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MARC JERRY | SARAH DYMUND

‘A Decolonizing Conversation'”:
Indigenous Engagement at Luther
College at the University of Regina

It was an honour and a delight to be able to participate in
the Vocation of Lutheran Higher Education conference in
Minneapolis this past summer. It was also a privilege for
us to be able to share the stage with Dr. Monica Smith,
presenting on the subject of “Reconciliation, Restorative
Justice, and the Flourishing of Black, Indigenous, and
Other People of Color.” As people of White European
Settler descent, we were very cognizant of both the chal-
lenges and responsibilities of presenting on this subject.
We hoped, with this presentation and the following
workshop, both to centre Indigenous stories and voices,
and to use our positions and platforms to do the anti-racist
work of naming systemic injustices that benefit us.

In our Canadian context, the lasting legacy of European
colonization is still creating and contributing to challenges
for BIPOC members of our communities across all sectors,
including education. A particular aspect of our Canadian
history that contributes to this legacy is the former Indian
Residential School System. From 2009-2015, the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) worked across

Canada, gathering and sharing stories of the experiences

thousands of Indigenous

children, their families,
and communities had
during the years of

the Residential School
System. In 2015, the TRC
published 94 Calls to
Action for all levels of

government in Canada ;
to make strides towards .
righting these historic and persistent systemic wrongs.
The Calls to Action are informed by the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Given the
terrible legacy of the Residential School System, several
of the Calls to Action pertain directly to education, in both
the “Addressing the Legacy,” and “Towards Reconciliation”
sections of the document. Luther College, on both its high
school and university campuses, is striving to be attentive to
these education-based calls to restorative justice initiatives.
As is becoming more and more common in our area

of the country, both our campuses are making conscious
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efforts to begin gatherings with Land Acknowledgments
which name the peoples whose first home we are on, as
well as naming the need for all people to embrace and
embody our shared responsibilities as Treaty People. Our
presentation at the VLHE conference this year incorpo-
rated such acknowledgments for both our home in Regina,
Saskatchewan, and Minneapolis, where we gathered for
the conference.

Some concrete activities and steps towards reconcilia-
tion have taken place recently on our high school campus
including the direct involvement, initiation, and leader-
ship of our Indigenous students. One such activity was
the removal of banners from our gymnasium which bear
names and logos of sports teams which are derogatory
or appropriative. This removal was done with due respect
and ceremony, and accompanied by sacred drumming.
This past year’s graduation celebration at Luther College
High School also included the addition of a Starblanket
ceremony to the proceedings. Each Indigenous graduate
from our high school received a beautiful handcrafted
Starblanket to mark this milestone in their life, and local
Indigenous community leaders facilitated this event and
provided a drum circle to accompany the ceremony.

On our campus at the University of Regina, Luther
has an active committee working towards elements
of Indigenous Engagement, or “Indigenization.” This
committee has collected resources for faculty and staff
on guidelines for appropriate and respectful protocols in
seeking input from Indigenous Elders, and other scholarly
resources for various aspects of Indigenous engagement.
Our university campus has also sponsored and supported
an award-winning initiative called Project of Heart, which
invites participants to engage with and learn from the
stories of specific children who attended the Residential
School System. To help guide our committee, and to
provide an opportunity for students, staff and faculty to
truly learn from Indigenous wisdom, Luther College at the
University of Regina has contracted an Elder in Residence
for this year.

Sharing the words and wisdom of Elder Lorna
Standingready was the heart of our presentation at the
NECU VLHE conference this summer. Preparing for this

conference presentation opportunity with the desire to
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centre Indigenous voices from our White settler perspec-
tive was a challenge we wrestled with alongside our
Indigenization committee, and Elder Lorna. The central
questions for us, as we discerned our path for this keynote
address, became, “What is our work to do in this area? How
can we use the privilege of this opportunity to centre an
Indigenous voice, rather than our own? And, perhaps most
importantly, “How can we seek and centre Indigenous
guidance without simultaneously asking the person we ask
to teach us to take responsibility for our learning?”

One significant challenge in learning and listening to
voices from the margins of our society is that the central,
dominant culture often expects, or even demands, that
marginalized voices conform to the dominant norms of
address and delivery in order for their contributions to be
recognized as valid and worthy of attention and consid-
eration. This is a particularly relevant concern when
considering bringing Indigenous teachings into colonial
academic systems.

An area where we can face obstacles in making space
for Indigenous teachings in academic settings centers on
how we view and manage time from our cultural perspec-
tives. European-influenced academia is very strongly
structured to run by the clock, and punctuality and brevity
are valued attributes, which are often cited as examples
of being respectful of another person’s time. In many
Indigenous cultures, placing time limits or constraints on
communication is, in contrast, seen as a mark of disre-
spect, especially when considering the wisdom of an Elder.
A challenge some of our staff and faculty face at Luther
is how to navigate the desire to bring the voice, stories,
and teachings of an Indigenous Elder into their classroom
settings, when to do so inevitably involves asking the Elder
to conform to the time constraints of the class structure.

This challenge was at the forefront of our minds as we
prepared to join the VLHE conference this year. How,
we wondered, could we use our privilege and platform
to allow Elder Lorna to bring her own teachings to the
conference without asking her to make her own story small
enough to fit into the allotted time for the presentation?

In other words, how could we do the work of making a
respectful space in which Elder Lorna’s voice could share

her own story in her own way?



What we brought to the conference was a video
entitled A Decolonizing Conversation. With Elder Lorna’s
permission and consent we recorded a video of a
conversation between her and Rev. Dr. Sarah Dymund,
Luther’s interim chaplain. This conversation had no time
constraints placed upon it, and Elder Lorna was invited to
share whatever teachings and medicine she felt moved
to bring to the conference. Elder Lorna’s Cree name
means O/d Woman Who Brings Good Medicine, and the
teachings and wisdom she bestows on those blest to
hear her are indeed healing. This conversation between
Elder Lorna and Pastor Sarah took about an hour. From
this hour-long conversation, Pastor Sarah created an
edited version of the video that fit into the 20-minute time

allotted for this portion of the presentation.

The video that we shared as A Decolonizing Conversation
followed the story of Elder Lorna’s name as it has changed
and evolved throughout the stages of her life, including
conforming to colonial naming conventions, traditional
Indigenous naming, changing names with marriage, and
being known only by a number in Residential Schools.

As moving and powerful as many in the audience found

this story to be, perhaps the most important learning from
this experience and the message we hoped to convey in
the presentation is how much we were not able to share.
Approximately two-thirds of what Elder Lorna gave as a gift
to Pastor Sarah and our student videographer has been
unheard by anyone else. How much do we miss out on
learning from the margins when there is no time and space in

the centre for those who can’t or won’t conform to the norm?
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