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ABSTRACT

The Nuu-chah-nulth origin myths, potlatches, feasts and ceremonies such as the t/oo-
gwah-nah offer a view of their social and religious structure. This research focusses on
the form of Indigenous Christianity from Northwest Canada and attempts to represent the
perspective of Nuu-chah-nulth people.

The study shows that the Nuu-chah-nulth culture and religious traditions are in many
ways synonymous, and this makes it possible to see the origin and formation of their
religious ideas through cultural sources. The findings are based on the primary source of
written records, archives, and interviews. At the centre of the study lies the inquiry of
how each aspect of the Nuu-chah-nulth culture gives an understanding of their religious
ideas and how they compare with Christian theology, to re-imagine the gospel narrative
for the Nuu-chah-nulth as part of a larger narrative of Christianity in the cultural contexts
of Indigenous peoples.

The main agency for change in the religious, social and communal realms was through
the compulsory attendance in Indian Residential Schools. Christian mission and the
colonial government played an important role in this. Despite the experience of the
residential schools, Christian traditions were still delivered to the Nuu-chah-nulth.
However, their conversion to Christ did not displace traditional spirituality. Their
religious concepts were not known, but the origin myths provide an image of the creator
N’aas who appears to display their cultural characteristics and offers a balance to an all-
powerful image of God in the Christian religion. The dynamics of community-centred
culture manifests itself in their understanding of the nature of God. The Nuu-chah-nulth
notion of kinship which encompasses all beings and nature contributes to a more holistic
theology and the traditional Nuu-chah-nulth way of life lived in community informs a
distinctive Christology and ecclesiology.

This study calls for a re-evaluation of the Christian missionary approaches to traditional
indigenous communities of Northwest Canada and invites to the re-examination of
theoretical concepts of religion in light of presented Nuu-chah-nulth religious
phenomena.
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1.1 Background

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The Americas are made up of many different Indigenous people groups. Among them is

the Nuu-chah-nulth people of the Pacific Northwest. Their territory is the Western half of

Vancouver Island, British Columbia, Canada, roughly 125 miles North and South of the

mid-coast. The Nuu-chah-nulth people share the Wakashan language roots (see Table 1)

and share a similar worldview and social structure with their Northern neighbours,

namely, the Southern Kwakwaiutl and the Nuxalk (Kirk 1986). Nuu-chah-nulth people

were formerly known as Nootkans.! There is no agreement on the length of time, or, how

and when they first appeared in the region.

Nuu-chah-nulth: A Language of Canada

Alternative Names

Aht, Nootka, Nootkans, Nutka, Nuu¢aanut, Quuquuaca, T aat’aaqsapa,
West Coast

Population

130 (FPCC 2014). 200 semi-speakers (FPCC 2014). Ethnic population:
7,680 (FPCC 2014)

Location

British Columbia province: Vancouver Island, Pacific Ocean Coast.

Language Status

8b (Nearly extinct). Language of recognized Indigenous Peoples:
Ahousaht, Ehattesaht, Hesquiaht, Hupacasath, Huu-ay-aht, Toquaht,
Ucluelet, Ka:’yu:’k’t’h’/ Che:k:tles7et’h’, Mowachaht/Muchalaht,
Nutchatlaht, Pacheedaht, Tlo-o-qui-aht, Tseshaht, Uchucklesaht,

Classification Wakashan, Southern Wakashan
Cheklesaht, Kyuquot, Ehattesaht, Nutchatlaht, Mowachaht, Muchalaht,
. Hesquiaht, Ahousaht, Tlo-o-qui-aht, Ucluelet, Toquaht, Uchucklesaht,
Dialects

Tseshaht, Hupacasath, Huu-ay-aht. Reportedly similar to Ditidaht [dtd]
and Makah [myh].

! Captain James Cook, who thought it was the native name for what came to be called Nootka Sound,
originated the term. Nootkans, hereafter Nootkans
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The language is almost completely replaced by English in both formal
Language Use and informal domains of use, though significant passive knowledge of the

language survives. Ceremonial use. All also use English [eng].

Language Development Some dialects of the language are taught in local community schools.

Dictionary. Grammar. Texts.

Writing Unwritten

The Nuu-chah-nulth tribe is recognized by the Canadian government, and

Other Comments the Nuu-chah-nulth language is recognized as an individual language by

the First People’s Heritage, Language and Culture Council.

The Nuu-chah-nulth is one of the few Indigenous peoples on the Pacific coast who hunted
whales and shared the potlatch ceremony with other Pacific Northwest cultures, where
the host honoured guests with generous gifts. They were gifted mask-makers (Kruger
2003: 79) and used their masks in dance rituals. The Nuu-chah-nulth culture went through
constant changes in forms and meanings along with the changes in their political and
social situations. However, they maintain the tradition of their ceremonies and honour
their tribal social structures to this day.

The Nuu-chah-nulth people are still living in the reserves that they received in the
1880s. Nuu-chah-nulths became part of the federal Indian reserve system when British

Columbia joined Canada in 1871.

1.2 Research Problem

For the past centuries, the mission of North American Indigenous groups, and other
Indigenous groups elsewhere resulted that the relationship with their Creators required
them to reject their own identity and adopt a European one (Leblanc 2014: 512). The
effect was to leave Indigenous people in deep-rooted self-doubt and even self-rejection.
Even though it was not the intention, the mission caused social and cultural assimilation

much more than spiritual transformation (Knockwood 1992: 134). This was not a problem
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of ancient history; but, the twentieth-century mission utilized the same mission model.
Traditional approaches to the mission with Indigenous peoples, thus, produced dismal
outcomes as a result. The mandate of the twentieth-century mission was to continue the
task that begun as far as the earliest Jesuit mission among the Mi’kmaq, Maliseet, and
others at the dawn of the seventeenth century (Thwaites 1896) — namely, civilizing and
Christianising (Ross 2010), discussed in Chapter Five.

The old model of Indigenous mission was implemented across the denominational
lines, and arguably still is in the missions today (LeBlanc 2014: 513). Leblanc pointed
back to Edinburgh 1910 that the theology of mission was shortcomings of a common pre-
Reformation theological history and its construction of the nature and purpose of the
mission. The task of rethinking the theological pre-supposition of mission and shift of
methods was not the concern of the conference at Edinburgh 1910 (Philip 1910: 64).

In this mode of the mission, to Indigenous people who came across Christianity, the
mission had no interest in the other aspects of their life but offered soul-salvation and
eternal life. Even in the ardent missionary endeavour toward Indigenous people, they
were largely side-lined in the growth of the contemporary societies and subjugated by
those bringing the gospel. It was around the late 1980s that Indigenous believers started
seeking to facilitate spiritual transformation and growth with an Indigenous frame of
reference without leaving their relationship with Jesus. They started engaging the
daunting task of stripping the cultural wrapping of ‘propositional, controlling,
Westernized, religious expressions of the gospel” and pursued transformation through the
singular power of the gospel (LeBlanc 2014: 514). Nevertheless, this movement often
faced oppositions in being seen as heterodox or idolatrous.

A concept of mission as holistic has become increasingly accepted among evangelicals,
especially in the Two-Thirds World, since the International Congress on World
Evangelization, held in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1974. The concern of the holistic model

was to correct one-sided understanding of mission, by facilitating the balance between
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the vertical and the horizontal dimensions of mission. The vertical interpretation of the
gospel concerns with God’s saving action in the life of an individual, whereas the
horizontal interpretation of it as mainly concerned with human relationships in the world
(Goodall 1968: 317-318). In his speech at Uppsala Assembly of the World Council of
Churches (1968), W.A. Visser ‘t Hooft addressed that a Christianity which only used the
vertical preoccupation as only means escaped from its responsibility for and in the
ordinary life of man and denied ‘the incarnation of God’s love for the world manifested
in Christ.’

However, the model of holistic mission at that time saw the horizontal interpretation
of the gospel only within the limits of social justice, social action, political liberation, and
socio-political, but, unfortunately, still oblivious to contextual approach.

Indigenous mission started, from its beginning in the colonial era, without any concern
for the wide cultural gap and the cultural mediation of the gospel for their culture.
Nevertheless, it often perceived that the culture stood in the way of the gospel. In the
Indigenous mission in Northwest Canada, there were indications, according to the
Wesleyan Missionary Society Report, that ‘Indian missions’ were widely suspected of
being a failure. The report signified that perceived failure always connected to the
resurgence of Indigenous traditional practices.? It offers a theory as to the failure of the
mission by then, but the sustaining issue, between culture and gospel, has been the most
contended topic in the mission of Indigenous people.

Jack Forbes, the Indigenous American scholar, pointed out that the gap was created by
the differences in the perception of religion. He noted that the obvious cause for this gap

was because

2 1874-78/78-84. Microfilm. Vancouver, Canada: The United Church Archives at Vancouver School of
Theology.
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Indigenous religion is not prayer; it is not a church; it is not theistic; it is not atheistic;
it has little to do with what white people call religion. In addition to what is not a religion,
religion is living, and what they do twenty-four hours a day (1979: 26-27).

The difference in the perception of religion led to a wide gap in the assessment of
Christian progress by Christian denominations. The Indigenous theologian Vine Deloria
Jr. learned in his encounter with the Presbyterian minister who was in charge of
Indigenous missions, and his intended plan to continue their missionary work among an
Indigenous tribe that lived as Christians for more than 350 years. Because he saw that the
‘job is not done’ (1988: 112). It is the contention of the study that Christianity in
Indigenous culture can grow differently from conventional Christianity and take a unique
cultural form. Cultural understanding and new expressions of the gospel have been
advocated since the early 1970s by field missionaries and Christian anthropologists such
as Paul Hiebert (1976) and Donald Richardson (1975). This cultural form of Christianity
may differ from the terms and concepts used in traditional Christian theology. However,
within the framework of the most basic Christian doctrines, new terms must be re-
examined and recognized.

Therefore, it is the contextual or theological approach of the mission that requires in
this study to recognize what kind of Christianity the cultural characters possessed by the
Nuu-chah-nulth has formed and will make in the future. This type of study fits into a
category of local theology or Contextual theology, which was conceptualized in Chapter
Two.

Contextual theology deals with the integral aspects of Christian theology. Most
Christians profess that the doctrine of Trinity stands at the centre of Christian faith.
However, for Nuu-chah-nulths, the Trinity was a theological concept regarding God’s
inner nature that was foreign and culturally distant from their thought world. In order to
have a meaningful dialogue of the basic understanding of Christianity with the Nuu-chah-
nulth constructive thoughts, it needs to study through comparison of cultural sign systems

at a symbolic/philosophical level.
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Moreover, the contextual approach to Indigenous mission requires theological starting
points different from the conventional theology. The general missional thinking was
much influenced by the West’s view on Indigenous culture and people: They considered
Indigenous people ‘savage’ (Lescarbot 1610: 91) and ‘heathen’ (Le Jeune 1634: 229).
But Indigenous people should have had an understanding of God if it is accepted that God
was omnipresent and not absent from what deemed to be a godless and heathen land and
people (Leblanc 2014). In other words, Indigenous people required no new paradigm of
civilization to know about God.

The same process challenges the conventional scope of Biblical interpretations and re-
interprets them from the perspectives of Indigenous culture. As an Indigenous theologian,
Leblanc suggests a few comparisons of definition needed in this contextual process:

- The western definition of the spiritual is behaviour, going to church, reading the
Bible, or praying, whereas spirituality for Indigenous people is a general disposition
towards life which all of the creation shares a spiritual nature.

- Seemingly fictitious and lavishly embellished Indigenous stories carry objective
and factual teachings for the life and the community. These collective communal
narratives have embedded cultural meanings about which all understandings are
viewed through the idea of their spatial community.

- A contextual approach is possible only on the acknowledgement that, as
Indigenous creation myth is true, there is but one Creator of all.

- Lastly, as a practical concern, contextual and restorative approaches to the mission
of Indigenous people are far more impacting and biblically appropriate than seeking

to replace Indigenous culture with other cultural ways.

As the character of the Christian God needs to be understood through the idea of a tribal
deity to a Nuu-chah-nulth person, as a beginning point, the Christian practices derived

from their cultural specificity can bring about other aspects, such as ecclesiological form
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and worship style. On what grounds can these cultural interpretations of a Christianity be
considered valid was based on what spiritual values were sought in their communities
and what communal practices these values caused for them to act and whether the actions
showed Christian theological understanding.

Besides, one of the irremovable features of the Christian religion was the fact of the
historical Christ. How it is possible to mediate Christ to the Nuu-chah-nulth culturally is
the main research of the study. The common cultural heroes appeared in too many of
intertribal myths shared in a wide range of cultural groups. However, the central theme
of their hero myths was the tribal survival that evolved into an advanced concept of
communal system in time. Thus, the critical aim of this research lies in the understanding
of their community.

Another critical study is to explore how the Nuu-chah-nulth conception of the spirit
informs about the Christian understanding of the Holy Spirit. The traditional communal
ceremony of adaptation of the spirit revealed the nature and function of the spirit. It
informed about the traditional ideas of spirits and the concept of the transformation they
pursued in th