
Aimee’s Story

At four months old, my daughter, Alexa, 
seemed to be reaching milestones every 
day, yet I couldn’t seem to recover from my 
emergency C-section. The pain led me to the 
ER, where I was diagnosed with metastatic 
colon cancer that I likely had had through my 
entire pregnancy. As I grew this beautiful baby 
within me, my cancer, just inches away, was 

also unknowingly thriving. The cancer had spread to over 75% of my 
liver and in those fi rst 48 hours after diagnosis, a doctor told me I may 
only have a few years to live. I was 33, with no family history and no risk 
factors. They called it “bad luck.” For days, all I could do was stare at 
Alexa – the child I’d spent a year trying to conceive – in complete denial 
that she may never know me. Lying in my hospital bed, I decided I would 
see her into Kindergarten, in spite of my 6% fi ve-year survival rate. We 
have three years to go until that milestone. 

Treatment began with a colon resection, a liver resection and ablation, 
and 12 rounds of chemotherapy. We thought we’d gotten it all. I 
celebrated and called myself a cancer survivor. Despite my health 
outcome looking good, my marriage unexpectedly (to me) fell apart 
shortly after my fi rst clear scan. Suddenly I was a single mum to a one-
year-old, and I was barely recovering from the year of treatment. It wasn’t 
until I found the young adult group at Callanish that I realized I wasn’t 
alone in feeling that life can get much harder after treatment, when things 
slow down and fi ghting cancer isn’t life’s sole purpose. I was interested 
(and saddened) to hear from other young adults that relationships often 
suff er greatly.

At a routine follow-up in June, my new oncologist came into the room 
and before she even got a chance to tell me, I knew my worst fear had 
come true: an inoperable tumour regrowth in my liver – it is likely that the 
cancer never left. My new Callanish friends were among the fi rst people 
I told. Within hours, we had plans to go to the beach together just to 
hold onto each other for support. It shook us all. If it could happen to 
me, it could happen to any of us. Serendipitously, I was due to join the 
July Callanish retreat. As a single mum, my life revolves around taking 

Words from Janie

Twenty years ago this week, in November 1995, 
we held our fi rst Callanish retreat in a mansion 
in Shaughnessy, Vancouver. On November 6th, 
2015, we headed up to The Brew Creek Centre 
near Whistler to hold our 78th retreat. So, for 
almost twenty years we have been in circle with 
hundreds of people aff ected by cancer and 
their families and feel humbled, inspired and 
strengthened by the experience. 

This twenty year cycle has been possible through the generosity of many 
people: the participants who brought their precious lives and families to 
us for refuge and healing, the facilitator team who gave their love, time 
and expertise for thousands of hours, the multitude of generous donors 
who gifted the funds we needed to run the retreats and city programs 
for a fraction of the actual cost, and the many devoted volunteers who 
helped us in a myriad of essential ways. At this twentieth anniversary, I 
am fi lled with gratitude for all that has unfolded in service to healing.

We can learn a great deal from the many wise teachings available to 
us about the complexities of living and dying, but our greatest learning 
as a team at Callanish has not come from those teachings, but from 
allowing our hearts to open, time and time again, in response to peoples’ 
suff ering, rather than closing down and backing off , out of fear of being 
overwhelmed. Learning to fully receive the stories of pain and sorrow, 
fear and worry, hope and resilience has instilled in us a deep faith in 
the capacity of the human spirit to thrive in the midst of everything life 
throws at us. I deeply trust that if we stay connected to one another we 
can break open together, and when we do that we also discover that joy 
and happiness are inextricably entwined with all the other feelings. 

I believed my heart could encompass pretty much any heartbreak from 
the practice I have had over twenty years, until this past year. My heart 
has had to learn to stretch wider than ever before, to encompass the 
loss of several beloved retreat friends, to grieve the death of a founding 
member, Kathy Fell, and to support two other beloved team members 
through their diagnoses of cancer. 
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Words from Janie cont.

We have always known that no one is exempt from the threat of cancer, 
or ultimately from death, but what we hadn’t prepared for is how much 
we have relied on the sturdiness of our team to show up day after day, 
retreat after retreat, to provide a rich and strong healing community for 
others. 

Experiencing the fragility and impermanence of our own lives on the 
team has been a lot to hold, alongside giving support to the people who 
come to Callanish for help, but the heartbreak has led us into deeper 
conversations with each other about vulnerability, about expressing 
limitations, and about how to care for ourselves and one another even 
more diligently. Being taken to our knees is bringing our team into even 
greater trust that the strong healing community we have created will 
keep evolving into whatever cycle comes next, for the greater good of 
us all. 

Aimee’s Story cont.

care of my child, many times at the expense of my own self-care. From 
the moment I set foot at Brew Creek, I was taken care of and for the 
fi rst time in a long time, I could focus on me, so that I could return at the 
end of the week and feel like a better and stronger mother. My retreat 
experience was a turning point, and continues to provide me with the 
tools to get through treatment. 

There is nothing easy about raising a toddler while struggling to hold 
your head up with fatigue. She doesn’t slow down as she races between 
the jungle gym and slide, and I have to push hard to keep up with this 
child who is a whirlwind of movement, wonder, and play. We read books 
about cancer, many of her dolls have cancer, I’ve tried hard to involve her 
in the treatment process, and she comes to appointments, and helped 
shave my head. Alexa has honed her skills at checking my chemo pump, 
and loves to let me know when it is empty. Although she is only two, 
I can see already that I am raising an empath, clear on my fi rst day of 
chemo this year when she told me, between tears, “Mummy, I love you 
so much with my hurt.” I tell myself that our situation will make her into 
someone special, but sometimes it’s hard not to feel resentful or angry. 
She doesn’t deserve this. Neither of us does.

Thanks to aggressive chemo, my tumour is now likely operable and in 
a few months, my cancer may be gone. One of the biggest lessons that 
I took from retreat – a lesson that I fi nd myself in the middle of learning 
– is how to celebrate life amid the constant threat of death. Sometimes 
at night, I put earplugs in just to hear the fragility of my beating heart 
and to remind myself that I am being kept alive solely by the faint echo 
that I hear. That we are only here for a little time. Despite knowing and 
feeling the brevity of our time on earth, while I was on retreat, I allowed 
my mind to drift back to that goal I made, that desire to see Alexa into 
Kindergarten. Relaxing in the summer sun with the whole afternoon to 
wander through that beautiful place, I decided I will see her through high 
school. With Callanish, I have learned that hope is not a bad word; it is to 
be celebrated. I know at my deepest existence that this is an attainable 
goal. 

Words from Liz

As I refl ect back, cancer has travelled close by 
my side since before I became an adult. My 
relationship with it has changed and evolved 
signifi cantly as I have experienced the loss of 
loved ones and my own diagnoses over the 
years.

I fi rst came to Callanish as a retreat participant 
in 2001. I have many times described my retreat 

experience as a ‘homecoming.’ There was a deep familiarity as I stepped 
into my shared week of exploration with others. My childhood upbringing, 
although deeply loving, didn’t encourage a shared experience of struggle. 
We did it in isolation and it was rarely talked about. I left that fi rst retreat 
feeling listened to, heard and less alone for the very fi rst time. In 2006 I 
attended an alumni retreat and at the end of retreat I started a conversation 
with Janie about working in the Vancouver Callanish space. I have been 
since then engaged in the most worthwhile work that I have ever been a 
part of. It contains a reciprocity that holds deep value to me. Over the 10 
years, I have witnessed a huge spectrum of emotion relating to cancer 
from deep fears to complete surprise and joy, alongside individuals as they 
have navigated their process of facing what feels like the unfaceable.

After being well for 15 years, I recently received another diagnosis 
completely out of the blue this past spring. This was not in my plans nor 
even my imagination at this stage of my life. It is my most serious diagnosis 
yet and I learned there was a targeted chemotherapy available that was 
showing good results with breaking the pathways of growth. This felt like a 
very hopeful place to start! Amazingly, my symptoms started to clear within 
one short week, but despite all the positive thoughts and intentions I could 
muster, we discovered my body would not tolerate the drug. This was a 
huge blow, leaving the next option as the traditional systemic treatment of 
IV chemotherapy which after two treatments became obvious that this too 
was off  the table for me. This left me in a more physically depleted state 
than I have ever been.

There was one last known treatment possibility left and everyone 
considered it to be an extremely long shot. This second generation 
targeted oral chemotherapy drug was known to be even more diffi  cult for 
the body to tolerate. This was a serious turning point for me. I knew I didn’t 
have the strength to face this alone and the stakes were far too high. I was 
all of a sudden on the brink of my own mortality and had no idea how I got 
there so quickly.

Over the years, Callanish has off ered me an unlimited practice ground 
to learn from others facing all odds. I have witnessed time and again 
unexpected and unexplained surprises. One of the most helpful teachings 
I have received is that it is possible and crucial to hold both hope and 
possibility together within the realities we face. This is what kept me facing 
forward.

With the best oncology team I could dream of, I had a week to prepare 
for the “long shot”. Together with my family, Callanish teammates, friends 
and community, I set to work calling on trust in the intangible forces and 
mystery of life, setting intention on hope and possibility. Drawing on the 
courage and surrender I have witnessed so many times over the years, I 
stepped in feeling anything but alone. We all held our breath at the tipping 
point and then it came, the fi rst sign of hope: the long shot might not be so 
long. The uncertainty will remain but I now have a treatment to work with. 
Most importantly, I am not alone and hope now sits right here with me, by 
my side.

Liz Evans



Words 
from Danielle
Just over three months ago 
Kevin and I welcomed our 
adorable and spunky little girl, 
Eleanor (Ellie) Zosia Foster, 
out into this world. July 25, 
2015 was without question 

one of the happiest and most memorable days of our lives. Ellie is 
named after her two maternal great-grandmothers, both matriarchs in 
our respective families, who each played pivotal roles in both Kevin and 
my upbringing.

Ellie’s arrival came after a rather long period of anticipation and waiting, 
9 months plus 14 days overdue to be exact! She arrived through a birth 
process that was not at all what I had planned or expected. In truth, my 
birth required me to draw on many of the practices and inner strengths 
developed during all of these years listening in the Callanish circles. 
Learning the ways our community lives with uncertainty, surrenders to 
things they cannot control, and is willing to reach out for help when they 
need it. Through every stage of my birth process I drew strength and 
reassurance from all of this wisdom and both Kevin and I know how 
tremendously it helped us (especially with our superb doula team that 
was made up of many of our Callanish facilitators!). And fortunately Ellie 
came out an extremely healthy and hearty baby.

Having my fi rst child at 35, I’ve also had the opportunity to watch 
many of my friends transition into parenthood. In some ways, this gave 
me a helpful window into what I should expect as a parent. However, 
I’ve quickly discovered that no one could have ever prepared me for 
motherhood until the moment I started experiencing it for myself. In 
these fi rst four months I am already learning to ride the oscillating waves, 
one minute being challenged and overwhelmed by this new role, and the 
next minute feeling the most content and awed by this wonderful little 
person as I watch her so miraculously take her place in this world.

A few weeks after Ellie was born, I was talking with a dear friend of mine-
-a midwife and mother of two, who lost her own mother to cancer when 
she was in her twenties--who said to me that she felt the three most 
pivotal experiences in life that require the greatest surrender are birth/
parenting, illness, and death. I’ve found myself pondering her words 
often in these early months of motherhood humbled by the truth of them.

Cycling at Callanish

As is so often the case, my diagnosis on 
May 13, 2013 of Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma 
was unexpected, maddening and most of all, 
terrifying. After the horrendous panic started 
to wane, the determined fi ghter in me came 
bounding to the fore. I was told that 6 rounds 
of chemo was the course of action after which, 
my treatable cancer could be put in the past. I 
mentally prepared myself for treatment, facing 

the chemo as bravely as I could. Before each treatment I said, “BRING IT 
ON! Let’s get this over with!” The chemo was completed on September 
13, 2013 and I was told shortly after that the cancer in my lungs was gone.

I resumed my normal life only to be dealt another unexpected and 
devastating blow. The cancer had returned. It never dawned on me that 
this could happen and the terror of a re-diagnosis was overwhelming. 
Further treatment began in March 2014, I was given a very high dose of 
chemo followed by a stem cell transplant. Fortunately, this last treatment 
put me in remission.

Clearly, it goes without saying that cancer is a serious ‘physical’ problem. 
The outstanding medical team took charge of the physical part of my 
cancer and day by day I began to heal, but my bigger challenge had to do 
with the ‘non physical’ part. My scary thoughts, my anxious feelings, my 
saddened heart were all the things that no one could see or feel but me. I 
soon came to realize that I needed huge ‘healing’ in this regard.

The November 2014 Callanish retreat came along at the perfect time. 
Physically, I was feeling quite well, but the anxiety of the past, coupled 
with the fear and worry about the future was my constant companion. 
The loving and caring support from the leaders at Callanish gave me 
the skills to work through such a diffi  cult time. I gradually started to heal 
from the inside out, fi nding a new perspective in facing the aftermath of 
cancer. I discovered in myself renewed strength, increased patience and 
kindness towards myself to do things that I never thought I could do. I was 
motivated to do all I could to nourish my inner self. The anxiety began to 
lessen, the worry started to fade and I became more determined than ever 
to move forward with enthusiasm.

Last April, Janie put the call out to anyone that would like to join the 
Callanish cycling team. All one needed was a bike and two feet to pedal 
and you were on the team! I had not been on a bike for over a decade, 
but I thought I would give it a shot. The fi rst Sunday I met our fearless 
leaders, Andrea and Jeannette. They taught us lessons on how to change 
gears (and more importantly, how to fi nd the ‘granny gear’ for those 
hills!), lessons on how to stop, and the most important lesson of all, the 
benefi ts of wearing appropriate bike shorts. In no time, we were off ! Our 
fi rst ride was to Spanish Banks and back, maybe around 5 km. Well, I had 
no idea I could huff  and puff  that hard! But with Andrea and Jeannette’s 
caring encouragement and patience, I kept coming back. Each week the 
kilometres grew, my lung capacity improved and most importantly, the 
inspiration and camaraderie amongst our teammates and our leaders 
soared! The team, now going by the name “Bring It On”, was riding all 
over the Lower Mainland, reaching 40 to 50 kilometres each ride. Our 
team rode in two 50 km Fondos and we even created our own 50 km 
“Bring It On” Fondo that wound up our season.

We are now on hiatus for the winter months, but feelings of inspiration 
and shared friendship will hold us over until next April when the Callanish 
“Bring It Onners” will start up again!

Looking for Volunteers! 
Friday March 4, 2016 
at the Tip a Wee Dram Whisky Tasting Event

Team Hope is a group of cyclists who created this 
wonderful fundraising event six years ago, born from 
their own personal experiences with cancer in their 
families, and the desire to help others who are living 
with the disease. Tip a Wee Dram has presented 
Callanish with an amazing $38,825.00 from the 2014 
and 2015 events for which we are truly grateful.

THEY NEED OUR HELP THIS YEAR! Please call us at Callanish or email 
if you could off er some time to help with this very fun event!

Sandra Whittle

Danielle, Kevin and Ellie
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Honouring Three 
Retreat Volunteers
Bill Sutherland
Don Matsuzaki, 
Buddy Sakamoto

We couldn’t do our retreats 
without Our Three Musketeers, 
Bill, Don and Buddy. They 
arrive about noon on departure 
day at 2277 West 10th and 
load up Bill’s mega truck 
with all the food we need 
for a week, many musical 

instruments for Maryliz, including our community drum and seven large 
crystal bowls, yoga bolsters and blankets, buckets of fl owers and many 
other items we use on retreat. When we get to retreat 1.5 hours later our 
three bonhommes get to work unloading our Callanish storage shed, 
unpacking the truck, moving furniture and helping us set up our sacred 
retreat space. On retreat departure day, six days later, they appear just 
as the retreat participants take their leave, and get right to work again: 
packing up, moving furniture back, and loading up the truck again. They 
do it all with big grins on their faces, and loads of energy which really 
helps us at the end of a big week. Thanks so much to you three for 
making the set-up and takedown of retreat so much faster and easier 
for us! You are the best!

Special Thanks to: 
All of our anonymous and monthly donors who give with such generous 
and ongoing commitment. 
The family and friends of Barbara Dickinson, Philip Ho Fai Lee, Penny 
Scoble, Rick Watts for their generous memorial donations. 
The family and friends of Marty Simpson for their generous donations in 
honour of his 40th birthday.
The Brear Family and ‘Keep on Swimming’ for their ongoing generosity in 
memory of Ashley Brear.
Louie Henley for her never-ending generosity of spirit, food & fl owers, 
concert tickets and care. 
The Lotte & John Hecht Memorial Foundation for their generous 
scholarship support and matching funding. 
The amazing Board of Directors for all their many volunteer hours and 
hard work.
Michael Luco of Earthrise for providing stunning fl owers for retreats and 
city events. 
Bruno & Sally Born and Graham Pap at Finest at Sea for the gorgeous 
fi sh for our retreats. 
Gerry Reimer and Bill Sutherland for maintaining our roof.
Stephanie Sauvé for all her help with our ongoing creative needs for our 
website.

Eva Matsuzaki for writing such beautiful thank you cards to our donors. 
Neil Prinsen for driving participants to retreat. 
Trevor Simpson for his wonderful dream presentation and donating 100% 
of the proceeds to Callanish. 
Michael Lerner of Commonweal and JJ Fields of Harmony Hill Retreat 
Centre for such an inspiring visit. 
Laurel Murphy and Margaret Bacon for the gift of healing sounds and 
touch for our relaxation group. 
Bill Sutherland for taking such good care of our garden. 
Karen & Barry Coates of Fraser Meadow Organic Dairy for donating 
their fabulous yoghurt for retreat. 
The amazing team at The Brew Creek Centre for all of their support.
Sherri Silverman, Janet Silver, Susan Stine and Karen Hoff man for 
donating their time and the ingredients to bake the much-loved Callanish 
cookies. 
Sarah Sample and Caroleeena Khayette for volunteering to wash dishes 
on retreat. 
Suzanne Hong at Granville Island Florists for bringing beauty to our 
retreats through her fl owers. 
Chor Leoni for the proceeds from their ‘Healing Voices’ CD.
EnChor choir for singing carols at our Holiday Open House.
Doug Evans for helpings us pack up after retreat.

From the Callanish Kitchen - Salmon Melts

2 cups cooked fresh wild salmon
½ cup grated low-fat mozzarella cheese
1 tsp  mustard powder
1Tbsp  fresh dill
2 Tbsp minced onion
1 Tbsp  fresh lemon juice
 mayonnaise to moisten well

Gently mix the ingredients together and spread generously on partial-
ly-toasted spelt bread. Place on cookie sheet. Bake in 300⁰ F oven for 
25 minutes or until puff y and lightly golden. Serves 4 

We Remember with Love

Cate Kyle
Barbara Dickinson

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

Words from Danielle cont.
Entering this new chapter of parenthood is an incredible gift and 
privilege, one of which I do not take for granted. I am so grateful to my 
Callanish team who have supported me every step of the way and also 
to our larger community who have showered me and my family with so 
much love and excitement since hearing about Ellie’s birth. As I have 
heard myself say many times in our Callanish circles, we cannot do 
“this” -meaning ‘live our lives’ alone. Whatever life situation we are in, we 
need our community at our back, and since embarking on this new life 
adventure I am only more thankful for the strength of our community. 

Bill, Don and Buddy
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