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Both the First Reading and the Gospel present us with agricultural images. They 
are about the process of moving from a seed and a plant to bearing fruit.  In many
ways, these images speak about growth that, at times, seems imperceptible to 
the eye; however, over time it becomes visible, especially as it bears fruit. 

A prime example of this is found in Churches’ attitudes toward the Indigenous 
Peoples in Canada. Over the years we have seen great growth in how the Church 
and society have responded to these deeply spiritual people. 

The recent news of the discovery of the 215 bodies in a cemetery at the Kamloops
Residential School has sent shock waves around the world. This indeed is tragic 
news and we, as a Church, have been complicit in the deaths and 
sufferings of many children who attended these schools. 

I wish to be clear, that the Church has greatly sinned and is deeply sorry for what 
has happened; however, it is important that we know the truth, especially 
because it affects us all as Roman Catholics. The narrative out there in the public 
forum, promoted by the Canadian government and many media outlets, is that 
the Church has done little to right this wrong or has never apologized. Nothing 
can be further from the truth.  
  
The Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, who ran the Kamloops Residential 
School, issued this apology in 1991: 

“We apologize for the part we played in the cultural, ethnic, linguistic and 
religious imperialism that was part of the mentality with which 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.” 

Over the years, many bishops have issued a number of apologies like this one 
from the Archbishop of Vancouver in 2013: 

“I wish to apologize sincerely and profoundly to the survivors and their families, 
as well as to all those subsequently affected, for the anguish caused by the 
deplorable conduct of those Catholics who perpetrated mistreatment of any kind 
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in these residential schools,” said Archbishop Michael Miller of Vancouver to the 
TRC in 2013.  
 
The Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops have also responded to this tragedy 
by expressing deep remorse and sorrow for the role that the Catholic Church 
played in operating Residential schools.  The most recent can be found on the 
CCCB website. 

Even Pope Benedict issued an apology in 2009 to Phil Fontaine who was the 
national chief of the Assembly of First Nations. He and a delegation of Indigenous 
leaders went to Rome for this historic encounter. 

It has also just recently been made public by the CCCB that a group of Indigenous 
leaders, survivors of Residential Schools and youth from across Canada will be 
visiting Pope Francis in Rome.  This meeting has been in the planning stages for 
the past two years.  The press release states: 
 
“In conversation with Indigenous people and communities, both at the local and 
national levels, and bilaterally with the First Nations, Métis and Inuit national 
organizations, the Bishops, sponsors of this project, have been preparing, for over
two years now, a delegation of Indigenous people to meet with the Holy Father to
foster meaningful encounters of dialogue and healing. This pastoral visit will 
include the participation of a diverse group of Elders/Knowledge Keepers, 
residential school survivors and youth from across the country. The event will 
likewise provide Pope Francis with a unique opportunity to hear directly from 
Indigenous Peoples, express his heartfelt closeness, address the impact of 
colonization and the implication of the Church in the residential schools, so as to 
respond to the suffering of Indigenous Peoples and the ongoing effects of 
intergenerational trauma.”
 
I had the privilege of attending a gathering In memory of those who lost their lives
in residential schools. It was sponsored by the Niagara Regional Native Centre.  
What I heard over and over again from a number of speakers, was their surprise 
that Canadians were shocked at the discovery of 215 bodies at the residential 
school.  They said that we should have known….why? 
 
The reason is that from 2008 until 2015 the Government of Canada sponsored a 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  This was an incredible gathering of many 
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individuals, Indigenous peoples, and other members of Canadian society including
the Churches.  It was discovered that approximately 150,000 indigenous children 
were put in residential schools over a period of approximately 100 years. It is 
also estimated that approximately 6,000 children died.  This indeed was a 
tragedy. Their challenge was to honour those buried and to mark their graves. 
 
In 2015, in the TRC report, there were 94 Calls to Action. One of them asked the 
federal government for 1.5 million to locate graves on the former residential 
school sites (numbers 73-76). It is only very recently that money has been made 
available. This is how the graves in Kamloops were discovered. 
  
Even though Pope Benedict has apologized, one of the Calls to Action asked that 
Pope Francis come to Canada to apologize – we are still working on that. 

It is also important to note that the Anglican and Protestant Churches have a 
different structure.  They are ‘national churches’.  You have the Anglican Church 
of Canada, the United Church of Canada, and the Presbyterian Church of Canada.  
They have all issued apologies for their role in Residential Schools.  There is no 
‘Catholic Church of Canada’.  We are a universal Church with a College of Bishops 
united under the Pope who is the successor of St. Peter.  The Roman Catholic 
Church in Canada is comprised of independent dioceses and Religious Orders.  
Over the past thirty years, the majority of these have individually apologized. 
 
I am not making excuses for what the Church has done.  We were complicit in 
working with the Government of Canada in running Residential Schools.  Much 
harm was done.  The children never should have been taken from their parents, 
denied their language and culture, or forced to be made ‘Canadian’.  We are sorry
for what was done and look toward a future of reconciliation and healing.  
 
Since 1998 significant efforts have been made to strengthen Church-Indigenous 
relations. The Canadian Catholic Indigenous Council was established to provide a 
forum for listening and healing.  In 2017, the CCCB was a founding member of Our
Lady of Guadalupe Circle which is a coalition of Indigenous people, bishops, 
clergy, lay movements and religious communities.  Once again the focus is on 
listening and healing. 
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It is so important that we also pray.  In our Cathedral there is a small memorial to 
all of those children who suffered and died at Residential Schools.  It is a simple 
reminder that we must both pray and work toward a better future together. 
  
My episcopal motto is a scripture verse taken from the Gospel account of 
the Road to Emmaus.  Jesus walked with the disciples who were discouraged, 
confused and in need of healing.  Initially, what he did was listen.  Right now 
we need to walk with our Indigenous brothers and sisters and listen to them.  It is 
only by doing this that our journey together will lead to healing and 
reconciliation. We can always do more. 
 
What we need to do is ‘grow’ together so that, like the mustard seed, even our 
smallest efforts will begin to bear much fruit.  
 
May God bless you. 
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