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As we sat in 
the restau-
rant, waiting 

for our food to arrive, 
I will never forget the 
words of my friend, 

“In the residential school, they tried to shove 
Jesus down my throat to get Him into my heart 
… it doesn’t work that way.” 

The experiences that so many First Nations 
people had as children living in residential 
schools, has profoundly impacted their view of 
Christianity, the Church and who Jesus Christ is.

God’s word is truth. Not only was Jesus, as a 
man, full of grace and truth, He stated “I am 
the way, the truth and the life.” Whoever lives 
by the truth comes into the light. And knowing 
the truth critically influences being set free and 
experiencing the abundant and blessed life that 
God desires people to know.

As an organization, we are devoted to both 
sharing God’s truth with First Nations people, 
and being agents that God uses to bring recon-
ciliation between those people and Himself. 

We find that our greatest struggle in ministry 
is presenting God’s truth to someone who has a 
negative impression of Christ, often times directly 
(or indirectly) resulting from their history with a 
residential school.

Building and engaging in relationships with 
First Nations people are the greatest tools God 
uses to breakdown walls that have been built up 
over generations. 

Sharing God’s truth and being agents of rec-
onciliation can only happen effectively in the 
context of relationship. When true followers of 
Christ work, play, and live side by side with First 
Nations people as equals, it creates a fertile soil 
for the truth of God to grow in a person’s heart.

Today, my friend pastors a small church—
a testimony of God’s power to bring freedom, 
forgiveness and reconciliation in spite of the 
residential schools. 

FROM THE TALKING CIRCLE

Parents were threatened with jail time if they refused to 
bring us to the residential school. It was a law.

My name is Nk’xetko, my English name is Mary Jane. 
At age 6 when my parents dropped me and my three older 
sisters off at Kamloops Residential School I went to the Junior 
Girls Dorm. My sisters went to their Dorms and I never saw them 
again, besides it was against rules to go into a different dorm.

I panicked because I couldn’t remember my name. I ran 
to find Seepeetza to ask. She said, “Mary Jane. Repeat it ten 
times.” I needn’t have bothered because I was assigned the 
number 39 and that was what I was called.

It was a type of abandonment and loss, the disconnection 
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from family for 288 days of the year was a type of suffering 
that is indescribable. At night in the dorms we cried ourselves 
to sleep and there was no comfort. We lived in fear at night, 
“Don’t leave your beds—there are devils under your beds.” 
Kids cried at night because they were terrified to go down the 
hall to the washroom, they wet their pants.

Abuse was constant during the day, whippings with the 
“strap” was a regular occurrence. The nun kept the strap inside 
the left sleeve of her black habit for easy access. We got yelled 
at by the nuns who said, “You good for nothing. You’ll never 
amount to anything. You are worthless.” We felt threatened 
and intimidated at all times.

Mary Jane made the honour roll in Grade 8 but is looking down in this picture from embarrassment because the teacher slapped her face  
just before the picture was taken.

Scott Markloff, Communications Director

What follows was very, very difficult to write about. 
For many of you, it may be even more difficult to 
read. We ask that you please read with an open 

heart and mind. It’s a story of how a people created in God’s 
image in need of the love of Christ came to a place of being 
severely mistreated in the name of Christ.

As part of a larger effort to assimilate First Nations people 
into Canadian culture and take control of their land, the 
Canadian government in partnership with various Christian 
churches/denominations ran a system of Residential Schools 
throughout Canada for over 100 years. To call this a difficult 
period in Canadian history would not do justice to the thou-
sands of Native children who lost their lives at these schools. 
It would not do justice to the tens of thousands of children 
who suffered terribly. Shameful would be a more accurate 
word.

From the mid-1800s through the mid-1900s First Nations 
children were mandated to attend 80 residential schools spread 
throughout Canada. Many were forcibly separated from their 
parents and communities for long periods of time. Many never 
returned. The numbers are difficult to establish. But of the 
150,000 children who attended these schools, between 3,200 
and 6,000 died of disease and other causes. We should let 
that sink in for a minute. If in any of our schools today two 
or three children died from neglect, abuse and disease there 
would be understandable outrage. We are not talking two or 
three but thousands.

The children were separated from any siblings who also 
attended, were stripped of their traditional names and not 
allowed to speak their traditional languages. In their place 
they were given Anglo names and forced to speak only English 
or French. Severe punishment was meted out for any attempt to 
use their family given name or language. All cultural practices 
were forbidden.

Abuse and mistreatment were all too common. Children 
were regularly demeaned with epitaphs like “stupid Indian” 
or “you will never amount to anything.” Learning styles were 
foreign, disease was rampant and food and facilities were 
inadequate. Sexual and physical abuse were a present part of 
daily life for many of the children who attended. 

Beyond this, the greatest abuse was forcing children to be 
raised institutionally in sterile uncaring environments instead 
of their families and communities. They grew up without ties 
to mother and father, sister and brother. They ended up as 

generations caught between two cultures and in reality a 
people without culture. They were not white nor were they 
allowed to be native.

As the final schools closed their doors largely by the late 
1950s into the early 1960s, the children still did not get to 
return to their communities and be reunited with lost family 
and community life. The period of residential schools was fol-
lowed by the “Sixties Scoop.” Native children were then forcibly 
removed from their families and placed in foster care or put 
up for adoption. This went on into the mid-1980s. 

The results of these two disastrous programs was generations 
of people without normal family ties and history, emotional 
issues and a very long road to healing and recovery. The effects 
of the Residential School system and the Sixties Scoop carry 
on through following generations.

In June 2008 the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was 
established to document the history and impact of this period 
of time. They released their report in June 2015 shortly after 
Stephen Harper, then Prime Minister of Canada, had offered 
the first official apology by Canada to the First Nations people. 
If you want to learn more, there are many good resources at 
www.trc.ca. This all-too-brief article cannot do justice to this 
tragic story. We highly recommend TRC’s resources to you. 
As we move forward with First Nations people, it’s important 
we learn from the mistakes of the past and interact in more 
respectful ways in the future.

If you live in the United States of America, very similar 
programs and history happened there as well. 

Because the Residential Schools were administered on 
behalf of the government by the “Church” (primarily by four 
Christian denominations: Roman Catholic, Anglican, United 
Church of Canada, and Presbyterian), this came to define 
what Christianity was for many Native people. It formed an 
image and impression of who Jesus Christ was. And if not Him 
directly, then who His followers were. Christianity became the 
“white man’s religion” to them.

This has created many challenges for those carrying out 
ministry today among Native people.

But there is hope. What was done in the name of Christ 
at these institutions did not represent the reality of who Jesus 
Christ really is. Through faithful ministry, mutually respectful 
relationships and taking ownership of the past, a new image 
of Jesus Christ is emerging, one based on love and respect. In 
the next article, Ron Hartwig, our Executive Director, touches 
on how this has shaped North America Indigenous Ministries 
and our relationship with First Nations people. 

A Shameful History

Resources for Further Study

For Reading
 ■ My Name is Seepeetza, an 

autobiography by Shirley 
Sterling, sister of Mary 
Jane Joe (available from 
Amazon)

 ■ “The Survivors Speak” (PDF, available at 
nctr.ca/reports.php)

 ■ National Centre for Truth and Recon-
ciliation (nctr.ca)

For those who would like to know more, NAIM recommends the following as a starting point:

For Viewing
 ■ We Were Children (available from Amazon)

 ■ Where the Spirit Lives (search YouTube for 
title)

 ■ Indian Horse (available from Amazon)

 A Residential School survivor
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We heard that previous generations had needles poked in 
their tongues for speaking their language. This appeared to be 
a means of suppressing our voice because that’s what we heard 
our parents and grandparents speaking at home. My mother 
and grandmother maintained a Christian faith because of 
Father LeJeune who spoke a little of the Interior Salish lan-
guages. Father also brought some practical life skills as well 
as the prayers such as “The Our Father”, he was trusted. My 
grandmother taught me her prayers and I repeat them every 
day. I miss her but the prayers keep me close to her memory.

When I was in Grade 8 there were sixty-five of us in the 
class. Yet when I graduated three of us completed Grade 12. 
That’s a 96 percent dropout rate.

On my last day at residential school I made a vow to never 
pray to God again, or go to church again. The religion taught 

to us at school seemed to condemn us to hell and that God 
was a cruel judge.

I attended the University of Victoria and boarded for two 
years with a white family who were kind to me, they didn’t 
even know residential schools existed. I hated white people but 
I began to meet individuals who were ignorant of our situation 
so I filled them in. They were shocked.

I got married young and had a little boy and moved to the 
Yukon. When he was four I wanted one more child—a daughter. 
I didn’t believe in God but took a chance and said one little 
prayer, “If you are real and you answer prayers I’m going to 
ask you for a daughter to be born on my birthday, but your will 
be done.” That was it. I didn’t say another word, just hoped in 
my heart. Eleven months after that prayer Nadia was born on 
my birthday. Nadia means “hope.” I became a believer and 

01-01-1831 | Mohawk Institute

The Mohawk Institute in Brantford, Upper Canada, became 
Canada’s first residential school. At first, the school 
only admitted boys. Girls were admitted in 1834.

01-01-1844 | Bagot Commission

The Bagot Commission proposed that separating Indigenous chil-
dren from their parents was the best way to achieve assimilation. 

01-01-1884 | Creation of Residential Schools

Amendments to the Indian Act of 1876 provided for the 
creation of Indian residential schools, funded and operated 
by the Government of Canada and Roman Catholic, Anglican, 
Methodist, Presbyterian and United churches. The Canadian 
government also banned traditional Indigenous ceremonies.

01-01-1896 | Residential Schools

Forty-five residential schools were in operation across Canada. Each 
school was provided with an allowance per student, which led to 
overcrowding and an increase in diseases within the institutions.

01-01-1907 | Health at Residential Schools

After visiting 35 residential schools, Dr. Peter Henderson 
Bryce, chief medical officer for Canada’s Department of 
the Interior and Indian Affairs (1904–21), revealed that 
Indigenous children were dying at alarming rates. Bryce sug-
gested the mortality rate could be as high as 42 per cent.

01-01-1920 | Residential Schools Become Mandatory

Deputy Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, Duncan 
Campbell Scott, made attendance at residential school manda-
tory for every Indian child between 7 and 16 years of age.

01-01-1922 | The Story of a National 
Crime Published

Dr. Peter Henderson Bryce published The Story of a National Crime, 
exposing the government’s suppression of information on the 
health of Indigenous peoples. Bryce argued that Duncan Campbell 
Scott and the ministry of Indian Affairs neglected Indigenous health 
needs, and noted a “criminal disregard for the treaty pledges.”

01-01-1930 | Canadian Residential Schools

During the 1930s, the Indian residential school system had a 
network of 80 to 90 schools with an enrolment of over 17,000.

01-01-1960 | The Sixties Scoop

As residential schools closed, thousands of Indigenous 
children were taken from their families by provincial 
and federal social workers and placed in foster or adop-
tion homes. Often, these homes were non-Indigenous. 
Some children were even placed outside of Canada.

01-01-1966 | Coroner’s Inquest Into  
Charlie Wenjack’s Death

A coroner’s inquest into Chanie “Charlie” Wenjack’s death was 
held. The jury report recognized that “The Indian education 
system causes tremendous emotional & adjustment problems 
for these children.” They recommended, “A study be made of 
the present Indian education & philosophy. Is it right?”

01-01-1979 | Residential Schools

Twelve residential schools were still operating in Canada, 
with 1,200 children attending. The Department of Indian 
Affairs evaluated the schools and created a series of initiatives. 
Among them was a plan to make the school administration 
more culturally aware of the needs of Indigenous students.

10-30-1990 | Phil Fontaine’s Testimony of 
Abuse at Residential Schools

Head of the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, Phil Fontaine, 
spoke publicly of the abuse he suffered at residential 
school. He gave a number of media interviews, out-
lining the abuse and calling for a public inquiry.

01-01-1996 | Last Residential School Closes

The last federally-run facility, Gordon Residential 
School, closed in Punnichy, Saskatchewan.

01-01-2007 | Indian Residential Schools 
Settlement Agreement

The Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement provided 
compensation to survivors of residential schools. All survivors 
received the Common Experience Payment, based on the number 
of years they attended residential school. Claims of sexual 
and physical abuse were assessed on a case-by-case basis.

12-15-2015 | Final Report of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission Released

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission released Honouring the 
Truth, Reconciling for the Future, its final report on the residential 
school system and the experiences of its survivors, in which 
Canada’s treatment of Aboriginal people is characterized as “cultural 
genocide.” Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, who attended the cere-
monial release of the report, committed his government to imple-
menting all of the 94 recommendations set out in the June 2015 
summary report. The recommendations are aimed at repairing rela-
tions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Canada—
relations that have suffered deeply from the legacy of more than 
a century of assimilationist policies and human rights violations.

Residential School Timeline

My mother Tli’hetko (age 9), “little drop of water.” Sophie Cecilia 
Voght at Kamloops Residential School ca. 1924 with unnamed school 
mates. She was whipped for speaking her language. After three years 
her father took her out when he heard about the cruelty.

1935 – Mary Jane Joe’s parents’ wedding picture.

“In 1967, my teacher, Sister Ann Beverly, asked me for a legend from my people. She was 
the only teacher who showed an interest in us as human beings. She asked about my 
culture and traditions, along with two of my classmates, Judy and Nancy, also from the 

Merritt area. We put together a presentation on our culture. Sister borrowed a buckskin 
dress for me from Joanne in the Kamloops tribe. When my mother heard of this, she asked 
her friend, Anna, to make some moccasins. The school no longer cut our hair short.

This was a very empowering moment in my life. Normally at school we heard nothing  
of our tribe and nations. It seemed like we didn’t exist.

I have always been thankful to Sister Ann Beverley for arranging this event. It was 
one of the few triumphs I experienced at residential school. —MARY JANE JOE

remain so to this day. Nadia is now 40 years of age. I’ve had 
struggles and trials but I had no one to turn to but the Lord. 
I have learned that our God is faithful to prayers that rise up 
in honest humble requests. I am still amazed at my daughter.

Years later after a failed marriage I attended UBC to com-
plete two degrees. I was the one shocked when I learned of 
the colonial Indian Policy that instigated residential schools 
was meant to assimilate us and make “Canadian citizens” 
out of us—in other words get rid of Native culture, language, 
traditions, and beliefs. What was accomplished was a form of 
“cultural genocide.”

This knowledge opened my eyes and revealed the truth. 
It appeared I was a victim of an evil experiment in the guise 

of furthering the Gospel but ended up destroying many of us. 
How did we survive? We had to numb our feelings, it was like 
dying a little every day.

This revelation showed me that my mother with her Grade 3 
education had a faith that covered me and I wasn’t completely 
destroyed. Looking back when I hear the horror stories of my 
schoolmates I’m deeply thankful my experience could have 
been so much worse. I truly believe the hand of God spared 
my life. 

Mary Jane Joe, B.Ed and M.A. from the Ntle’kepmx Nation (Joeyaska 
Indian Reserve, Merritt, B.C.), is a retired educator currently serving 
as Elder in Residence at Langara College in Vancouver.

Seepeetza (Shirley Sterling) and Nk’xetko (Mary Jane). 
This photo was taken behind our dad’s Fargo truck around 
the summer of 1958. My sister and I were best pals. She 
was at residential school at the same time but I never saw 
her. She was in a different dorm.

Kamloops Residential School

1898 – Charlie 
Sterling with two 

of his children, 
Mary Sterling and 

Albert Sterling 
(my dad). We don’t 
know much about 
Charlie, he died in 

the 1918 Spanish flu 
epidemic. His father 
was from the British 

Isles, his mother was 
Ntle’kepmx from 
Nicola Lake, near 

Merritt. Mary was 
our dear aunt, I was 

named after her.
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01-01-1844 | Bagot Commission

The Bagot Commission proposed that separating Indigenous chil-
dren from their parents was the best way to achieve assimilation. 

01-01-1884 | Creation of Residential Schools

Amendments to the Indian Act of 1876 provided for the 
creation of Indian residential schools, funded and operated 
by the Government of Canada and Roman Catholic, Anglican, 
Methodist, Presbyterian and United churches. The Canadian 
government also banned traditional Indigenous ceremonies.

01-01-1896 | Residential Schools

Forty-five residential schools were in operation across Canada. Each 
school was provided with an allowance per student, which led to 
overcrowding and an increase in diseases within the institutions.

01-01-1907 | Health at Residential Schools

After visiting 35 residential schools, Dr. Peter Henderson 
Bryce, chief medical officer for Canada’s Department of 
the Interior and Indian Affairs (1904–21), revealed that 
Indigenous children were dying at alarming rates. Bryce sug-
gested the mortality rate could be as high as 42 per cent.

01-01-1920 | Residential Schools Become Mandatory

Deputy Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, Duncan 
Campbell Scott, made attendance at residential school manda-
tory for every Indian child between 7 and 16 years of age.

01-01-1922 | The Story of a National 
Crime Published

Dr. Peter Henderson Bryce published The Story of a National Crime, 
exposing the government’s suppression of information on the 
health of Indigenous peoples. Bryce argued that Duncan Campbell 
Scott and the ministry of Indian Affairs neglected Indigenous health 
needs, and noted a “criminal disregard for the treaty pledges.”

01-01-1930 | Canadian Residential Schools

During the 1930s, the Indian residential school system had a 
network of 80 to 90 schools with an enrolment of over 17,000.

01-01-1960 | The Sixties Scoop

As residential schools closed, thousands of Indigenous 
children were taken from their families by provincial 
and federal social workers and placed in foster or adop-
tion homes. Often, these homes were non-Indigenous. 
Some children were even placed outside of Canada.

01-01-1966 | Coroner’s Inquest Into  
Charlie Wenjack’s Death

A coroner’s inquest into Chanie “Charlie” Wenjack’s death was 
held. The jury report recognized that “The Indian education 
system causes tremendous emotional & adjustment problems 
for these children.” They recommended, “A study be made of 
the present Indian education & philosophy. Is it right?”

01-01-1979 | Residential Schools

Twelve residential schools were still operating in Canada, 
with 1,200 children attending. The Department of Indian 
Affairs evaluated the schools and created a series of initiatives. 
Among them was a plan to make the school administration 
more culturally aware of the needs of Indigenous students.

10-30-1990 | Phil Fontaine’s Testimony of 
Abuse at Residential Schools

Head of the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, Phil Fontaine, 
spoke publicly of the abuse he suffered at residential 
school. He gave a number of media interviews, out-
lining the abuse and calling for a public inquiry.

01-01-1996 | Last Residential School Closes

The last federally-run facility, Gordon Residential 
School, closed in Punnichy, Saskatchewan.

01-01-2007 | Indian Residential Schools 
Settlement Agreement

The Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement provided 
compensation to survivors of residential schools. All survivors 
received the Common Experience Payment, based on the number 
of years they attended residential school. Claims of sexual 
and physical abuse were assessed on a case-by-case basis.

12-15-2015 | Final Report of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission Released

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission released Honouring the 
Truth, Reconciling for the Future, its final report on the residential 
school system and the experiences of its survivors, in which 
Canada’s treatment of Aboriginal people is characterized as “cultural 
genocide.” Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, who attended the cere-
monial release of the report, committed his government to imple-
menting all of the 94 recommendations set out in the June 2015 
summary report. The recommendations are aimed at repairing rela-
tions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Canada—
relations that have suffered deeply from the legacy of more than 
a century of assimilationist policies and human rights violations.

Residential School Timeline

My mother Tli’hetko (age 9), “little drop of water.” Sophie Cecilia 
Voght at Kamloops Residential School ca. 1924 with unnamed school 
mates. She was whipped for speaking her language. After three years 
her father took her out when he heard about the cruelty.

1935 – Mary Jane Joe’s parents’ wedding picture.

“In 1967, my teacher, Sister Ann Beverly, asked me for a legend from my people. She was 
the only teacher who showed an interest in us as human beings. She asked about my 
culture and traditions, along with two of my classmates, Judy and Nancy, also from the 

Merritt area. We put together a presentation on our culture. Sister borrowed a buckskin 
dress for me from Joanne in the Kamloops tribe. When my mother heard of this, she asked 
her friend, Anna, to make some moccasins. The school no longer cut our hair short.

This was a very empowering moment in my life. Normally at school we heard nothing  
of our tribe and nations. It seemed like we didn’t exist.

I have always been thankful to Sister Ann Beverley for arranging this event. It was 
one of the few triumphs I experienced at residential school. —MARY JANE JOE

remain so to this day. Nadia is now 40 years of age. I’ve had 
struggles and trials but I had no one to turn to but the Lord. 
I have learned that our God is faithful to prayers that rise up 
in honest humble requests. I am still amazed at my daughter.

Years later after a failed marriage I attended UBC to com-
plete two degrees. I was the one shocked when I learned of 
the colonial Indian Policy that instigated residential schools 
was meant to assimilate us and make “Canadian citizens” 
out of us—in other words get rid of Native culture, language, 
traditions, and beliefs. What was accomplished was a form of 
“cultural genocide.”

This knowledge opened my eyes and revealed the truth. 
It appeared I was a victim of an evil experiment in the guise 

of furthering the Gospel but ended up destroying many of us. 
How did we survive? We had to numb our feelings, it was like 
dying a little every day.

This revelation showed me that my mother with her Grade 3 
education had a faith that covered me and I wasn’t completely 
destroyed. Looking back when I hear the horror stories of my 
schoolmates I’m deeply thankful my experience could have 
been so much worse. I truly believe the hand of God spared 
my life. 

Mary Jane Joe, B.Ed and M.A. from the Ntle’kepmx Nation (Joeyaska 
Indian Reserve, Merritt, B.C.), is a retired educator currently serving 
as Elder in Residence at Langara College in Vancouver.

Seepeetza (Shirley Sterling) and Nk’xetko (Mary Jane). 
This photo was taken behind our dad’s Fargo truck around 
the summer of 1958. My sister and I were best pals. She 
was at residential school at the same time but I never saw 
her. She was in a different dorm.

Kamloops Residential School

1898 – Charlie 
Sterling with two 

of his children, 
Mary Sterling and 

Albert Sterling 
(my dad). We don’t 
know much about 
Charlie, he died in 

the 1918 Spanish flu 
epidemic. His father 
was from the British 

Isles, his mother was 
Ntle’kepmx from 
Nicola Lake, near 

Merritt. Mary was 
our dear aunt, I was 

named after her.
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As we sat in 
the restau-
rant, waiting 

for our food to arrive, 
I will never forget the 
words of my friend, 

“In the residential school, they tried to shove 
Jesus down my throat to get Him into my heart 
… it doesn’t work that way.” 

The experiences that so many First Nations 
people had as children living in residential 
schools, has profoundly impacted their view of 
Christianity, the Church and who Jesus Christ is.

God’s word is truth. Not only was Jesus, as a 
man, full of grace and truth, He stated “I am 
the way, the truth and the life.” Whoever lives 
by the truth comes into the light. And knowing 
the truth critically influences being set free and 
experiencing the abundant and blessed life that 
God desires people to know.

As an organization, we are devoted to both 
sharing God’s truth with First Nations people, 
and being agents that God uses to bring recon-
ciliation between those people and Himself. 

We find that our greatest struggle in ministry 
is presenting God’s truth to someone who has a 
negative impression of Christ, often times directly 
(or indirectly) resulting from their history with a 
residential school.

Building and engaging in relationships with 
First Nations people are the greatest tools God 
uses to breakdown walls that have been built up 
over generations. 

Sharing God’s truth and being agents of rec-
onciliation can only happen effectively in the 
context of relationship. When true followers of 
Christ work, play, and live side by side with First 
Nations people as equals, it creates a fertile soil 
for the truth of God to grow in a person’s heart.

Today, my friend pastors a small church—
a testimony of God’s power to bring freedom, 
forgiveness and reconciliation in spite of the 
residential schools. 

FROM THE TALKING CIRCLE

Parents were threatened with jail time if they refused to 
bring us to the residential school. It was a law.

My name is Nk’xetko, my English name is Mary Jane. 
At age 6 when my parents dropped me and my three older 
sisters off at Kamloops Residential School I went to the Junior 
Girls Dorm. My sisters went to their Dorms and I never saw them 
again, besides it was against rules to go into a different dorm.

I panicked because I couldn’t remember my name. I ran 
to find Seepeetza to ask. She said, “Mary Jane. Repeat it ten 
times.” I needn’t have bothered because I was assigned the 
number 39 and that was what I was called.

It was a type of abandonment and loss, the disconnection 
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from family for 288 days of the year was a type of suffering 
that is indescribable. At night in the dorms we cried ourselves 
to sleep and there was no comfort. We lived in fear at night, 
“Don’t leave your beds—there are devils under your beds.” 
Kids cried at night because they were terrified to go down the 
hall to the washroom, they wet their pants.

Abuse was constant during the day, whippings with the 
“strap” was a regular occurrence. The nun kept the strap inside 
the left sleeve of her black habit for easy access. We got yelled 
at by the nuns who said, “You good for nothing. You’ll never 
amount to anything. You are worthless.” We felt threatened 
and intimidated at all times.

Mary Jane made the honour roll in Grade 8 but is looking down in this picture from embarrassment because the teacher slapped her face  
just before the picture was taken.

Scott Markloff, Communications Director

What follows was very, very difficult to write about. 
For many of you, it may be even more difficult to 
read. We ask that you please read with an open 

heart and mind. It’s a story of how a people created in God’s 
image in need of the love of Christ came to a place of being 
severely mistreated in the name of Christ.

As part of a larger effort to assimilate First Nations people 
into Canadian culture and take control of their land, the 
Canadian government in partnership with various Christian 
churches/denominations ran a system of Residential Schools 
throughout Canada for over 100 years. To call this a difficult 
period in Canadian history would not do justice to the thou-
sands of Native children who lost their lives at these schools. 
It would not do justice to the tens of thousands of children 
who suffered terribly. Shameful would be a more accurate 
word.

From the mid-1800s through the mid-1900s First Nations 
children were mandated to attend 80 residential schools spread 
throughout Canada. Many were forcibly separated from their 
parents and communities for long periods of time. Many never 
returned. The numbers are difficult to establish. But of the 
150,000 children who attended these schools, between 3,200 
and 6,000 died of disease and other causes. We should let 
that sink in for a minute. If in any of our schools today two 
or three children died from neglect, abuse and disease there 
would be understandable outrage. We are not talking two or 
three but thousands.

The children were separated from any siblings who also 
attended, were stripped of their traditional names and not 
allowed to speak their traditional languages. In their place 
they were given Anglo names and forced to speak only English 
or French. Severe punishment was meted out for any attempt to 
use their family given name or language. All cultural practices 
were forbidden.

Abuse and mistreatment were all too common. Children 
were regularly demeaned with epitaphs like “stupid Indian” 
or “you will never amount to anything.” Learning styles were 
foreign, disease was rampant and food and facilities were 
inadequate. Sexual and physical abuse were a present part of 
daily life for many of the children who attended. 

Beyond this, the greatest abuse was forcing children to be 
raised institutionally in sterile uncaring environments instead 
of their families and communities. They grew up without ties 
to mother and father, sister and brother. They ended up as 

generations caught between two cultures and in reality a 
people without culture. They were not white nor were they 
allowed to be native.

As the final schools closed their doors largely by the late 
1950s into the early 1960s, the children still did not get to 
return to their communities and be reunited with lost family 
and community life. The period of residential schools was fol-
lowed by the “Sixties Scoop.” Native children were then forcibly 
removed from their families and placed in foster care or put 
up for adoption. This went on into the mid-1980s. 

The results of these two disastrous programs was generations 
of people without normal family ties and history, emotional 
issues and a very long road to healing and recovery. The effects 
of the Residential School system and the Sixties Scoop carry 
on through following generations.

In June 2008 the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was 
established to document the history and impact of this period 
of time. They released their report in June 2015 shortly after 
Stephen Harper, then Prime Minister of Canada, had offered 
the first official apology by Canada to the First Nations people. 
If you want to learn more, there are many good resources at 
www.trc.ca. This all-too-brief article cannot do justice to this 
tragic story. We highly recommend TRC’s resources to you. 
As we move forward with First Nations people, it’s important 
we learn from the mistakes of the past and interact in more 
respectful ways in the future.

If you live in the United States of America, very similar 
programs and history happened there as well. 

Because the Residential Schools were administered on 
behalf of the government by the “Church” (primarily by four 
Christian denominations: Roman Catholic, Anglican, United 
Church of Canada, and Presbyterian), this came to define 
what Christianity was for many Native people. It formed an 
image and impression of who Jesus Christ was. And if not Him 
directly, then who His followers were. Christianity became the 
“white man’s religion” to them.

This has created many challenges for those carrying out 
ministry today among Native people.

But there is hope. What was done in the name of Christ 
at these institutions did not represent the reality of who Jesus 
Christ really is. Through faithful ministry, mutually respectful 
relationships and taking ownership of the past, a new image 
of Jesus Christ is emerging, one based on love and respect. In 
the next article, Ron Hartwig, our Executive Director, touches 
on how this has shaped North America Indigenous Ministries 
and our relationship with First Nations people. 

A Shameful History

Resources for Further Study

For Reading
 ■ My Name is Seepeetza, an 

autobiography by Shirley 
Sterling, sister of Mary 
Jane Joe (available from 
Amazon)

 ■ “The Survivors Speak” (PDF, available at 
nctr.ca/reports.php)

 ■ National Centre for Truth and Recon-
ciliation (nctr.ca)

For those who would like to know more, NAIM recommends the following as a starting point:

For Viewing
 ■ We Were Children (available from Amazon)

 ■ Where the Spirit Lives (search YouTube for 
title)

 ■ Indian Horse (available from Amazon)

 A Residential School survivor
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from family for 288 days of the year was a type of suffering 
that is indescribable. At night in the dorms we cried ourselves 
to sleep and there was no comfort. We lived in fear at night, 
“Don’t leave your beds—there are devils under your beds.” 
Kids cried at night because they were terrified to go down the 
hall to the washroom, they wet their pants.
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and intimidated at all times.
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