
REDISCOVERING, RECOGNIZING AND CELEBRATING

THE SPIRITUAL HERITAGE

OF CANADA'S ABORIGINAL PEOPLES

A Pastoral Message to the Native Peoples of Canada

As members of the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops and its Commission for the Evangelization of 
Peoples, we rejoice with you, the aboriginal people of Canada, in the rediscovery, recognition and celebration 
of your spiritual heritage. The Holy Father, Pope John Paul II, invites us to join in this celebration, praising 

what he calls that marvellous rebirth of your culture and traditions.1 In this rebirth, we witness the Spirit of 
God working through you and among you, bringing about healing for individuals and communities. We also see 
in this the action of the Spirit contributing to justice and reconciliation among all the peoples of Canada. 

As pastors, we have seen how, for many among you, the rediscovery of the spiritual riches of your traditions is 
an integral part of your own restoration. You are finding new strength in an ever-deepening embrace of the 
seven spiritual gifts of respect, wisdom, courage, love, humility, honesty, and truth, as expressed in the 
teachings of the Medicine Wheel. In this way, you reflect ever more clearly your true dignity as Children of 
God. 

We Experience Christ Anew

Our message is addressed particularly to you, our Catholic brothers and sisters. In a unique way, you 
welcomed the Gospel of Jesus and continue to live as faithful witnesses to your baptism. You are a blessing for 
the whole Church as you develop a deeper appreciation and understanding of the richness of your own 
cultures and traditions. Thus, you continue to challenge all Christians at the deepest level of their 
understanding of the mystery of Christ and their reality as the Body of Christ. Pope John Paul II reminded the 
Church of its profound debt to aboriginal Catholics and their ancestors in the faith who since the middle of the 
17th century have maintained a steadfast love for the Church. Speaking at Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré in 1984, he 
said,

Your encounter with the Gospel has not only enriched you, it has enriched the Church. We are 
well aware that this has not been without difficulties and, occasionally, blunders. However, and 
you are experiencing this today, the Gospel does not destroy what is best in you. On the 
contrary, it enriches as it were from within the spiritual qualities and gifts that are distinctive to 
your cultures. In addition your Amerindian and Inuit traditions permit the development of new 
ways of expressing the message of salvation and they help us to better understand to what point 

Jesus is the Saviour and how universal his salvation.2

We rejoice, not only because you have received Christ but also because many Catholics experience Christ 
anew through you. So it is, at the threshold of the third millennium, we find ourselves in a dialogue that 
although at times is controversial always offers temendous opportunities. 

A Sign to this Generation

In each generation there have arisen among you men and women who exemplify values that are deeply held in 
your traditions, values which humanity and all creation seriously need. Even in our own time, many are greatly 
encouraged in their faith through the heroic life of Blessed Kateri Tekakwitha. Indeed, that Child of God, who 
died so young in the latter part of the 17th century, remains an enduring witness for all Catholics of the great 
love of God for the poor. 

Today, as you experience a steady growth in your population, a stronger sense of solidarity among your 



nations, renewed opportunities for the just settlement of your land claims, and a greater measure of self-
government, you have not abandoned the path of peace. 

In defending your identity, your nationhood, your land and our common environment, you challenge all 
Canadians. A challenge, first of all, to be faithful to the treaties that have been made. A challenge also to be 
faithful to the truth, rooted in the original creation covenant, commanding all humanity to be stewards of the 

land and everything that belongs to it. 3

In holding fast to your commitment to family and community, in resisting the individualism and materialism of 
today's society, and in insisting, despite years of suffering, on reconciliation and restorative justice, you are 
giving courageous witness to a true understanding of healing, based on harmony and balance. 

Your actions are evidence of a deep spiritual well that has sustained life and the promise of new life even in 
tragic conditions. At the threshold of the Great Jubilee of the Year 2000, you stand out as a sign of hope for all 

of God's Creation. 4 We can hear in your best efforts the voice of the prophet, calling humanity to prepare for 
the « Year of God's Favour » through acts of restoration and renewal. 

The legacy of a Deeply Damaged Relationship

Having lived with and among you for generations, as pastors we are aware that the romantic view of your way 
of life that is embraced by popular culture often does not respect the reality you are living. As the recent 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples has made clear once again, you carry a grossly unequal burden and 

legacy of the deeply damaged relationship that exists between aboriginal and non-aboriginal people. 5

We recognize in each spiritual tradition there is a mixture of shadow and light. However, we wish to reaffirm 
that the Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in aboriginal traditions. Moreover, the Church 
encourages all its members to recognize, preserve and promote the spiritual, moral and cultural values found 
within your traditions and to work together with you in a spirit of prudent and charitable dialogue and 

collaboration. 6

We remember as well, with profound regret, those dimensions of Catholic mission history that were too closely 

identified with the European forces of expansion and assimilation, and so contributed to your suffering. 7 Many 
times in this final decade of the 20th century, the pastors of the Church have spoken about this concern. While 
we remain grateful to those who have come before us - especially those many bishops, priests, religious and 
lay workers who gave their lives in loving service - we also recognize the faults, failings, and sinfulness within 

the Church that have blocked access to the fullness of the freedom that the Gospel brings. 8 During this 
examination of conscience, the Catholic Church has been accompanied by other Christian denominations. In 
profound ways, all Canadian Christians have expressed apologies, which they are now endeavouring to live in 
acts of reconciliation and justice. 

Commitment to Dialogue

Within the Church and the broader human community, people share each other's joys and hopes, griefs and 

anxieties.9 As it has for generations, this bond provides solid ground for all humanity to build on together. 

As bishops, we respect your ancestral customs and spiritual heritage. We also respect those among you who 
have found in contemporary expressions of these traditions ways to revere the power of God present in all of 
Creation. We renew our commitment to the dialogue that has begun between our respective spiritual 
heritages. Following the example of Christ our Elder and Teacher, we do this in union with the whole Church, 
which regards with sincere reverence those ways of conduct and of life, those precepts and teachings which, 
though differing in many respects, from the ones she holds and sets forth, nonetheless reflect a ray of the 

Truth which enlightens everyone. 10

Through dialogue, persons with solid conviction in their traditions can share with others who are equally 
grounded in their own spiritual riches their ways of prayer and their means of searching for God. This dialogue, 

however, requires trust, confidence, utmost understanding and sensitivity toward differences.11

Yearning to be Whole

For yourselves, the need to dialogue comes from deep within you and your communities. It wells up from a 
yearning to be whole and to bring into harmony those elements of religious traditions that exist, side by side, 
within you. This attitude is especially true for those of you who for years have had to work out in practical 
ways the answer to the questions, « Can I be both Christian and Indian ? or must I choose ? » In your own 



contexts you have led the way in the universal challenge issued by Pope John Paul II: Each member of the 

faithful and all Christian communities are called to practise dialogue. 12

The Church needs your leadership in this dialogue, if it is to bear fruit in deeper mutual understanding, 

broader comprehension of the Spirit of God, and fuller inculturation13 of the Catholic faith. In all of this, the 
Spirit of God is building among us a Church that never ceases to proclaim salvation in Christ, while also 
demonstrating in its liturgy, education, pastoral ministry and in the very life of Christians deep reverence and 

respect for the cultures and spiritualities of aboriginal peoples.14

Spiritual dialogue is, finally, more than knowledge and discussion. The end of the spiritual journey is beyond 
the limits of human understanding, and even beyond that broadened understanding which results from sharing 
all we know. The point of arrival for every spiritual quest is to share in the holiness of God. As Scripture says, 

Be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy. 15 Inspired by the memory of Our Lady who appeared as an Aztec at 
Guadalupe almost 470 years ago, and invoking the intercession of the young Mohawk woman, Blessed Kateri 
Tekakwitha, let us journey together as faithful pilgrims toward the fulfilment of God's promise in humanity.
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