeting minutes,
and newsletters that I started to see more explicit theological reflection by First
Nations in British Columbia. The existence of those later records confirms for
me that I am on the right track in my intuitive sense about late-nineteenth and
early-twentieth-century First Nations christianity, despite the absence of facts
or archival records to prove my intuitions. A long line of spiritual leaders have
followed in the theological footsteps of those whom I have discussed here.
It was suggested to me at the forum “Religious Encounter and Exchange
in Aboriginal Canada,” where the contributors to this volume first came together,
that there might be more extant sources of interest to me, especially in London,
England. I find this hopeful, and perhaps useful for future research projects. For
the time being, my own primary research interest lies in constructive theology
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and missiology; the good thing is that the archives will be there waiting for
me when I am ready to fall back down that particular rabbit hole. And for the
first time in a long time, rather than feeling alienated by the discipline of history, the forum has given me the opportunity to build relationships with histor
ians that (hopefully) will continue into the future, informing both their work
in history and my work in theology. I am greatly indebted to those present for
their careful, considerate, and enthusiastic feedback, critique, questions, and
encouragement.
In reflecting on my experience at the forum, I don’t think I can articulate how
guarded I felt going into the meetings. I knew to some extent that I was an
outsider, being primarily a theologian (although I had completed an undergraduate degree in history). For some reason, I had assumed there would be
more First Nations scholars there, but despite the fact we were few, I must acknowledge what a superb job our convenors and the other contributors did at
creating a safe and respectful place of dialogue and trust. Our conversations
on the issues I raise in this chapter have given me hope: I felt as if the contemporary political concerns I raise as a result of my work were not only heard but
to some extent integrated into the discourse. I know that the workshop has
shaped me in new ways, both in terms of the history of religious encounter and
exchange in Aboriginal Canada, but also in terms of my own research and
pedagogy as a scholar.
I hope that when it is read in conjunction with the other contributions to
this volume that my work will encourage readers to consider a more critical
engagement with the political concerns of First Nations in Canada (and elsewhere), while they engage with more traditional historical discourse provided
by my very accomplished colleagues. In my view, critical thinking is one of
the most important skills gained in higher education, and even if my readers
disagree with some or all of what I’ve written, perhaps shedding some light
on how a Heiltsuk interdisciplinarian reads First Nations history will at least
allow for reading with a different lens, even if only temporarily.
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Conclusion:
Reflections on Encounter
Tolly Bradford and Chelsea Horton

This collection was not initially conceived as such. Our primary goal in
organizing a gathering on “Religious Encounter and Exchange in Aboriginal
Canada,” as the workshop that inspired this book was titled, was to seek out
and bring into conversation scholars who were exploring this topic from various
vantage points. We aimed to curate a collection of essays that considered how
Indigenous peoples in what became Canada have interacted with other religions,
and Christianity specifically, over the past several hundred years. We hoped
that these case studies might form a special edition of a journal, but we had few
expectations for publication beyond that. We did not know what, if any, theoretical coherence and methodological common ground would connect workshop
participants.
As the workshop took shape, however, it became clear there was an active
and diverse group of scholars working on the topic. Discussions were rich and,
despite moments of tension and disagreement, it was obvious that we all shared
a goal of pursuing scholarship that promotes a closer understanding of the
complex relationship between Christianity and colonialism in Indigenous
Canada. Indeed, as the workshop unfolded and the essays that compose this
collection were revised, it became apparent that there was a substantial rethinking about Indigenous-Christian interaction underway across various disciplines
in Canada. This collection, while by no means comprehensive, endeavours to
sketch out the major themes of this emerging scholarship and share the energy
emanating from this interdisciplinary exchange.
Along the path from workshop to publication, we came to recognize, for one,
that contributors productively focus their analysis on several separate (albeit
also overlapping) sites of encounter: community, individual, and contemporary.
Further, they collectively underline the importance of situating Indigenous
interactions with Christianity in specific colonial contexts and contests for
spiritual and political power alike. These contexts, this collection reveals, are at
once transnational and, at least in the post-Confederation period, specific to
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Canada. Contributors explore these shared themes from a range of methodological perspectives and (whether declared or not) social locations.
This collection is itself a site of encounter. Historians of settler heritage predominated numerically at the original workshop, as they do here.1 Many of
these participants came away from the gathering more attuned to the politics
of their work, the need to expand their source base, and the need to render their
methodological processes more open and transparent. Similarly, scholars working in other disciplines came to recognize the practical limitations placed on
historians by the availability of documentary sources, and the commitment
that a number of these historians expressed to read and reflect this admittedly
skewed written archive as accurately as possible.
Where participants perhaps differed most dramatically was in their sense of
responsibility: why and for whom they research and write. Many of the historians, trained to sift carefully through the (mostly written) archival record, felt
responsible to that archival record. While these historians recognized the limitations of the sources they rely on, they were committed to reconstructing, as
much as possible, the contexts they learn about through the colonial and missionary documents, and sometimes oral narratives, that they interpret. Other
participants, conversely, expressed a more overt responsibility to challenge the
racism and colonialism that persist in present-day Canada. They further sought
to decolonize by cultivating and applying Indigenous methodologies, theory,
and knowledge. These scholars were responsible not only to a reflection of the
archive but to living Indigenous people and communities and to providing
meaning, hope, and understanding for past, present, and future generations.
These different responsibilities are intimately tied to the methodological differences apparent in this volume. In the end, there is no clear consensus or thesis
in this book about how to research this subject in a good way, nor how to reconcile the nuance of past events with the complex current legacies of Christi
anity and colonialism in Indigenous Canada. Instead, we are left with a deeply
textured scholarship about Indigenous-Christian encounter in this country.
These are timely issues in light of current events in Canada, where dialogue
about Indigenous-Christian encounter extends well beyond the academy. In
2014, Joseph Boyden’s novel The Orenda, which tells a compelling, romantic, and
teleological tale of early interactions between Wendat, Haudenosaunee, and
Jesuit communities, was crowned CBC’s “Canada Reads” champion.2 The Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada has brought the violent history of
the residential school system to much more public prominence and has called
for a process of reconciliation “based on a commitment to mutual respect.”3
“Reconciliation,” the TRCC notes in a summary of its final report, “is not an
Aboriginal problem; it is a Canadian one. Virtually all aspects of Canadian
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society may need to be reconsidered.”4 As the TRCC concludes its mandate, and
as further research into the schools begins, we are hopeful that scholars will
cultivate comprehensive interpretations of Indigenous-Christian interactions,
residential schools, and their legacies. These interpretations should balance the
harsh realities of colonialism with the possibility that Christianity had, and
continues to hold, deep spiritual and political meaning for some Indigenous
people. Scholars must, simultaneously, grapple with the question of how their
work engages with the process of reconciliation envisioned and articulated by
the TRCC.
Reaching back to where we started, the canonization of Kateri Tekakwitha
once again throws all of this into sharp relief. Among the many Indigenous
people present in Rome for the 2012 ceremony was Chief Wilton Littlechild,
himself a former residential school student and a TRCC Commissioner.
Speaking to Anishinaabe writer Wab Kinew after the ceremony, Chief Littlechild
shared, “I’ve forgiven, even more now, I think. For myself, the experiences that
I’ve had, but also for my family.” Kinew, in his own reflections, spoke of what
he described as “a miracle of at least equal significance” to Jake Finkbonner’s
healing from flesh-eating disease: “that people treated so poorly by the church
as children grew up to not only forgive but embrace it.” Kinew also reflected on
Pope Benedict’s call for a “renewal of faith in the first nations,” writing: “The
truth about reconciliation is this: it is not a second chance at assimilation. It
should not be a kinder, gentler evangelism, free from the horrors of the residential school era. Rather, true reconciliation is a second chance at building a
mutually respectful relationship.”5 This is one interpretation of reconciliation,
one that is open to Christianity, even as it distances itself from residential school
history. The definition of “reconciliation,” like those of “decolonization” and
“encounter,” is open and contested, and is likely to continue to shift as the findings of the TRCC are disseminated and, perhaps, promote meaningful change
in Canada and Canadian institutions. The time is ripe for rethinking and dialogue around these processes, in the past and present, in the academy and
outside. For as the stories of Kateri Tekakwitha and those who connect with
her so vividly illuminate, the mixed blessings of Indigenous encounters with
Christianity in Canada live on.
Notes
1 This is less a balanced demographic reflection of the scholars exploring this subject than
a product of the editors’ professional networks.
2 For Wab Kinew’s opening spoken-word defence of the book, see http://wabkinew.ca/the
-orenda-spoken-word/. For thoughtful reviews of the book, see Hayden King, “Critical
Review of Joseph Boyden’s The Orenda: A Timeless, Classic Colonial Alibi,” Muskrat
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Magazine, 24 September 2013, http://muskratmagazine.com/critical-review-of-joseph
-boydens-the-orenda-a-timeless-classic-colonial-alibi/; Allan Greer, “Hurons and Jesuits
Revisited: Joseph Boyden’s The Orenda,” H-France, http://h-france.net/fffh/the-buzz/
boyden-the-orenda/.
3 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Honouring the Truth, Reconciling
the Future: Summary of the Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Canada, 2015, vi, http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Honouring_the_
Truth_Reconciling_for_the_Future_July_23_2015.pdf.
4 Ibid.
5 Wab Kinew, “‘It’s the Same Great Spirit’: Canonization of Kateri Is a Big Step toward
True Reconciliation, but the Embrace Could Go Further,” Winnipeg Free Press, 22 October
2012, http://www.winnipegfreepress.com/local/its-the-same-great-spirit-175193351.html.
Kinew expands on these themes, and his father’s personal relationship with Kateri and
the Catholic Church, in The Reason You Walk (Toronto: Viking, 2015). See especially chap.
18, 201–16.
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