
  

 

Why Indigenous-Settler Relations is advocating for the UNDRIP and Bill C-262 
Steve Heinrichs,  Spring 2018 
 
Moved by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action (#43, #48, 2015), 
Mennonite Church Canada’s Indigenous-Settler Relations ministry has sought to nurture 
awareness of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and has 
specifically advocated for Bill C-262, An Act to Ensure that the Laws of Canada are in Harmony 
with the UNDRIP. Some within our Mennonite constituency have raised concerns. Is it 
appropriate for Mennonite Church Canada to champion a private members’ bill and support 
policy/legislative change at the Federal level?  
 
The following paper seeks to clarify why I (Steve Heinrichs, Indigenous-Settler Relations 
director for Mennonite Church Canada) have encouraged our community to support UNDRIP 
and Bill C-262.    
 
Background: What is UNDRIP and Bill C-262? 

 
I have learned from previous discussions around UNDRIP and Bill C-262 not to assume that 
everyone has had opportunity to discover what these two documents are, and why they are so 
important. The following content will provide a basic sketch for understanding UNDRIP and 
Bill C-262, and it will also address, at least in part, why Mennonite Church Canada Indigenous-
Settler Relations has joined hundreds of Indigenous nations, justice organizations, and faith-
groups in advocating for the latter legislative framework. Please note that this material is taken, 
in part, from an ecumenical resource that I helped craft with a number of colleagues from 
different denominations, and which KAIROS – Canada’s largest ecumenical social justice 
organization, of which Mennonite Central Committee is a formal partner – published in March, 
2017. 
 
1. What is the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous peoples? 
The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous peoples is an international human 
rights instrument adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2007 after more than two decades of 
negotiations with representatives of Indigenous peoples and States. The UN Declaration 
articulates “the minimum standards for the survival, dignity and well-being of the Indigenous 
peoples of the world” (Article 43), and it applies to the more than 370 million Indigenous 
people who live around the world.  

Canada and three other settler-colonial states (New Zealand, Australia and the United States) 
did not originally support the adoption of the Declaration. One of the reasons why the 
Conservative-led Government of Canada voted against it was that it believed the Declaration 
was incompatible with Canada’s Constitution and the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms. That view has been demonstrated to be a misinterpretation. In a May 1, 2008 Open 
Letter, over 100 legal scholars and experts working in the fields of Indigenous rights and/or 
constitutional law in Canada stated: “No credible legal rationale has been provided to 
substantiate these extraordinary and erroneous claims.” The experts added that the 



  

Declaration is not only consistent with the Canadian Constitution and Charter, but it also “is 
profoundly important for fulfilling their promise.” 

In 2010, Canada finally endorsed the Declaration (along with New Zealand, Australia and the 
United States), although the Government qualified that endorsement by calling UNDRIP ‘an 
aspirational’ document that is not legally binding. The Government’s prime concern related to 
the principle of Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC), and whether it gave Indigenous 
peoples veto power over ‘job-creation projects’ (i.e., resource-extraction). Both the Supreme 
Court of Canada and legal experts have clarified that this too is a misreading. FPIC does not 
mean veto but consent in matters of a serious nature (see Haida Nation v. Canada, 2004).1 
Moreover, as the 1975 James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement has demonstrated, the 
principle of FPIC can actually facilitate collaborative engagement between Indigenous peoples 
and Crown/corporate entities in both resource and environmental endeavours. 

In May 2016, the Hon. Carolyn Bennett, Minister of Indigenous and Northern Affairs (now 
Crown-Indigenous Relations), announced at the United Nations that the Government of Canada 
had withdrawn its outstanding objections, and “is now a full supporter of the Declaration, 
without qualification.”  
 
2. Does the UN Declaration give Indigenous peoples new rights? 
The UN Declaration does not create new rights for Indigenous peoples. It affirms Indigenous 
peoples’ inherent, or pre-existing, collective human rights, as well as the individual human 
rights of Indigenous women, men and children. It applies existing human rights standards to 
the specific historical, cultural and social circumstances of Indigenous peoples. While it does 
not automatically change Canadian laws, courts are free to rely on declarations and are using 
them in interpreting human rights – as are Indigenous and non-Indigenous governments and 
human rights bodies. One recent example is the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal ruling on 
child welfare (which asserts that Canada is guilty of racially discriminating against First 
Nations children in child welfare). The UN Declaration is an authoritative instrument to clarify, 
interpret and expand the meaning and scope of domestic laws. 
 
3. What is the benefit of a legislative framework? 
A legislative framework for implementing the UN Declaration would affirm its central 
significance in the process of reconciliation, as called for by the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada (TRC). Bill C-262 is a Private Member’s bill that sets out a 
comprehensive legislative framework and seeks to ensure that the laws of Canada are in 
harmony with the UN Declaration (see the separate Bill C-262 handout with explanatory 
footnotes that I sent as an attachment). The draft bill sets out the key principles that must guide 
implementation of the UN Declaration. It directs the Government of Canada to work with 
Indigenous peoples to develop a national action plan to implement the UN Declaration over a 
20-year period, and requires annual reporting to Parliament on progress made toward 
implementation. Since bringing Canadian laws and policies into conformity with the UN 

                                                           
1
 “The Supreme Court of Canada has been clear – both before and after the UNDRIP was endorsed - that our constitutional 

framework does not give aboriginal groups a veto right in respect of asserted rights and title. Instead, the Court has imposed 
other requirements to achieve reconciliation while still recognizing government’s right to govern” The Law of Canada in 

Relation to UNDRIP (accessed October 3, 2017: www.ceaa.gc.ca/050/documents/p63928/92200E.pdf). 

http://www.ceaa.gc.ca/050/documents/p63928/92200E.pdf


  

Declaration will require many years of work, the 20-year commitment that would be 
established by Bill C-262 is important for ensuring that a legislative framework is in place 
beyond the term of the current government. 
 
Bill C-262 is endorsed by an incredible diversity of communities, organizations, faith bodies 
and businesses: from the Assembly of First Nations to the Canadian Federation of Teachers, 
from KAIROS to the United Church of Canada, from the United Steelworkers to the Quakers to 
the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation.  
 
As for Mennonite support of Bill C-262, the Indigenous-Settler Relations program/ministry of 
Mennonite Church Canada is publicly advocating for it; congregations such as Quest 
Community Church (MCEC), Wildwood Mennonite Church (MCSask), Sargent Avenue 
Mennonite Church, Home Street Mennonite Church and Hope Mennonite Church (MCM) have 
all endorsed the Bill as an important step towards reconciliation; the Board of Mennonite 
Church Manitoba has publicly endorsed; moreover, hundreds of Mennonites from churches 
across the country have facilitated and participated in public pilgrimages, teach-ins, and 
postcard campaigns that express support for Bill C-262 (see below for more detailed 
information).  
 
4. How will the UN Declaration help mend the relationship between Indigenous peoples and 
Settlers? 
The TRC calls the UN Declaration a framework for reconciliation and is “convinced that the UN 
Declaration provides the necessary principles, norms, and standards for reconciliation to 
flourish in twenty-first century Canada.” Of the TRC’s 94 Calls to Action, no less than 16 lift up 
the UN Declaration, summoning governments, churches, businesses, law societies, and many 
more institutions to learn, adopt, comply with and/or implement its minimum standards. In 
other words, if we desire the health, dignity, and well-being of both Indigenous and non-
indigenous people, implementing the UN Declaration is a critical way forward. The UN 
Declaration can be considered a blueprint for justice, reconciliation, healing and peace. 
Throughout history, Indigenous peoples’ human rights have repeatedly been denied and 
violated – the direct cause of the broken relationship. To create a better future, Indigenous 
peoples’ human rights must be respected, promoted, and protected. The UN Declaration is an 
essential tool for governments, institutions and leaders to work in cooperation with Indigenous 
peoples to change the existing paradigm, reject colonialism, and ensure Indigenous peoples’ 
rights are honoured without discrimination. 
 

Addressing critical concerns around Bill C-262; and the disagreement of ‘experts’ 

 
Some constituents have raised concerns about the potential impact of Bill C-262 on Canadian 
law, citing articles from legal experts published online (see for example, https://goo.gl/xoSJwL).  
 
Below is an open letter, published on February 5th by a large and diverse coalition which 
speaks to the specific concerns raised by such voices. I realize, however, that this will not 
address the larger point that is often raised – “If even experts disagree… how can we know if this 
is so clearly the right approach or not?”  
 

https://goo.gl/xoSJwL


  

When it comes to ‘expert’ disagreement, we shouldn’t be surprised that there are dissenting 
voices regarding the importance and impact of both Bill C-262 and UNDRIP. And that’s because 
there are fundamentally different ideologies and postures at work in how these experts come 
to the Indigenous-Settler relationship. Generally speaking, conservative politicians and lawyers 
will not affirm the UNDRIP legislatively (that is, not support any concrete application of 
UNDRIP beyond a mere aspirational reading) because they do not believe that Indigenous 
peoples should be recognized as self-determining peoples with jurisdiction that exceeds 
municipal-level authority. The same can be said about many liberal politicians and lawyers 
(though there does seem to be a shift taking place amongst some in that realm).  
 
This explains the primary angst/concern over the UNDRIP principle of free, prior, and 
informed consent. This is not – as is sometimes claimed – a concern to preserve and build upon 
Canada’s section 35 jurisprudence and the growing recognition of rights therein (rights, it 
should be noted, that Indigenous peoples have fought tirelessly for, and have had to spend so 
much effort in the courts, over generations, in order to have recognized; rights that 
conservative/liberal governments and lawyers have fought every step along the way… which 
should raise in us a ‘hermeneutic of suspicion’ around their claims of respect for Section 35 
rights). This is fundamentally about the resource economy and settler Canada wanting to have 
ultimate jurisdiction/control over it. As Conservative MP Mark Strahl said – unabashedly – in 
the House of Commons debate on Bill C-262 (February 5, 2018): 
 

We want to find a way to make our laws and system work better for all indigenous 
communities in Canada. We want to make sure that they see the benefits of responsible 
resource development. 

 
To some ears, that statement sounds pretty innocent. But the posture is death-dealing; it is a 
colonial word through and through. From the very beginning, settler colonialism was about the 
dispossession of Indigenous lands and resources. And it still is. Today, the dominant Canadian 
society simply casts its paternalism in kinder, gentler terms. “We want to make sure they see the 
benefits of responsible resource development.”  
 
I’m currently reading a book on Bartolome de Las Casas, the 16th century Christian advocate for 
Indigenous rights. He courageously spoke out against the colonial laws of Spain and the Church, 
lifting up the inherent rights, dignity and jurisdiction of the Indigenous peoples of the 
Americas, including the right of free, prior, and informed consent. Las Casas was a minority 
voice amongst the many settler colonizers. The lawyers and theologians and pastors were 
divided. The experts disagreed. [Note: not the Indigenous experts; there were no Indigenous 
peoples who argued against the legislative recognition of their rights. They were not, however, 
included in the discussion]. Most settler experts supported Spain’s sovereignty and privileged 
the well-being of the economy and the status quo of colonial control over the basic human 
rights of Indigenous peoples. And how do we look back upon that history? Those with a 
conscience rightly decry the church and the vast majority of Christians who did not stand up 
for justice; we lament all those who did not fight, as the UNDRIP puts it, for the “minimum 
standards to ensure the survival, well-being, and dignity” of the Indigenous peoples. Silence, 
not taking a stand, was and is a political decision. And it has – no exaggeration – lethal 
implications. I use such language quite carefully. Indigenous peoples in Canada are – in the 



  

main – suffering tremendously under the weight of colonial oppression. And we must stand up, 
today, for their rights. As Oscar Romero, another Christian defender of Indigenous rights, said  
  

The poor tell us what our world is really like, and what the mission of the church should 
be. The poor have shown the church the true way to go. A church that does not join the 
poor, in order to speak out from the side of the poor against the injustices committed 
against them, is not the true church of Jesus Christ. 

 
“But what of the danger”, some ask, “of imposing legislation upon Indigenous peoples?” “Isn’t 
support for Bill C-262 similar — in its’ unilateral approach— to the church’s support for the failed 
residential school policy?” 
 
Denominational support for the residential schools is a great illustration of the church’s 
complicity with the settler colonial Canadian project. The problem with this comparison is that 
whereas residential schools were imposed on Indigenous peoples by the State and the Church, 
UNDRIP and Bill C-262 are decolonizing instruments that the State has had to be pressured into 
engaging by Indigenous peoples and grassroots allies. The UNDRIP was imagined, initiated and 
and penned by Indigenous peoples from around the world, and it has the overwhelming 
support of Indigenous peoples in Canada (not to mention the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada).  
 
Finally, we Mennonites have expressly advocated political positions even when experts 
disagreed in the past, and we will continue to do so. Consider Mennonite Church Canada’s 
support for the Conscientious Objection Act (or Peace Tax Legislation) in 2007 (Bill C-348). 
Experts, outside the church and in it, were divided over that legislation. Although the debate 
often surrounded the potential implications (e.g., how such legislation might impact the federal 
budget), the divisions were due primarily to underlying ideological and theological differences. 
The experts did not agree, and they still won’t. Should that prevent us from seeking justice and 
pushing the State towards such peaceable policies, especially when the State impacts the lives 
of so many?  
 
Open Letter to All Members of Parliament 

Parliamentarians should embrace Bill C-262 as a crucial step toward shared goal of reconciliation; 
repudiate fear mongering and misrepresentations of UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission urged all governments to implement the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples as ‘the framework for reconciliation’ in Canada. Members of Parliament have a 
crucial opportunity to contribute to reconciliation by supporting Bill C-262 when it comes to a vote at second 
reading this month. 

Bill C-262 provides a framework for the federal government to collaborate with First Nations, Inuit and the Métis 
Nation in the important work of ensuring that Canada’s laws, policies and operational practices live up to the 
human rights commitments affirmed in the UN Declaration. As a legislative framework that integrates regular 
reporting to Parliament, Bill C-262 provides the means to hold this and future governments accountable for living 
up to the commitments that they have made to honour and respect the rights of Indigenous peoples. 



  

Our Nations, governments and organizations welcome the fact that this private members bill now has the support 
of both the Liberals and NDP. In particular, we want to commend all those members of the public who have taken 
the time to learn about the Declaration and expressed their support for adoption of Bill C-262. We are looking 
forward to a fulsome debate over the Bill in the coming weeks and strongly urge all Parliamentarians to engage 
with Indigenous peoples in a serious conversation about how this Bill can be further strengthened before its 
eventual adoption.  

In the midst of this hopeful moment, we note with concern that as momentum has built around Bill C-262, there 
has also been a blatant backlash in part of the media. A handful of right of center think tanks, retired civil servants 
and others pundits have been given a platform to grossly misrepresent the Declaration and promote a divisive, 
even racist response to the inherent rights of Indigenous peoples that is the very antithesis of reconciliation. One 
of the most malicious of these articles – appearing not in an obscure blog but in a national newspaper – went so 
far as to claim that the Declaration should be rejected for ‘giving Aboriginals rights nobody else has.’  

In the face of this fear-mongering and race-baiting, it is important to be honest and accurate about the relationship 
between UN Declaration and Canadian law. The Supreme Court of Canada has long used international human 
rights standards to interpret laws passed by Parliament. Furthermore, it is an established principle of Canadian law 
that interpretations consistent with Canada’s international human rights obligations are always to be preferred to 
those that would violate these commitments. There is no principled reason to make an exception for the one 
universal human rights instrument to specifically address the rights of Indigenous peoples. 

The Canadian Constitution is a living legal instrument that evolves through its interpretation. International human 
rights law including UN Declaration is already part of this ongoing evolution. Canadian courts and the Canadian 
Human Rights Tribunal are already using the UN Declaration to help understand and apply the constitutional 
commitment to uphold the inherent rights of Indigenous peoples. The clock cannot be turned back. 

Those stoking fears about the Declaration inevitably fasten on those provisions requiring that decisions affecting 
the lives and well-being of Indigenous peoples be made only with Indigenous peoples’ free, prior and informed 
consent (FPIC). It is important to understand that these provisions in the Declaration are wholly consistent with a 
much wider body of international law, including how expert bodies have long interpreted and applied core 
international human rights Conventions such the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the UN 
Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination. In other words, even without the Declaration, 
governments and courts would be called upon to respect and implement the standard of free, prior and informed 
consent. 

Crucially, the concept of FPIC is not foreign to Canadian law and legal history. Treaties would have no legitimacy 
without Indigenous consent. The Supreme Court of Canada in Delgamuukw (1997) and Haida Nation (2004) stated 
that Indigenous consent may be required on serious issues to prevent the Crown running roughshod over 
Indigenous rights and interests. In the Tsilhqot’in decision (2014) the Supreme Court defined Indigenous land title 
as including the requirement that decisions be made with Indigenous consent. Legitimate debate about 
implications of adhering to the UN Declaration cannot ignore these facts. 

Furthermore, the logic behind the standard of FPIC should not be controversial for anyone genuinely committed to 
equality and reconciliation. Indigenous peoples or nations have the right of self-determination, consistent with the 
international covenants that Canada has ratified. This requires recognizing that Indigenous nations have the 
authority to make their own decisions. To acknowledge the grave harms that have been done to Indigenous 
peoples throughout our history and strive to undo and prevent such harms – as Canada committed to do when it 
embraced the TRC’s Calls to Action – requires an end to the federal government arbitrarily imposing its will on 
Indigenous peoples. 

No one can deny that profound changes are urgently needed in how the federal government relates to and treats 
First Nations, Inuit and the Métis Nation. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission clearly told us that 
reconciliation requires hard work by all sectors of society. Adoption of Bill C-262 is part of this necessary work. Our 



  

governments and organizations strongly believe that the collaborative, non-adversarial approach to law reform set 
out in Bill C-262 is in the best interest of all Canadians. We strongly encourage all Members of Parliament to 
approach the upcoming debate around Bill C-262 from this principled perspective. 

BACKGROUND 

The UN Declaration was the subject of one of the most extensive standard setting processes ever undertaken in 
the international human rights system. The collaboration between Canadian government representatives and 
Indigenous peoples during the final years of negotiation was a key factor in developing a text that could attain 
broad, global support. Today, the Declaration stands as a global human rights instrument, reaffirmed 8 times by 
the UN General Assembly by consensus. 

Bill C-262 has five key elements: 

Bill C-262 sets out the principles that must guide implementation of the Declaration, including repudiation of 
colonialism. 

Bill C-262 provides clear public affirmation that the standards set out in the UN Declaration have “application in 
Canadian law.” 

Bill C-262 requires a collaborative process for the review of federal legislation to ensure consistency with the 
minimum standards set out in the UN Declaration. 

Bill C-262 requires the federal government to work with Indigenous peoples to develop a national action plan to 
implement the UN Declaration. 

Bill C-262 provides transparency and accountability by requiring annual reporting to Parliament on progress made 
toward implementation of the Declaration. 

The Coalition for the Human Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

This open letter was signed by:  

Amnesty International Canada 
 Assembly of First Nations 
British Columbia Assembly of First Nations 
Canadian Friends Service Committee (Quakers) 
Centre for Pre-Confederation Treaties and Reconciliation 
Confederacy of Treaty No 6 
First Nations Summit 
Grand Council of the Crees (Eeyou Istchee) 
Indigenous Bar Association 
Indigenous World Association 
KAIROS: Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives 
Métis Nation 
The National Aboriginal Circle Against Family Violence 
Union of BC Indian Chiefs
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MC Canada Indigenous-Settler Relations Support for the UN Declaration & Bill C-262 

“We are becoming caught up in an age of activism,” some argue, “…rushing to join in… grab[bing] 
at public issues in a rather worldly way.” 

In order to address concerns around how my office came to this work, and the manner in which 
we are engaging it, I’ve outlined below the ways in which Indigenous-Settler Relations has 
sought to raise awareness of and support for both the UNDRIP and Bill C-262. I have taken time 
to write out this history of involvement so that it might illuminate how this particular work 
grew organically and with much care. In the final section, I’ll offer explicit reasons as to why we 
have engaged this work, even though it has not been commissioned by a formal resolution from 
the delegate body. 

 Six Nations Retreat on TRC Calls to Action 
o Indigenous Relations, in partnership with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 

Canada, Sandy-Saulteaux Spiritual Centre (the United Church’s Indigenous 
Training/Theological Centre), and the Six Nations Polytechnic coordinated a 3 
day retreat for 100 Indigenous and non-Indigenous persons to explore how we 
can work together to respond to the TRC Calls to Action (November 12-14, 
2015). Led by Indigenous teachers/facilitators, we were asked to ponder two 
specific tasks: 1) Education around past and present colonialism, especially 
amongst young people; 2) Education and advocacy around the Indigenous 
human rights articulated in the UN Declaration. We were all asked to make 
specific commitments. As Indigenous Relations director, I committed to 
nurturing ongoing discussion around the Declaration, though I did not know 
what that would all entail at the time. 
  

 Wrongs to Rights: A Special Edition of Intotemak  
o Between November 16-18, 2015, an ecumenical gathering of more than 40 

church executives and leaders gathered in Pickering, Ontario to discuss how we 
could collectively respond to various TRC Calls to Action. Baptist, Christian 
Reformed, Catholic, Salvation Army, Anglican, Quaker and many others 
discussed specifically how we might respond to Call to Action #48, in which the 
TRC summons all churches to “adopt and comply with the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous peoples.” One gap that the circle noted was the lack of 
educational material written specifically for church communities to help us 
engage and understand this conversation. Through the process of collective 
discernment, I was encouraged to help facilitate the creation of a resource that 
could address this lacuna. Following this gathering, I brought together more 
than 40 Indigenous and non-Indigenous pastors, artists, and activists from a 
variety of religious backgrounds, including Mennonite, to create a 164 page book 
with study guide titled Wrongs to Rights: How Churches Can Engage the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous peoples. 
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 Choosing Not to Be A Part of Church Commitment to Adopt UNDRIP 
o TRC Call to Action #48 summons all Churches and faith groups to make a public 

commitment to adopt and comply with the UN Declaration by March 31, 2016. In 
the months prior to that date, Mennonite Church Canada Indigenous Relations 
was part of an ecumenical working group on the UN Declaration – and still is – 
that sought to find ways to honour that call to engage this Indigenous human 
rights declaration in ways that respected and nurtured our respective 
constituencies. One of the actions that this group discerned was to make a public 
commitment on behalf of our denominations to adopt and comply with the 
Declaration. On March 30, at Parliament Hill in Ottawa, the following 
communities made that commitment.  

- Anglican Church of Canada 
- Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 
- Canadian Friends Service Committee (Quakers) 
- Canadian Interfaith Conversation 
- Christian Reformed Churches in Canada 
- Conférence des évêques catholiques du Canada 
- Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada 
- Holy Cross Fathers English Canada 
- Réseau Oecuménique Justice et Paix 
- The Presbyterian Church in Canada 
- The Salvation Army 
- The United Church of Canada 

 
Mennonite Church Canada Indigenous-Settler Relations, however, decided 
that it could not and should not participate in such a public commitment 
(expressing our denominations’ support/resolve to adopt the Declaration) because 
our denominational polity requires that such a commitment be processed by the 
larger body. Moreover, how could we commit our body to such with integrity when 
the vast majority had not heard of UNDRIP or read its contents? Other churches 
did not have similar requirements or concerns. They could make commitments 
without many, if not most of their members, not having read the UNDRIP, 
because they were mandated to take a leadership role on behalf of their 
respective bodies. 
 

 Mennonite Church Manitoba Partnership Circle: “The Declaration and the Church” 
o In co-partnership with Mennonite Church Manitoba, Indigenous Relations 

hosted a two-day public conversation with Cree elder Stan McKay and Quaker 
Jennifer Preston on the Declaration (March 2016). We explored how UNDRIP 
offers justice and healing guidance/paths, not only for Indigenous peoples, but 
also for the Church. More than 300 participants, mainly Mennonites, were 
involved. 
 
 

http://www.anglican.ca/news/let-yes-yes/30015309/
http://www.cccb.ca/site/images/stories/pdf/catholic%20response%20call%20to%20action%2048.pdf
http://quakerservice.ca/news/quaker-response-trc-call-action-48/
http://www.interfaithconversation.ca/sites/default/files/Statement%20on%20Truth%20and%20Reconciliation%20and%20the%20Rights%20of%20Indigenous%20Peoples%20%28March%2028%2C%202016%29_0.pdf
http://www2.crcna.org/site_uploads/uploads/UNDRIP/BOT-UNDRIP-statement2016.pdf
http://www.cccb.ca/site/images/stories/pdf/reponse%20catholique%20cvr%20-%20appel%20action%2048.pdf
http://www.elcic.ca/Documents/StatementonCalltoAction48.pdf
http://www.holycrossjustice.org/work/Documents/CongregationofHolyCross/DeclarationofConformity.pdf
http://www.justicepaix.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Déclaration-du-ROJEP-en-réponse-à-Commission-de-vérité-et-réconciliation-mars-2016.pdf
http://presbyterian.ca/2016/03/29/statement-trc-call-to-action-48-and-the-un-declaration/
http://salvationist.ca/2016/03/salvation-army-response-united-nations-declaration/
http://www.united-church.ca/sites/default/files/resources/undrip-united-church-statement.pdf
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 Conversations with Indigenous Partners regarding Advocacy for Bill C-262 
o In mid-April 2016, I was invited by Leah Gazan (Lakota) – a long-time colleague 

who I collaborate with to do educational work in Mennonite and University 
contexts – to enter a dialogue with Romeo Saganash, Cree Member of Parliament 
who authored Bill C-262. I invited members of Mennonite Central Committee 
Canada, Sandy-Saulteaux Centre, Kairos (Cambrian-Aggasiz), and local churches 
to be a part of this conversation. We learned more about the Declaration and 
how the Bill would help Canada faithfully respond to Call to Action #43 (that 
federal, provincial, territorial, and municipal governments would fully adopt – a 
technical term meaning ‘a legislative framework’ – and implement the UNDRIP).  
 

 Conference: The TRC Calls Churches to Action (Saskatoon) 
o In the summer of 2016, Indigenous and ecumenical partners (including 

Mennonite Church Saskatchewan) came together to plan and facilitate a 3-day 
event exploring the TRC Calls to Action, with special attention to Call’s #49 
(repudiation of the Doctrine of Discovery); #48 (Church compliance with 
UNDRIP), and #43 (Government adoption and implementation of UNDRIP). In 
October more than 200 people gathered for three days of dialogue and 
dreaming/planning collective responses. One particular way of engagement that 
was discussed at length was support and advocacy for Bill C-262, and it was 
voiced by a circle at this gathering that a ‘long walk’ to raise awareness and 
support for this initiative would be helpful. This stirred the idea of a pilgrimage 
in many of us (see below).  
 

 Six Nations Polytechnic Guest Speaker 
o Indigenous Relations was invited to be a guest speaker at the “Champions for 

Change” Educational Conference (November 2-3, 2016) and asked specifically to 
address the task of raising awareness about Indigenous human rights in Church 
constituencies, and how we are empowering such communities to take steps to 
comply with and act on those rights. 

 
  “Consult or Consent”: Understanding FPIC 

o Indigenous Relations, in partnership with Mennonite Church Manitoba, Kairos, 
Amnesty International, and the University of Winnipeg Aboriginal Students 
Union, hosted a public dialogue around the most misunderstood principle of the 
Declaration – Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (November 18, 2016).  
 

 Pilgrimage for Indigenous Rights 
o In January 2017, Christian Peacemaker Teams and Mennonite Church Canada 

Indigenous Relations came together to plan a 600 km walk from Kitchener to 
Ottawa that sought to 

- engage churches in a series of conversations about the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous peoples, exploring why it matters, 
the hope it offers, and how we can collectively live into it. 

http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf
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- called upon the government to fulfill its promise to implement the 
Declaration by embracing the legislative framework outlined in Bill C-
262. 

o We named the walk a pilgrimage to signal 
- our dependence upon the Creator 
- our desire to hold the spiritual and the political together 
- our attempt to connect this fragile initiative to the rich history of sacred 

walks seeking reparative change (e.g., the Native American Longest Walk, 
Chavez’ Pilgrimage to Sacramento, the Civil Rights March on Selma, 
Gandhi’s Salt March, and so on). 

- Between April 23 and May 14 we stopped at 18 different churches and 
one First Nation. We walked in order to foster awareness of, 
conversation and action on UNDRIP. We also walked to embody a 
witness . As churches we are called to be in solidarity with the 
marginalized. We attempted to give a fragile, embodied witness to the 
concerns and priorities voiced by Indigenous peoples; a witness towards 
healing justice that can also serve as a sign to the church, the larger non-
Indigenous public, and the State. And as we walked, we prayed. This 
journey was rooted in contemplation and worship. We are people of faith 
seeking to tread paths of decolonization, and we needed the gifts of our 
traditions to do this well. 

 
 Lifting Hearts Off the Ground: Declaration in Poetry 

o In June of 2017, Indigenous Relations published a book of poetry and prayer 
reflecting on each article of the UN Declaration. The Declaration is a short piece – 
a brief pre-amble and 46 articles recognizing the rights of Indigenous peoples. 
But the language used is foreign to many in our Church community. Poetry and 
prayer could open up a conversation and continue to nurture awareness with 
the UN Declaration. 
 

 UNDRIP and Bill C-262 Winnipeg Teach-In 
o A variety of non-profit organization, businesses and denominational ministries 

came together to plan an evening of conversation around Bill C-262 at Young 
United Church in Winnipeg. Indigenous Relations was a part of the circle that 
helped facilitate. 
 

 Kitchener-Waterloo Mini-Pilgrimage 
o On Saturday, September 23, Mennonite Central Committee Ontario and 

Mennonite constituents from a variety of Churches planned an educational and 
advocacy walk in support of Bill C-262. Indigenous Relations provided some 
support in planning, but it was minimal. 
 

 Walk the Talk Winnipeg 
o In the summer of 2016, Hope Mennonite organized a Bill C-262 working group 

and invited Indigenous organizations and other denomination bodies and 

http://www.adoptandimplement.com/
http://www.adoptandimplement.com/
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ministries to join in planning/creating a variety of initiatives to support the 
adoption and implementation of the UN Declaration. What flowed from that was 
a postcard campaign in support of Call to Action #43 and Bill C-262, a public 
advocacy walk, and an educational gathering at the National Centre for Truth 
and Reconciliation on September 23, 2017. Indigenous Relations was one of the 
voices around the table.  
 

 Fast for Indigenous Rights 
o Christian Peacemaker Teams and Mennonite Church Canada’s Indigenous-

Settler Relations initiated a rolling 46 day fast – one day for each article of the 
Declaration – to both create awareness of the UNDRIP and, most importantly, to 
call upon God to act… to move hearts within the government so that the UN 
Declaration would be embraced not simply through words, but through a 
legislative framework. 

o Between September 13 and October 1st I (Steve) took personal holiday time in 
order to go without food, to pray, and help organize the Fast for Indigenous 
Rights. I also nurtured a friendship with my Member of Parliament, Robert-
Falcon Ouellette (Liberal party; Cree), who decided to publicly endorse Bill C-
262. 

Indigenous-Settler Relations Involvement… and Questions around Process: 

Some have expressed concerns about the process: 

 “Our national office should try to create opportunities to help us look into the matter… but 
reserve absolute judgements.” 

“…church constituency needs to be sure it understands the issues first before rushing to join in on 
this kind of political activism” 

Like many, I’m concerned about matters of healthy process, and engaging in discernment 
practices that affirm Mennonite Church Canada values and polity. I recall that back in 2007, 
Mennonite Church Canada leaders sent a letter to Prime Minister Stephen Harper “On behalf of 
the 225 congregations and 33,000 members that make up Mennonite Church Canada” in 
support of Private Members Bill C-348 – the “Conscientious Objection Act.”2 They were able to 
send that letter on behalf of the 225 congregations because delegates at the 2006 Assembly 
affirmed a delegate resolution which supported the Private Members Bill. Without that 
delegate approval, that advocacy letter could not be written. 
 
So what about Indigenous-Settler Relations advocacy in support of the adoption and 
implementation of the UN Declaration via Bill C-262? How is this different, if at all? 

                                                           
2 “Specifically, we urge your government to support a Private Member’s Bill that will be introduced into the House by Bill 
Siksay (Member of Parliament for Burnaby – Douglas in British Columbia) that would allow for Conscientious Objection to 
the payment of those taxes designated for military purposes. This is an historic initiative, and we urge you to support this 
Bill when it is introduced. But more than that, we urge you to mobilize your government and members of Parliament of 
both sides of the House to support this Bill.” 
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1. Speaking on behalf of the Indigenous-Settler Relations office, not Mennonite Church 

Canada as a whole 
I have been very careful in this work not to speak “on behalf of” all our congregations 
and members. I have routinely stated and clarified that it is the Indigenous-Settler 
Relations office of Mennonite Church Canada that is taking this position, and that 
although there are many Mennonite congregations, circles, and individuals that take 
support such initiative, there are many that would have questions, or would not support 
it. I acknowledge that. I also recognize that that the public may not discern the 
difference at times. When I speak at in a church context or in a University or reserve 
setting, there are those who will take what I say as representing the larger Mennonite 
Church. In some ways, that is correct. I carry a representative/ambassadorial role (as do 
all followers of Jesus). Yet in other ways, that is not correct. I am one ministry among 
many in our denomination, and I try to respectively acknowledge the differences that 
exist in our larger body. 

  
2. In keeping with historical commitments  

Indigenous-Settler Relations’ support for the adoption and implementation of UNDRIP 
through a legislative framework (Bill C-262) may seem like a new commitment, but it is 
rooted in and in keeping with significant historical commitments that Mennonite 
Church Canada has made. Here are two examples, gleaned from the work of my friend 
from Ottawa Mennonite Church, Sara Anderson. 
 
i. A New Covenant 

In 1987 church leaders issued "A New Covenant," a landmark ecumenical 
statement on what was then termed Aboriginal rights. It called for a new 
relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples, one based on a 
recognition of the inherent right of Aboriginal peoples to be distinct, self-
determining nations with rights to an adequate land base. Signed by the 
churches that now form KAIROS: Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives, "A 
New Covenant" acknowledged the impact of centuries of colonialism and 
discrimination, and sought to set right historical injustices by calling on 
Christians, those of other faiths, "and all people of good will" to continue 
advocating and working in solidarity to generate "public awareness and support 
for the full recognition and implementation" of Aboriginal rights in Canada. The 
covenant affirmed the churches' ongoing work in collaboration with Aboriginal 
peoples on Aboriginal rights and justice issues, as well as the long journey that 
lay ahead. 
 
A New Covenant was written 10 years after the first Draft of the Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous peoples (1977). What the New Covenant contains 
and recognizes is basically what the final form of UNDRIP articulates. 
 
On June 21, 2007, Mennonite Church Canada, formally spoke in favour of the 
New Covenant. Robert J. Suderman, General Secretary of Mennonite Church 
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Canada, and Lois Coleman Neufeld, Director of Canadian Programs for 
Mennonite Central Committee Canada, jointly made the following statement: 

 
We commit Mennonite Central Committee Canada, and Mennonite 
Church Canada, to the vision of a new relationship between Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal Peoples, based on sharing, respect and the 
recognition of rights and responsibilities. 

 
Indigenous Relations has sought to honour the commitment that Mennonite 
Church Canada made to the New Covenant document, by raising awareness of 
the principles that it upholds, and by advocating for them. The New Covenant 
calls explicitly for federal engagement, including Constitutional amendments, to 
mend the fractured relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
peoples. Bill C-262 is doing no more than that.  
 

ii. Doctrine of Discovery Resolution 
In July 2016, Mennonite Church Canada joined a growing number of Canadian 
and American church bodies which have officially repudiated the Doctrine of 
Discovery. Delegates at Assembly passed a resolution recognizing that this 
Doctrine is “fundamentally opposed to the gospel of Jesus Christ and our 
understanding of the inherent dignity and rights that individuals and peoples 
have received from God”. 
 
This resolution was taken primarily in response to one of the 94 Calls to Action 
from Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (Call to Action #49); this 
call in particular asks religious denominations and faith groups to repudiate, or 
formally deny, concepts used to justify European sovereignty over Indigenous 
lands and peoples, which is understood as a clear step forward on the path of 
reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples here on Turtle 
Island.  
 
Mennonite Church Canada’s collective decision to repudiate the Doctrine of 
Discovery was a significant step that signals our denomination’s rejection of 
doctrines of religious or racial superiority, and that such could be used to 
dispossess Indigenous peoples of their lands (and secure those lands for the 
Crown). It is these very same convictions that lie behind Bill C-262. In the 
preambular paragraphs to the Bill, reasons are given why Canadians should 
support a legislative framework for Indigenous rights (the “inherent rights of 
peoples” that we Mennonites recognized in our resolution). Two of them are 
explicitly linked to the repudiation of the Doctrine of Discovery: 
 

Whereas all doctrines, policies and practices based on or advocating 
superiority of peoples or individuals on the basis of national origin or 
racial, religious, ethnic or cultural differences are racist, scientifically 
false, legally invalid, morally condemnable and socially unjust; 
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Whereas, in regard to Indigenous peoples, it is important for Canada to 
reject colonialism and engage in a contemporary approach based on 
good faith and on principles of justice, democracy, equality, non-
discrimination, good governance and respect for human rights;  

 
In sum, the values and principles which Bill C-262 articulate are not new to 
Mennonites. They are in keeping with historical commitments that we have 
made. 
  

3. Invitations from the Ecumenical Body 
As noted in the historical genealogy of this UNDRIP-related work, Mennonite Church 
Canada’s Indigenous Relations program was invited into these zones of conversation 
and advocacy by ecumenical partners.  
 
For instance, after the Ecumenical TRC gathering in Pickering, Ontario (November 
2015), an UNDRIP Call to Action Group was formed and I was asked to sit on that group 
both by the ecumenical community and by Executive Director of Mennonite Church 
Canada, Willard Metzger. Among other things, that group – comprised of ELCIC, 
Presbyterian Church of Canada, Salvation Army, Christian Reformed Church, United 
Church, Anglican, Canadian Council of Churches representatives, and many more – 
crafted a resource piece, Let Justice Roll, that specifically advocates for the adoption of 
the Declaration through Bill C-262 (see 
https://www.commonword.ca/ResourceView/43/19311).  

 
4. Growing support from Mennonite Church Canada  

Although Indigenous Relations has not sought to speak on behalf of Mennonite Church 
Canada in its work around UNDRIP and Bill C-262, we note that there is a growing 
movement of support from congregations, area church bodies, and constituency. For 
example, a number of Mennonite congregations hosted the Pilgrimage for Indigenous 
Rights (Stirling Avenue Mennonite Church; Toronto Chinese Mennonite Church); a 
number have publicly endorsed and signed a petition in support of Bill C-262 (Quest 
Community Church, Wildwood Mennonite, Hope Mennonite, Home Street Mennonite, 
Sargent Avenue Mennonite); Tri-Cities churches (southern Manitoba) and constituents 
participated in the Mini-Pilgrimage (September 23, 2017); participants from Grace 
Mennonite (Steinbach), Bethel Mennonite (Winnipeg), First Mennonite, and more 
walked 12 km in the Walk the Talk event for Bill C-262; Wildwood Mennonite Church 
hosted a teach-in that Mennonite Church Saskatchewan sponsored and promoted 
(October 6, 2017); etc. 
  

5. Advocacy work as part of Indigenous-Settler Relations ministry/role 
The purpose of the Indigenous Relations ministry is to nurture education/dialogue for 
reconciliation, build bridges of relational healing and decolonization, and mobilize the 
constituency for works of mercy, solidarity and justice. According to the Indigenous 
Relations purpose and priority statement approved by the Witness Board (a volunteer 

https://www.commonword.ca/ResourceView/43/19311
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group representing Mennonite Church Canada constituency voices) in the Spring of 
2013, a particular responsibility of the Indigenous-Settler Relations office is  

 
“Receiving and seeking ways… to be an ambassador of Indigenous-Settler 
reconciliation to the larger church and mainstream society.”  

 
How I understand this calling is that there are times where I, as Indigenous-Settler 
relations director, will need to take positions or to perform actions (with other small 
bodies and/or independently) that will witness in multiple directions… yes, to 
Indigenous communities, but also to the church…even our church. Sometimes that 
witness will entail doing work that the denomination, as a whole, does not wholly 
understand or maybe even support, for various reasons. It requires care in discernment, 
and relational trust (which takes time and ongoing intentionality to nurture). Here’s one 
example.  
 
Indigenous-Settler Relations worked with Shoal Lake 40, an Ontario First Nation that 
has supplied Winnipeg with its water from its traditional territory for generations. This 
work is a cross-border, cross-treaty issue. It’s not merely a Winnipeg, or Manitoba issue. 
How did Indigenous-Settler Relations discern whether to advocate alongside the First 
Nation in this matter of injustice? It was a combination of Scriptural discernment, 
conversation with the impacted First Nation, conversation with local pastors, and 
prayer, and re-membering the vocation/mandate of this office. And we (I, together with 
a small group of ecumenical and grassroots persons) stepped into that work, humbly 
and boldly, because we discerned it was right. We did not consult with everyone in 
MCM or MCEC. We believed, based on historical commitments, Indigenous-Settler 
Relations mandate, relationships with Indigenous partners, and above all, the way and 
call of Christ, that we needed to stand up for justice. And so we did. 
 

Although this paper is not comprehensive, I pray that it has helped answer some concerns 
around the “political/advocacy work” that Mennonite Church Canada’s Indigenous-Relations 
has engaged in relation to UNDRIP and Bill C-262. The continued peace, joy, courage and 
discernment of the Spirit be with us all as we seek to be faithful to God and the bruised and 
battered of this world we so love. 

 

Note: On May 30th, Bill C-262 passed 3rd reading with a vote of 206 in favour and 79 against.        
C-262 is currently in the Senate at the time of this writing.   

 

Steve Heinrichs 
Indigenous-Settler Relations, director 
Mennonite Church Canada 
Sheinrichs@mennonitechuch.ca  
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