
1 
 

Reflection for June 28, 2020 

“Long Before My People”: 

A Necessary Reckoning 

When Jesus saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they 

were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 

“Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my 

sake will find it. 

…whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in 

the name of a disciple—truly I tell you, none of these will lose their 

reward.” 

May the peace of the Lord be with you always. 

Let us pray: 

We give you our praise and thanks, O Holy God, for all the gifts of love 

we have received from you, and for your light revealed in Jesus Christ. 

We bless you for the wonders of creation, for heights of mountains, 

depth of oceans, and breadth of prairie, for the delights of human 

companionship, for the diversity of peoples and intimacy of families. 

We bless you for your life among us renewing our spirits. 

May our hearts be filled with thankfulness for these and all your 

blessings; in the name of Jesus we pray. Amen. 

I didn’t realize until recently that the national anthem consists of a third 

verse. After Confederation, French Canadians wanted to show loyalty 

to their country, but there were few symbols of nationalism that they 

could rally behind. God Save the Queen was just too…English. In January 

of 1880, a clergyman suggested a competition to write a national 

anthem in time for June’s St. Jean Baptiste festivities. By April, a 
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lyricist—Sir Adolphe-Basile Routhier—and a composer—Calixa 

Lavallee—were chosen. The 28-bar anthem, written as a march with 4-

4 time, was stirring. And on June 24, 1880, before a group of 500 

distinguished guests at a St. Jean Baptiste banquet at the skaters’ 

pavilion in Quebec City, Chant National, as the song was known, was 

performed by three bands conducted by Joseph Vezina. It sounded like 

poetry: O Canada! Terre de nos aieux, Ton front est ceint de fleurons 

Glorieux! The crowd loved it and the song became hugely popular in 

French Canada. However, the anthem didn’t catch on elsewhere until 

years later. The English-language version, by Robert Stanley Weir, 

didn’t arrive until 1908 and has been revised a few times; the French 

lyrics are mostly unchanged. Yet it wasn’t until 1980 that O Canada was 

proclaimed as the country’s official national anthem. 

We’re learning much about our country’s history in these days of the 

novel coronavirus pandemic which are fraught with outrage and fear 

and division. We’re learning more about our historical and social 

relationships with Indigenous Canadians, black Canadians, and 

Canadians of color. 

This stole was a gift from Tom and Sandra Lapointe on the occasion of 

their son’s wedding. Tom had been a bank executive before becoming a 

financial consultant to bands in the Treaty 8 region of Alberta. They 

arranged to have this stole made by an elder in one of the bands to 

honor my spiritual heritage with indigenous people. 

In 2000, I travelled with my father to Good Fish Lake & White Fish Lake 

to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the Methodist Mission. My 

grandparents had moved from Ontario to Alberta to homestead. After 

farming for a few years, Grandpa became a Methodist minister and was 

ordained as an “Indian Missionary.” My father, along with his two 

younger sisters, grew up in that community. One of the band members 
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who was at the anniversary service was Edith Memnook. When I was 

introduced to her, she exclaimed: “Your grandfather baptized me.” It 

was Edith who had received the apology from the General Council of 

The United Church of Canada in 1986, offered by Rev. Robert Smith, 

who was Moderator at the time. 

“Long before my people journeyed to this land your people were here, 

and you received from your Elders an understanding of creation and of 

the Mystery that surrounds us all that was deep, and rich, and to be 

treasured. We did not hear you when you shared your vision. In our zeal 

to tell you of the good news of Jesus Christ we were closed to the value 

of your spirituality. We confused Western ways and culture with the 

depth and breadth and length and height of the gospel of Christ. We 

imposed our civilization as a condition for accepting the gospel. We 

tried to make you like us and in so doing we helped to destroy the vision 

that made you what you were. As a result you, and we, are poorer and 

the image of the Creator in us is twisted, blurred, and we are not what 

we are meant by God to be. We ask you to forgive us and to walk 

together with us in the Spirit of Christ so that our peoples may be 

blessed and God’s creation healed.” 

When I told Edith how honored I was to meet her, she said, “We’re 

walking this path together.” And now, 20 years later, Edith’s words 

continue to reverberate: “We’re in this together.”  

In an article published by the Globe and Mail (June 20, 2020), Marcus 

Gee explains history as a necessary reckoning: “My mother’s great-aunt 

had a small but dramatic part in Canadian history. Her foul views on 

time spent with the Cree of Frog Lake (the future province of Alberta) in 

1885 sadly helped spur a campaign to stifle Indigenous culture and gave 

voice to prejudices that still linger. Reconciliation requires modern-day 

people to reflect on the wrongs the country did to its original 



4 
 

inhabitants. I’m sad to say that my ancestor’s book—Two Months in the 

Camp of Big Bear—was one of them.” 

James M. Robinson, the distinguished biblical scholar, concludes that: 

“By using the ‘kingdom of God,’ Jesus put his ideal for society in an 

antithetical relation both to other political systems and to individual 

self-interest (‘looking out for number one’). The human dilemma is, in 

large part, that we are each other’s fate. We become the tool of evil 

that ruins another person as we look out for ourselves, having long 

abandoned any youthful idealism we might once have cherished. But if 

we each would cease and desist from pushing the other down to keep 

ourselves up, then the vicious cycle would be broken. Society would 

become mutually supportive rather than self-destructive. This is what 

Jesus was up to. Jesus’ message was simple, for he wanted to cut 

straight through to the point: trust God to look out for you by providing 

people who will care for you, and listen to him when he calls on you to 

provide for them. God is somebody you can trust, so give it a try (The 

Gospel of Jesus: In Search of the Original Good News, p.viii).” 

Let us pray: 

Eternal God, Light of the minds that know you, the joy of the hearts that 

love you and the strength of the wills that serve you: grant us so to 

know you that we may truly love you, so to love you that we may fully 

serve you, whom to serve is perfect freedom. Amen. 

         Rev. Bill Cantelon 

 


