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Aging and Spirituality: 
Canada's Aboriginal People at a Crossroad 

Father Guy Lavallee OM I M.A. 

Addreu gil'f!ll at Ihe llld Naliollal Aborigillal Symposium 0/1 
Aging WedllcH/ay, 1 JIIIII! /999 EllmolllOIl 11111 , Edmollioll , AI
herla. 

Mr. Chainnan. Di slinguished Elders, Ladies and Gentlemen. 
I wanl lo thank God, the Creator, fo r givi ng us life today so that we 

can enjoy the beauty of Mother Earth here in sunny Alberta, I want 10 
thank the organizers. namely, Lyle Donald. for inviting me to participate 
as one oflhe speakers. Thank you all for your wann hospitality, love and 
friendship Ihat I've experienced since my arrival. I feel humbled. hon
oured and privileged to be in the company ofso manyoulstanding Elders. 
My sincere thanks 10 all the Elders who have played a significant role in 
my life. Some were mentors, others role models. teachers, advisors, and 
many shared thei r experiences. strengths and hopes wi th me. And for 
that, I am grateful. I am always amazed at their wealth of knowledge, 
experience, wisdom, and yes, their sense of humour. 

Aging, of course, can mean different things to different people. Let 
me illustmte this with a lillie story. One Sunday, after Mass. this strap
ping elderly Met is gentleman. Xavier Carriere. a widower of 80 years 
o ld, comes to me and tel ls me, in a soft and frail voice that he's in love 
again, and wants to many. Bul this time, Xavier wants to many Dora, 
who is 19 years old. I take Xavier aside immediately and Iry \0 explain to 
him some of the problems and conflicts they might have. marrying with 
such a difference in age, and I warn him that statistics show that mar
riages like that have proven to be fatal . But Xavier is insistent and again, 
in his frail and trembling voice says: " I can't help Ihal, FalherGuy. if she 
dies, she dies!" 

I decided to become a priest when I was about 16 years old. Some of 
the village girls laid me afterwards that they cried when they saw me 
leave the village to go and become a priest. They couldn·t undersland 
why a good-looking man like me would leave the girls behind, and go 
and live a celibate life in a seminary. Today, I sti ll meet some of those 
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girls, some of them arc now grandmothers. and we arc still good fri ends, 
and we enjoy reminiscing about our teen-age years. I was ordained a 
Catholic priest in my ,' illage orsi. Laurent, Manitoba, on l uly 6, 1968, 
31 years 3g0. 

1 am the youngest of 14 chi ldren and 1 had a very happy childhood. 
My parents died when [ was a tcen-agcr. Some people say I come from a 
dysfunctional family : My fa ther and twO of my s isters died alcoholic 
deaths. I, myself, as a pries t, was introduced to a Ircatmcnlccntcr, against 
my will, 16 years ago, in 1983. However, I admit that the experience 
the re changed my life complete ly, and I' ve been the happiest person in 
the world ever since. I follow a 12 SICp program Ihal has helped me re
gain my dignity and se lf- respect. I enjoy being a parish priest very much, 
in St . Ambroise, a Metis community, 100 kilometres northwest ofWinni
peg. [ derive a lot of satisfaction out of my life and work. One of my 
fa vourite ministries in the las t few years is lcading weekend retreats and 
ta lks on spirituality and the 12 step programs. 

Lyle was very kind when he phoned me a few months ago. He gave 
me the freedom to speak on a topic of my choice. After much reneetion 
and study, I chose to speak, in a general way, about a topic that is vcry 
close to my heart , namely spirituality. and more speci fica lly, Aging and 
Spirituali ty: Canada 's Aboriginal people at a crossroads. To do so, we 
will take a brief look at the world we live in, more specifical ly the world 
oflhc First Nations and the Metis world . I wi ll have served my purpose if 
my renections and thoughts contribute in some small way to your under
standing of spirituality, and the role it can play in the rcSlOration of the 
heahh and wellness of the Elders, and of all the Aboriginal people in 
Canada today. 

What I want to share wi th you is one of my deepest convictions: tha t 
spirituality is significant only if it is well integrated in our dai ly lives, 
activities and experiences. A spirituality divorced from our dai ly preoc
eup.-nions, pains and joys docs not and cannot have any effects on our 
lives. To be effective, a spirituality must be grounded in our dai ly ac tivi
ties: fa mily, social, economics, and political. Accordingly, there is no 
human act ivi ty that cannot assume spiritual significance. 

Let me illustra te this point wi th a personal life experience. For the 
first eight years of my priesthood, in the late sixties and early seventies, 
I was somewhat politically involved as a priest, on a part-time basis, with 
the Manitoba Metis Federation as a Board member, the Manitoba Indian 



Nali\'1! Stlll/U>S Rel'jew 14. no 2 (2001) 111 

Brolhcrhood as a communilY de\Clopment worker. Ihc National Indian 
Brotherhood. and the World Council o r Indigenous People as a rund
rni scr and group worker. I had the privilege of working with such great 
Aboriginal leadcrs as Angus Spence, Mederic McDouga ll. Stan Daniels, 
Reverend Adam Cuthand, Dave Courchene. George Manuel , Omer Pe
ters, Marie Smallface-Marule and Clive Linklater. to name a few. I men
lion this because, 10 me, Ih;s ;s vcry important in my life. By working 
with these great Aboriginal leaders, I was abl e to di scover and grasp their 
notion of spiriluality and their vision of the Aboriginal world and how it 
gave direction and nourished Iheir poli tical actions. In doing so, these 
Aboriginal leaders helped me shape my own spirituality and vision of 
what my work and mini stry should be. Accordingly, I strongly believe 
thai there can be no politica l emancipation in the li ves of a people with
out spiritual emancipation as well . In this contex t. 1 have no difficulty in 
afTinning that Elders arc the well-spring of our spirituality. They nurture 
our spiritual vision and they affirm and reassure us of our spiritual strength. 

An o ld rC1:ipe for rabbil slew begins with this directive: Catch rabbit. 
Obviously, the person who wrote the TC1:ipe was taking nothing for granted. 
In preparing this talk, I took nothing for granted either. So, I'm fo llowing 
the cook's first directive: catch rabbit. That is, I will define the key words 
that I wi ll be using, namely, aging, spirituality and crossrO:ld. 

The first word is aging. Somebody once said, You know you've 
reached middle-age when things start to th in out, wear out, or fall off. 
For me, from the neck up, I'm a healthy 21 year old. However, the rest of 
my body tells me differently. At sixty years old, this coming November, 
there are some aches and pains at my shoulders. knee joints and hips, so 
much so, that I can' t dance the Red River jig like I used to anymore. I 
take one pill a day to regulate my high blood pressure, and I have some 
trouble controlling the muscles building around my waist. 

Whether we like it or not, agi ng is a subject Ihat applies to all of us. 
The fac t is we are all agi ng from the moment of our birth. The difference 
is that some of us age fas ter than others and some of us have been aging 
longer Ihan others. One reality associated with aging is that many of us 
lose our sense of hearing. And that reminds me ofa little story. 

Myoid friend, Napol(.'on Desjarlais, who died a few years ago althe 
ripe old age of 8 1, went to SL'C the doctor and complained that his wife 
Antoinette had a hearing problem. The doctor said, "Bring her in and 
we' lI examine her to see if anything can be done." In the meantime. the 
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doctor told him, " I would like you, Napoleon, lodo a little leSI IO give me 
some idea orthe extent of your wifc 's hearing problem. Now, go to base
ment and ask Antoinette a simple question: What arc you cooking for 
supper tonighl? And i f you don ' , hear an answer, move closer, until you 
hear an answer and that will g ive us some dues orlile extent of her hear
ing problem." So, one night, Antoinette was in the kitchen preparing sup
per and Napoleon called from downstairs, " AnlOinenc, what's for sup
perT No answer. So. he moved 10 the lop or the stairs and again, he said 
a liule louder, "Antoincllc, what's for supper'!" and again, no answer. 
This time, Napoleon moved inlothc kitchen andaskcd, ·'A ntoinette. what's 
for supper?" and again , no answer. Finally, Napoleon moved right up 
close to her, and faci ng her, asked in a rather loud voice, "Antoine tte , 
what 's for supperT' Antoinette became somcwhat irritated and visibly 
upset. " For heaven's sake," she screamed at him, "For the fourth time, 
Napoleon, I'm tclling you, I' m making a pot of stew!" I guess these things 
do happen now and then. 

Or again, myoId cousin, Louis Beauchamp, age 74, whom people 
call Zho-Zho, told me that he knew he was gctting old by the number of 
things he had to take off before hc wCn! to bed at night, and he was not 
referring only to his clothes but his glasses, his hearing-aid, and his fal se 
teeth, his plastic hip and wooden-Ieg_ just to name a fcw. 

The second word is spirituality. SpirilUality is nOi an easy topic to 
deal with nor easy to define. I know very few people who are experts on 
spirituality and I don' t pretend to be one of them. As a matter offa ct, few 
words arc as misunderstood in the English language as the word "spiritu
ality." For example, to many people, spirituality is something totally for
eign to them, limited to a few eclibate monks living in a far-away monas
tery in the far hills. To others, spirituality brings up images of something 
mystical , churchy, holy, pious, other-worldly_ something on the fri nges 
and something optional. Rarely is spirilUality understood as referring to 
something vi tal and non-negotiable lying at the heart of our Jives. 

In his classic book. Seekillg Spirituality, Ron Rolheiser says, "This is 
a tragic misunderstanding. Spirituality is not something on the fringes. 
an option for those with a particular bent. Everyone has to have a spiritu
al ity and everyone docs havc one, either a life-giving one, or a destnlc
tive one. No one has the luxury of choosing here because a ll of us, arc 
prc<:isely fired into life , with a eertain madness, tha t comcs from the gods, 
and we have to do something with that . We do not wake up to this world. 
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calm and serene. having the luxury to act or not to aCI, We wake up 
cryi ng. o n !ire with desire. \\ ith madncss. Whal \l. C do \I. ilh Ihat desi re 
and madness is our spirituality." 

In othcr words. spi ri tuality is mueh more than acti vIties like going to 
church, praying o r meditating. reading spi ritua l books. or even sctting 
offon some spiri tual quest II is far more basic than thai , Rolhe iser con
ti nues: " Long before wc do anything cxplicitly re lig iou~ at all , \l.C have 
to do something about the fi re thai bums within us, What we do with that 
fire , how we channel ii , is our spiri tuality." 

The third word is crossroad. At a crossroad refers to the seriousness 
of the hea lth situation and condi tions in which, we as Aooriginal people. 
fi nd oursel ves in Canada today. Choices and decisions have to be made 
and be madc soon if we arc to regain our health and wellness in a wholistic 
manner. In no way do I want to pull the alann switch here and sound like 
a prophet of doom. but we have to be realistic. This is not, in my estima· 
tion, a fatse al ann . as we shall see. 

A quick analysis of the world shows an ambiguo us reality. We live in 
a world wilh excit ing possibili ties but also with tremendous destructive 
d ements. This is the world in which we experience brokenness and whole
someness in our li ves, pains and joys, love and biUemcss. It is this world 
that wc. as spiritual buman beings, live in. cope wi th. and need to chal
lenge. And while the modern world continues to struggle with rel igious 
fanati cism on the one hand , and religious indifference on the other, spir
ituality ex plodes with new vision and wi th fresh possibi lities for a more 
integrated world view. In thi s contex t, spirilUality can be defi ned as the 
o ver-all energy that holds o ur lives together. connects us with each other, 
with the Creator, and with Mother Earth, 

Allow me to share some rather harsh statistics on the health condi
tions of some Aboriginat cotnmUnilies. especially in Manitoba. In its !i
nal report , September, 1998. the Man itoba First Nations Regional Health 
Survey, stated the following: The majority (80%) of First Nalions people 
in Manitoba live in poverty. Only 19% of First Nations people report 
havi ng completed high school in Man itoba. High blood pressure and dia
betes are epidemic in many First Nations communilies in Manitoba. Nearly 
one third (28%) of First Nations people in Manitoba rcport havi ng thought 
about suic ide. Eleven pereent o f First Nations people in Mani toba have 
attended resident ial schools and 20% reported this as a negative ex peri
ence. Nearly one th ird of First Nations people in Manitoba report run-
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ning Oul of money for food al least once per month. Nearly half of First 
Nations people in Maniloba report alcohol consumption as a problem in 
their household , Racism is a signi fi cant problem for 30% of First Na
lions people in Manitoba, havi ng reported a discriminatory encounter 
with the hea lth care system. 

With respect to the Metis World, Ihe informalion avai lable on Ihe 
health status of Metis adults and children is limited. However, we know 
that the incidence of ;arthritis, bronchitis, asthma is higher than olher 
Aboriginal groups in Canada. Furthermore, Metis communities face an 
array of conditions thai adversely affect the health and well-being of Metis 
peoplc. Even though Metis [<ICC health challenges similar to and some
times worse than other Aboriginal peoples, they have been largely over
looked and excluded in tenns o f research, targeted programs and alloca
tion of funds and resources, 

Now, according to researchers, the spiri tual story of humanity is at 
least 70,000 years o ld; by comparison, the fonna l re ligions which in
clude Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christiani ty and [s lam, have ex
isted for a mere 4,500 years. In a general sense, spiri tuality concerns tha t 
ancient and primal search for meaning. The poi nt is that spirituality is, 
and perhaps always has been, more central to human experience than 
religion. In this context, spirituality is defined as the uni versal quest for 
meaning. 

Moreover, one of the most observed phenomenon in society today is 
the upsurge of spirituality. That, in itself, is a manifestation of a world 
undergoing global transformation on a scale unknown to us before. The 
spiritual consciousness of our time is no t focu sed on abandoning any
thing; rather the deep yearning is to outgrow, to transcend and evolve 
towards a new vision of life. The disappointment of the eXlernal world, 
the headlong pursuit of consumerism, material ism, hedonism, and the 
callous disregard ofpcople for each other have all driven many to look 
within thcmselves for ways 10 understand and deal with life and life's 
problems. People arc hurting and they are tired of hun ing! 

Accordi ngly, our humanity yearns for a bigger picture than the onc 
being proposed to us by various groups of people, We yearn to rr.:claim 
the deep and sacred story of Mother Earth as our cosmic home. We need 
and want to reconnect with the great tradi tions of Aboriginal spirituality, 
including our rOOIS and fami ly val ues, and live them full y in the context 
of our time. Spirituali ty compels us to ask the ult imate questions about 
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o urse lves: what docs it mean to be human, what is the meaning of human 
existence'? Spirituality challenges us to try and find ultimate answers to 
these ul timate questions. Could any task be more exciting? Could any 
task be more relevant? Could any task be more urgent for Ihe times in 
which wc live? 

These arc the signs of our timc that indicate that people in alt socie
ties have an intense hunger for healing of mind, body. and soul. Thus 
understood, spirituality is the inherent energy within us, wi thin all peo
ples. with in the Universe, put there by the Creator. It compel s us to go 
forward in life. Th is energy provides us wilh a new strength to seck a 
new vision that helps us to develop fu lly as wholesome and healthy hu· 
man beings. 

In my vi llage school, in the grade one class, the teacher asked the 
students about their fami ly roots and where they were born. Lill ie Sally 
in the fro nt row said. " My parents to ld me they bought me at thc Bay 
Store." Little Tommy addt.'d, "My parents to ld me they bought me at the 
Northern Slores." Little Jimmy hesi tated fo r a while, and then said, in a 
really loud voice, "My parents told me, they were too poor 10 buy me at 
a store. They told me I was home-made!" 

To live a healthy spi rituality, it is imperative Ihal we have a healthy 
self-image and sel f-concept based on sound self-esteem and self-respect. 
The Biblical story of creation tells us thai iltook God six days to ereatc 
Ihe un iverse, the skies, the waters, the animals, and peop le. And on the 
seventh day, He rested and He saw Ihat everything He created was good. 
l-towever, what the Bible seems to forge l to te ll us is that God went back 
to work on the eighth day. And He hasn' t stopped working and creating 
ever since. He continues to create new stars and new galaxies and new 
peoples everywhere and everyday. Talk about being a workaholic! The 
point is that God is creating reali ty all the time. The rcality of our li ves is 
created by God. In a sense, if we don 't accept rea lity, we don ' t accept 
God's creation, and God created each one of us. No twoofus is the same. 
Each one of us is unique, we have a unique place in life, and a unique 
role to play. Each human person is sacred in the eyes of the Creator. At 
the center of each human being is a spirit, a sacred spiril put there by the 
Creator. And therein lies the basis for our self-esteem and self-respect. 

We arc God 's masterpiece o f creation and when we don' t like our
selves or others, we condemn God 's handiwork. To love someone means 
to make the other person feci important and sacred. If you expect some-
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thmg in return, ii 's no longer love, it 's baner! Self-esteem and the estc:em 
of each other IS probably the greatcst th Ing we can do to honor the work 
of the Creator in us. We must nCI'er forgcllhat, as Abonginal JX."Oplc. ,",c 
halc a soul of our own given to us by the Creator. Ourrc:sponsibi lity lies 
in the tending. the caring. lind the nu nu rmg or the sacred spirit within us. 

Some people might have somc quest ions about the power of spiritu
ati ly and nghlfully so. Can spi ri tuali ty really do something about the 
harsh realities and health statistics descnbed above'! Arc ..... e nOI being 
somewhat n:II VC \0 think that spirituahty can solve allthesc problems? 
Perhaps. U OII'CVCT. we should remind ourselvc:s Ihal spirituality in itself 
is an abstract word. Spiri tuality exists m people who live il. Spiritua lity 
IS not a thcory. You have to live il. Funhermore , spiri tual ity as a way of 
knowing docs nOI pre tend to answer a ll the problems of the universe. No 
singlc approach to knowledge can prc tend to have a ll that pnwcr, smce 
all ways of knowing arc complementary. 

I "ould like to end my presentation by sharing a spiritual expenence 
I had four years ago. In autumn 1995, I had the opponunity to go in the 
mountains of south em France and make a 30-day retreat , in si lence. Dur
ing those four weeks, I had ample time to meditatc and reneet on my 
personal life. my re lat ionships with o thers, wi th the Creator, and wi th 
Mother Eanh. I also had thc oppon uni ty to taste and sa .. our some of the 
va lucs of sllcnce, soli tude and spirituality. I learned that solitudc :lI1d 
s ilence are precious times of intimacy wi th one's se lf. Listening sensi
tivel y to one's inner voices. acqua inting oneself wi th the various parts 
that constitutes the self, and befriending the self as good company
these are some of the good th ings that solitude made possible for me 
during those 30 days of silence. 

In summary, spiri tuaJLty is about bemg integrated or falling apan, 
about belongmg to a community o r being lonely, about bei ng m hamlOny 
with Mother Eanh or being aliena ted from her. We usually act in ways 
that leave us eI ther healthy or unhealthy, loving or bl1tcr. What shapes 
our actions is our spiritual ity. Spiritua lity is the fine thread that weaves 
all o f the human dimensions and our rela tionships together in a healthy 
and .... holistie way. Spin tuali ty has taught me tha t we :tre human beings 
with energy and power, and indeed, we have the capacity of creating 
healthier lives for ourselves, healt hier re la tionships WIth each other, and 
a healthier world for our children and families to live in. Accordingly, it 
is my view that spirituality is a neeessary fac tor in the healing process 
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and the development o f health and well ness fo r Canada's Aboriginal 
popu lations today. Healing is a product not on ly of curing but of caring, 
a caring that is spiritually inspired . To heal means to restore a person 10 

spiri tual wholeness. 
As we age, we arc all confronted with additional losses: loved ones, 

family m embers, fri ends, health, mobility and so on: However, it is a 
comfort to know that this is not the case with our spirit and spirituality. 
Our spi rituality is the one area of our li ves that can continue to grow as 

we age. 
Elders, ladies and gentlemen, if the focus of the 20th century has 

been on outer space, the focus of the 2 1 st century may very wel l be on 
inner space. We are entering a new era, a new age of discovery, not of the 
world around us, bUi of the world wi lhin us. Spirituality is saying yes to 

life, to the life of the Sp irit within us, and that Spirit , put there by the 
Creator, is sacred. God bless and thank you. 
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