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Rising Above Abuse Counselling Agency 

Rising Above Celebrates 25 years of Ministry 

It was 1992 when Mervin Cheechoo received a call from his good friend, Vincent Yellow Old Woman inviting him and other Indigenous lead-
ers to meet in Calgary to talk about the issue of sexual abuse. They all agreed that sexual abuse impacted the people they ministered to, but 
they didn’t know how to deal with it from a biblical perspective. After much discussion they decided to organize a conference and openly talk 
about this problem among their people. They called the conference “Rising Above” because they were convinced that with God’s help people 
could ‘rise above’ all the hurt and pain in their lives caused by abuse. After that very successful event, Rising Above Abuse Counselling Agen-
cy was formed with an Indigenous Board of Directors. Over the years, conferences have continued and ministry has grown in other directions, 
as you will read below. In the past 25 years, God has repeatedly shown his anointing on the ministry.  

As the seasons change so does ministry: “There is a time for every-
thing, and a season for every activity under the heavens” Ecclesiastes 
3:1. With that thought in mind I want to tell you of a change in the 
ministry of Ishaawin Counselling Centre.  

Regretfully, the ministry of Ishaawin Counselling Centre came to a 
close on December 31, 2017. There are three interrelated contributing 
factors that have lead the Board of Directors to make this difficult 
decision. Firstly, our General Director, Bonita Ledua, came to the 
realization that she can no longer divide her time, effort and vision 
between two organizations and effectively lead both. Consequently 
she resigned from Rising Above/Ishaawin effective December 31, 
2017. While I understand her decision, it nonetheless left a huge va-
cancy that I knew from experience was going to be very hard to fill. 
Secondly, in the course of the year our qualified counselling staff 
decided to pursue other counselling opportunities and directions. Fi-
nally, Ishaawin was in financial debt and the records of the last 3 
years has shown that the operation is not financially sustainable de-
spite our efforts at clarifying our fee structure and policy with all 
clients and our many attempts to find additional sources of funding 

for our non-paying clients. Faced with the sum of all these factors I 
felt it was time to let it go. 

In navigating this closure our biggest concern was client care. We 
were pleased that NorthWind Family Ministries, under the competent 
leadership of Bonita, agreed to take on the care of clients on January 
1, 2018 at the same location and phone number. The ministry then 
transitioned rather seamlessly to the new NorthWind Counselling 
Services. 

Along with the Board of Directors, I want to express our utmost grati-
tude to our partners: to our friends and supporters over the last 7 
years; to NorthWind for working together in many endeavors and 

making it possible for Bonita to work for us; to Bonita as General 

Director for her dedication and competence in leadership and coun-
selling; and to the staff for their sacrificial work and dedication. 

In closing, this has not been an easy decision but knowing that the 
service will continue under NorthWind, an organization fully invest-
ed in the community of Thunder Bay, makes letting go much easier.  

April 2018 

Tragically, children and grandchildren often bear the brunt of what 
previous generations suffered through. The purpose of this confer-
ence was to bring understanding and healing to the generational im-
pacts of Indian Residential Schools (IRS). The 
reality is that current socio-emotional dys-
functions among Indigenous people in Canada 
are rooted in the unresolved trauma of people 
who experienced or witnessed physical, emo-
tional and sexual abuse in an IRS. This trauma 
is passed on from one generation to the next. 

Through daily sharing circles and public testi-
mony, many participants shared their story 
and how the conference had helped them in 
their healing journey. Two stories stand out. 
On the first day a man sat looking rather di-
sheveled, alone and aloof.  As God touched his 
heart he found healing from whatever was weighing him down. By 
the end of the conference he was a different person - his demeanor 
and appearance dramatically changed. Another man testified of a 
pivotal moment in his healing as he learned what was driving his 
destructive behaviour. This revelation gave him new resolve to 
change and continue journeying with God in his healing.  

To appreciate the generational impacts of the Indian Residential 
Schools in Canada, Howard Jolly (Cree), a residential school survi-
vor, opened the conference by relaying the history and Government’s 

intent behind the schools. In all, about 150,000 First Nation, Inuit 
and Métis children were removed from their communities and forced 
to attend the schools in a span of over a hundred years with the last 

school closing in 1996. Children as young as 
4 attended the schools until the age of 18 and 
most only saw their parents once a year. The 
intent was to aggressively assimilate them 
into Euro-Canadian culture so as to extinguish 
their Indigenous culture.  

The generational impacts of this cultural gen-
ocide have been widespread and devastating. 
Selma Poulin (Oji-Cree), a survivor, spoke 
from personal experience of the impact on the 
family. Traditional family structures and the 
basic foundations of a healthy family were 
decimated, resulting in addictions and a vis-

cous cycle of physical, emotional and sexual abuse as survivors were 
and still are unable to love and care for their own children. Linda 
Martin (Oji-Cree) expanded on the impact of sexual abuse, grief and 
trauma experienced as a result of the schools.  

Perhaps the most widespread impact has been on personal identity. 
The schools fostered a belief that being Indigenous was inferior. Us-
ing his own life as an example, Mervin Cheechoo (Cree), a second-
generation survivor, shared how his life was ruled by lies he believed 
about himself and by shame and self-hatred. Such is the common 
experience of Indigenous people even today. Similarly, Howard Jolly 
(Cree) talked about the impact on cultural identity and the struggle he 
faced most of his life to embrace his identity as an Indigenous man.  

The final two days of the three-day conference were devoted to as-
pects of healing and recovery. The common thread woven through all 
of these sessions was that a personal relationship with the Creator, 
Jesus Christ and believing in His truth is the source of personal heal-
ing and lasting change.  

The conference was initiated and funded in large part by the Anglican 
Church of Canada, Diocese of Rupert’s Land. Other partners were 
MCC Manitoba and First Nations Community Church. 

Ishaawin Counselling Centre 

Thunder Bay, Ontario 

Winnipeg Rising Above Conference  

Mervin Cheechoo presenting at the conference. 

Executive Director 
Search Update 

 

The search continues. In the meantime, Terry Martin, Director 
of Operations has continued to fill in the necessary gaps from 
the vacancy. Please pray that God would call someone to fill 
this vital role. 
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Johan & Kerrie Strydom, along with their 2 children live near Parry Sound. They joined Rising Above in April, 2017 and Johan works 

with the nearby First Nations communities. For more information on them and their work, visit www.risingabove.ca .    

Rising Above Parry Sound & Muskoka 

Ontario 

For eight years Rising Above has participated in the annual Ride for Refuge 

fundraising event (www.rideforrefuge.org). This year we broke all our records! 

 
Thanks to all who participated, donated and volunteered!  
 

Save the date and join us September 29, 2018   

 

201-106 Main St.  Niverville, MB R0A OA1   204-388-5408  1-888-777-1380   info@risingabove.ca   www.risingabove.ca  

 

Total Expenses- $255,013 

We give thanks and praise to God for his financial provisions and continue to look to Him to meet additional financial needs for 2018.  

Total Revenue- $269,937 

2017 BEST EVER! 

6 teams 

(3 Winnipeg, 2 Kitchener-Waterloo, 1 Thunder Bay) 

37 participants 

171 donors.  

Received a grant of nearly $23,000 

Indigenous communities recognize the huge amounts of unresolved 
grief present among their people and have begun to seek ways to deal 
with that grief. As a Grief Recovery Specialist, I spend 3 days a week 
counselling people within the communities to guide them through the 
steps needed to resolve the conflicting feelings associated with their 
grief.  As I take people through this process, it begins to break down 
feelings of isolation and hopelessness. 

Here are a few examples of the progress some have made through 
their work in grief recovery.  Brenda, who has been living a life of 
addiction, abuse and in conflict with her family for years, has made 
peace and broken the isolation and is in the process of becoming 
clean and free from addictive behavior. Sue has found purpose in life 
and reasons to live. Teresa, who has felt her world spin out of control, 
has found traction and is even helping others to find meaning in their 
lives. 

In my engagement with the communities I work with, I continually 
see the effects of unresolved grief- addictive behaviours, isolation, 
and hopelessness. I see the need to connect with young people earlier 
in life to prevent those behaviours by fostering a sense of identity, 

purpose and community. To accomplish this I am in the process of 
designing a curriculum for a leadership development course for youth 
age 16-28.  My vision is that by learning who they are, why they’re 
on this earth and the role they have to play in their community and 
the world, they will have an anchor to weather their storms in life and 
will be able to light the path for those around them and be all that the 
Creator meant them to be. 

A highlight this year has been the growth of the Faith Circle- a week-
ly gathering of people who are interested in talking about and search-
ing the scriptures to learn more about Creator Jesus. Perhaps the most 
exciting part of this ministry has been the growth of the Faith Circle 
leader. Despite her hardships she continues to grow in her walk with 
Jesus, attends a local church regularly and is growing in Christian 
community. To see how far she has come is truly amazing.  

As I see the changes in people’s lives, I recognize the immense bene-
fit of being able to provide this teaching and training, and I hope that 
it will grow, resulting in more people finding freedom and meaning 
for their lives. 

“Hey, I recognize you from Tribal Trails!” A familiar refrain as we 
travel across the provinces.  Case in point, in August while travelling 
home from a three day recording session with Tribal Trails, we 
stopped for gas in Yorkton, Saskatchewan and a First Nations man 
came up to Howard and said, “You sing on Tribal Trails. I watch that 

show all the time. It keeps me 
going.” Similarly, a few years 
ago I received a letter in the 
mail from a lady who wrote to 
say that she saw us on Tribal 
Trails and was so touched by the 
music she just had to order our 
cds. She explained that she was 
going through a very difficult 
time in her life and in her words, 

“your music saved my life.” Then while getting ready to perform at a 
music festival last summer, a gentleman came rushing over to see us. 
With a tear in his eye he told us he watches us on Tribal Trails and 
our music really ministers to him.  

Tribal Trails, is a TV ministry of Northern Canada Evangelical Mis-
sion aimed at reaching the Indigenous population with testimonies, 
teaching and music from Indigenous people. The audience however, 
goes far beyond. We are always in awe at how many non-indigenous 
people comment to us, “I saw you on Tribal Trails this week!” We 
feel it is a great ministry to invest our time in. 

It’s encounters like these, and there have been too many to remember 
over the years, that inspire us and give us reason to believe our music 
is touching hearts and making a difference in people’s lives. And for 
us, that’s what it’s all about.  

Rising Above Band  

Audited Statements are available 

Financial Snapshot 


