
Callanish Society Callanish Society is a non-profit organization providing 
retreats for people living with cancer and their families

From a talk at the“Spacious Heart 
Benefit" for Callanish at the Museum of 
Anthropology, June 16, 2010 

At Callanish, we vow not to prescribe a 
right or correct way to navigate through, 
or heal from the experience of cancer, 
but more provide an invitation to delve 
into the territory of the heart and soul, to 
uncover and recognize a wholeness
that actually exists no matter how ill the 
body is, an integrity that has always, and 
will always, exist regardless of physical 
illness or health, in spite of whether we 
live or die.

On retreat people begin to discover their own unique conditions for 
healing. At first perhaps, it is to rage against the loss of control and 
innocence, to weep over the life that once was and never will be again, to 
fear for one’s future or have regrets from the past.  Giving voice to it all 
without reservation creates an opening, a slow recognition of what it 
means to be truly human in the midst of a serious threat to all that one 
has thought was certain.  This is a tough choice, to enter into our 
difficulties with honesty and openness, with curiosity and kindness, 
rather than with avoidance or blame, but it is a choice that many people 
with cancer I meet do choose to take.  

Fifty-one week-long retreats and hundreds of groups later, I continue to 
be inspired by the possibility we all have to truly live and love life even 
when much of what has been held dear has been taken away, not by 
choice, but by circumstance.  

Norman Fischer, a well-respected Zen teacher said something that has 
always stayed with me, “All we really have at the end of our lives are the 
conditions of our own hearts”.  These conditions are Loving kindness: 
towards ourselves and others, Compassion: a love that arises in response 
to another’s suffering, Joy, and Equanimity: a deep steady intimacy 
with the way things are, beyond preferences. Equanimity is being at 
peace whether we like, or dislike, the external conditions of our lives. 

I believe that all of our retreats and gatherings at Callanish, including 
this evening, are dedicated to enhancing and deepening these conditions 
of our hearts.  We recently returned from an alumni retreat, for people 
who have attended at least one week-long retreat already. This retreat 
was devoted to the unveiling of the heart by being truly present to the 
hurts and celebrations of living a human life.  Deeply listening to one 
another’s stories evokes a natural arising of compassion and care. 
Glimpses of joy return as each person begins to rest in the experience of 
life just as it is, beyond the liking or the disliking of it.  I will never 
forget the experience of that week.  There really is nothing more 
beautiful than the magnificence of the human heart as it reveals itself.
I believe that we cannot open our hearts on our own.  We must rely upon 
one another. Tara Brach in her book 'Radical Acceptance' quotes Michael  

Meade, "In villages in Zambia, when one member of the tribe becomes 
ill, emotionally or physically, the belief is that an ancestor’s tooth has 
lodged within the person and is responsible for the sickness.  Because all  
members of the tribe are connected with each other, the suffering of one 
affects the others, and all become  involved in healing. The tribe’s 
healing ritual is based on the understanding that the tooth will come out, 
as the truth comes out.  Each member of the tribe, along with the sick 
person, through singing and dancing expresses his or her buried hurts 
and fears. The release happens only when everything comes out.  In our 
culture we consider illness to be a personal liability.  In Zambia members 
of the tribe are not blamed or isolated in their suffering.  Suffering is a 
shared concern, a part of everyone’s life and healing belongs to the 
whole community."  I believe that the disease of cancer, caused by a 
myriad of factors, belongs to us all, and therefore healing and caring for 
one another is the responsibility of all of us.  

I have grown to understand that it is this spaciousness of the heart, 
shared by each person within a true healing community, which contains 
the greatest possibility for peace and happiness in our lives.  

I’ll end with a story that I believe epitomizes the spacious heart as it 
relates to our Callanish community.

Raymond and Justin met when they were in their early twenties, back in 
Ontario.  Now, living near Vancouver, with no family, Raymond and 
Justin have been together for 38 years.

When Raymond was diagnosed with metastatic cancer three years ago 
both men knew that every day would matter.  Many rounds of 
chemotherapy only served to make Raymond’s body weaker, and 
eventually high calcium levels in his blood forced an end to 
chemotherapy. Raymond made a decision then, that each day would be 
for living. 

One Sunday Maryliz, our Callanish musician and I decided to make the 
trip out to Raymond and Justin’s home which is about a 40 minute drive 
from Vancouver.  Raymond had been finding it harder and harder to 
make the trip in to the Callanish groups in Vancouver. We had offered to 
do some Therapeutic Touch with music as we knew how much Raymond 
had liked this when he experienced it on the week-long retreat he 
attended almost 2 years ago.  We had planned to arrive around 1 p.m.

Raymond and Justin were at the door to greet us, both with big 
welcoming smiles. I was surprised at how bright Raymond looked.  I had 
thought we would be visiting with him in his bedroom. I noticed out of 
the corner of my eye that the dining room table was set. I assumed it was 
for a dinner party that they were having later that evening.  After being 
given a tour of their beautiful home that they have shared for over 25 
years, they invited us to the table for lunch.  What happened then was 
nothing short of a banquet!

We had lasagna from Justin’s home country Italy as an appetizer, 
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followed by the main course of braised steak, caramelized onions, 
potatoes and salad, topped off with chocolate cheesecake, espresso coffee 
and sambuca!! 

Right in the midst of their difficult and heartbreaking life these two men 
were completely focused on giving.  Most people when they are very ill, 
for obvious reasons, become more self-focused.  I remember one of my 
longtime teachers and founders of Therapeutic Touch, Dora Kunz, who 
worked well into her 90’s, always told very ill people to find a way to 
care about other people.  She said that this action of helping another 
would deeply heal them.

The palpable love I felt between 
these two men as they served us 
lunch that day was remarkable.  
Something deep shifted in me.  Even 
when we have little physical or 
emotional strength left, and we know 
that death lies close at hand, or, 
when we are deep in our grief at the 
loss of a loved one, we still have our 
love, our kindness and our capacity 
to be generous.  Even when so much 
has been lost we will always have 
these qualities of heart which can 
never be taken away.  

It is the heart that truly sustains us in 
both our living, and in our dying.

  

There is a physical gesture we practise at the 
Callanish Society.  We articulate it with 
palms pressed together and a gentle nod of 
the head, after someone speaks at Council or 
reads their writing aloud.  Namaste.  I believe 
the gist of the gesture is: the Divine within 
me honours the Divine within you.  Respect 
and reverence for every being, every cancer 
survivor, is the cornerstone of Callanish.   

I joined YACN (Young Adult Cancer 
Network) as a 29-year old survivor of 
Hodgkin’s Lymphoma.  After six months of           
chemotherapy and radiation treatments, word 

of mouth led me to the group.  Two fellow survivors, Ashley and Anna, 
invited me.  They must have been angels.

Describing the depth and beauty of the Callanish experience is almost 
impossible.

I’ll focus on poetry.  In the “Callanish Writes” group, I experienced 
unedited poetry flying off the page, out of my mouth and around a room.  
It was scary releasing raw words and emotions into other ears.  Tender 
topics included sex post-cancer, my soul, my scars, doctors and dying.

In these writing workshops we don’t edit things to death.  The heart 
counts most.  We excuse inner and outer critics from the circle. That 
emotional freedom is refreshing as rain.  It’s sanctuary from the pressure 
for perfection and robot-like optimism, which can be as toxic as chemo 
or cancer.  Come as you are.  Express what you feel.  Just be.

“Callanish Writes” is Kirsten Andersen’s literary baby.  Kirsten is a past 
retreat participant and young adult with cancer too. She inspired me to 
apply to the writing program at the University of Victoria.  The 
unconditional love of the group encouraged me to risk, to go searching 
for joy.  Writing is my joy.  So I jumped into the deep end.  I start my 

second year at U Vic in September.  Birth is an unedited poem I scribbled 
in the group that best expresses my journey from Callanish to Victoria. 

Birth
 

A sound inside
urging to
be spoken
a blue light
gathering

in the belly
emotional energy
visceral vibration

hollow
of an abandoned

drum
rumbling
tiny fire
a spark

burning to spread
into the ears, eyes, hearts

of others
into audible air

a message
a voice

written words
a desire to be understood

heard
silencing silence

song
speech
paper
ink

freedom.

 I am finding my voice.  No small feat for someone whose vocal cords 
suffered rupture and radiation because of cancer.

As a survivor, I celebrated six years of remission this April.  It hasn’t 
been easy, but I’ve flourished because of the kindness of the Callanish 
Society.  Actually, I moved to a whole new city and wrote my first one 
act play because of Callanish!  Life is full of surprises.

                  

Leah Callen
Callanish Writes, Volumes I-IV
Available soon for sale 
Poetry and prose from our Callanish writers
Watch our website for details
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When I first began treatment for bilateral 
invasive breast cancer at the age of 35 I felt 
like I was surrounded by people who cared 
very much, but could not understand what I 
was going through.  At the time, I was trying 
to utilize as many cancer resources as I could 
find.  It felt good to be proactive, but I still 
felt like something was missing.

Halfway through chemotherapy I discovered 
Callanish.  I was a bit hesitant, wondering if 
this resource would only offer a little comfort, 
a little relief, like so many of the others I had 
tried.  I wondered if I would always have to 
find my support in small pieces here and 

there.  But I wanted to keep hoping, so I gave Callanish a chance because 
they have a support group for young people with cancer.  Within the first 
hour of my very first meeting I knew I had found what was missing in the 
rest of my efforts.  Here was a group of people who understood that 
having cancer as a young person is very different from having cancer 
when you are older.  My fellow young adult cancer survivors all know 
what it is like to have your career trajectory, your relationships, any family 
plans, and basic expectations for life, indeed every aspect of what you 
thought you knew about yourself and your place in the world pushed 
harshly aside, sometimes permanently.  

Callanish’s Young Adult Cancer Network (YACN) support group has 
helped me to deal with every situation and emotion that has come up, and 
has even helped me to discover feelings I wasn’t fully able to articulate, 
myself.  I went from feeling alone in my struggles for survival to being 
surrounded by a loving community that takes care of me in all of the ways 
I need to be cared for.  And I am the opposite of lonely.  The friends I’ve 
made at YACN  at Callanish are some of the best friends I’ve ever had.  
They see me through the fear and pain and uncertainty, and they share the 
triumphs, the hope and the laughter.  I’m so grateful for YACN at 
Callanish.  I don’t know what I would do without them.

 
YACN at Callanish
Young adulthood is often a difficult 
stage of life at the best of times. 
Being diagnosed with cancer as a 
young adult, adjusting to life with 
cancer, re-integrating into a ‘new 
normal’ life post-treatment, or 
finding ways to cope with a 
recurrence of cancer are challenges 
that require great resilience.  There  
are many age-specific issues that 

present themselves for young adults living with cancer, not only medically, 
but also socially, emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually. Common 
themes that arise include isolation from their peer groups, identity issues, 
physical changes/effects from cancer and treatment, relationship issues 
(i.e. family, romantic partners, friends, parenting), fertility issues, financial  
issues, fears of recurrence and not knowing how to move forward into the 
future.

These unique issues for young adults with cancer have led us to offer 
support programs at Callanish specifically for young adults. In particular, 
our monthly support group is an opportunity for young adults and their 
spouses/partners to share their feelings, thoughts and fears about their 
cancer experience in a safe and mutually respectful environment. One of 
the values of this group has been demonstrated by the way it has been 
growing in size from month to month. We regularly have up to 20 young 
adults in the group! Many of the young adults that attend this group or 
have attended other young adult programs at Callanish (i.e. weeklong 
retreats, day retreats) have described their connection to our YACN 
community as their “lifeline”. They describe a safe space where they feel 
truly heard and understood by other people going through similar 
experiences.  There is often a feeling of relief that comes with knowing 
they can just be themselves and talk openly about their cancer experience 
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with others who “get it”. The group members become peer supporters and 
mentors to one another.  The group is co-led by Allison Prinsen, a 5-year 
leukemia survivor who is studying for her MA in Counselling Psychology. 
Allison is also a past retreat participant and Callanish Board member.

We are truly in awe of the courage, honesty, and optimism of our YACN 
community. We also realize just how much support they need and deserve. 
For this reason, we are continuing to find ways to more fully address the 
issues that are of most concern to young adults living with cancer, so that 
we can truly be there for them in the most supportive and nourishing way 
possible.  I recently joined the Callanish staff team for 2 days a week to 
oversee and develop the young adult programs at Callanish.  If you are 
interested in learning more about the young adult program or specifically 
supporting these programs (they are almost 100% subsidized) please feel 
free to be in touch with me directly at 604-732-0633 or 
danielle@callanish.org.

 

                                    

Heroism
By Jared Brick 
March 4, 2010

Hand dealt,
that no ordinary man could play.

Response chosen,
not to curl up and isolate.

Radiant smile,
that hides the pain and struggle underneath.

Comrades,
braver than words can describe.

Inner strength,
not something that can be learned but innate.

Warrior spirit,
not visible to those who don’t know how to see.

Concern for others,
despite the raging battle going on within.

Heroes aren’t always
traditional men in armour

slaying dragons
rescuing maidens.

They are usually missed
preferring to stay in the background

play the supporting role
not ones to brag or boast.

Their strength
traditional, no
powerful, yes.

I know many heroes,
each incredible

in their own special ways.
They don’t fit

nicely into molds.
Because after they were created,

the mold was broken,
never to be another one like them.

The world couldn’t handle
more than one.

Danielle Schroeder

MaryAnne Brown
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Cilantro Lime Ling Cod

1 lb ling cod, cut into 4 – 4 oz. servings
Marinade:
1/4 cup fresh lime juice
1/4 cup fresh cilantro leaves
3/4 tsp chili flakes
1 Tbsp extra virgin olive oil
1 clove garlic
1/4 cup onion, chopped
1/2 tsp sea salt
11/2 Tbsp honey

Process all the marinade ingredients in a food processor or blender.
Pour the marinade over the cod and marinate for 1 1/2 hours. Drain
half the marinade and put the fish in a baking pan. Bake at 350º F
uncovered for about 20 minutes or until the fish flakes easily. Simmer
the leftover marinade on a low heat and serve on the side.
We serve this cod over wilted spinach, along with brown rice pasta and 
roasted red peppers. Garnish with lime wedges and cilantro leaves.
Serves 4.

Honouring a 
Volunteer
Our friendship with Kirsten 
started almost 4 years ago when 
she came on her first weeklong 
retreat.  We had no idea then just 
how central Kirsten would 
become to our Callanish 
community.  Kirsten initiated the 
first 8-week writing series three years ago, a group for past retreat 
participants to try their hand at writing.  Four series and four published 
books of poetry later, “Callanish Writes" has developed into a flourishing 
community of writers.  Kirsten has volunteered hundreds of hours 
(maybe even thousands by now!) to “Callanish Writes’. She has gently 
encouraged and guided people to discover their unique and strong voices, 
as they articulate the complexity of their lives lived in the midst of 
cancer.  Through the ongoing challenges of her own daily life with 
cancer, Kirsten shows us all that life can be fully lived and embraced 
when we commit to a creative path wholeheartedly.  She is an inspiration 
to every one of us and has touched us deeply.  Thank you Kirsten for all 
you have brought to our community.

We Remember with Love
Rita Bruneski

Deborah Drayton
Emily Ellingsen
Karen Hansen
Sherie Kaplan

Cheryl Mahoney
Jeanne Robinson
Marlene Seimens

Peter Slack
 Ian Tapper

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

Special Thanks to:
All of our anonymous and monthly donors who give with 
such quiet generosity 
Aban Security for their generous support in monitoring our 
building
Les Amis Du Fromage for donating cheese plates for our 
concert at the Museum of Anthropology
Ariel Barnes, Joan Blackman, Lorna McGhee and Maryliz 
Smith for pouring their hearts into the stunning concert at the 
Museum of Anthropology
The Brear Family and Keep on Swimming for their continued 
generosity in honour of Ashley Brear
The family and friends of Rita Bruneski, Emily Ellingsen, 
Sherie Kaplan, Marlene Seimens, Peter Slack, Ian Tapper, 
Jan Wells and Rita Wong for their generous memorial 
donations
Karen Barger for sharing her love of nature photography 
through beautiful cards
Mike Cates and Scott Peberdy for making and dropping off 
gourmet baking 
Deena Chochinov for volunteering her time to lead us in a 
creative planning process
Doug Evans for generously overseeing the installation of our 
new roof
Lotte & John Hecht Memorial Foundation for their ongoing 
scholarship support and matching funding
Louie Henley for her generous support for our Spacious Heart 
Concert at the Museum of Anthropology, food & flowers for our 
young adult group and tickets to some of the best concerts
Suzanne Hong at Granville Island Florists for bringing beauty to 
our retreats through her gift of flowers

Dan Helmer for his ongoing support in maintaining our website 
Merle Kamin and Gaelin Gibson for donating massages for our  
participants
Chor Leoni for their generosity through the proceeds of their 
‘Healing Voices’ CD
Michael Luco of Earthrise for his generosity in providing 
beautiful flowers for retreat and special events 
Nick Monahan for his generous wine donation for the concert
Jan du Monde who creates wonderful bookmarks for retreat 
participants
Laurel Murphy, Heidi McCurdy & Lorna McGhee for the gift of  
healing sounds for our monthly relaxation group
Nicola Murray for helping cook at a retreat day and for her 
magnificent plum blossoms for the Spring Equinox
Adair Patterson for inspiring and completing our first Callanish 
quilt
Queensdale Market and West Pointe Organics for their 
generous discount on healthy retreat foods
Eva Matsuzaki, Caio Nery, Jacqui Page, Jeanne Russell, 
Sherri Silverman and Bill Sutherland for their very helpful 
volunteer hours 
Allison Prinsen for all her work on the Spacious Heart concert 
as well as her many hours designing cards, posters, Callanish 
Writes book covers, and more…
Ross Regan for the delicious spelt bread for retreats
Carol Robertson for all her sweet, thoughtful offerings and 
generosity
Judy Stanfield for all her delicious baking, retreat food and 
hours spent organizing our kitchen supplies
Pat and Lee Taylor for their ongoing generosity with donations 
for YACN retreats 

Grains of Wisdom: The Callanish Cookbook was inspired by our 
nutritionist and cook Kathy Fell and is full of great ideas for healthy and 
delicious meals. It also features photographs and quotes from many of our 
retreats. Proceeds from the sale of the cookbook will help support Callanish 
retreats and programs. Please contact our office if you would like to purchase 
a copy.
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Kirsten Andersen
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