
Truth and Reconciliation— 
Open Hearts (Part 1) 
 
As an organization and board members of The Sashbear Foundation, we have committed 
ourselves to being active participants in the process of Truth and Reconciliation for the 
Indigenous peoples of Canada. I want to invite our readers to join us in this journey of 
understanding the past wrongs, looking to the future with hope and contributing to the 
healing of relationships. 

 

There is a true story of a little girl, her name is Jeannie Mianscum. At 7 years old, this 
girl was forcibly taken from her home and transported 800 kilometres away to a 
residential school. She was forbidden to speak her own language or have any contact 
with her family. She didn’t understand what was happening or why and she didn’t know 
if she’d ever see her family again. 

Can you even imagine strangers coming into your community and taking your 
children away from you? 

Prime Minister John A. McDonald called the children and parents “savages” and 
encouraged that the children be: 

“...withdrawn as much as possible from the parental influence...” 

The Canadian government operated Indian residential schools in partnership with 
Anglican, Catholic, and many other churches. The last residential school wasn’t closed 
until 1996, only 24 years ago. 

The residential schools intentionally severed the children from their parents, but also 
physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually from their language, culture and their 
communities, in what Beverley McLachlin, chief justice of the Supreme Court, stated 
was the attempt by Canada to commit "cultural genocide" against the Indigenous 
people. 



This was a horrible human rights violation. I have seen first-hand the intergenerational 
effects of this dehumanizing treatment of Indigenous people because they are my 
family, my people. 

The little girl is my mother, she is a residential school survivor. She was one of over 
150,000 Indigenous children that were taken from their families and communities and 
forced to attend residential schools. My Mom is Cree from Waswanipi First Nation in 
Quebec. 

At a conference I attended called “Our Stories Shape Us” an Indigenous speaker 
mentioned to us that we should have three types of postures to help us better 
understand reconciliation and our Indigenous neighbors: open hearts, open minds, open 
hands. 

What does that look like for you and me? 

First, we should open our hearts to build a shared understanding and increased 
empathy for our Indigenous neighbors. 

Our relationships with the Indigenous peoples of our land have been historically broken. 
We need to take a couple of steps back and reflect on what has actually happened.  

David John Smith says:  

“Native people are acquainted with historic injustices over the past five hundred years: 
broken treaties, stolen land, racial discrimination, cultural genocide, tribal extermination, 
language suppression, economic exploitation, political oppression, forced reservations, 
and social travesties...the list of abuses could include oppressive missionizing, religious 
prejudice and hypocrisy, colonial imperialism, residential schools, family separation, and 
physical and sexual abuse.”  

Healing from the devastating effects of historical injustices, abuses, loss of cultural 
identity that the government and church imposed on Indigenous peoples has only been 
recently addressed in a deeper way following the creation of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC).  

The TRC established in 2008 was tasked with discovering the truth of past wrongdoing. 
The goal of the commission was to bring restorative justice to reveal and document the 
history of residential schools and to guide and inspire a process of truth and healing. 



In December 2015 the TRC released a final report, titled "Honouring the Truth, 
Reconciling the Future." Five years have passed since this multi-volume report of over 
6,750 stories and recorded statements and the 94 calls to action was released. 

How do we respond to the truth and reconciliation process? What is 
reconciliation? 

The document starts off by stating: 

“To the Commission, reconciliation is about establishing and maintaining a mutually 
respectful relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country. In 
order for that to happen, there has to be awareness of the past, acknowledgement of 
the harm that has been inflicted, atonement for the causes, and action to change 
behaviour.”  

As we begin to learn what the TRC was created for, we understand the personal stories 
of the Indigenous people and we understand how we might build respectful 
relationships and help restore the lives affected by these atrocities. 

But I think many of us have not heard about it or have not engaged in the process.  

As we learn more about the truth and reconciliation process, I think we need to ask: 

How can I demonstrate an open heart and encourage reconciliation? 

Opening your hearts to understanding the atrocities of the historical past and engaging 
with the reconciliation process of the Indigenous peoples should be the first step 
forward. 

In the next newsletter we will talk about what it means for us to have open minds. 
 
 
 
by Terry Crosby, Sashbear Board Director of Indigenous Relations 
 


