
                   Dear Friends and Family,  

Words & Photos on how 

we spent 2018  
So glad you’re in our lives, with love… 

 

     What fun it’s been to go through 2018 photos and to recall significant signposts along the way! The things that stand out, of course, are all 

about people – family gatherings, community gatherings of neighbours, church and our Syrian families, high holy moments of birth- and death-

markings, new loves and rich, long-standing ones, women and men working hard for peace in contexts of prolonged violence, rituals of love and 

grief, outrage and solidarity.   

     Barely out of 2017 and a year since the Women’s March on Washington at the time of the Trump inauguration, Nathan Phillips Square and the 

surrounding streets of Toronto filled with women and their allies to repeat the messages, heard yet more strongly in collateral movements 

appropriately dubbed #MeToo and #TimesUp.  A recent op-ed and an Advent sermon echoed the message:  the light comes in darkness.  

     Just a few days apart, we celebrated birthdays for Owen and Jeff, Karen and Heather, Wally and Karin joining us for the latter.   In February, 

we got this year’s curling lesson from my niece, Cassandra and her husband, Shawn (the middle two curlers), when they made their now-annual 

trek up this way for the local invitational ‘Pond Spiel’—played on the less-than-perfectly-marbled surface of Island Lake.  

In February they will return to defend their now-three-years-running championship as part of the Paris Club team.   

     In March, we travelled to Delaware and Virginia to spend time with family, friends and possible sponsors and 

supporters of the 5th Global Baptist Peace Conference taking place in Cali, Colombia, in July of 2019.  Wendy Scott, who 

is a member of the Partera Board and her wife, Sandy Taccone, welcomed us to their home in Delaware and our place 

at their magic kitchen table where amazing things happen, both culinary and inspirational:  extraordinary food and top-

drawer conversation and planning for the future of Partera International.  In Richmond, Virginia, we had rich time with 

Jeff’s sister, Janet, and her husband, Doug (and doglet, Joe, sadly passing on New Year’s Day), just months prior to 

their move to Arizona in September, and with colleague and friend, Elham, who entered my life in Sudan in 2006 as 

peace trainee and then colleague, co-facilitator and translator.  Precious. 

     Late in March, I left for a few weeks in Mindanao, South Philippines, an area whose chronic violence (with all of 

the usual roots of conquest, invasion and dispossession) is meant to be kept in check by the almost year-long 

martial law. My role was as trainer in conflict transformation and a curriculum in the works for a while on sacred 

texts and violence. It was a most unusual assignment as I was meant to use a course designed for Christians with 

a student group made up of the ‘tri-peoples’ of Mindanao (Indigenous Lumad, ancient converts to Islam known as 

Moros, and Christian settlers).  So much more could be said about this.  But 

imagine a role-play with Muslims playing Jephthah and his daughter, from a 

Jewish text, before such a mixed group—and the wonderfully rich conver-

sations that followed, with each faith group bringing reflections from their 

own traditions into the circle. And all of this in the service of peace across 

seemingly intractable barriers of race, clan and religion.  Inside, we test out 

strategies for dismantling those barriers and getting clear about the real 

causes of violence.  

     Jeff continues to tend to a growing clientele, offering relief from back, 

hip and neck pain as well as passing on his skills and expertise to students. 

Recently, convinced of the need to mainstream his ideas and techniques for 

pain relief, he has begun a case study with a willing client and the 

collaboration of the client’s physician. His progress—or otherwise—will be 

monitored and measured over a three-month period. We 

can stack up piles of comments—‘the best massage I’ve ever had!’, lovely to get, but the case 

study will help Jeff to make the case for integration into primary care practices. While Jeff 

tended to Aromatica, I conferenced about, as learner or leader:  The Cahoots Festival (look it 

up!) where I led a workshop on Leaning into Discomfiture:  the Courage to have Difficult 

Conversations; ‘Neighbour to Neighbour’, a gathering sponsored by the local Kairos group at 

which I facilitated a fun day of shared food and cross-cultural listening and story-telling with 

our Syrian friends; and the White Privilege Conference, taking place for the first time outside 

the US since its beginnings in Mount Vernon, Iowa, twenty years ago.  It was everything from 

disturbing to exhilarating and back again.  Life-altering. 

     Still wandering, May took me ‘north of 60’, in my work as public sector consultant.  Invited 

to spend a week in Whitehorse by the Yukon Hospital Corporation’s Chief Nursing Officer to do training 

with providers and administrators from Dawson City, Watson Lake and Whitehorse, well, I loved it! Its spring beauty, a spirit of 

community and mutual care amongst a surprisingly diverse humanity, and a recent Indigenous history of celebration of the 
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reclamation of lands along the Yukon River. My stay included a trip with Stephanie, my host, south along the Klondike 

Highway to Bennett Lake and the old village of Carcross, a route that took us into the weirdly wonderful Carcross 

desert and skirted the boldly coloured and aptly named Emerald Lake.  

     June brought birthdays—64 for David and me, 60 for Vicki and 10 for Morgan.  Friends came to celebrate with food, 

drink, games and music, including that old Beatles standby—‘When I’m 64!’ Thanks, everyone!  David and Vicki, Jeff and 

I had a wonderful dinner the day before at the Terra Nova Pub, on the patio, under the trees, mottled with sunlight.  

Jeff and I treated Morgan and her friend, Lilith, to Anne of Green Gables at the Orangeville theatre, complete with 

fancy dinner beforehand and tuxedo-chauffeured drop-off and pick-up!  

     In July, Jeff took his first dive into the Peace Fellowship 

which met this year at Keuka Lake.  He more than survived! 

He will remember a particularly poignant moment with Noé, 

an Indigenous Nahuat (Mexico).  The Campfire Poets provided 

the dance music for the annual Partera summer fundraiser, 

this time a Barn Dance and Silent Auction, held at the 

home/barn of friends, Sabine and Jeff. A wonderful (and 

hot!) day with friends and neighbours! 

     In  August, our US cousins hosted what turned out to be 

quite the family reunion with the Starr branch! A few weeks 

earlier, two of the twigs of that branch, Sean and Angie, 

with their two sons, Jake and Jonah, came for a visit and 

a moment to ritualise the tenth anniversary of their 

wedding, at which I was the officiant. Just the five of us.  So lovely.  

     Gillian has rented a cottage in Muskoka for many years now and she invites us all to 

come. So completely relaxing, swimming, canoeing, games inside and outside, long after-

noons doing nothing but reading and chatting. Both Emily and Gillian have held on tightly 

to long-term friendships, getting together regularly and, in Gillian’s case, planning 

vacations together.  This past year, it was Mexico in January.  Since all of them will be 

turning into a number ending in ‘0’ in 2019, they are already into serious discussions 

about the destination. I’m voting for Spain, volunteering as translator; not needed. 

     For several years now, the Canadian Voice of Women Youth Leadership Camp has 

gathered at this place we call the Hub & Hearth. Every summer there is a new batch of 

young women learning alongside an older generation of seasoned peacemakers. It is 

always one of my favourite weeks of the summer!      

     Morgan and her friend, Mikaela, had five amazing days of horse camp at Little Creek Ranch. It’s not just about 

learning how to ride a horse; it’s about horsewomanship! It also includes arts 

& crafts, exploring the woods and drama. Jeff was in charge of the latter, 

corralling and urging on a group of four-to-14 year-olds in the skills of acting 

and characterisation. Morgan unleashed her inner performer! The results were 

spectacular, the stage, the horse barn! Grateful to John and Elaine and Rachel. 

     On the last weekend of August, we headed out to mark our first wedding 

anniversary. We spent the following several days wandering, from our base at the 

Auberge Lakeview in Knowlton on the south end of Lac Brome, around the Eastern 

Townships of Québec, me dragging a wonderfully enthusiastic Jeffrey to dozens of places still 

alive with McKenna Family memories.  It was there that my father and his three siblings were born 

and raised, where we spent weeks of too few summers during our teenage years at the cottage 

on Lac d’argent, not far from Magog. Close cousin relationships are the legacy of those times 

together.  It was a profoundly moving experience, things so familiar after so many years, one I 

was so pleased to share with the surviving Baby Sister of the four McKenna kids, my Aunt Mary 

Ann. There was a second agenda item:  search out 

the places named in Louise Penny’s superb series 

of novels centred in the ‘Easties’ and around chief inspector Armand 

Gamache.  Our search took us to Sutton, Granby, Stanbridge East and 

Freilighsburg to North Hatley perched on the northern edge of Lac 

Massawippi, Saint Benoît du lac to Ayer’s Cliff, South Stukely to Mont 

Orford.  Wonderful.   

     August is the month for stacking the winter wood, this year a full four 

bush-cords.  And I had some excellent help in the person of Owen, #1 



grandson. We have wonderful conversations.  We had a running 

joke about sleeping on the job! But it got done.  

     In early September, Jeff headed out to Peachland for his annual 

visit with his granddaughter, Emma, ten-year-old daughter of his 

late son, Mark. Grandpa gets a workout—to Emma’s delight! Maybe 

next year in Ontario!   

     Before I left for three weeks in India, Jeff flew to Richmond, Virginia, where he helped to finish packing and then to 

drive the moving van, solo, occasionally in convoy, with his sister, Janet, her husband, Doug, and their son, Steven, to their new home in Phoenix.  

He loved the Route 66 drive and got some beautiful photos of the state’s gorgeous scenery. Jeff’s nephew and his wife, Shelley, also now 

moved to Phoenix from Bradford, joined us for dinner in Orangeville, grateful for Jeff’s gift of his time and energies. David and I joined the 

McKenna-McComiskey clan in Sault Ste Marie for a Stag & Doe party for second cousin, Jenna (2nd from left), and her now-new husband, TJ. 

(he missed this photo-op!) Hilarity in abundance! 

      Also in September, we celebrated the birthdays of my women-kids, Emily and Gillian with a simple day of being together at Gillian’s place 

in Toronto,  Gillian has taken on full management of the Harbord House Bistro. It’s more than a workplace for her; there is a kind ‘Cheers’ 

atmosphere where ‘everyone knows your name’. Emily is a highly-valued broker, helping people knit together the safety nets they need for 

life. And she is busy raising two of the most amazing people I know. They have welcomed Jeff with open arms and hearts. How blessed are we!  

Morgan, avid student and budding actor, knitter and guitar-player, is in Grade 5, and Owen is in Grade 10 and will, within a 

few short weeks be (gulp) 16 years old. Sometime in the last several months, he encountered a delightful young woman by 

the name of Avery. Well, just look at the photo on page 1.  First love is an awesome thing to witness. Though there are lots 

of things to say about Owen, that kinda sums up his universe right now.  [newest member of the family, Scout→] 

     Before Jeff got home from Phoenix, I left for three weeks in North East India. I was first there in 2013 and have been 

back once a year since then.  For the next three years we are concentrating our focus on women and their crucial role in peacemaking.  North 

East India is distinct from the rest of the country, mostly Christian, tribals, and with a history of decades of civil war fed by a government 

determined to divide and conquer, and proliferating insurgency movements taking the bait, however desirable their goals for autonomy and self-

determination. Women are silenced and their social, political and religious roles restricted and embedded in cultural and political norms and 

statutes. And they are amazing women.  We use various phrases to describe our goals: Rising up! Breaking the 

Silence, Disrupting the Violence! In a region where 600,000 people have been killed in intra-religious and internecine 

fighting, women are critical to imagining and nurturing another way.   

      On my return, I was one of those providing leadership for a conference entitled, ‘Reaching and Preaching for 

Peace’.  What a gathering! Spoken word and music were all exquisite and all arising out of the marking of the 

centenary of the Armistice that brought to a flawed close the Great, renamed the First, World War. It took place at 

Yorkminster Park Baptist Church and was supported by all of the major churches of downtown Toronto. I led a 

workshop on the topic of ‘Our Violent Scripture:  What’s a Christian Peacemaker to do?’ As weIl, I was one of three asked to offer stories from the field, 

stories of peacemaking.  I found myself in unexpected conversations with the 104th Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams.  For one who walks with 

royalty and peers, he is both erudite and scholarly, simple, kind and gentle, humbly re-inserting himself back into the pews with everyone else there to 

learn and delight. I asked him about aspects of his lectures or sermons; he told me what he learned and meant to take away from my storytelling.   

     Two things left to add. Jeff’s amazing gift to Partera fundraising this year was, once again, his brilliant re-telling of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol 

which he calls ‘A Dickens of an Evening’. The one-man show + top-drawer musician, Bruce Ley, + lower-drawer visual-lights-and-sound-effects by me 

travelled to eight locations in three weeks, from Ottawa to Niagara, with four shows in Toronto and two in the neighbourhood. It was so well-received, 

great comments and kudos—including, ‘Geez, if ‘d known it was  (a) so amazing and/or (b) not-

church-y, I would have brought my entire family!’  There are lots of Dickens photos about but this 

one (L) says more than one thing: it also introduces our new website, designed by the wonderful and 

amazing BlueBlaze—aforementioned Wendy and Sandy as well as their associates, Vicky, Cate and 

Lacey. Wow!! I think my favourite photo of the two principals of this Christmas magic is this one (R), 

which Candice, minister, friend, and wife to Bruce, captioned, ‘The Boys Rocked it!’  

     We ended the year with three things:  family [Em and Gee, Owen and Morgan, David and Vicki, Cass and Shawn, Steven (now a full-fledged 

soldier and living in Edmonton)], multiple singing opportunities with the choir we love, and New Year’s with 

neighbours. Participation in a learning, nurturing, stretching community and its habits of activism, inclusion, 

compassion, celebration and hospitality has come as an unexpected gift here in our home in the hills.  

     With this letter, it was tempting to write about, acknowledge, the presence of those elements of our shared 

planetary lives that are beyond preoccupying. I settle for the latter. They are there. Saved for other venues of 

devotion, conversation and action. And there is love and joy, compassion and peace and possibilities yet 

unexplored. God bless us, everyone.   
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Photos in case you’re wondering who those people are: 

1. Winter at the Hub & Hearth 

2. Spring fox kits 

3. Some of our neighbours out for a wander in the north cornfield, January  

4. The Evolutionaries’ Tea-Time in the loft 

5. Pumpkin chatting up another one of the neighbours, February 

6. Summer colours, August 

7. Women’s March, Toronto, 20 January 2018; poster:  ‘Boys will be boys good humans’ 

8. Women March on the street 

9. The Paris Curling Club team wins another ‘Pond Spiel’, February, Orangeville 

10. Elham, LeeAnn and Jeff at a Thai restaurant in Richmond, Virginia, March 

11. LA with Timuey or Datu (leader/guide) of the Aroman Manobo people, Ronaldo Ambangan 

12. Hanape (dancing as Jephthah’s daughter)  

13. Jephthah (Willy) confronts his daughter with the bad news 

14. Traffic jam in Guwahati, Assam, October 

15. Owen and his girlfriend, Avery, October 

16. Circle of learning and conversation with members of the Aroman Manobo, Mindanao, the Philippines 

17. Our Syrian family, Sabah, Helin, Khalil 

18. LA and Wendy, Jeff taking photo, Middle Run Valley Park, Newark, Delaware; out for a hike, March 

19. Jeff and his sister, Janet, Richmond, Virginia, March – and the now-late, Joe. 

20. Whitehorse, Yukon Territory, May 

21. LeeAnn, David and Vicki in the mottled sunlight, Terra Nova Pub celebrating our birthdays, June 

22. LA with ice cream and the Campfire Poets, Partera Barn Dance and Silent Auction fundraiser, chez Rohner-Tensee 

23. The annual Canadian Voice of Women for Peace Youth Leadership Camp, Hub & Hearth, August 

24. Revisiting McKenna roots, Pinetree Cemetery, Granby, Québec; tombstone of my grandparents, Hilda Emily Kendall and Arlington David McKenna 

25. Dinner in the pub at the Auberge Lakeview, Knowlton, Québec 

26. (two photos) Owen ‘helping’ with stacking four bush cords of winter wood, August; celebrating a job well done. 

27. (three photos) Morgan and friend, Lilith, enjoying a fancy meal before being whisked off to Theatre Orangeville to see Anne of Green Gables, June 

28. Karin and Wally who somehow didn’t make the birthday party photos. 

29. June birthday party with friends Candice and Bruce, Paul, Susan and Alex, Wally and Karin, Emily, Owen, Morgan, Gillian, keeping an eye on the ring toss! 

30. Starr-Alexander-Maloney-Demerse, etc. gathering in Battle Creek: Rita & Wally Demerse Vanderwall, Robert Alexander & Penny Bryden (daughter, Lizzie with Rita), LA, 

niece & her husband, Cassandra & Shawn Easton, Vicki and David Starr McKenna. With lots behind the scenes, Jeffrey Cottam (photographer), Karen Woods, Danny 

Maloney, Sean, Angie, Jacob & Jonah Demerse 

31. Sean and Angie at our place for their wedding vows renewal ceremony!   

32. Gillian, Playa Tulum, Mayan Riviera, January 

33. Morgan and Emily, Gillian’s cottage, August  

34. (two photos) Morgan stepping outside of her role as a TV newscaster reporting news on a race between a cheetah and a sloth, Little Creek Ranch, Mono Township; 

horse camp participants with their dance buddies. 

35. Training with women in Nagaon, Assam, North East India; here they are doing role-play game called a hastle-line, October  

36. Training with women in the West Garo Hills, Meghalaya, NEI 

37. Me and Rowan, November 

38. Jeff, landing page of the brand new Partera website designed by Blue Blaze Associates, from which people could search for information for a Dickens of an Evening 

venue near them! 

39. Rob, Jenna, Spencer, Joan Congdon, pre-Stag & Doe gathering in honour of the upcoming destination wedding for Jenna and fiancé/now husband, T.J. McIntyre!  

40. Jeff and Emma, Peachland, British Columbia, September 

41. Shelley and (Jeff’s nephew) Lee Wilson, LeeAnn and Jeff, Steakhouse 63, November 

42. Morgan and recently-arrived in the Purchase family, Scout (tentative) 

43. The Boys rocked it!  Jeffrey Cottam and Bruce Ley:  photo taken at a post-show tipple at the Dufferin Public House, December 

44. Barn Dance and Silent Auction:  Isabella, Jeff and Sabine (back) Rohner-Tense (their place!), Isla Grace Barr-Klouman (invisible, in pram), Elaine Capes, Adelle Barr-

Klouman, Dora Bowhuis, John Litherland 

45. Trinity Shelburne United Church, Christmas Eve 

46. Jeff and David Starr out for a Christmas walk, Springwater Park, December 2017 

 

 

 


