
HELLO DEATH 
by Amy MacRae

Hello, Death.

I don’t know why you’ve taken an interest in me. 
In fact, I don’t know why you take an interest 
in anyone in particular. I do acknowledge that 
you are a necessary part of living - a condition 
as part of our time on this earth. But sometimes 
you make really terrible choices. Do you even 
make choices? Is there any logic or reasoning 
to your work or do you just act without thinking? 
Perhaps just out of impulse or curiosity? “Hm, 
what would happen if I chose this person? How 
about I take this one over here? Or the petite one 
with the dark hair? Or the little girl with round, 
purple glasses?”

I see you now, your shadow. You peer out from 
behind MRI machines. I feel your presence with 
each pill I take. I know you’re not close, but I 
know you’re not far.

It’s funny, not in a ‘Ha-Ha’ way, but in a sad way, 
that I had always hoped to meet you sooner than 
most. Perhaps it’s because I don’t like waiting. 
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‘Tis a Fearful Thing  
by Judah Halevi

‘Tis a fearful thing 
to love what death can touch.

A fearful thing 
to love, to hope, to dream, to be –

to be, 
And oh, to lose.

A thing for fools, this,

And a holy thing,

a holy thing 
to love.

For your life has lived in me, 
your laugh once lifted me, 
your word was gift to me.

To remember this brings painful joy.

‘Tis a human thing, love, 
a holy thing, to love 

what death has touched.

Halevi is considered one of the greatest Hebrew 
poets of all time, a Jewish physician who lived in 
Spain in the 11th century. He wrote a plethora 
of love poems and odes to friendship as well as 
many religious and secular poems. This poem 
is one that speaks to me in my daily work at 
Callanish where we make the choice to ‘love 
what death can touch’ over and over again.

Many people who come on retreat with Callanish 
don’t think ahead about how deeply connected 
they will become to their retreat friends. Sharing 
a week of vulnerability and healing cannot 
help but open the heart to true, authentic and 
long-lasting friendships. One man spoke on a 
recent retreat about how he had told the group 
things about himself that he had never shared 
with anyone before. Many speak of their Cancer 
Peeps, their friends who understand what it is 
like to be ambushed by a disease that requires 
everything from them. 

Sometimes people ask me “How can you keep 
opening your heart to people who might die? 
Doesn’t it hurt too much to get close and then 
have to say goodbye?” It is a fearful thing to 
love what death can touch. It is a risk because 
love and loss abide together. Some people who 
have loved and lost choose to never love again 
because it hurts too much. I have had days at 
Callanish when my heart hurts so much I feel it 
will break and never heal. And after many years 
of practice I’ve learned to trust the breaking. 
My heart cracks over and over again for the 
life experiences we humans must endure--the 
gruelling nature of cancer and its treatments, the 
fears and worries about survival and the ways 
we suffer.  Life is not easy.  
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HELLO DEATH CONT. 

I’ve never been a very patient person, always 
wanting to find ways to get ahead of the 
crowds. Or perhaps it’s because I saw what 
your close presence, your looming proximity, 
did to those around me. Well, not what you did 
specifically, but your good pal, Aging. I never 
wanted to be riddled with pain year after year. 
Each year adding a new challenge, a new ache, 
a new body part to go off the rails. But more 
importantly, I think I never wanted to be left alone. 
The idea of having to live in a world without my 
parents, without my husband, was terrifying. 
Who would I have to care for me? To spend my 
days with? For company and love?

And so, I had declared it into the universe that I 
wanted to meet you when I was sixty. (I know, a 
ludicrously young and insulting number for those 
that are already sixty, and I apologize for this.) 
But to me, to my thirty-year-old self devising this 
plan, that felt like enough time to experience life, 
to do the things that needed to be done, and 
then gracefully excuse myself, bow out and leave 
the party just a wee bit early. Leave while my 
world was still golden and I didn’t have to subject 
myself to the pain of loss.

But now, now you’re close. I chose a number 
and gave myself the illusion of having some 
amount of control and you laughed, you bent 
over howling, and decided to show me a thing or 
two. You sent a message to say you’ll be coming 
over soon, which is a generosity I suppose 
not everyone gets. To most people you’re a 
surprise guest, popping up for a last minute 
meal completely unannounced. But you’ve told 
me you’re coming. And so now I wait. I tidy my 
house and I think about your visit. And in the 
meantime, I try to live. I try to appreciate each 
day I have before meeting you. I think about you 
with reverence and in a strange way am grateful 
to you for sending me notice. Because this 
notice of your impending arrival has allowed me 
to experience joy, beauty, and love more vividly 
than I have in years. Your approaching visit has 
shaken me, has destroyed the auto-pilot button, 
and allowed me to hold so much gratitude for 
those I love and what I have. 

Don’t get this wrong, I still don’t like you. And I 
would be overjoyed if you changed your plans 
and decided not to come. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t 
find your cancellation impolite.

With my respects, Amy
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NOTES ON RETREAT  
by Danika MacGregor

The light at Brew Creek has an ethereal quality, 
almost like the place knows the healing going 
on amongst the trees and water and wooden 
buildings. It is as if the creek takes in the voices 
of those who speak there and carries them 
downstream to where they need to go.

It is a privilege to be ensconced in the great 
magic and wonder of a Callanish retreat. Both 
the physical space of the lodge and workshop 
locations, and the psychological and emotional 
space created by the facilitators, are designed 
to integrate and unify every aspect of the cancer 

patient’s reality. For those who haven’t had this 
experience of having your every need anticipated 
and catered to, it is difficult to explain the deep 
sense of inner peace that comes with it. The 
food, the music, the meditation, the art, the 
flowers and gardens, the touch of massage, the 
sound of voices and laughter, all heal in their 
own way. I’m sure many of us had needs fulfilled 
during the retreat that we hadn’t even been 
aware of upon arriving. 

The experience of facing your own mortality at 
an early age (as this retreat focused on young 
adult participants) seems anti-natural and 
impossible to reconcile. How does one go from 
initiating a life, with studies, home, family, to 
coming to terms with its possible end? Both the 
medical system and many cancer charities focus 
on survivorship, with the concept synonymous 
to retaining life. But for those of us with an 
incurable diagnosis, this definition of survival 
is out of reach. And even for many patients 
who have the possibility of curative treatment, 
survival can be a loaded term. It isn’t enough 
to simply survive after having the rug pulled out 
from under you by cancer at a young age. It 
is important to be able to regain or repair the 
parts of life lost to the disease. As a group, we 
came to the retreat vulnerable and unsteady on 

our proverbial feet, regardless of our diagnosis 
or prognosis. In an experience like this, the 
participants come looking for their needs to 
be met, even if they have yet to define exactly 
what those needs are, and even if they haven’t 
figured out what surviving, or living after and with 
cancer, looks like for them. 

This is why it is so important and meaningful 
for Callanish to provide these healing spaces, 
and to allow participants to feel that their needs 
are met on a much deeper level than simply 
surviving. Both the process of rebuilding a life 
and planning for the future as a young adult 
moving beyond cancer, and that of accepting 
the end of the road is much nearer than 
expected for young people with terminal cancer, 
are difficult and terrifying to undertake alone. The 
community of facilitators and volunteers, among 
the loveliest people in our world, is incredibly 
adept at providing the tools and opportunities for 
each participant to make steps in their individual 
journey. They, like the creek, take in our voices 
and carry them where they need to go. I will be 
forever grateful to them for helping me define my 
needs, and my own type of survivorship, in this 
most beautiful and ethereal of places.

WORDS BY JANIE CONT.

For me, I enter into each relationship at Callanish 
knowing that the connection could be for a few 
days, a few weeks, several months or years, or 
even a lifetime, mine or theirs. The ending of the 
relationship is already present at the beginning 
of it, and all the way through it. John O’Donohue 
puts it like this. “Death comes out of the womb 
with you.” I have come to learn that it is the 
very fact that because endings are inherent in 
every beginning, the in-between path is full of 
possibilities for love and learning, for richness 
beyond measure.  

Halevi uses the word holy in this poem. “It is a 
holy thing to love what death can touch.” Like 
Halevi I also believe that the connections we 
share at Callanish are holy because of the fact 
that death touches each and every one of us. It 
is a deep practice to keep opening to love, but it 
is entirely and utterly worth it. I am grateful every 
day to be surrounded by people who choose 
to face their fears of loving and dreaming and 
hoping, humans who risk loving and who trust 
the holiness.

  



CALLANISH 
by Yaron Butterfield

In February, I attended one of the Callanish 
quarterly retreats. I was told that it would be a 
healing space for those who have been touched 
by cancer, but I wasn’t really sure what to expect. 
Little did I know it would be such a wonderful 
experience with such a positive impact on my 
healing. 

From the moment a car rolled up to my door 
step I sensed that this would be an adventure 
like no other. I was surprised to see that the 
front passenger seat was held for me while three 
women I’d very quickly connect with in powerful 
ways were seated in the back seat. I recognized 
one of the women, since she and I had met 

earlier in the month at the brain tumour support 
group. We were greeted by friendly staff as soon 
as we arrived at Brew Creek Centre, a beautiful, 
serene place in Whistler, BC. The nervousness 
I’d felt about spending six days with a bunch 
of strangers, including other cancer survivors, 
melted away when I met the group, which also 
included counsellors, an art therapist, musicians, 
a massage therapist, a yoga and qigong teacher 
and some wonderful volunteers and fabulous 
cooks. 

By the end of the first day I realized that I would 
be tapping into new areas of my consciousness. 
As a 15+ year survivor of a glioblastoma, I 
have often thought “the cancer is gone...I am 
healed.” Through the various engaging activities 
we undertook, I realized my healing was not 
complete. Deep emotions that I didn’t know 
existed came to the surface. 

I learned a lot from the others, much like our 
monthly support meetings, but at another level. 
Though we were all together for a short period 
of time, by the end I felt I had known everyone 
for much longer. I felt comfortable being open to 
others. I talked about some things I have never 
told anyone else—some thoughts just came out 
and surprised me, but that felt good. I often have 
trouble tapping into my emotions but through 
various ways, I felt supported to explore and 

share my feelings with others. 

As it turned out, two other participants had been 
diagnosed with brain cancer and one of these 
was in the middle of treatment for glioblastoma. 
She told me how happy she was to meet a long-
term survivor. That is something that means a lot 
to me, to give others hope. 

We were advised to turn off cell phones. We 
meditated. We practised qigong every morning. 
I sang (and was even told I have a nice voice, 
though I disagree) and played the ukulele. There 
were group sessions and individual sessions 
with staff, We all savoured the incredibly tasty 
and healthy food. Each night the staff and group 
participants settled in front of the fireplace and 
chatted comfortably. It felt like we were one big 
family, giving each other support and sharing 
wisdom. 

When I got home, I made a decision to commit 
to being more compassionate towards myself. I 
am often hard on myself, and the retreat helped 
me to see this and taught me how to let go and 
quiet my mind, as if I had come back from 6 
days of meditation. The effects of this amazing 
experience still linger and I am hopeful that I will 
continue to feel this way for a long time. 

Originally printed in Headlines.

CALLANISH VICTORIA!
We credit four women from this July 2018 
Callanish retreat, all from Victoria, B.C. for 
inspiring us to create CALLANISH VICTORIA! 
Thanks especially to Lise Berubé and her 
amazing family and friends for raising a 
whopping $14,000 to help fund this new 
initiative!  We will be starting with a monthly 
support circle which will be held at a 
beautiful space called Round House Farm 
(roundhousefarm.co). We are mentoring local 
past retreat participants to lead the circle and 
we are so excited to be able to refer other 
participants from retreat to this ongoing circle.  
Check our website for dates. 

THE JUNE GOLDSMITH 
FAMILY SUPPORT FUND  
AT CALLANISH
Easing the cancer experience, one 
family at a time — counselling, 
massage, art therapy, music therapy 

The June Goldsmith Family Support Fund 
provides subsidies to low or no-income 
families living with cancer, to receive support 
for their well-being. The sessions are offered 
by professionals at Callanish, or in peoples’ 

homes, hospital or hospice, to help ease 
the emotional, physical and spiritual 
challenges of living with a cancer diagnosis.

Callanish has always provided professional 
support to families with cancer, regardless 
of financial means. Callanish is committed 
to making their services affordable to 
everyone, and since 1997 has raised 
enough funds to subsidize support to over 
300 families per year. The June Goldsmith 
Family Support Fund has been established 
to allow Callanish to expand their reach 

to serve more low or no-income families 
to receive the kind of support that can 
strengthen well-being, and make life with 
cancer a little easier. 

Donations designated to this fund are 
gratefully received.Call 604-732-0633 or 
email info@callanish.org. Many thanks to the 
generosity of the Goldsmith Family.



Special Thanks to: 
The amazingly generous team of 24 cyclists 
who travelled to the Yukon for our June 
fundraiser, and to all the many donors who 
supported the team and helped to raise 
$140,000 for Callanish!

Steve Kurdyak, Colleen Kirkham and Victor 
Kurdyak for their generous donation from the 
Kurdyak Family Foundation

Kate MacArthur for the beautiful handmade eye 
pillows in honour of her Mum, Lis Smith

Connor Mitchell for his hair cutting fundraiser 
raising $2,500 for Callanish 

Nellie Yee for her wonderful volunteer help in the 
Callanish city space

The friends and families of Ashley Belding 
and Lucas Larson, and The Estate of Lesley 
Quinn for their generous memorial donations

Lise Berubé and Judy Kitts, and the amazing 
team in Victoria for raising over $14,000 from a 
wine-tasting event to support the launch of 
Callanish Victoria

Susan and Lyall Knott for hosting an afternoon 
tea to introduce Callanish to their friends 

Dominic Smith for the proceeds of his musical 
evening in Ely, UK, in honour of his Mum,  
Lis Smith.

Lynn Buhler, Tori Cook, Jasbir Jaswal, Claire 
Talbot and Eva Matsuzaki for volunteering to 
wash dishes on retreat  

Martha Lou Henley for the many ways she so 
generously supports our community

Renee Mitchell at Choices market for their 
discount on retreat food shopping  

Bill Sutherland for taking such good care of our 
garden and our roof, and along with Buddy 
Sakamoto, Don Matsuzaki and Doug Evans 
helping us with retreat pack-up and clean-up 

Our fabulous baking team of Sherri Silverman, 
Janet Silver, Susan Stine and Karen Hoffman 
for donating their time and the ingredients to 
bake the much-loved Callanish cookies  

Ros Best, Mike Cates, Louise Demorest and 
Neil Prinsen for driving participants to retreats 

We Remember with Love

Christine Beck
Gail Belcher

Ashley Belding
Monica Dahl

Kathryn Gibbons
Nancy Kuchenthal

Lucas Larson
Jo Nanson

Maria Polouliakk
Phylis Tatum

We send our love and thoughts to  
the family and friends of these  

remarkable people.

2277 West 10th Avenue, Vancouver BC V6K 2J1 | 604-732-0633 | www.callanish.org

VEGAN BLUEBERRY 
CHEESECAKE
The combination of raw soaked cashews and 
coconut oil is what makes this vegan cheesecake 
rich and creamy! We use pecans for the crust but 
just about any nut will work. If you would like to 
savour this cheesecake then slice it and freeze it 
in serving sized containers. When ready to serve, 
put a container of frozen cheesecake in the fridge 
to thaw for a day before serving.

Crust:
• 1 cup pecans
• 3/4 cup pitted dates (soaked in water 1 hour)
• 1/4 cup shredded coconut
• 1 tsp vanilla
• 1/4 tsp cinnamon
• 1/4 tsp sea salt
• 1 tbsp coconut oil 

Filling:
• 2 1/2 cups cashews  
 (soaked in warm water 3 hours)
• 1/2 can coconut milk
• 1/3 cup maple syrup
• 2 tsp vanilla
• 2 tbsp coconut oil
• 1 juiced lemon and zest
• 1/3 cup frozen blueberries (thawed) 

THANKS TO  
TIP A WEE DRAM
Tip A Wee Dram just completed its 10th year 
raising funds for people with cancer, with 
$200,000 raised for Callanish over the years. 
This high quality event held at the Scottish 
Cultural Centre again this past March was 
wonderful: the whiskeys, the food, the pipe 
band, the silent auction, and the generosity of 

Soak cashews in a large bowl of warm water for 
at least 3 hours, then drain.

Soak dates for 1 hour, then drain.

To make crust; add pecans to high powered 
blender or food processor to blend until fine 
texture.

Add the rest of the crust ingredients and blend.

Line a 9-inch springform cake or flan pan with 
parchment paper and rub the paper with coconut 
oil. Press crust mixture into bottom of pan (you 
can place a piece of plastic wrap over the top of 
the dough and flatten out mixture using a silicone 
spatula).

Place crust in refrigerator while making filling.

To make filling: blend cashews in food processor. 
Add blueberries and blend well, adding liquids 
gradually as you blend all ingredients together 
until mixture is very smooth. Remove crust from 
fridge and pour filling over the top of the crust.

Place cheesecake in refrigerator and transfer from 
fridge 30 minutes before eating. Garnish with a 
few fresh berries and mint.

the entire volunteer team was unsurpassed. 
Meghan Black, a past retreat participant, gave 
an inspiring speech about her time at Callanish. 
We are truly grateful to the Jones family and their 
amazing team for such generosity to Callanish all 
these years. You are awesome!


