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GLEBE-ST. JAMES UNITED CHURCH
SACRED MEDICINE WHEEL
GARDEN
The Glebe-St. James United Church Sacred Medicine Wheel garden is a visible sign of
the faith community’s allyship with First Nation communities. A Medicine Wheel garden
represents the cycles of nature and is grown for medicinal purposes and harvested to
be used as peace offerings. The First Nation relationship with the earth is a spiritual
experience and many ceremonies and rituals, including the Medicine Wheel, honor this
relationship.

BACKGROUND
Glebe-St. James United Church with a congregational
attendance of about 80 congregants, welcomes all
who come through their doors. As stated on their
website: “All races, colours, ages, sexual orientations,
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genders, faiths, and any other categories are most
welcome here. We don’t simply tolerate difference,
we celebrate it.” The building itself has been in the
Glebe community since 1905.
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Greening of their church is integrated into all
aspects of their building and operations including
celebrating the “Season of Creation” annually and
staff. The Minister of Christian Development, Jessica
Hetherington, holds a PhD with a specialization in
ecology and theology. She incorporates ecological
healing and social justice into her ministry at Glebe-St.
James. The church’s care for creation is also reflected
in the sanctuary with a live tree (and banners). So it
was a natural extension to have an outdoor garden
that reflects these values and shares them with their
community.

PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION
In 2015, the Reverend Teresa Burnett-Cole was
inspired to create a sacred medicine garden
and the idea was met with enthusiasm from
the congregants and committees with whom
she shared this vision. Various parishioners
volunteered their time to help make this idea a
reality. Some helped prepared the garden bed,
others organized the planting of the sacred plants
of cedar, sage, tobacco, and sweetgrass with
the Sunday School youth and another (from the
Stewardship Finance Committee) sought out the
funding from Glebe-St James United parishioners.
Another volunteer does the maintenance of the
garden throughout the warmer months.
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or First Avenue. The total cost of the project,
including the design and construction of the
sculpture was around $1000. While it is a practical
and relatively inexpensive project, it is a strong
visual statement for the parish. The intention of
the sacred medicine garden and the dreamcatcher
sculpture is to raise awareness of First Nation
issues and to clearly signal that Glebe-St. James
church is an ally.
“We want the wider community to know we
take reconciliation with Canadian First Nations
seriously,” Reverend Teresa Burnett-Cole states.
One of the challenges was sourcing two of the
plants (tobacco and sweetgrass). In the end it
was decided to purchase an ornamental variety of
tobacco that was found locally. The tobacco has
to be planted annually, as does the sage. For the
sweetgrass, the parish purchased seed and grew
it inside at first. It only has to be planted once, as
like the cedar, it is a perennial.

The minister herself designed the dream catcher
sculpture and had it commissioned by Mike
Milligan Ironworks, a local iron forging company.
And as fate would have it, two of the company’s
employees who are Anishinaabe, were the ones
to construct the sculpture for the church. It took
around a month from conception to having the
sculpture delivered and then again parishioners
helped complete the piece of art by stringing
wire to fill in the more intricate centre of the
dreamcatcher.
The garden was installed in the fall of 2015 and
can be seen by all who pass by along Lyon Street
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GLEBE-ST. JAME’S UNITED CHURCH
RESULTS
Glebe-St. James Church has received positive
feedback and supportive comments from the
community about their garden. The intention is to
harvest the plants annually and give them as gifts
when elders and guests visit. They hope to share
them with other local First Nation communities
and organizations in the future. This offering
of tobacco or Assema blessing is a First Nation’s
tradition, thanking the elder for blessing you with
their wisdom and asking them to pray for you.

LESSONS LEARNED
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Be flexible when harvesting the plants: Glebe-St. James harvested the plants in
the fall and then Reverend Burnett-Cole took them home to prepare them. She used a large
dehydrator she already owned to dry the tobacco, sweet grass and sage. The sweetgrass wasn’t
tall enough on the first harvest to weave, which is the traditional way to prepare it, so the plant
was ground up.

Employ a “Can-Do” attitude: The positive approach and enthusiasm that congregational
members use to work at projects is a reason for their success. If a large church like Glebe-St.
James can work to become green, this should provide inspiration for other communities of
faith.
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MEMORABLE MOMENTS
It was wonderful to see the planting of the
garden with various church members involved.
It took place as part of a regular Sunday
service and it was fun to involve the Sunday
School children in growing the plants and then
planting them outdoors.
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Glebe-St. Jame’s United Church
650 Lyon Street South
Ottawa ON
K1S 3Z7
GlebeStJames.ca
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Supported by:
Part of a series of 10 Outdoor Greening
Case Studies developed in Ottawa.
Find the full report at
FaithCommonGood.Org
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