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YOU ARE NOT ALONE. COME SHARE THE JOURNEY. 
 

 
 

Message from the Chair 
 
Here we are into the last month of my time at chair. It has been 
quite a journey.  
 
Although my time prior to becoming chair of your church council 
has been said to be short, the last two years have been filled with 
much change challenge and recognition.  What I have recognized 
is the fact that Parkminster runs with the assistance of paid staff, 
but the value of our volunteers is paramount. The work of 
Parkminster United Church would not happen without the 
volunteers that we have who are committed to working diligently 
to ensure that the many corners are being addressed.  
 
You may see that once I think of a theme for the newsletter 
article, I connect with my friend Google and search out quotations and themes to help enhance 
my article. For this month I thought I would search out Love and Volunteerism. There were 
pages and pages to review, and I was so lucky there is enough to fill a few newsletters, but I 
won’t.  
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The quotation that I discovered many years ago when visiting upstate New York at the 
National Women’s Rights National Historical Park was; “Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever 
has.”  – Margaret Mead.  This quotation was a guiding light to me for so many years.  
Other quotations that are worth sharing are:  

• Helping others can boost your happiness! According to 

one study, happiness levels rose by 12% for those who 

volunteer every two to four weeks. 

• Everybody can be great. Because anybody can serve. You 

don’t have to have a college degree to serve. You don’t 

have to make your subject, and your verb agree to serve. 

You don’t have to know the second theory of 

thermodynamics in physics to serve. You only need a heart full of grace. A soul 

generated by love.” – Martin Luther King, Jr. 

• “The purpose of life is not to be happy, but to matter– to be productive, to be useful, to 

have it make some difference that you have lived at all.” – Leo Rosten 

•  “If you want to touch the past, touch a rock.  If you want to touch the present, touch a 

flower.  If you want to touch the future, touch a life.” – Author Unknown 

• “I am a little pencil in the hand of a writing God who is sending a love letter to the 

world.” – Mother Teresa 

The following statistic helps to share a good indication of why volunteering is valuable in your 
life:  
What if volunteering didn’t just make your life better in all sorts of amazing ways, but it also 
made it longer? One of study of active 90- and 100-year olds showed that those who remain 
devoted to a purpose in life live longer and happier. It might not be the secret to eternal life, but 
who wouldn’t want to potentially live a longer and happier life? 
 
So, in addition to the shop successes, volunteering helps to lengthen your happy life. What 
wonderful news is this. Thank you once again for all that you do and in this month of LOVE, we 
want to share our love and gratitude for your time and talents that are shared each and every 
day. Blessings on a fantastic February.  
 
 

Deb Siertsema, Chair of Council  
chair@parku.ca  

 
 
 
 

https://www.helpguide.org/articles/healthy-living/volunteering-and-its-surprising-benefits.htm
https://bigthink.com/culture-religion/deja-vu-is-a-neurological-phenomenon-scientists-claim/
mailto:chair@parku.ca
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Casting Out Demons and Mental Health  
 
Today is Groundhog Day.  I loved the 1993 movie starring Andie 
MacDowell and Bill Murray.  For those who don’t love movies like I 
do, it followed a cynical, narcissistic, local weatherman who was sent 
to cover Groundhog Day in the small town of Punxsutawney in 
western Pennsylvania.  A winter blizzard traps them in town, so the 
crew book an extra night at a local B&B.  Astonishingly, the next 
morning the weatherman (Murray) finds himself stuck repeating the 
same day over and over and over again – Groundhog Day.  
Throughout his seemingly never-ending repetition of that day, he 
enters a deep depression, attempting suicide multiple times to escape the ennui and 
hopelessness of his situation. 
 

February is also marked as the time we intentionally talk about 
mental health.  In thinking about my own occasional mental health 
struggles as well as those of family and friends, I thought about 
the movie.  After all, “in any given year, 1 in 5 Canadians 
experiences a mental illness.1  Note that it says, “in any given 
year.”  Indeed, not only are mental illnesses and substance abuse 
disorders the leading cause of disability in Canada, but mental 
health challenges can cut 10 to 20 years from a person’s life 
expectancy.  Sadly, while affecting people of all ages and 

backgrounds, there are an average of 11 suicides a day – often attributed to mental health 
realities.2  Living with mental illness can feel like being stuck in a perpetual Groundhog Day of 
despair and helplessness. 
 

“Soon afterward Jesus went on through one town and village after another, 
proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. 

The twelve were with him, 

as well as some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: 
Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, 

and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, 
who ministered to them out of their own resources.”3 

 
Notice that Mary Magdalene is mentioned as one “from whom seven demons had gone out.”  
Mary was not a prostitute as some have mistakenly claimed.  Instead, since the society of the 
time didn’t understand mental illness, they described mental health realities as being 
possessed of demon(s).  My own interpretation of the casting out of demons is that Jesus – 
and subsequently his followers – took the time to truly listen to the person, to treat the person 
as someone worthy of their attention and of their care.  Such compassionate, human 

 
1 You can find the statistics at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health website:  https://www.camh.ca/en/driving-

change/the-crisis-is-real/mental-health-statistics  
2 Ibid. 
3 Luke 8:1-3. 

https://www.camh.ca/en/driving-change/the-crisis-is-real/mental-health-statistics
https://www.camh.ca/en/driving-change/the-crisis-is-real/mental-health-statistics
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connections when people are struggling become essential to healing and to well-being.  It 
breaks Groundhog Day cycling. 
 
Sadly, the most common reactions to someone revealing that they 
are struggling with mental health issues include unhelpful bromides 
like:  “It could always be worse;”  “Just snap out of it;”  “Cheer up 
and pull yourself together;”  “It’s all in your head;”  “You’re bringing 
everyone else down;”  “This, too, shall pass;”  “Get over it;”  “It’s 
always all about you;”  “Just think positively;”  “I know how you feel;”  
“You don’t look depressed.”  In fact, unless you are yourself 
depressed or you have known depression, you have no  
   idea how phrases like these can hurt – even if they are well intended.  In fact, such phrases 
hurt more if they are well intended because the obvious lack of understanding drains away any 
comfort that person hoped to offer. 
 
Notice that Mary Magdalene – the woman mentioned 12 times in the Gospels (which is more 
than most of the disciples and more than any other woman) – supported Jesus’ ministry “out of 
her own resources.”  Likely Mary was wealthy and, once treated as fully human by Jesus and 
the followers of the Jesus movement, she became pivotal to his 
ministry.  She didn’t “Just get over it,” nor did she “Cheer up and pull 
herself together.”  Instead, she was surrounded by people who loved 
her, who cared for her, who supported her as she supported them 
and who treated her as worthy of their love.  Through their 
compassionate caring, she learned to live with her demons, serving 
in love and compassion in return.  In fact, according to John’s 
Gospel, she was the first to encounter Jesus after his resurrection.  
That is how deeply respected she was.  That is how living with her 
mental illness in a healthy fashion benefitted the whole community. 
 
I am sure that Mary continued to wrestle with her mental health “demons” throughout her life.  
When the Gospel describes her as having had seven demons come out of her, that probably 
illustrates that her mental health journey was complex. What I believe allowed her to thrive was 
that she knew she was not alone! 
 

I lived with deep, clinical depression for two years of my life in 
my early thirties.  Every time I share my story or the stories of 
others, people tell me stories of their own mental health 
realities.  I am happy to listen because each person is worthy of 
my attention and my care.  However, to assure others that they 
are not alone means that all of us need to share our own stories.  
The more frequently we share, the more the societal stigma 
around mental health dissipates.  People begin to realize that 

they are not alone – just as Mary did.  They begin to take steps toward dealing with their 
mental health sustainably – whether through seeking programmes to help (like those through 
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the Canadian Mental Health Association in town),4 or seeking professional help through a 
combination of counselling, therapy and medication. 
 
If we subscribe to the toxic bromides that ignore mental health realities, we find ourselves 
trapped in a Groundhog Day of repetition without resolution, often leading to despair and 
suicide.  However, if we share our stories, if we compassionately love one another, if we treat 
each other as worthy of our time and our caring, then we model the same healing that Jesus 
offered to Mary Magdalene.  Thus, in community, demonizing mental illness will vanish.  I pray 
that it may be so. 
 

 Gord Dunbar  
Part-time Retired Supply Minister 

 
 

Parkminster Welcomes Montessori 
 
2024 was quite a year at Parkminster!  While our busy church community has always 
undertaken many new initiatives, this past year stands out as a hallmark period. After months 
of careful planning and negotiations, Parkminster entered a long-term lease with Brason 
Montessori School.  The school now occupies the lower level of the church.  The process 
leading up to this arrangement started with the pre-covid formation of a Parkminster Property 
Development Committee. The goal of this committee was to investigate how our church might 
expand its role in the community while also generating revenues to ensure long-term financial 
stability.  Working with Trinity Centres Foundation, an organization specializing in such 
endeavours, resulted in the decision to accommodate a Montessori school in the lower level of 
the church.  We are fortunate to have teamed up with Brason Academy Montessori School, 
that already operates a very successful school in Cambridge.   
  
After a large investment of time and money from Brason Montessori, three new classroom 
areas and two large bathrooms were refurbished and prepared.  Brason opened its doors in 
November and classes have been underway since then.  With a capacity for 63 children 
ranging in age from 2-6 years, Brason only has a few more openings for new students. The 

 
4 Or accessing programs through CMHA Waterloo Wellington website: https://cmhaww.ca/  

https://cmhaww.ca/
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school is open from 7:30am-5:30pm on weekdays and has 11 teachers and one supervisor.  
Two additional staff work in the kitchen to prepare hot lunches and morning and afternoon 
snacks for the children.    
 
In all likelihood, many may not know very much about Montessori schools.  How did they come 
to be and how do they differ from traditional public schools?  Here is a bit of background 
information. 
 

Montessori education is a pedagogical approach that was 
developed by Italian physician Maria Montessori.  Born in Italy in 
1870, Maria Montessori initially resisted a career in teaching, 
which was one of only a few professions open to women at that 
time.  Through determined perseverance, Dr. Montessori became 
one of the first female medical doctors in Italy at the turn of the 
twentieth century.  At that time, women had few opportunities to 
pursue a full medical career.   Consequently, Dr. Montessori 
pursued further studies in the fields of anthropology, psychiatry 
and pediatrics at the University of Rome.  She then began to study 
and work with mentally challenged children. 
 
Through rigorous observation and research, Dr. Montessori came 
to realize that her mentally challenged students could indeed learn 

many things when given specialized learning materials and the opportunity to practice activities 
in a properly prepared environment.  In 1907, Dr. Montessori had the opportunity to test her 
pedagogical approach on all kids.  Remarkably, within a short space of time, Dr. Montessori’s 
students began to out-perform children in the regular school system.  This unexpected 
development surprised even Dr. Montessori and caused her to determine that traditional 
education was in great need of reform.  A new educational approach, far ahead of its time, was 
born.   
 
Dr. Montessori’s “Casa dei Bambini” attracted world-wide attention. Scholars, educators, 
physicians, intellectuals and many others who were curious to see a Montessori classroom in 
action travelled from all parts of the world to witness the remarkable achievements in the very 
first Montessori classroom. Alexander Graham Bell, Thomas Edison and Henry Ford were a 
few early, notables.  
 
Dr. Montessori devoted the rest of her life to studying children, developing her pedagogy, 
lecturing, writing and establishing new schools and teacher-training centers all around the 
world.  Having lived through two world wars, Dr. Montessori’s vision of what education should 
be expanded in her later years to encompass the concept of education for peace. Dr. 
Montessori was nominated for the Nobel Peace prize in 1949, 1950, and 1951.   
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Although Dr. Montessori was never awarded the Nobel prize, 
her contribution to our understanding that “children are the 
makers of adults” stands out even today.  She has helped us 
understand that the way in which we educate children 
ultimately determines the fate of mankind.  Dr. Montessori 
died in 1952, but her legacy lives on through many 
educational institutions, childhood development experts, 
authors, teachers and parents.  In the U.S alone, there are 
approximately 5,000 Montessori schools that serve over one 
million children from infancy through adolescence. 
Remarkably, current medical research on how the brain 
develops from birth to adulthood continues to confirm 
everything that Dr. Montessori determined during her lifetime.  
Thousands more Montessori schools exist worldwide.  Montessori education continues to 
thrive and expand around the world, but sadly it is sometimes misunderstood and poorly 
implemented.  In many ways, it is still a philosophy of education that is ahead of its time.   
 
Authentic and effective Montessori classrooms are thoughtfully prepared learning 
environments that cultivate the child’s natural inclination to learn and achieve.  They are places 
free from competitive stress because they support each child’s formation of their own unique 
personality and intellect. Children work at their own pace according to their abilities and 
interests, but always under the watchful eyes of the guide.  The opportunity to interact with 
children of different ages and abilities allows children to consolidate their own learning by 
assisting others. Montessori educators focus on fostering independent, child-directed learning, 
self-regulation and a love for learning. Montessori education is one of the few educational 
systems that is dependent on a prescribed range of materials that carefully “scaffold” all 
learning.  This is why Montessori classrooms all around the world will have the same materials 
in place while also reflecting the culture of each particular society.     
 
While it is true that Montessori children have more freedom in their day-to-day learning than is 
seen in other educational settings, this is only made possible because Montessori teachers 
establish the correct balance between structure and freedom.  Order, routine, consistency and 
appropriate limits for all are hallmarks of effective Montessori programs. Teachers strive to 
create little democratic communities, where every child is helped to understand their own 
individual responsibilities and the way in which they can uphold what is good for all.  
Essentially, Montessori classrooms are grounded in the golden rule and, in this way, children 
are helped to acquire a code of values that will serve them throughout their lives.    
. 
Here is a short summary of some of the most important principles in Montessori education.  
 

1. Play is work 
Montessorians take a child’s play very seriously, as it is the way the child expresses themself 
and develops one’s understanding of their own place in the world.  Dr. Montessori said that 
“Play is the work of the child.”  Dr. Montessori also said that education should be preparation 
for life. 
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2. The Prepared environment 
The prepared environment is an essential part of the Montessori method.   Classrooms are 
beautiful with an emphasis on global, cultural learning.  Children can move and speak freely 
and act independently throughout the day, but they are carefully guided by their teachers who 
ensure that their choices are ones that will benefit their development.  Montessori educators 
strive to create classrooms that preserve the proper balance between structure and freedom.   
While it may seem counter-intuitive for young children to have the freedom to direct their own 
learning, their freedom is grounded in basic limits and individual responsibilities that uphold the 
common good.    
 

3. Independence 
Montessori believed that education should fully prepare a child for life and not be limited to 
academic training only. This is why there is such an emphasis of individual, self-directed 
learning in Montessori classrooms. Children who become comfortable making choices and 
assuming the responsibilities associated with each of their choices are likely to become helpful 
citizens of the world.    
Dr. Montessori recognized, that, as adults, we tend to underestimate what a young child is 
capable of, and we often extend unnecessary help that ends up thwarting the child’s natural 
initiative and development.  Montessori educators learn to limit the help they offer to what is 
truly needed.  Allowing children to make mistakes and to struggle a little with challenges is an 
important aspect of the Montessori approach. Dr. Montessori said, “Never help a child with a 
task at which they feel they can succeed.” 
 

4. Hands-on learning 
Children learn best through real-life experience. Dr. Montessori was one of the first educators 
to recognize that from birth to the age of 6, the child is gifted with a super-intelligent brain that 
is capable of learning without conscious effort. Dr. Montessori called the young child’s brain 
“the absorbent mind” and she based her approach on the fact that all children universally have 
remarkable abilities and powerful sensitivities that emerge in a universal pattern during the first 
six years of life. Children literally build their mental flesh, personalities and fundamental 
learning attributes according to what they experience during the early years of life. Dr. 
Montessori said, “The most important period of life is not the age of university studies, but the 
first one, the period from birth to age six. For that is the time when intelligence itself is being 
formed.”– Maria Montessori 
 

5. Observation 
Raising children in a Montessori manner requires adults to observe them carefully to notice 
what their fundamental needs and tendencies are.  Dr. Montessori identified characteristic 
attributes that emerge in all young children in a universal, pre-programmed way during the 
early years.  She identified the emergence of a series of sensitive periods during the first six 
years of life in which a child will display great enthusiasm for one aspect in their development 
and environment. Language and movement are both predominant sensitivities that govern 
early childhood development.  Other fundamental sensitivities include the young child’s 
fascination with order, routine, adaptation, exploration, beauty and the social customs of the 
society into which they are born.  With profound awareness and respect for the young child’s 
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natural tendencies and careful and continual observation and guidance, Montessori guides 
ensure that each child’s choices are in line with his fundamental needs and tendencies.    
 

6. Freedom within limits 
In the Montessori context, freedom does not mean that a child can do whatever they wish.  
Instead, freedom is seen as an offering that gradually increases as the child gains the ability to 
manage it.  Montessori guides extend freedom to each individual child according to their ability 
to recognize what is good for them and others.  Montessori teachers and parents are guides 
(or, as Maria Montessori used to say, gardeners).  They provide the right conditions that 
enable children to thrive and point them in the right direction.  They also respect each 
individual child’s need to find their own way within the foundational limits that apply to 
everyone in the group.    
 

7. Love and Respect 
The Montessori method is grounded in mutual love and respect 
shared by the child and adult alike. Dr. Montessori said, “of all things, 
love is the most potent. These are words that Montessori educators 
live by.     
 
This summary provides only a glimpse into the Montessori world.  If 
you would like to learn more, please speak to Mary Flewelling. She is 
a member at Parkminster, a Montessori guide in one of the Brason 
classrooms in the church, and a life-long advocate for Montessori 
education. 
 
Following is a quote from Manju Porwal, Director of Brason Academy 
Montessori School, a photo of Manju during construction work, and 

photos of the new classrooms. 
 
"My aim is for Brason Academy to be a place where children are 
happy when they are dropped off and happy when they are picked 
up, after an exciting day of learning and fun. I can do this by 
ensuring that Brason Academy serves as an enriching environment. 
Every child at Brason Academy is closely monitored to ensure their 
happiness and that they are reaching their potential. Personally, I am 
closely involved with each and every child and their families. I 
believe in providing a personal, unique experience for every child in 
which their individual needs are recognized and catered to. I 
frequently have conversations with parents daily to check in with 
their child's progress and wellbeing. I truly believe, in line with the 
Montessori philosophy, that every child is born with an inherent 
passion for learning, and I conduct every day at Brason Academy 
with this in mind. I hope that you choose Brason Academy to give your child an enjoyable early 
start in life that will impact them for years to come." 

 
 

Parkminster United Church  |  275 Erb Street East  |  Waterloo, ON  N2J 1N6  |  519-885-0935  |  

www.parkuc.ca  |   

To unsubscribe, click here.  

http://www.parkuc.ca/
mailto:admin@parkuc.ca?subject=Unsubscribe

