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I find it very hard to preach on this Sunday, when we are asked to reflect, as a church, on our
historic role in the assimilation of Indigenous peoples in Canada. In particular, that means our
church’s role in running 15 of the notorious Indian Residential Schools. Quite apart from the
countless cases of hunger and abuse of all kinds at these schools, it’s perfectly clear that the
residential school system was designed from the beginning with the hope of assimilating
Indigenous children to mainstream European-Canadian culture, specifically by separating
children from their parents. Public education has only ever been compulsory in Canada for
Indigenous children. It’s our instinct to look for good intentions, and sometimes we can find
them, just as we can find cases of friendship and compassion at residential schools. Those stories
are worth telling too. But as soon as you hear what was actually being said in the 19" century
when the strategy was being developed, the true motives are crystal clear. It was never a secret.

This is a familiar story now, I expect, to all Canadians. In the United Church of Canada,
we’ve been facing the issue for quite a while now; in 1986 we made our first apology to
Indigenous people for our role in cultural assimilation. Then again in 1998, we offered another
apology, specifically for residential schools. That was well before the work of the national Truth
and Reconciliation Commission, and the stories that have come out from the Commission have
validated and intensified that shame.

But it’s not so much the shame that makes it hard for me to preach on this topic. Shame I
can handle. As Christians, we worship under the sign of a cross — shame is our business. I find
the difficulty is not so much knowing what to say, it’s figuring out why to say it at all. What do
we hope to accomplish by revisiting these wounds? What’s our goal in observing this memorial?
“Why can’t we just move on?” many of us would like to say. “We weren’t there; it wasn’t our
fault. What are we supposed to do about it?”” That’s a very defensive question, but it is a valid
one, and we should be candid about that. None of us here were the architects of the residential
school system. Why should we keep on bearing the shame of it? I get it. Many of us would
borrow that line from Psalm 69: “What I did not steal, must I now restore?” Truth and
Reconciliation puts this painful legacy into our hands, but what are we supposed to do with it?
What are we supposed to say about it?

The obvious answer is that, of all times, this is a time when we the church should say
nothing at all, but simply be silent and listen. Listen to the stories of the remaining people who
lived through this dark chapter. Because although we may want to move on, the trauma passes
through generations, and keeps hurting families today. This is a good time not to speak, but to
listen. The stories are not hard to find, although they can be hard to hear. We the church have
been very good at saying things, and maybe that’s part of the problem. We strode proudly into a
new country as a people who had all the answers. We were going to save the Native people from
themselves. We forgot what Paul wrote to the Philippians, about the humility of true Christian
discipleship. “Have the same mind in you which was in Christ Jesus...who emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave...” The churches did not do that; we were not humble enough. We



talked too much and listened too little; we deliberately filled the ears of Indigenous children with
our language and our ideas, before they had a chance to learn their own, let alone tell them to us.
And so, this would seem to be a time for silence; when we should simply shut our mouths and
listen.

But there is also a time to speak, and the speaking is what really puts our faith to the test.
Can we speak theologically into this painful silence, or should we even try? Would that be
disrespectful? As people who have inherited both the blessings and the burdens of our ancestors,
does our faith actually have anything to say into this complicated situation we find ourselves in?
That’s when the going gets tough. And I think the answer is that, yes, we also do have to speak.
If our faith has nothing to say here, then it has failed us at the critical moment. But if our faith
has a helpful word to say into this situation, it’s the real deal; it passes the test. So let’s try: when
we look into our scriptures, do we find any guidance towards truth and reconciliation?

Again, the answer is yes. Sin and repentance, exile and displacement, healing and
reconciliation — this stuff that the country has been talking about — we wrestle with these things
daily. But even more than that, our faith teaches us to lament, and we need that most of all. If we
have one useful thing to teach the secular world in this time of truth and reconciliation, it’s the
power of lament. “Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck. I sink in deep mire,
where there is no foothold; I have come into deep waters, and the flood sweeps over me. I am
weary with my crying; my throat is parched. My eyes grow dim with waiting for my God.”

Psalm 69 is one of many psalms of lament. For whatever reason, the editors of Voices
United didn’t think that Psalm 69 would be useful in worship, and so they didn’t include a
version in the hymn book. You can understand why. A lot of people have trouble with the
laments. Psalm 69 is the voice of someone who is deeply troubled. So much so that from verses
22 to 28, the psalmist is cursing their enemies, praying that God will punish them for what they
have done: “Pour out your indignation upon them, and let your burning anger overtake them.
May their camp be a desolation; let no one live in their tents.” What are we supposed to do with
that, as Christians praying the psalms? What possible use can there be in the prayer life of the
church for the trauma and the anger of someone from thousands of years ago? Jesus said to love
our enemies and forgive one another; how can we pray a psalm like this, full of anger and
vengeance?

But that’s one of the reasons the psalms are so powerful as prayers: because they take the
whole human experience, not just the positive emotions but the painful ones too — anger and
bitterness and doubt and pain — and they do something with it. They pray with it. They teach us
to be completely honest with God about how who we are and how we are feeling. And even
though you may not be feeling grief or anger on a given day, you can still pray with those words,
remembering that someone very near you is feeling that way. When you come to the curses in the
psalms, try putting yourself not in the position of the person cursing their enemies, but in the
position of the enemy who is being cursed. Is there anyone I have hurt who would like to see me
“blotted out of the book of the living”? What a humbling thought. Imagine that anger in the
mouth of a parent whose child came home from the school year, changed by what a teacher had
done to them. We may believe in mercy and forgiveness, but who would deny the holiness and
righteousness of that parent’s anger? There’s no reconciliation without lament, and forgiveness
only tells the truth if lament has been allowed to tell its truth first.



In fact, I’d encourage you to look at Psalm 69 verse by verse and imagine all the different
people who might voice these feelings, as we think about truth and reconciliation. That includes
ourselves. Verse 6: “Do not let those who seek you be dishonoured because of me, O God of
Israel.” Couldn’t that be our own lament for Truth and Reconciliation Day? Isn’t that just what
the church has done to so many Indigenous communities? Rather than helping people to know
and love their Creator, the church became an obstacle to the very gospel we were supposed to be
preaching. Those who seek God were put to shame because of the church’s actions.

Verses 9 and 10: “The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me. When I humbled
my soul with fasting, they insulted me for doing so.” That could be our Indigenous neighbours,
being reviled for continuing to grieve the trauma. Or it could be ourselves, being scorned for
taking the time to repent. Fasting and repenting are things our mainstream culture is not very
good at, and you may be mocked for doing so. All around us is the pressure to just “move on.”
Public repentance can make you very unpopular, especially at a time like now, when we are
feeling so proud to be Canadian. “What I did not steal, must I now restore?”

Verse 8 says, “I have become a stranger to my kindred, an alien to my mother’s children.”
Isn’t that just the legacy of the residential school system? To make children strangers to their
own families. To make them speak a different language and break those bonds of culture and
tradition. Or you might think of verse 20 as the voice of the little boy who recalled having his
mouth washed out with soap at the Shubenacadie Residential School for speaking the Mi’kmaq
language: “Insults have broken my heart, so that I am in despair. I looked for pity, but there was
none; and for comforters, but I found none. They gave me poison for food, and for my thirst they
gave me vinegar to drink.”

I don’t think it’s just a coincidence that these verses speak to our theme today: in lament,
all our voices come together. The sacred lament is some of our richest common ground, as a
human family. Whether we are Indigenous or not, God speaks to us in lament, because that’s
when we open ourselves up and become perfectly truthful about our human condition. Lament is
not one of the symptoms. It’s not part of the problem, it’s part of the healing. Reconciliation
begins with lament.

As Christians, we should know that already. “I looked for pity, but there was none; and
for comforters, but [ found none. They gave me poison for food, and for my thirst they gave me
vinegar to drink.” For us that is Jesus, who, dying on the cross in public humiliation, was given a
sponge of vinegar to quench his thirst. As Christians, we have always known that there is where
our hope is. As Christians, we claim that our reconciliation just is this man, the crucified
messiah. His broken body keeps solidarity with all the innocent victims of this world, even and
especially the ones who were victimised in his own name. And somehow, we claim that his
broken and resurrected body — still showing the holes in his hands and feet and side, as Thomas
found out — that wounded body is the door that opens into peace and reconciliation. He is the
living lament who humbles us and reconciles us with our brothers and sisters.

We may want to get past all this truth and reconciliation stuff, and that’s understandable.
It’s true: no one here was one of the architects of assimilation programs. That guilt is not ours.
But nor were we the people who crucified Jesus, and yet here we are gathered under the sign of
the cross, week after week, year after year, worshipping a God who lamented from the tree. We
tell that story again and again, and no one would dream of saying we should stop telling it.
There’s no shortcut to Easter Sunday; there’s always a Good Friday in the way. Just so, there’s no



shortcut to truth and reconciliation; it will happen through listening and lament, or not at all. But
in lament, there is room for all — everyone’s voice and the depth of everyone’s feelings. Lament
binds us together like almost nothing else. The theologian Alexander Schmemann said that
Christian lament is a “bright sadness.” Because it’s a sadness that leads to hope, not despair.
Because it’s in lament that we can find ourselves in communion with all the victims of this
world, and therefore with Jesus himself. So let’s not be afraid to lament: bitterly and boldly and
hopefully. It’s a bright sadness — it’s a sadness that tells us we are on the right track.



