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As a CPE/PCE student at the Royal Alexandra Hospital in Edmonton, Alberta, I have had the opportunity to expand my understanding of Aboriginal culture and spirituality by working alongside members of the Aboriginal Cultural Helper program.  The experience has been deeply advantageous to my formation process as a hospital chaplain.  

Students of all three streams of learning in CAPPE have had the opportunity to grow together over the year, and to embrace the philosophy that we have a great deal to learn from each other.  I offer some of my reflections on how much I have gained from the experience of working with Aboriginal Cultural Helpers in a health care setting.

Lindsay Keep, M.Div

What are you learning about Aboriginal culture and beliefs? 
How does the experience of Aboriginal Spirituality enhance your beliefs? 


Over the last few months I have had the opportunity to join a circle of people in healing prayer which is part of the richness of the Aboriginal tradition.  As someone who was raised in a community of faith which is essentially based on exclusion, I have found in the sweat lodge a tremendous feeling of welcome and of being embraced by the arms of acceptance.

I remember very distinctively the incident when I had offered my prayer cloth and tobacco with the request for prayers as I struggled with a host of feelings related to anger.

One of the Elders looked at me, and slowly began to shake his head gently. 
"You're not angry," he said. 
I responded almost indignantly, "I'm pretty sure I am!" 
"No," he said. "You're not angry. You're just hurt." 
I was stunned, and upon a moment's consideration I saw that it was painfully true. 
I was hurt. After years of completing theological training, I was still struggling to find my place in a church that refuses to ordain women. I felt excluded and belittled by the community of faith which I was turning to for acceptance and support. I was spending my energy by trying to create a space for myself in an institution that never really wanted me to begin with and this systemic rejection had been cutting me to the core. I could not image Christ because Jesus was not a woman. In terms of my life as a Christian I felt like I was being told that I could not be complete because I was female.

In the sweat lodge, however, I have found a great deal of healing from past hurts. The symbolism is beautifully feminine; designed to resemble the security and comfort of a mother's womb. This is an image which resonates deeply with me, as do the words of Meister Eckhart; "God's chief aim is giving birth."

The womb is representative not only of creation, but of protection, the act of nurturing, pain, growth, and deep personal connection. My spiritual development has often felt like I have been born from womb into womb. My times of feeling nurtured and sustained by God tend to give way to periods of unease and anticipation, until finally great labour pains lead to spiritual rebirth with a new insight of who God is in my life. This process begins again as I settle into my new understanding of the Divine, and feel loved and nourished by it.

Sitting in a circle, in the pitch dark, with the wonderful fragrances of pine, cedar, and other medicines, we become a community of people who are yearning for the restoration of our souls.

I am keenly aware that I am sitting on holy ground. 
Everyone needs healing. 
Everyone is in the process of re-birth. 
It is simply part of the human journey. 
The sweat lodge is a way for me to connect to the feminine side of God that has been so painfully missing in my spirituality.

What are some of the ways you use what you are learning in your ministry in the hospital? 

By working alongside the Aboriginal Cultural Helpers I have gained a fuller understanding of some of their traditional teachings and practices from the beginning of life to the end of it.

As the RAH services an expansive amount of territory in the North for women with high risk pregnancies, I have had the opportunity to work with a number of Aboriginal patients who are flown in to Edmonton from their home communities so that their babies might have a higher chance of survival. My time spent with the Aboriginal Cultural Helpers has given me a deeper understanding of what the experience of these patients might be. Many of these patients are greatly comforted by the familiar songs, the aroma of the sweetgrass, and the even the very sight of someone who is visibly part of their cultural heritage. Because I understand this I can try to accommodate these needs.

I have been gaining a deeper appreciation for their spirituality and culture by attending sweet grass ceremonies, participating in the sweat lodge when I am able, and by attending a baby welcome ceremony. I am learning a great deal about the Creator through my time spent with Aboriginal people.

I have a better understanding of spiritual practices such as smudging, and I can see great benefits in taking the time to humbly come before the Creator and enter into a relationship of thanksgiving. 

Aboriginal spirituality has also given me a renewed appreciation for the richness and depth that lies in non-verbal ritual action, and I am trying to incorporate this learning into the liturgies I pray with patients and family members.

Aboriginal spirituality, in its beautiful simplicity and "theology of the heart", has helped me to accept the limitations of my cognitive theology, and to be more open to Divine Mystery.

Do you have suggestions about how we can develop more ways to learn together in the residency? 
It would be nice to receive more encouragement from the department to participate in the sweat lodge when the opportunity is offered to members of Capital Health. Time spent prayerfully in the sweat lodge can be seen as an act of self-care done in community. This spiritual practice requires time spent in reflection and it offers on-going healing to those who are journeying alongside patients and family members in the hospital. The spiritual fruits gleaned from my time spent in the sweat lodge have a ripple effect on my ability to minister to those in my care.

