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any United Churches claim to have an “open door” policy. Christina 
Island (Ont.) United always wanted to say the same, but until recently 
this was quite literally untrue. The door was broken, and often 
services would be interrupted by the sounds of someone outside 
struggling to get in. “We would always say, ‘Welcome to the United 

Church — if you can get the doors open!”’ laughs Rev. Teresa Burnett-Cole.
Part of the Beausoleil First Nation, Christian Island is home to about 700 

Ojibwa residents and also hosts a seasonal population of 
cottagers. When Burnett-Cole arrived at the church just 
over a year ago, there was more to worry about than a 
dysfunctional door. The manse was infested with mice 
and leaking carbon monoxide. There was mould in the 
Sunday school room. The front steps were crumbling, 
and the wheelchair ramp was hanging off the side of 
the building. There were also the problems common to 
life on a reserve: isolation, poverty and addiction. The 
community is dealing with the legacy of residential 
schools.

It’s a situation that few people who weren’t raised 
on reserves can understand, says Mel King, chair of the 
church’s Board. The island has three religious presences: 
the United Church, the Catholic Church and the traditional 
lodge. “The United Church is the core of the three,” King 

says. “It’s a lot more a community ministry than it is a church ministry. . . There’s 
the concept of home here, and everyone has that same understanding: we’re all 
one community.”

The church renovations were going to cost around $70,000 — a daunting sum, 
but the congregation and community came together in a big way to make it happen. 

“The ladies from the UCW were making $700 on a bake sale,” says Burnett-

Cole. “I have never seen a group 
so organized. They had people 
donate ingredients, and then those 
same people would come along 
and buy the products.” Still, bake 
sales are not the way to raise tens 
of thousands of dollars quickly. So 
Burnett-Cole went to the church’s 
national office and Toronto 
Conference, and she explained the 
needs on the island.

“United Church people know 
things aren’t right between First 
Nations and settler nations,” she 
says. “But the scale is so big, 
people don’t know what to do.” 
Christian Island and Toronto 
Conference participated in a 
service of reconciliation. In 
addition, Burnett-Cole got in 
touch with ministers she knew 
and asked them to talk to their 
congregations. The response was 
overwhelming. Rather than just 
talking, congregations took up 
collections. With help from the 
M&S Fund and local fundraising, 
the renovations on the church are 
now almost complete.

Burnett-Cole has also turned 
her attention to the island’s public 
school, which was facing a new 
year without basics like paper 
and pencils. One of the people 
she e-mailed was Linda Parsons, 
chair of the Toronto Conference’s 
Living into Right Relations Circle. 
Parsons took the matter to the 
UCWs, “and the thing just went 
rampant,” she says. She and others 
brought up carloads of stuff — 
and not just school supplies, but 
clothes as well. The Christian 
Island congregation is now 
preparing to open a thrift store in 
the basement of the church so that 
residents don’t have to take a ferry 
and an expensive cab ride (over 
$50 return) to get to the nearest 
Salvation Army on the mainland.

Burnett-Cole is proud of how 
her congregation is improving 
lives on the island. “It’s not just 
about the building anymore,” 
she says. “The church doesn’t 
just serve the United Church 
members; it serves the whole 
community.”

The Core of the Community
After completing major renovations to its crumbling building, this tiny 
church on a First Nations reserve turned its sights to serving others
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