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You know, I really like the united church magazine, “The Observer”.  I like it because - 

most of the time anyway - the stories are really home-grown United Church stories.  I don't 

usually know the congregations or the people in the stories, but I almost always recognize - the 

characters.  The characters in the stories are me.  The characters in the stories are all of us.  The 

stories are our stories.

But sometimes, that close connection with the stories causes me some discomfort.  

Sometimes I find an article and I just know - in advance - that I do not want to read it.  And what 

do you think I'm worried about?  I'm afraid that the story just might be that particular blend of 

both disturbing and true.  There are days that I don't want to see reality too clearly.  And that was 

exactly what I was expecting when I opened the October 2013 issue of the observer to the article 

entitled, “A new chapter in an old tragedy”.  But since it's children's Sunday today, and since the 

article is about children, I steeled myself, put my head down, and read.

The article is about the current crisis faced by many children in foster care in Canada 

today, and about the particular role that Children's Aid plays in helping to create that crisis.  

None of the facts were new to me, but the article makes some observations that I had not 

considered.

The main new challenge for me was the connection the article made between some of the 

abuses that happened to Canadian children because of the residential schools system, and some 

of the abuses that Canadian children still endure when they are placed under care by Children's 

Aid.  

Today, across Canada, almost half of the 30,000 children under 14 who are in foster care 

are aboriginal.  According to the Observer, “more aboriginal kids are in the foster care system 

today than lived in residential schools at the height of the schools' operation.”  And John Milloy, 

a professor of history at Trent university says “for the last 30 years that residential schools 

operated, they mostly housed children whose parents could not look after them.  The United 
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Church ... was essentially administering group foster care - setting the stage for the contemporary 

government-run system”.

The sins of former generations appear to still be haunting us.  The sins of the residential 

school system may still be with us in the form of Children's Aid and the foster care system.  That 

was the upshot of the article.

20 years ago, when I heard this subject preached, invariably the message behind the 

message was that white people should carry the burden of guilt for the whole mess.  But over 

those 20 years, the issues are progressing.  Thanks to initiatives like the truth and reconciliation 

commission, people's ideas are maturing.  We may not be free from the sins of our collective 

past, but the issues are evolving at least.

It is more clearly understood today that the problems in both the residential schools and 

children's aid stem from multiple sources and encompass multiple issues.  It is becoming more 

clear that the issues around residential schools - for example - were not simply the product of the 

breakdown of one group in society, but rather, the product of the breakdown of relationship 

between and within multiple groups.  So there is a tendency now to view blaming one group only 

as unproductive and non-constructive.  Further, I myself sense a growing movement that believes 

that the actual issue - the lives of children in this case - is more important than finger-pointing 

anyway.  Real life situations are always more complex than the simple models often used to just 

blame one group for a problem.

For example, Milloy says, “the fact is, there are real issues in Aboriginal communities ... 

We may find the rates of apprehensions [of children] unfortunate ... but you can't be the poorest 

and most dysfunctional people in the country, in terms of education, substance abuse, and 

unemployment, and not expect social workers to show up.  It's going to take some pretty deep 

thinking about the nature of Canadian society before we change that”. 

Tough words for an even tougher situation.

[discussion?? how do you feel when you read these things]??
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As a society, it's actually quit easy to take one social problem and convert it into a 

different problem with a new name.  And sometimes, it takes time before we as a society realize 

that the original problem has not been fixed and has only been converted.  When our provincial 

government made huge cuts to support for mental health care, many of the people who needed 

mental health care became homeless, and many of them then turned to crime and incarceration as 

a means of survival.  But the original problem was not fixed.  We just started housing people in 

need of mental health care in prison instead of in mental health care facilities.

As a society, we are fairly good at projecting a problem into different forms.

Surely - as Canadians - as Christians - we can do better than that.  Perhaps we need to 

embrace the image that we read about in Isaiah.  Isaiah’s vision of a new heaven and a new earth.  

A vision of society where there is no weeping, no cries of distress.  Where people live normal 

productive lives, and enjoy the benefits of their production.  Where - in Isaiah's words - we will 

not bear children for calamity.

Isaiah's vision might be our vision.  But it does not appear by magic.  We have to work 

for it.  In 2nd Thessalonians, Paul tells us that we have to actually work for the kingdom of God to 

be realized.  But what does that mean in this context?

As we discussed during the “theme conversation”, the bulletin cover this week shows 2 

things, depending on how you look at it.  If you just glance at the image, you likely just see a 

large number of children.  You might imagine that those children are happy, or sad, or whatever 

you like.  But presumably, the large number of children come from many different backgrounds.

However, if we work at it, we can train ourselves to look at the image in a different way.  

If we teach ourselves, we can look at the image with ours eyes focused far into the distance, and 

something else will appear before our eyes.  We will still see the large group of children.  But the 

children - together - will also make a 3-Dimensional earth, complete with the western continents,

which are raised.

All it takes is some work, and the willingness to see things differently, and we get the 

original image, but with 3-D effects.

Of course, to get that earth effect, your eyes need to take in all of the children.  By 

looking at all the children at the same time - by focusing on infinity while looking at the image - 
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then a new earth will appear.  It won't work if we don't include all the children.  If we try to 

create a new earth selectively looking at only some of the children, it doesn't work.

Today is children's Sunday.  Can we imagine a new earth that includes care for all 

children?  Can we imagine a new earth that allows all children to fully participate in what Isaiah 

had in mind - that all children can live productive, happy, engaged lives?  Can we imagine a 

world where love is the standard that we use to measure things?  Can we imagine a world where 

Christ is present in our own actions?

Of course, we don't really need a new earth anyway.  What we need is new and renewed 

relationships.  New and renew openness.  New and renewed healing.  As we edge closer and 

closer to the beginning of Advent, let us all consider which of our relationships need to be 

renewed.  Let us all consider what sort of healing we need.  And come back next week for a 

healing service.  Come back next week open for new life, open for touch, open for renewal.  

Open for healing.

Amen.
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