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Generosity and Grace 

                               

Excerpts from a report to the Christ Church Cathedral Community, as part of their 

follow-up on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings 

 

During the past ten years, I have had the great privilege and challenge of working 

with Cree and Inuit children who live in Northern Quebec and Nunavik.  I am very 

much indebted to the cathedral community, and the social action group, for this 

opportunity to share some reflections on this experience.   

 

As a literacy specialist and psych-educational consultant, my role in the north has 

been to assess children who have been puzzling their teachers – children who 

are struggling despite their apparently good ability, and for whom the usual 

interventions have not been working.  Both my daughter Stephanie (aka Taddy) 
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and my husband Ron have been involved in this work as well, and sometimes we 

have had the opportunity to travel together. Taddy and Ron, both Métis, have an 

intuitive bond both with the people and with the land, as well as a wealth of 

professional expertise. Ron, who is a professor in the school psychology 

programme at McGill, has taught me most of what I know about assessing 

children in difficulty.  Taddy, who was forced by ill-health to leave graduate work 

in linguistics at Oxford, has taught me about translation – cultural as well and 

linguistic, and has shown me how the first languages of Inuit and Cree children 

are related to the specific difficulties they sometimes experience in learning 

written English. Some of the many other people to whom I am indebted to 

helping me with the transition are mentioned in the pages that follow although, in 

some cases, the names have been changed. 

 

Presentations about the north tend to focus on the Bad News – the drugs, the 

alcohol, the poverty, the homelessness, the wounds caused by the residential 

schools and more generally by the whole process of colonialisation. These things 

are real – but they only part of a bigger picture.  Justice Murray Sinclair, in his 

concluding remarks at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission closing in 

Ottawa, commented on the “generosity and grace” with which many residential 

school survivors acknowledged in their testimony those teachers who had treated 

them with kindness.  I was struck by the phrase, which seemed to sum up the 

way I myself have been treated during my visits to the north.  The people of the 

north remind me of what my mentor in psychology, the Viennese psychiatrist and 

neural surgeon Viktor Frankl, used to call the defiant power of the human spirit.  

They also remind me of what my other mentor – ecologist and Catholic priest 

Thomas Berry – used to say about the intimate connection between the human 

imaginination and the land.  Berry believed that the human mind and spirit have 

evolved to reflect the richness of the natural world in which we developed as a 

species and more recently as a panolpy of diverse cultures.  We have, in effect, a 

Garden of Eden in our genes, and in our collective imagination.  But every race 

has a somewhat different garden.  
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When I think of the north, I think of sculpted vast expanses of snow, wrapped in 

the golden and pearl of an endless sky. That landscape, in its breathtaking 

beauty – is in the mind of every Inuk or Cree that I meet on the streets of 

Montreal.  I think it gives them courage to endure their life in the city, and at the 

same time, grieving for it makes their life in the city harder to endure.  And in 

many cases, grieve they must.  As the director of Chez Doris told an audience in 

Fulford Hall in June, visitors from the north who come here for medical treatment 

of for personal reasons lose their airline ticket if they overstay their two-month 

limit.  

 

Inseparable from the landscape, when I think of the north, I think of its creatures 

– creatures shy and wily and rarely seen, but always in the minds of the people 

who share the land with them, reverence them, and also depend upon them, now 

not so much for their physical food as for their spiritual food.  Significant 

community events and feasts feature “country foods”, both because they are 

delicious and because they represent a connection to the past and to the land.  

Wild things permeate the culture and its imagery.  Outside the Cree school in 

Whapmagoostui (Great Whale), a bear keeps guides a mittened child to school, 

or perhaps through the whole course of his or her studies.  
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Air Creebec has intricate, graceful geese painted on the tail of every airplane.  

And the new Inuit airports have life sized stone sculptures and images inlaid in 

the floor.  

 

 

From the walls of the youth centre and the hunter’s lodge, animals keep an eye 

on the life of the community.  
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These are the stuff of history and legend. But actual, flesh and blood birds and 

animals also enter directly into the everyday life of the community.  I remember 

being warned we might overfly an airport because a herd of cariboo – or was it 

moose? – had been spotted near the runway.  I remember being eagerly asked, 

in an airport, if we had seen any geese heading north during our flight. I 

remember sitting glued to the window of our little plane, trying to catch a glimpse 

of the polar bears as we descended toward the village of Inuvik.   

 

Further south, I remember being warned by our taxi driver Elijah that there were 

wolves in the town.  When I asked him whether he thought they would bother 

people, he just told us about a recent family picnic, when a wolf had appeared on 

the top of a hill overlooking the beach, stopped to consider the picnickers for a 

little while, and then moved quietly on.  Still, people kept their pets inside at night.  

 

Love and Kindness: And when I think of the north, I think of the friends I have 

made, and also of the strangers who have treated us with such generosity and 

kindness.  Late one night, during winter of the wolves, when the temperature was 

hovering around 30 below, Taddy and I got lost in the suburban maze that 

surrounds the town centre in Chisasibi.  When we asked a young woman for 

directions, she insisted on driving us home.  Such offers are touchingly common, 

and we have learned to accept them gladly.  The following morning, a person 

with long grey hair and a kind face spotted us waiting outside the Northern Store 

and offered us a ride to the school.  On the way, we learned that he was the CEO  

(Community Education Officer) for the Cree school board, and also an active 

member of Kairos.  When we dropped in on him in the course of the day, we 

found him writing a letter to the Bishop Mark MacDonald, Canada’s aboriginal 

bishop, supporting his attempts to convince Kairos it needed to win more direct 

representation of First Nations.  Further north, in the Inuit vilage of Inukjuak, a 

woman on a snowmobile stopped to offer me a ride, because the wind was rising 

and the blowing snow was becoming quite blinding.  Later, because the blizzard 

had not really abated, I found myself snowbound in the tiny Inukjuak airport, 
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while the pilot waited for a lull in the wind and the snow.  It was just before 

Christmas, and the airport windows were decorated with coloured lights.  An Inuit 

woman arrived with warm, fresh, fragrant bannock, and broke off a piece of it for 

each of us.     

 

By then, I was able to thank her in Inuktitut.  Inuktitut is a difficult language.  

Taddy, who has studied it a little, explains that it is more like ancient Greek than 

like modern English.  I have found it difficult to pick up, just by listening, and I am 

only beginning to learn a bit of the syllabic script.  It is important to our work that 

we should try to do so, though, because when we are in the schools, our main 

role is to help teachers help students who have specific learning difficulties in 

reading and writing.  More than half of the teachers, and most of the 

administrators, are Caucasian, from the south, and many do not know enough 

Inuktitut, or enough Cree, to understand why their students have particular 

trouble mastering certain sounds in our languages.  Besides, syllabics are 

fascinating in their own right.  They were devised by James Evans, a Methodist 

missionary who is known in the north as “the man who made birch bark talk”.  

When Evans visited the Ontario side of Hudson’s Bay, he taught his writing 

system to the local people, using birchbark instead of paper.  He continued his 

journey, by canoe, from the west to the east shore of Hudson’s Bay.  On his 

arrival, he found that his syllabic script had got there before him. People all along 

the shores of the bay had taught each other to read and write.  Evan’s syllabics 

have also been adapted to Inuktitut, and used throughout the north. 

 

I got my first lesson in syllabics from girl called Madelaine, who was ten years old 

at the time.  Madelaine’s mother Marion was the Head of Special Education at 

the school. Her father Jaaka worked in maintenance and taught some of the Inuit 

culture classes. I asked Madelaine if she would show me how to write some of 

the common words I knew.  She patiently showed me the basics – explaining that 

the consonant sound was represented by a particular symbol, while the vowel 

was indicated by the direction in which the symbol was pointing.  For example, a 
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Q-like symbol with its tail pointing right stands for “na”, while the same symbol 

with the tail pointing left stands for “nu”.  For a final consonant, without a 

following vowel, there are smaller symbols added like a superscript.  And so, the 

word “nanuk”, bear, is written  “na”  “nu”  k : 

ᓇᓄᒃ 

The day after this little lesson, Madelaine’s mother told me that she wished more 

of the teachers were interested in the Inuit way of life.  And to show her 

appreciation – or just to help me out – she repaired the rip in my Inuit mitten.  

Three years later, the patch still holds.  

But it was in another Inuit community, the village of Salluit on Ungava Bay, that I 

learned the word for thank you.  As you may be aware, there has been a problem 

in the north, with certain groups from the United States sending missionaries to 

conver the heathen, including both the Catholics and the Anglicans, whom they 

regard as too tolerant of the spiritual practices of the native peoples.  Most of the 

Anglican churches in Nunavik hold a prayer service on Wednesday night, but in 

some communities, the Anglican church building has been taken over by the 

other denominations, who hold the midweek service instead.  So when I settled 

myself apprehensively in the back pew, I wasn’t sure what to expect.  At the 

beginning of the service, there was a time of laying on of hands, and quite a 

number of people were crying.  This was followed by a very long prayer, a kind of 

litany, to which the response was “nakurmiik”.  I had heard a good deal about the 

way some churches had made people feel ashamed of themselves and their 

traditions, and so I was prepared for the worst.  The next day I asked one of my 

students if “nakurmiik” meant I’m sorry.  He looked puzzled and explained, no, 

nakurmiik means “thank you.”   

It became my habit to attend those evening services when I could, and I soon 

discovered that my counterpart from the Inuit school board – the woman who 

assessed the children in Inuktitut – also attended on a regular basis.  Her name 
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was Elisapie – and she instantly reminded me of my mother-in-law.  As we 

became friends, she explained to me that, on her birth certificate and therefore 

on her school board email, her name appeared as “Elisabeth”, since the Anglican 

priest who baptised her had not regarded “Elisapie” as a real name.  I was able 

to sympathise with Elisapie – one of my husband’s ancestors, who came from 

France, and whose family name was “Freschette”, was recorded by the 

anglophone immigration officer as “Fishhead”.  But the priest who gave Elisapie 

her English name may not have been simply racist.  He may have suspected, 

that having an English name might be of advantage to an Inuit child who would 

soon be taken away to residential school.  Her experience there may have been 

a little less traumatic than most, because she lived with a family, and became like 

another daughter to her foster mother.  All the same, Elisapie participated in the 

Truth and Reconcilation hearings in Montreal.   

Another friend from the north who came to those hearings was Rose – the social 

worker at one of the Cree schools we visit once a year.  Rose says that her 

earliest memory is standing at the airport with her suitcase, leaving home, all 

alone, at the age of four.  When she got to high school in Sault Ste-Marie, Rose 

and her best friend decided they wanted to become nurses.  One of their 

teachers ridiculed this idea – reminding them they were just Indians and Indians 

could not do that sort of thing.  Billy Diamond, who started Air Creebec in1982, 

was told much the same thing by the then-minister of transportation – “Indians 

don’t own airlines”. In both cases, the insult only served to strengthen their 

resolve.  Air Creebec was founded and has flourished.  Rose and her friend 

graduated from university with flying colours. Rose’s friend did become a nurse, 

but Rose herself changed her mind and went into teaching.  But then, after 

working in special education for a few years, she returned to university and 

trained in social work.  The reason for this decision was her growing conviction 

that the children she was teaching needed help with their social problems and 

emotional problems more acutely than they needed help with their academic 

difficulties.  
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Rose was undoubtedly right.  All the same, children in the north have just as 

many school-related difficulties as any other group of students. These difficulties 

are certainly exacerbated when there are problems at home, but they are not 

caused by them.  At Rose’s school, we assessed a child who had ADHD, very 

severely, and was physically incapable of sitting through any of his classes.  

However, this boy’s intellectual ability turned out to be in what we call the 

“superior” range – that is, in the top five percent of North American children. 

When we met the boy’s mother, she told us she would like her husband to hear 

directly from us how well her son had done.  Since his father worked long hours 

at the mine, and could not come to see us at school, we made an exception, and 

paid the family a visit in the evening.  Sitting around the kitchen table, while the 

smallest child, clad in a fuzzy pink dressing gown, fell asleep in her mother’s 

arms, we explained the good news and the bad.  Their son was exceptionally 

bright, but would need medication in order to be able to use his intellectual ability.   

The question of medication is a minefield in the north. The child’s parents were 

not reassured when we told them that the medications used for ADHD are not 

addictive, and that they are prescribed, by doctors, to treat a physical condition.  

They had heard exactly the same things about oxycontin. Almost worse, the 

boy’s parents had heard that their own behaviour was the real cause of their 

children’s learning problems.  There may have been some truth in that – certainly 

learning problems are made worse by difficulties at home – but it was perfectly 

clear during our visit that both parents loved and cared very much for their 

children, their house was well-kept and cosy (though absurdly small, since 

housing continues to be allocated in a very stingy manner in all the aboriginal 

communities.) But these children clearly had neurologically-based attention 

deficits, which contributed very much to the parents’ stress levels, rather than 

being caused by them.  In the end, the parents agreed to speak to a doctor about 

medication, but only if they could share the results of this consultation with Rose 

alone.  Very fortunately, the school principal was respectful of this arrangement, 

understanding the apprehension that many parents still feel about teachers from 

the south.   
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The apprehension is mutual.  In one of the Inuit communities, I was asked to see 

a little girl who seemed not to be able to focus at school.  The special education 

teacher suspected an abusive home situation, and was particularly suspicious 

and angry because the child’s foster father had a church connection.  She was 

unaware of the fact that this father belonged to a group of people sometimes 

called “high Arctic exiles” – people who were forcibly transplanted to the very far 

north, and who survived, if they survived at all, in conditions too horrible to 

describe here.  If they managed to leave the high Arctic and move back into more 

inhabitable regions, they often brought with them psychological and physical 

scars.  As a result, they were often regarded suspiciously by the communities to 

which they sought to return.  Some of these people expressed their pain in ways 

that were damaging to their families, but this is by no means always the case.  

It was not the case with Alyssa’s father.  The first time I saw Alyssa (who was a 

sweet, tom-boyish nine-year-old), she put her hands over the ears and asked me 

if I heard babies crying.  Since I knew her sisters had babies, and that their 

house was crowded, I asked her if the crying babies at home upset her 

sometimes.  She said they did, and this seemed to explain the noises she was 

hearing.  Later that week, I met Alyssa at the Wednesday evening service, and 

since at these services the children were given a good deal of freedom to walk, 

around as long as they were quiet, she came towards me shyly a few times and 

then scuttled away.  After the service I asked her if she would use my phone to 

take some pictures of the altar frontal, an Inuit tapestry of the nativity.  She did 

that, and seemed pleased to be asked.   
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The following February, I received news from Elisapie that Alyssa had committed 

suicide.  She was ten years old.  I was not the only professional who had 

assessed her before her death, and who had misinterpreted the signs of risk.  

But this did not lessen the horror.  Later I learned from a friend who works for the 

health board in the same community that Alyssa had been adopted because her 

mother was in a facility for the criminally insane.  Had I known this, I would have 

realised that Alyssa was indeed having hallucinations, and I would have 

interpreted her some of her other behavior and symptoms differently as well.  But 

this information was not in her school file.  Parents’ consent forms include 

permission to look at hospital and clinic files, and to collaborate with social 

services, to avoid this kind of calamity.  But our time in the community is short, 

and such collaboration is often difficult.    

Faithfulness: Collaboration is also difficult between any of the secular support 

services and the churches. There are many people, of all racial backgrounds, 

who have heard only of the abuse caused or condoned by the churches, and 

who are committed to getting rid of the white man’s religion and restoring 

traditional practices.  In some Cree communities, there is a worrisome sort of 

pan-Indianism, in which practices from a particular nation are being touted as 

“the way of our people”, although they are in fact as foreign to most aboriginal 

groups as anything the Europeans have had to offer.  Some even now deny that 
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syllabic writing was brought to the north by a missionary.  Nevertheless, a very 

large part of the north is Christian and wishes to remain that way.  In many 

communities, lay readers from local communities have managed to keep 

churches open despite the lack of ordained clergy.  In schools and in community 

buildings, the celebration of Christmas and Easter is as much a part of the cycle 

of the seasons as is Moose Break, in the fall, and Goose Break, in the spring.  

The elaborate nativity scene in the town centre in Chisasibi features a blond, 

blue-eyed, Dresden China Holy Family.  But at the elementary school, Mary and 

Joseph have shining black hair, and a beautiful Cree infant Jesus.  The children 

at the school sang all the verses of We Three Kings, from memory, and although 

the wise men suffered from the occasional fit of giggles, the performance was 

both impressive and touching.   

 

Justice Murray Sinclair, in the course of his work as chair of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission, has had sharply critical things to say about the 

relationship between the churches in the aboriginal peoples.  At the same time, 
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he directly told the churches that they must not simply pack up and go home.  If 

you do, he explained, “You will leave a hole in the community that cannot be 

filled.” 

Goodness and Peace. In this presentation, I have recounted the things that have 

made the greatest impression on me during my visits to the north.  I hope that 

some of these will challenge the stereotypes and the preconceptions that we in 

the south tend, consciously or not, to hold about northern communities.  But if I 

had to identify the one thing that worries me most about the north, it would be 

what Viktor Frankl called “collectivistic thinking” that I have encountered there, 

and here, sometimes from Inuit or Cree people, but far more frequently in those 

who come “from away”.  Often the tone is sympathetic, or concerned, rather than 

overtly judgemental – but remarks about “these people”, ‘these parents”, “these 

families” are made so commonly I could not possibly remember half of them.  

One that particularly sticks in my mind, though, is the statement that “these 

children” are not taught to say please and thank you.  I have heard variants of 

this belief many times, in many communities.  

In the school where little Madelaine taught me my syllabics, I asked Marion about 

the matter of saying please and thank you.  She thought for a moment and then 

explained that although they did, definitely, learn to say thank you, it was true 

that they did not ordinarily say “please”.  This was because it is considered 

impolite to ask directly for any kind of favour, in part because it risks putting the 

other person in the position of having to refuse.  For this and other reasons, 

saying anything that would require a “please” would be extremely bad manners.  

Instead of asking their grandfather if they could come hunting, please, a polite 

child would ask, “I am following you when you go hunting tomorrow?”   There is 

no place for “please” in this sentence, because it is not a request.  Direct 

requests are insensitive, and frequently just plain rude.  Thus, when we were 

interested in going to down to the river for a traditional lunch of bannock and 

moose, we had to remember simply to comment on the fact that a lot of people 

seem to go to the river at lunchtime.  We were very obviously hoping for an 
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invitation, but such hoping could be ignored if for some reason it would have 

been inappropriate for us to come along.  These social rules are not chiefly about 

formal “manners”.  Rather, they are about showing consideration for others, and 

of avoiding conflict, confrontation, or humiliation.  When Taddy and Ron were 

building a birchbark canoe under the tutelage of an Algoquin canoe builder, one 

of the students had rather spectacularly failed in his attempts to cut and shape 

the ribs.  The teacher simply commented, “Well, you will be needing some more 

wood.”   This was said in a matter-of-fact but kindly way.  

Forbearance, gentleness, self-control: As you can imagine, those of us who 

come “from away” are continually putting our foot in our mouth, continually 

committing social blunders and indescretions of which were are totally unaware.  

We also sometimes do things that are dangerous.  In general, people will find a 

way to rescue us when we are behaving unwisely, without embarrassing us by 

explaining their reasons.  And they have on the whole learned to make 

allowances for us – we don’t know any better - and to be patient with us when we 

behave in inconsiderate or inappropriate or simply foolish ways.  But of course 

we are all individuals, and some people are more patient than others.  As I was 

lining up to have my luggage checked in one of the northern airports, the woman 

in front of me was chatting, and allowed a large gap to develop in the line.  An 

Inuit woman told her to move long, and added in a very loud disgusted 

undertone, “white people!”  I found this surprisingly upsetting. But I realise it is 

the only time I have heard a racist comment from a Cree or Inuit person in all my 

visits to the north.  On the whole, we are treated with remarkable forbearance, 

and people are willing to make allowances for us because, essentially, we do not 

know any better.  

I told my friend Sandra, a social worker who has spent 25 years in the north, that 

if I were to write about my impressions and experiences I would be tempted to 

entitle it, “Where angels fear to tread.”  She agreed, sadly, that this would be a 

very good title.    
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