Learning from the Past
Documents of Reconciliation
and Apology from Canadian
Government and Churches

Editors’ note: The following section presents a selection of Canadian
Government and Church documents of apology to Aboriginal, Inuit,
and Métis peoples for Indian Residential Schools. For a more complete
collection of Apology documents, see Response, Responsibility, and
Renewal: Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Journey, Volume 2 of
Aboriginal Healing Foundation Research Series, edited by Marlene
Brant Castellano, Linda Archibald, and Mike DeGagné.
For digital versions of these and other texts from the
Series, please visit http://speakingmytruth.ca.
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Government of Canada “Statement of Reconciliation”
Jane Stewart, Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development,
January 7, 1998
As Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians seek to move forward
together in a process of renewal, it is essential that we deal with the
legacies of the past affecting the Aboriginal peoples of Canada, including
the First Nations, Inuit and Métis. Our purpose is not to rewrite history
but, rather, to learn from our past and to find ways to deal with the
negative impacts that certain historical decisions continue to have in our
society today.
The ancestors of First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples lived on this
continent long before explorers from other continents first came to
North America. For thousands of years before this country was founded,
they enjoyed their own forms of government. Diverse, vibrant Aboriginal
nations had ways of life rooted in fundamental values concerning
their relationships to the Creator, the environment, and each other, in
the role of Elders as the living memory of their ancestors, and in their
responsibilities as custodians of the lands, waters and resources of their
homelands.
The assistance and spiritual values of the Aboriginal peoples who
welcomed the newcomers to this continent too often have been
forgotten. The contributions made by all Aboriginal peoples to Canada’s
development, and the contributions that they continue to make to our
society today, have not been properly acknowledged. The Government
of Canada today, on behalf of all Canadians, acknowledges those
contributions.
Sadly, our history with respect to the treatment of Aboriginal people
is not something in which we can take pride. Attitudes of racial and
cultural superiority led to a suppression of Aboriginal culture and values.
As a country, we are burdened by past actions that resulted in weakening
the identity of Aboriginal peoples, suppressing their languages and
cultures, and outlawing spiritual practices. We must recognize the
impact of these actions on the once self-sustaining nations that were
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disaggregated, disrupted, limited or even destroyed by the dispossession
of traditional territory, by the relocation of Aboriginal people, and by
some provisions of the Indian Act. We must acknowledge that the result
of these actions was the erosion of the political, economic and social
systems of Aboriginal people and nations.
Against the backdrop of these historical legacies, it is a remarkable
tribute to the strength and endurance of Aboriginal people that they
have maintained their historic diversity and identity. The Government of
Canada today formally expresses to all Aboriginal people in Canada our
profound regret for past actions of the federal government which have
contributed to these difficult pages in the history of our relationship
together.
One aspect of our relationship with Aboriginal people over this period
that requires particular attention is the Residential School system. This
system separated many children from their families and communities and
prevented them from speaking their own languages and from learning
about their heritage and cultures. In the worst cases, it left legacies of
personal pain and distress that continue to reverberate in Aboriginal
communities to this day. Tragically, some children were the victims of
physical and sexual abuse.
The Government of Canada acknowledges the role it played in the
development and administration of these schools. Particularly to those
individuals who experienced the tragedy of sexual and physical abuse
at residential schools, and who have carried this burden believing that
in some way they must be responsible, we wish to emphasize that what
you experienced was not your fault and should never have happened.
To those of you who suffered this tragedy at residential schools, we are
deeply sorry.
In dealing with the legacies of the Residential School system, the
Government of Canada proposes to work with First Nations, Inuit and
Métis people, the Churches and other interested parties to resolve the
longstanding issues that must be addressed. We need to work together
on a healing strategy to assist individuals and communities in dealing
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with the consequences of this sad era of our history.
No attempt at reconciliation with Aboriginal people can be complete
without reference to the sad events culminating in the death of Métis
leader Louis Riel. These events cannot be undone; however, we can and
will continue to look for ways of affirming the contributions of Métis
people in Canada and of reflecting Louis Riel’s proper place in Canada’s
history.
Reconciliation is an ongoing process. In renewing our partnership, we
must ensure that the mistakes which marked our past relationship are
not repeated. The Government of Canada recognizes that policies that
sought to assimilate Aboriginal people, women and men, were not
the way to build a strong country. We must instead continue to find
ways in which Aboriginal people can participate fully in the economic,
political, cultural and social life of Canada in a manner which preserves
and enhances the collective identities of Aboriginal communities, and
allows them to evolve and flourish in the future. Working together to
achieve our shared goals will benefit all Canadians, Aboriginal and nonAboriginal alike.

Retrieved 13 Jan. 2012: http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100015725

234

Apologies

Prime Minister Harper’s “Apology on behalf of
Canadians for the Indian Residential Schools system”
[On 11 June 2008, Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper
offered a full apology on behalf of Canadians for the Indian
Residential Schools system. Below is the text of his speech
delivered in the House of Commons.]
The treatment of children in Indian Residential Schools is a sad chapter
in our history.
For more than a century, Indian Residential Schools separated over
150,000 Aboriginal children from their families and communities. In
the 1870’s, the federal government, partly in order to meet its obligation
to educate Aboriginal children, began to play a role in the development
and administration of these schools. Two primary objectives of the
Residential Schools system were to remove and isolate children from
the influence of their homes, families, traditions and cultures, and to
assimilate them into the dominant culture. These objectives were based
on the assumption Aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were inferior
and unequal. Indeed, some sought, as it was infamously said, “to kill the
Indian in the child”. Today, we recognize that this policy of assimilation
was wrong, has caused great harm, and has no place in our country.
One hundred and thirty-two federally-supported schools were located
in every province and territory, except Newfoundland, New Brunswick
and Prince Edward Island. Most schools were operated as “joint
ventures” with Anglican, Catholic, Presbyterian or United Churches.
The Government of Canada built an educational system in which very
young children were often forcibly removed from their homes, often
taken far from their communities. Many were inadequately fed, clothed
and housed. All were deprived of the care and nurturing of their parents,
grandparents and communities. First Nations, Inuit and Métis languages
and cultural practices were prohibited in these schools. Tragically, some
of these children died while attending residential schools and others
never returned home.
The government now recognizes that the consequences of the Indian
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Residential Schools policy were profoundly negative and that this
policy has had a lasting and damaging impact on Aboriginal culture,
heritage and language. While some former students have spoken
positively about their experiences at residential schools, these stories
are far overshadowed by tragic accounts of the emotional, physical and
sexual abuse and neglect of helpless children, and their separation from
powerless families and communities.
The legacy of Indian Residential Schools has contributed to social
problems that continue to exist in many communities today.
It has taken extraordinary courage for the thousands of survivors that
have come forward to speak publicly about the abuse they suffered. It is
a testament to their resilience as individuals and to the strength of their
cultures. Regrettably, many former students are not with us today and
died never having received a full apology from the Government of Canada.
The government recognizes that the absence of an apology has been an
impediment to healing and reconciliation. Therefore, on behalf of the
Government of Canada and all Canadians, I stand before you, in this
Chamber so central to our life as a country, to apologize to Aboriginal
Peoples for Canada’s role in the Indian Residential Schools system.
To the approximately 80,000 living former students, and all family
members and communities, the Government of Canada now recognizes
that it was wrong to forcibly remove children from their homes and we
apologize for having done this. We now recognize that it was wrong
to separate children from rich and vibrant cultures and traditions that
it created a void in many lives and communities, and we apologize for
having done this. We now recognize that, in separating children from
their families, we undermined the ability of many to adequately parent
their own children and sowed the seeds for generations to follow, and
we apologize for having done this. We now recognize that, far too often,
these institutions gave rise to abuse or neglect and were inadequately
controlled, and we apologize for failing to protect you. Not only did
you suffer these abuses as children, but as you became parents, you
were powerless to protect your own children from suffering the same
experience, and for this we are sorry.
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The burden of this experience has been on your shoulders for far too
long. The burden is properly ours as a Government, and as a country.
There is no place in Canada for the attitudes that inspired the Indian
Residential Schools system to ever prevail again. You have been working
on recovering from this experience for a long time and in a very real
sense, we are now joining you on this journey. The Government of
Canada sincerely apologizes and asks the forgiveness of the Aboriginal
Peoples of this country for failing them so profoundly.
Nous le regrettons
We are sorry
Nimitataynan
Niminchinowesamin
Mamiattugut
In moving towards healing, reconciliation and resolution of the sad
legacy of Indian Residential Schools, implementation of the Indian
Residential Schools Settlement Agreement began on September 19, 2007.
Years of work by survivors, communities, and Aboriginal organizations
culminated in an agreement that gives us a new beginning and an
opportunity to move forward together in partnership.
A cornerstone of the Settlement Agreement is the Indian Residential
Schools Truth and Reconciliation Commission. This Commission
presents a unique opportunity to educate all Canadians on the Indian
Residential Schools system. It will be a positive step in forging a new
relationship between Aboriginal Peoples and other Canadians, a
relationship based on the knowledge of our shared history, a respect
for each other and a desire to move forward together with a renewed
understanding that strong families, strong communities and vibrant
cultures and traditions will contribute to a stronger Canada for all of us.
Retrieved 24 November 2008 from: http://pm.gc.ca/eng/media.asp?id=2149
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The United Church of Canada Apology to First Nations
Peoples (1986)
Long before my people journeyed to this land your people were here,
and you received from your Elders an understanding of creation and
of the Mystery that surrounds us all that was deep, and rich, and to be
treasured.
We did not hear you when you shared your vision. In our zeal to tell you
of the good news of Jesus Christ we were closed to the value of your
spirituality.
We confused Western ways and culture with the depth and breadth and
length and height of the gospel of Christ. We imposed our civilization as
a condition for accepting the gospel.
We tried to make you be like us and in so doing we helped to destroy the
vision that made you what you were. As a result you, and we, are poorer
and the image of the Creator in us is twisted, blurred, and we are not
what we are meant by God to be.
We ask you to forgive us and to walk together with us in the Spirit of
Christ so that our Peoples may be blessed and God’s creation healed.
Right Reverend Robert Smith

Retrieved 26 November 2008 from: http://www.united-church.ca/beliefs/
policies/1986/a651
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The Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate:
An Apology to the First Nations of Canada by The
Oblate Conference of Canada
The Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate in Canada wish, after
one hundred and fifty years of being with and ministering to the Native
Peoples of Canada, to offer an apology for certain aspects of that
presence and ministry.
A number of historical circumstances make this moment in history most
opportune for this.
First, there is a symbolic reason. Next year, 1992, marks the five
hundredth anniversary of the arrival of Europeans on the shores of
America. As large scale celebrations are being prepared to mark this
occasion, the Oblates of Canada wish, through this apology, to show
solidarity with many Native people in Canada whose history has been
adversely affected by this event. Anthropological and sociological
insights of the late 20th century have shown how deep, unchallenged,
and damaging was the naive cultural, ethnic, linguistic, and religious
superiority complex of Christian Europe when its Peoples met and
interrelated with the aboriginal Peoples of North America.
As well, recent criticisms of Indian residential schools and the
exposure of instances of physical and sexual abuse within these
schools call for such an apology.
Given this history, Native Peoples and other groups alike are realizing
that a certain healing needs to take place before a new and more truly
cooperative phase of history can occur. This healing cannot however
happen until some very complex, long-standing, and deep historical
issues have been addressed.
It is in this context, and with a renewed pledge to be in solidarity with
Native Peoples in a common struggle for justice, that we, the Oblates of
Canada, offer this apology:
We apologize for the part we played in the cultural, ethnic, linguistic,
and religious imperialism that was part of the mentality with which
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the Peoples of Europe first met the aboriginal Peoples and which
consistently has lurked behind the way the Native Peoples of Canada
have been treated by civil governments and by the churches. We were,
naively, part of this mentality and were, in fact, often a key player in
its implementation. We recognize that this mentality has, from the
beginning, and ever since, continually threatened the cultural, linguistic,
and religious traditions of the Native Peoples.
We recognize that many of the problems that beset Native communities
today - high unemployment, alcoholism, family breakdown, domestic
violence, spiraling suicide rates, lack of healthy self-esteem - are not so
much the result of personal failure as they are the result of centuries of
systemic imperialism. Any people stripped of its traditions as well as of
its pride falls victim to precisely these social ills. For the part that we
played, however inadvertent and naive that participation, might have
been, in the setting up and maintaining of a system that stripped others
of not only their lands but also of their cultural, linguistic, and religious
traditions we sincerely apologize.
Beyond this regret for having been part of a system which, because of
its historical privilege and assumed superiority did great damage to the
Native Peoples of Canada, we wish to apologize more specifically for the
following:
In sympathy with recent criticisms of Native Residential Schools, we
wish to apologize for the part we played in the setting up and the
maintaining of those schools. We apologize for the existence of the
schools themselves, recognizing that the biggest abuse was not what
happened in the schools, but that the schools themselves happened ...
that the primal bond inherent within families was violated as a matter
of policy, that children were usurped from their natural communities,
and that, implicitly and explicitly, these schools operated out of the
premise that European languages, traditions, and religious practices
were superior to Native languages, traditions, and religious practices.
The residential schools were an attempt to assimilate aboriginal Peoples
and we played an important role in the unfolding of this design. For this
we sincerely apologize.
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We wish to apologize in a very particular way for the instances of
physical and sexual abuse that occurred in those schools. We reiterate
that the bigger issue of abuse was the existence of the schools themselves
but we wish to publicly acknowledge that there were instances of
individual physical and sexual abuse. Far from attempting to defend or
rationalize these cases of abuse in any way, we wish to state publicly that
we acknowledge that they were inexcusable, intolerable, and a betrayal
of trust in one of its most serious forms. We deeply, and very specifically,
apologize to every victim of such abuse and we seek help in searching for
means to bring about healing.
Finally, we wish to apologize as well for our past dismissal of many of the
riches of Native religious tradition. We broke some of your peace pipes
and we considered some of your sacred practices, and we considered
some of your sacred practices as pagan and superstitious. This too had
its origins in the colonial mentality, our European superiorly complex,
which was grounded in a particular view of history. We apologize for
this blindness and disrespect.
One qualification is, however, in order. As we publicly acknowledge a
certain blindness in our past, we wish, too, to publicly point to some of
the salient reasons for this. We do this, not as a way of subtly excusing
ourselves or of rationalizing in any way so as to denigrate this apology,
but as a way of more fully exposing the reasons for our past blindness
and, especially, as a way of honoring, despite their mistakes, those many
men and women, Native and white alike, who gave their lives and their
very blood in a dedication that was most sincere and heroic.
Hindsight makes for 20-20 vision and judging the past from the insights
of the present is an exact and often cruel science. When Christopher
Columbus set sail for the Americas, with the blessing of the Christian
Church, Western civilization lacked the insights it needed to appreciate
what Columbus met upon the shores of America. The cultural, linguistic,
and ethical traditions of Europe were caught up in the naive belief
that they were inherently superior to those found in other parts of the
world. Without excusing this superiority complex, it is necessary to
name it. Sincerity alone does not set people above their place in history.
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Thousands of persons operated out of this mentality and gave their lives
in dedication to an ideal that, while sincere in its intent, was, at one
point, naively linked to a certain cultural, religious, linguistic, and ethnic
superiority complex. These men and women sincerely believed that their
vocations and actions were serving both God and the best interests of
the Native Peoples to whom they were ministering. History has, partially,
rendered a cruel judgment on their efforts, showing how, despite much
sincerity and genuine dedication, their actions were sometimes naive and
disrespectful in that they violated the sacred and cherished traditions
of others. Hence, even as we apologize for some of the effects of their
actions, we want at the same time to affirm their sincerity, the goodness
of their intent, and the goodness, in many cases, of their actions.
Recognizing that within every sincere apology there is implicit the
promise of conversion to a new way of acting. We, the Oblates of
Canada, wish to pledge ourselves to a renewed relationship with Native
Peoples which, while very much in line with the sincerity and intent of
our past relationship, seeks to move beyond past mistakes to a new level
of respect and mutuality. Hence ...
We renew the commitment we made 150 years ago to work with and for
Native Peoples. In the spirit of our founder, Blessed Eugene De Mazenod,
and the many dedicated missionaries who have served in Native
communities during these 150 years, we again pledge to Native Peoples
our service. We ask help in more judiciously discerning what forms that
service might take today.
More specifically, we pledge ourselves to the following:
•

We want to support an effective process of disclosure visa-vis
Residential Schools. We offer to collaborate in any way we
can so that the full story of the Indian Residential Schools
may be written, that their positive and negative features may
be recognized, and that an effective healing process might
take place.

•

We want to proclaim as inviolable the natural rights of Indian
families, parents and children, so that never again will Indian
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communities and Indian parents see their children forcibly
removed from them by other authorities.
•

We want to denounce imperialism in all its forms and, concomitantly, pledge ourselves to work with Native Peoples in
their efforts to recover their lands, their languages, their sacred traditions, and their rightful pride.

•

We want, as Oblates, to meet with Native Peoples and together help forge a template for a renewed covenant of solidarity.
Despite past mistakes and many present tensions, the Oblates
have felt all along as if the Native Peoples and we belonged to
the same family. As members of the same family it is imperative that we come again to that deep trust and solidarity that
constitutes family. We recognize that the road beyond past
hurt may be long and steep but we pledge ourselves anew to
journey with Native Peoples on that road.

Reverend Doug Crosby

omi President of the Oblate Conference of Canada
On behalf of the 1200 Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate living
and ministering in Canada
Retrieved 25 November 2008 from: http://www.cccb.ca/site/images/stories/pdf/
oblate_apology_english.pdfThe Anglican Church of Canada
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A message from the Primate, Archbishop Michael Peers,
to the National Native Convocation Minaki, Ontario
Friday, August 6, 1993
My Brothers and Sisters:
Together here with you I have listened as you have told your stories of
the residential schools. I have heard the voices that have spoken of pain
and hurt experienced in the schools, and of the scars which endure to
this day.
I have felt shame and humiliation as I have heard of suffering inflicted by
my people, and as I think of the part our church played in that suffering.
I am deeply conscious of the sacredness of the stories that you have told
and I hold in the highest honour those who have told them.
I have heard with admiration the stories of people and communities who
have worked at healing, and I am aware of how much healing is needed.
I also know that I am in need of healing, and my own people are in need
of healing, and our church is in need of healing. Without that healing, we
will continue the same attitudes that have done such damage in the past.
I also know that healing takes a long time, both for people and for
communities.
I also know that it is God who heals, and that God can begin to heal
when we open ourselves, our wounds, our failures and our shame to
God. I want to take one step along that path here and now.
I accept and I confess before God and you, our failures in the residential
schools. We failed you. We failed ourselves. We failed God. I am sorry,
more than I can say, that we were part of a system which took you and
your children from home and family.
I am sorry, more than I can say, that we tried to remake you in our image,
taking from you your language and the signs of your identity.
I am sorry, more than I can say, that in our schools so many were abused
physically, sexually, culturally and emotionally.
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On behalf of the Anglican Church of Canada, I present our apology.
I do this at the desire of those in the Church like the National Executive
Council, who know some of your stories and have asked me to apologize.
I do this in the name of many who do not know these stories.
And I do this even though there are those in the church who cannot
accept the fact that these things were done in our name.
As soon as I am home, I shall tell all the bishops what I have said, and ask
them to co-operate with me and with the National Executive Council in
helping this healing at the local level. Some bishops have already begun
this work.
I know how often you have heard words which have been empty
because they have not been accompanied by actions. I pledge to you my
best efforts, and the efforts of our church at the national level, to walk
with you along the path of God’s healing.
The work of the Residential Schools Working Group, the video, the
commitment and the effort of the Special Assistants to the Primate for
this work, the grants available for healing conferences, are some signs of
that pledge, and we shall work for others.
This is Friday, the day of Jesus’ suffering and death. It is the anniversary
of the first atomic bomb at Hiroshima, one of the most terrible injuries
ever inflicted by one people on another.
But even atomic bombs and Good Friday are not the last word. God
raised Jesus from the dead as a sign that life and wholeness are the
everlasting and unquenchable purpose of God.
Thank you for listening to me.
Michael Peers, Archbishop and Primate

Retrieved 11 November 2008 from: http://www.anglican.ca/ResidentialSchools/resources/apology.htm
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The Presbyterian Church in Canada: Confessions and
Apologies
“It is with deep humility and in great sorrow that we come
before God and our Aboriginal brothers and sisters with our
confession...”
Our Confession:
The Holy Spirit, speaking in and through Scripture, calls The Presbyterian
Church in Canada to confession. This confession is our response to the
word of God. We understand our mission and ministry in new ways, in
part because of the testimony of Aboriginal Peoples.
We, the 120th General Assembly of The Presbyterian Church in Canada,
seeking the guidance of the Spirit of God, and aware of our own sin and
shortcomings, are called to speak to the Church we love. We do this,
out of new understandings of our past, not out of any sense of being
superior to those who have gone before us, nor out of any sense that
we would have done things differently in the same context. It is with
deep humility and in great sorrow that we come before God and our
Aboriginal brothers and sisters with our confession.
We acknowledge that the stated policy of the Government of Canada
was to assimilate Aboriginal Peoples to the dominant culture, and that
The Presbyterian Church in Canada co-operated in this policy. We
acknowledge that the roots of the harm we have done are found in the
attitudes and values of western European colonialism, and the assumption
that what was not yet molded in our image was to be discovered and
exploited. As part of that policy we, with other churches, encouraged the
Government to ban some important spiritual practices through which
Aboriginal Peoples experienced the presence of the creator God. For the
Church’s complicity in this policy we ask forgiveness.
We recognize that there were many members of The Presbyterian Church
in Canada who, in good faith, gave unstintingly of themselves in love and
compassion for their aboriginal brothers and sisters. We acknowledge
their devotion and commend them for their work. We recognize that

246

Apologies

there were some who, with prophetic insight, were aware of the damage
that was being done and protested, but their efforts were thwarted.
We acknowledge their insight. For the times we did not support them
adequately nor hear their cries for justice, we ask forgiveness.
We confess that The Presbyterian Church in Canada presumed to know
better than Aboriginal Peoples what was needed for life. The Church
said of our Aboriginal brothers and sisters, “If they could be like us, if
they could think like us, talk like us, worship like us, sing like us, work
like us, they would know God as we know God and therefore would
have life abundant”. In our cultural arrogance we have been blind to the
ways in which our own understanding of the Gospel has been culturally
conditioned, and because of our insensitivity to aboriginal cultures, we
have demanded more of Aboriginal Peoples than the gospel requires,
and have thus misrepresented Jesus Christ who loves all Peoples with
compassionate, suffering love that all may come to God through him.
For the Church’s presumption we ask forgiveness.
We confess that, with the encouragement and assistance of the
Government of Canada, The Presbyterian Church in Canada agreed to
take the children of Aboriginal Peoples from their own homes and place
them in Residential Schools. In these schools, children were deprived
of their traditional ways, which were replaced with Euro-Canadian
customs that were helpful in the process of assimilation. To carry out this
process, The Presbyterian Church in Canada used disciplinary practices
which were foreign to Aboriginal Peoples, and open to exploitation in
physical and psychological punishment beyond any Christian maxim of
care and discipline. In a setting of obedience and acquiescence there was
opportunity for sexual abuse, and some were so abused. The effect of all
this, for Aboriginal Peoples, was the loss of cultural identity and the loss
of a secure sense of self. For the Church’s insensitivity we ask forgiveness.
We regret that there are those whose lives have been deeply scarred by the
effects of the mission and ministry of The Presbyterian Church in Canada.
For our Church we ask forgiveness of God. It is our prayer that God,
who is merciful, will guide us in compassionate ways towards helping
them to heal.
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We ask, also, for forgiveness from Aboriginal Peoples. What we have
heard we acknowledge. It is our hope that those whom we have
wronged with a hurt too deep for telling will accept what we have to
say. With God’s guidance our Church will seek opportunities to walk
with Aboriginal Peoples to find healing and wholeness together as God’s
people.
“God not only calls the church to confession, but to a ministry of
reconciliation, walking together, seeking to restore justice in relationships
where it is lacking. Our church is called to commit itself to support
processes for healing of the wounds inflicted on aboriginal people.”
Retrieved 25 November 2008 from: http://www.presbyterian.ca/ministry/
canada/nativeministries/confessions
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