
“How am I weaving a life-giving basket?” 
 

My story of witnessing suffering, following the Spirit, and weaving a life-giving basket for 
frontline workers who care for people experiencing poverty, addictions and homelessness. 

 
Blue Roses was one of my first forays into documentary filmmaking. Ottawa Inner City Health, 
which provides health care to people experiencing homelessness in Ottawa, wanted to create a 
documentary about providing palliative (end-of-life) care to people living in Ottawa rooming 
houses. People living in rooming houses often are leaving homeless shelters, live in poverty, 
with addictions and mental health challenges, and most significantly, face social isolation.  
 
The conventional approach to palliative care is providing care to improve quality of life in the 
final year of life, and is most commonly provided in hospices and hospitals. People living in 
rooming houses, however, face barriers to accessing palliative care, and as a result, face 
terminal illnesses and die alone.  
 
The film Blue Roses showed the work that many frontline workers, including nurses and 
physicians, and importantly, people with lived experience of homelessness (peer support 
workers), are key to providing compassionate end-of-life care for people living in rooming 
houses. From March – September 2018, I had the honour of following these frontline workers 
as they did their jobs, but also saw firsthand the toll that this type of work takes on their 
spiritual, mental, emotional and physical wellbeing. Many of them experience compassion 
fatigue, burnout, and vicarious trauma as part of their daily working lives. 
 
The suffering that I saw broke my heart and led me to a crisis of faith. How can our community, 
so rich in material resources, not see and act in response to this suffering? What can I do? Who 
am I to fix these interminable and intractable issues of housing insecurity and social isolation? I 
sat with that pain and those questions for many months after completing the film.  
 
On my 40th birthday in January 2019, I attended my first spiritual retreat. I felt that some time 
away, in nature, might help to settle the grief that was becoming a familiar feeling. Following 
the retreat, I felt a sense of peace that I hadn’t felt in a long while. It came to me then, that 
while I could not solve these broader societal challenges, one thing that I could do with the 
connections, resources and abilities that I had, was to offer the opportunity for spiritual healing 
by way of retreats to the frontline workers who do attempt, and who are so skilled at attending 
to these big challenges. I thought that maybe, by offering an opportunity for spiritual renewal 
to them, they might be able to continue their essential work while carrying just a little bit 
lighter emotional load.  
 
So, in partnership with Bob Jamison, a peer support worker with lived experience, and also one 
of the frontline workers in Blue Roses, we developed a retreat for frontline workers who serve 
individuals experiencing homelessness and addictions. Our first retreat was with five frontline 
workers in June 2019 at the Misiwe Ni Relations Healing Lodge in Manotick. Our second retreat 
was with another five peer support workers from Ottawa Inner City Health in January 2020. An 



amazing team of healers, spiritual leaders, and health care providers generously volunteered 
their time to support these individuals during these retreats. Many others from the church 
community and beyond offered donations of meals, baked goods and small gifts of thanks to 
the frontline workers. Many of the frontline workers were overwhelmed by these offers of 
gratitude for their work, as they often feel alone and unseen in the work that they do. This 
generosity also allowed frontline workers to attend the retreat at no cost –so important 
because many do not have the means to access self-care practices like massage, yoga, and time 
away from the city.  
 
This life-giving basket has continued to be woven with support from Brian, Claire Savage and 
others within the First community. Their support led to an Embracing the Spirit grant from the 
United Church of Canada to offer additional retreats. In some miraculous turn of events, my 
former life as a health researcher led to a partnership with researchers at the University of 
Ottawa, procuring a significant grant from the Canadian Institutes of Health Research to explore 
the impact of retreats and other supports on the mental health and wellbeing of frontline 
workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. This grant weaves together this research team, 
frontline workers at Ottawa Inner City Health, some amazing spiritual and physical healers, and 
the community here at First, into a life-giving basket that attends to the spiritual and emotional 
needs of frontline workers caring for many very important, but often overlooked, members of 
our community.  
 
I can’t explain how this all came together, other than the fact that it was Spirit-led, guided by 
people like Bob Jamison and many others who, in my experience, are the hands and hearts of 
the Spirit.  
 
 
 

Invitation 
 

This initiative has benefitted from the love and generosity of many people who offer their 
varied skills, abilities and resources.  
 
We welcome donations of prepared meals or baked goods for the retreat participants, small 
token gifts of thanks or hand-written thank you cards for frontline workers, participation at 
retreats by healthcare or other spiritual or therapeutic providers, and/or monetary donations 
to offer additional retreats.  
 
 If you would like to learn more about how you can contribute, please feel free to get in touch 
with Danielle (daniellerolfe@yahoo.ca), Claire, or Brian.   

 


