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Sermon Notes – October 15, 2017 
“Reconciliation” 

Brian Walton 
 
 

I had known Ron for about a year and a half when the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission came to Saskatoon.  I had been charged with 

employing the first Indigenous Spiritual Cultural Helpers in the Saskatoon 

Health Region.  With advice from a former First Nation’s Chief and 

employee of the health region we advertised and interviewed.  Our 

consultant was not enthusiastic about any of the applicants but then on the 

last day Ron appeared.  He was five years older than me, a statuesque 

man, with a full head of hair (which I envied) and a braid extending down to 

the middle of his back.  When we asked him about his experience he said it 

began with being a drunk.  As a young man, he was angry all the time.  His 

deep personal hurts were addressed in two ways – getting drunk and 

fighting.  As he tells it, by the time he was thirty he had been in jail, failed at 

a marriage, drank every evening and was thinking seriously about suicide.  

Someone suggested he visit Rose – the ‘old lady’ as he frequently called 

her.  Rose began to slowly teach him the spiritual traditions of his people.  

Prayer, smudging, sweat lodge, feast, ceremony.  He didn’t know why, but 

he kept going back to her.  He started smudging daily and saying prayers.  

He decided to go a day without alcohol, then two, then a week, and then 
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forty years.  Ron was a truck driver and heavy equipment operator, Rose 

told him that one day he would be a spiritual leader.  He said to himself, 

“Bull shit.”  Ron doesn’t shy away from colourful language, except when he 

prays.   

Within a decade of meeting Rose, Ron was employed by Corrections 

Canada as the spiritual elder to the P.A. penitentiary.  He told me that he 

would hold regular healing circles and sweats with anyone who wished to 

attend, primarily Indigenous inmates.  Inevitably in the healing circles he 

would tell his story about abuse – physical and sexual – and how he drank 

to ease the pain and carried a simmering anger within him.  He looked me 

in the eye and said that after ten years as Elder for the ‘Pen’ he had not 

met a single prisoner who had not been sexually abused as a child.  He 

taught that smudging healed; he taught that sweats healed; he taught that 

praying to the grandmothers and grandfathers healed.  He finally grew tired 

of the daily commute to Prince Albert and at sixty-three applied for the 

health region’s first position of Spiritual/Cultural Worker in the now defunct 

Department of Spiritual and Cultural Care.  We hired him. 

He became my friend and my teacher.  In an act of solidarity, I 

attended the Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings on the day that 

he and his wife were to speak to the assembly.  In retrospect, he told me 
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that he didn’t know why he was going or what he was going to say.  He did 

not attend a Residential School, he thought he had no personal experience.  

He began to speak about the lack of love in his family home, about never 

hearing his parents say I love you, about the beatings, the abandonment, 

the vulnerability that gave way to sexual abuse.  He told of how both his 

parents were in residential schools and how, in those institutions and torn 

from their families, they lost the ability to love.  His parents experienced no 

love, his parents experienced no model for parenting.  I never heard Ron 

blame his parents, but in the telling of the story it was as if he understood 

them anew.  In front of 500 people he told these stories and he began to 

weep.  I went to speak to him afterwards – he was numb, as trauma 

survivors so often are.  It took him many weeks to regain himself; his 

insight had shifted; now, in public presentations he always speaks about 

the impact of Residential schools on him and his people.  His willingness to 

be so public about his story gives me freedom to share it today. 

Ron became my teacher.  I grew up in Regina and my experience of 

“Indians” were those I saw passed out on the sidewalk outside the 

downtown hotels.  My mother was frightened of “them”.  My father was 

more pragmatic – the foreman for a moving company he hired and fired 

workers.  I recall him saying that “Indians” were good workers, you just 
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couldn’t count on them showing up every morning.  After being ordained in 

1977 I was sent to a parish of six churches, one of which was on the File 

Hills Indian Reservation (the term “First Nation” was not yet in use).  I was 

warmly received in the little File Hills Church and I thought I got to know the 

families – the Deiters, the Pinnays, the Stonechild’s and others.  In 

retrospect, I don’t think I really got to know them; for I didn’t know how to 

invite or truly listen to their stories.  The United Church’s reserve school 

had closed only a few years earlier; I’m sure I was viewed with a mixture of 

respect and suspicion.  I recall one day I had a friend visit and I offered to 

take him for a ride on the reserve – a new experience for a white kid from 

the city.  As we were driving around I told my friend there was a hammer 

under his seat just in case we were attacked.  I scared the spit out of him.  

Only in retrospect did I realize how ignorant I was and how easy it was to 

perpetuate negative stereotypes. 

I lived with many stereotypes and never really challenged them until I 

met Ron.  My mother’s fear, my father’s view of unreliability, the impact of 

alcohol, the news reports, the slangs and slurs everywhere present in my 

society.  I recall in my grade eight classroom the teacher referred to older 

model cars with big fins as “Indian cars.”  Cheap, gas guzzlers.  One of the 

popular girls (who the boys mooned over) challenged the teacher.  Little did 
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I know how brave she was in the classroom of the late ‘60’s.  Over time I 

developed a good liberal view on justice issues.  I understood and 

supported the United Church’s apology to Indigenous persons in 1986, but 

it was all theoretical until I met Ron, until I saw his tears.   

Reconciliation cannot only be an activity of the head, it also has to be 

one of the heart.  Perhaps that is why the story of Jacob was suggested 

when thinking about reconciliation.  The ancient Hebrew patriarch Jacob 

stole his brother Esau's birthright.  You might remember the story – Jacob 

and Esau were brothers - Esau was the eldest and, hence, the inheritor of 

his father’s blessing.  Esau was working in the fields, while his younger 

brother Jacob was at home cooking stew.  When Esau smelled the stew, 

he asked his brother for some.  Jacob replied, “You can have some stew if 

you give me your birthright.  When Esau realizes the injustice done him he 

threatens to kill his brother who flees into the hills for decades.  Eventually 

Jacob wants to “make right” by his brother and returns to seek 

reconciliation.  In this morning’s vignette, it is the night before Jacob is to 

meet Esau.  The story tells of Jacob wrestling/dreaming through the night 

with an angel.  Seeking reconciliation with Esau is hard – it requires 

physical contact, emotional vulnerability, spiritual integrity.   
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There are parallels between this ancient story and our 

relationship with the Indigenous people of this land.  Our ancestors 

stole their birthright – for a few beads and some rifles they acquired 

the land, the rightful land of the first inhabitants.  Our ancestors stole 

their birthright, with residential schools and government decree they 

stole their language, culture and spiritual practices.  And now we are 

Jacob – not the prime actors but the inheritors of those who stole the 

birthright – and we wrestle.   

Reconciliation is not easy.  Where do we begin?  We wrestle 

with post-colonial ideas about conquest and our right to the land; 

about treaty obligations we too often see as government hand-outs; 

about our experience of broken Indigenous people and their abuse of 

alcohol, the violence, the gangs, the criminality.  We wrestle.  We 

wrestle with stereotypes learned in our families or promoted in our 

workplace or joked about around our coffee tables.  We wrestle.  We 

wrestle with a sense of guilt, with a fear of making new mistakes, of 

not knowing how to respond.  We wrestle with what it means to be a 

faithful follower of Jesus and to respect that there are different ways 

of knowing the Holy One. 
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I never saw Ron cry again but occasionally I did see a cloud 

drift over him.  Like when they insisted on dropping his newly 

purchased couch at Grasswood Esso; or when the security guard 

followed him and his sixty-six-year-old wife around every aisle of the 

department store; or when folks in the volunteer office at the hospital 

told him that his smudge stunk and smelled like marijuana.  The fact 

that he welcomed me to his sweat lodge, taught me how to collect 

sage and demanded that I push the health region to begin seasonal 

feasts was an indication of his willingness to reconcile.   

For myself reconciliation begins with wrestling down those 

persistent stereotypes.  It begins by acknowledging my own fears 

about Indigenous anger or my culpability as a ‘white man’.  It begins 

with opening my heart to real people, and not only opening my head 

to ideas of justice.  When my mother-in-law was alive she joined the 

grandmother’s group – an opportunity to regularly sit in a circle with 

Indigenous grandmothers.  Together they remembered the joys and 

hardships of motherhood; the hopes and fears for their grandchildren; 

they drank coffee, broke bread, ate bannock.  She was doing the 

work of reconciliation – it was terribly profound and amazingly simple.  



8 
 

As Canadians, as Christians we live with a call to reconciliation 

– what are you wrestling with; what steps you are taking to 

understand; how does your head and heart come together?  Where is 

God leading you?  

 


