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For three years I taught the children’s programs here at the Unitarian church of 

Vancouver. There’s a much loved, and much used, Opening Activity for children. 

Perhaps you’ve done it yourself. It goes like this: someone holds a ball of yarn 

(typically purple), holds onto one end, and tosses the ball across the circle. That 

person catches it, holds onto the string, and then tosses the ball to another person. 

And so it goes, again and again, until you’ve created a web of connections, a strong 

mesh that could hold someone up. And it’s responsive too: one person tugs, and 

everyone feels it. 

It’s a potent symbol, and I ask you to hold it in your mind as I tell you the story of 

how Growing Eden came to be. The story begins at Farmers on 57th. It’s a 

community integrated urban farm that I helped to establish, just about 10 blocks 

from here. I was leading a tour of the Farm, pointing out our lovely harvest box 

program, the wheelchair accessible gardens, the families in the area who come by 

bicycle each week to pick up their 0 mile veggies. One woman in the tour was a 

social worker who worked with refugees, and she asked a simple and clear question 

that day: what about the marginalized people in our community? What can you do 

for folks who are refugees, for people who are low income? The people who don’t 

get to access that beautiful premium local organic food?  
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It was an honest and open question, an invitation really. In essence, she took out a 

big purple ball of yarn, and she threw it to me.  

Her question stayed in my mind. Some time later— months, maybe—in a seemingly 

unconnected moment, Steven Epperson opened up an email on his work computer. 

It was from the Vancouver Foundation, and it was the kind of email that you would 

typically disregard as spam, too good to be true: the estate of Robert and Anna 

Koerner would like to give the annual dividends of their investment, to the tune of 

$10,000 each year, to the Unitarian Church of Vancouver, from now into the future. 

Their request is that the money be used for any one of the following purposes:  

● To support young people of minority groups, particularly those in BC; 
● To support refugees coming to Canada regardless of race, creed and color; 
● To support and assist causes humanistic and liberal in character in the 

educational and cultural fields  
 
And here I hold an image of Robert and Anna in my mind (admittedly fictionalized), 

a married couple very much committed to the humanistic, Canadian ideal of helping 

people integrate into our wider society. To honour the dignity of each person. They 

want to support those ideals, they want to help make them continue even after they 

are gone, and in my mind, Robert and Anna talk together about how, and who,  to 

best do that. And they think of the Unitarians.  

And so, we need to expand our ball of yarn analogy a little further back in time and 

space to our Unitarian community in Canada, perhaps overseas. Together they wove 
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a web that Robert and Anna noticed, and appreciated. And so they threw a ball of 

yarn in our direction. (Or, perhaps more exact to say, they threw us purse strings.)  

So what next? At Farmers on 57th the social worker had provided the seed of a new 

idea, and the Koerners had offered support for just that kind of seed. We 

brainstormed. What about a productive, garden-based program geared specifically 

for people marginalized in our society: people who are refugees, immigrants, or low 

income? Families who live in basement suites, who likely long for garden space and 

for connection to community, who would benefit from local organic food and all the 

health that it brings? What if we gear this program for children, but also for their 

parents? What if we all grow food together, harvest food together, make meals 

together, grow community?  

Not a new idea by any means, but sometimes the old ones are the good ones.  

So we had the idea, now we needed the location. A bit of research showed that a 

high proportion of low-income newcomers live in Southeast Vancouver, about 20 

blocks due east of here. There’s a big park around there called Bobolink—named 

after a bird by the way—and in the middle of that park is a decommissioned road 

owned by the City. And on that road sits a building called South Vancouver Family 

Place. Each day they open their doors to welcome parents and children to their 

no-cost program. The place is full, and it looks like a postcard from a United Nations 

gathering. The signs in their washrooms are in 5 different languages, and they have 
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specific outreach to community members who are refugees and ESL. They’ve 

already woven a web of their own in the middle of that beautiful park. What if we 

tossed a ball of yarn their way?  

The South Van Family Place caught that ball of yarn with enthusiasm (I love people 

who say yes) and that year we negotiated an ongoing lease with the City right next 

to the Family Place to transform some more of that old decommissioned road into 

garden. We built a big maze of connected wooden boxes and filled them with soil 

donated from the City. We made up a song: 

Where there was concrete, we’ll build a garden 
Where there was concrete, we’ll build a garden 
Where there was concrete, we’ll build a garden 
Oh we’ll build a jungle where there used to be street! 
 

Interestingly, significantly, it’s one area of Vancouver where there are absolutely no 

community gardens.  

Now, many of us in this room are gardeners, and many of us are community 

builders, and so you know the secret:  there’s something magical that happens when 

you put the two together and build community in a garden. The secret is that it’s 

extremely easy to do. Nature does most of the work for you.  Gardens connect us to 

smells, they connect us to memories, they connect us to food and family and culture, 

and so, naturally, gardens connect us to ourselves and to one another. Which is 
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pretty appealing if you are an isolated newcomer, looking for a place to sink some 

roots.  

So it’s no surprise, really, that in that first year of programming, we had about 30 

people coming each and every week. We were also enthusiastically mobbed each 

week by about 100 students from the nearby school during recess, but that’s 

another story, and another project waiting to happen.  The garden was enticing, 

even when it was just dirt and boxes.  

Many of the mothers had never gardened before. Most kids, under family pressure 

to conform to Canadian ideals, had never taken off their shoes outside. We 

discovered ways to awaken to the wonders of nature—ways that were as powerful 

for the adults as they were for the 3 year olds. We went round the garden and 

collected different shades of green, comparing leaves to paint chips from Cloverdale, 

marvelling at the spectrum of colour in Mother Nature’s palette.  

We built trellises of yarn and bamboo that towered ridiculously over our heads, only 

to have them swallowed up by the masses of bean vines that we planted at their feet. 

And we stuck those sticky bean leaves to our clothes in funny places, and we 

laughed.  

Children learned that it was ok to pull kale or beans right off the stem and stuff them 

into their mouths, and mothers learned that a bit of organic dirt or even an 

occasional bug could all be part of a healthy immune system. And we collectively 
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thrilled at the huge bulbs of garlic that we unearthed in July—garlic it seems, is a 

flavour that links many cultures.  

The garden has become a deeply special place for the mothers as it has for the 

children, which I realized when one mother brought her one week old baby to the 

garden. As she said at the year end feedback:  

I actually gave birth just last Wednesday and said 
“Yes, I won’t miss garden club, because tomorrow is Thursday!” 
It’s like endorphins for me. 
That’s why I was looking forward to garden club. 
I was willing to get out of hospital just to make it.  
I was wanting to know what crops were there, or what grew. 
It keeps you guessing.  
What I love is the mystery. What grew this week, you know. 
There’s that magic in it.  
 

There are many moments that I carry from that garden, and that circle of 

community that we’ve collectively woven. These memories sit in the 

heart—beautiful images always outside, always in the garden. 

I’ll share just two.. 

A  gracious, intelligent women I’ll call Parveen, who raises her young son alone here 

in Vancouver. Parveen’s work in the Afghani embassy in New York had made it far 

too dangerous to return to her homeland of Afghanistan, and so she now lives as a 

refugee in Vancouver, far from her mother, father and her family. Despite excellent 
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English, Parveen experiences firsthand the sense of isolation and poverty that comes 

with being a single ESL parent in a city like Vancouver.  

We met in the garden and began to talk of home, of favourite family foods. Parveen 

told me about a beloved Afghani vegetable that she can’t find in any supermarkets 

here, a vegetable that perhaps doesn’t even have an English name, a vegetable she 

hasn’t eaten since she left. Her mother would make it into a traditional dish, a kind 

of stuffed pita. You could tell for Parveen, it was a symbol of home, a source of 

belonging and now of longing.  

She wrote home to her brother in Kabul, (and here I hope there are no agricultural 

inspectors in the audience) as I say that he sent her a small packet of seeds in the 

mail.  We opened the packet, and marvelled at how instantly recognisable it was: a 

clear cousin of our leek. Now we knew how to grow it, and what to expect. A little bit 

of Afghanistan in South Vancouver. 

All that spring Parveen tended those Afghani leeks, cutting them as she had seen 

farmers do back home. She treated them differently that we typically do, cutting 

them down to stubs each week to make them grow thicker. One day the leeks were 

ready, and she quietly disappeared into the kitchen and emerged with her mother’s 

dish, cut to share. A small and significant moment that held so many emotions.  

Later on that summer we each painted flags, each of us writing one word, one wish 

for ourselves or for our shared garden. Parveen wrote in the beautiful script of her 
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homeland, and we stretched that flag high above those Afghani leeks: that word was 

Peace.  

A story about another mother named Farida, very recently arrived from Nepal, who 

came with her quiet and shy young son each week. One of the weeks we decided to 

make tie-tied shirts and scarves, and in a stroke of luck I found sheets at Value 

Village bearing the name of Hotel Fairmont: 100% Egyptian cotton, 400 thread 

count, deliciously luxurious. We leaders watched as the mothers took the cloth and 

bottles of dye, and spread out into various corners of the garden. They each brought 

their own distinctive sense of expertise and culture to the task of dying that cloth. It 

shouldn’t have been surprising, but somehow it was. 

Each woman took home their cloth creations. The following week Farida came back 

wearing a gorgeous tie-dyed shalwar kameez outfit, custom tailored on her home 

machine. It took a moment to realize that this new outfit was made from none other 

than the scarf she had dyed the previous week. Amazing! A circle closed in around 

Farida as the mothers clustered around her, buzzing in admiration, advising that she 

should start a tailoring business for weddings and events. Out came phones and they 

shared facebook pages and local connections—connections that I suspect no 

certified employment counsellor could have generated. Apparently Farida had been 

thinking of this very business herself, and just hadn’t known where to start. Maybe 

she just needed the encouragement. I think it’s hard to communicate the importance 

of moments like this: the moment of being seen, of creating something that is 
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admired by your community, creating the sense of place and belonging that 

supports us, and lifts us up. We all need it.  

What we create in that garden each week, and each year, is a web of connection. We 

come together, we toss that ball of yarn. We weave a web. 

Not long ago, that ball of yarn wove its way back into our Unitarian congregational 

community. Parveen came to the visit here over several Sunday school sessions, and 

she spoke to the 9-12 year olds.  

Peace is like water, she said.  
It is only when you don’t have it, that you realize how thirsty you are.  
 

In response, we wrote penpal letters to a school in Afghanistan, sending the mail to 

Parveen’s father who would then drive the hour up to deliver our letters to the 

school. We asked the principal what the school might need, thinking pencils or 

notebooks. His response was surprising: clean water, a well for the community. 

Many of you will remember that our children here fundraised with two plant sales 

and a couple of Sunday lunches. We partnered with a Canadian non-profit agency 

doing educational work in Afghanistan. And we raised the funds needed to drill a 

deep well and bring clean water to not only those students, but to the whole village. 

Parveen’s father sent us photos on the day they celebrated its opening. And on that 

well there’s a plaque thanking us: a gift from our community to theirs. 
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So that ball of yarn that we toss—from a social worker to an urban farmer; from 

Robert and Anna Koerner to the Unitarian Church of Vancouver; from our 

congregation to a small school in Afghanistan—that ball of yarn is real. It has 

meaning when we teach the game to our 5 year olds.  

So in closing, when we join hands in this room, and sing Carry the Flame, let’s 

celebrate those connections that we each bring to this community. Let’s be 

conscious of the incredible potential that exists in each moment in this space. 

Sometimes it doesn’t take much—a passing insight, a thoughtful connection—an 

idea that comes from an inspired place. We each bring these things, and we each can 

serve as the spark to ignite something new. That old clique is actually true. And 

every day, I am thankful for this beloved, blessed community that makes sacred 

space to cultivate and honour those connections. Thanks for supporting the Growing 

Eden program. Thanks for the opportunity to speak.  
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