Encounters with First Nations
As Campus Minister and faculty member at Renaissance College, University of New Brunswick, I meet many dynamic people.  Among the most impressive are First Nations’ people.  In my  journey with them I have learned much about their pain and struggle, injustices committed against them by Europeans, their hopes and dreams, and their spirituality. 

I encountered Graydon Nicholas, who later became the first appointed Aboriginal Provincial Court judge in New Brunswick, shortly after I arrived in Fredericton.  Graydon, whose Catholic faith is deepened by his Native spirituality, has spoken a number of times to my students.  He never disappoints.  Santo, from the Eskasoni reserve (Cape Breton), joined my Spaghetti Supper and Movie Review evenings.  His Catholic faith is similarly deepened by his Native spirituality.  Through his gentle spirit, and refreshing worldview, he taught his fellow students much.  Native Elders Alma Brooks and Maggie Paul taught my class much about Native spirituality when we visited a local native burial site.  Students were impressed by its history, meaning and importance to the people of the nearby St. Mary’s Reserve. 

Though I had previously heard of him, I met gkisedtanamoogk about six years ago at a reception for mutual friends.  He give a Wabanaki blessing over the food about to be eaten and the celebrations about to begin.  Diverse as the group was, he nonetheless stood out –  his traditional hairstyle, pouch, bracelets, and sparse but distinct facial painting were unmistakable.  What struck me most, however, was his gentleness, soft speech, and warmth.  I sensed a spirit-filled man whose wisdom, patience and long-suffering would teach me much. 
 

Since then, gkisedtanamoogk has spoken to a number of my classes and student groups.  In return, he invited one class to visit Burnt Church Reserve, where he currently lives with his young family.  There we encountered other elders and leaders, and gained a considerably different perspective on the recent fishing disputes with the local fishermen and the Federal Government.  At the moment, I am embarking on a project with him, which is part of a larger initiative “to promote peace, justice and mutuality between First Nations and non-Aboriginal peoples in communities, churches and organizations in the Maritimes” (Lnapskuk - The Neighbour Project).  I anticipate that much will be gained by this endeavour, and greater understanding will be achieved. 
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