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centre, a seniors’ centre, or some other non profit organisation is unique. Work with your

community members to discover their priorities and use our toolkits to design your unique

programs. 
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The Healthy End of Life Project (HELP) Ottawa was a

three and a half year community-based research

project led by Dr. Pamela Grassau of the School of

Social Work at Carleton University. It was active

from 2019-2022 and yes, it accomplished its work

amidst the global pandemic and multiple lock-downs

and restrictions. The project was sponsored by

Compassionate Ottawa, funded by the Mach-

Gaensslen Foundation of Canada, and hosted at

Carleton University. This collaborative effort was

modelled after a similar project at La Trobe

University in Australia, referred to as HELP, LaTrobe.

Our Growing Vision 

We live in a death- and frailty-defying society in

which medicine is expected to cure everything and

we are taught that if we just eat right, exercise, and

meditate, we will live forever. Then reality hits and

we don’t know what to say, what to do, or how to

offer or ask for help.

HELP Ottawa aims to support people living with

frailty, chronic, and advanced illness to live and die

at home or in the community and to ensure that all

people who are living with grief, loss, or caregiving

have the support they need. Emphasising the

essential role of all carers with people who are ill,

dying or bereaved, and the cross-cutting need for

respect, support, safety, and belonging. HELP Ottawa

focuses on building and strengthening linkages and

partnerships between individuals and their

networks, including community-based health service,

and spiritual care providers. Collectively, we aim to

ensure that illness, dying, and grief, are everyone’s

business and a normal part of life.

ABOUT HELP OTTAWA
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The Healthy End of Life Project

There were three phases to the project: research, implementation, and

evaluation and dissemination. This toolkit is part of the dissemination

phase of the project. 

Phase 1. Research in the community began as consultation, data

collection, and analysis. The analysis was based on 89 initial

consultations with formal and informal community leaders and

interviews or focus groups involving 183 individuals. Research and

community development was facilitated by HELP Ottawa staff members

and was guided by community Advisory Councils and Site-Leads at each

of the four sites in Ottawa: Centretown Community Health Centre,

South-East Ottawa Community Health Centre, Christ Church Bells

Corners, and Orleans United Church. 

Phase 2. Implementation of the research findings in the form of

community initiatives took place at each of the four selected sites.

These initiatives were designed to address one or more of the following

Compassionate Communities approaches:

Normalize conversations about advanced illness, end of life, grief

and loss, and caregiving

Build the knowledge, skills, comfort and capacity of individuals,

family, and community caregivers

Mobilize helping networks to support people who are frail,

chronically or terminally ill, dying, grieving, or caregiving

Create stronger partnerships between professional health & social

care services and community members to support community

palliative care
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Community members from each of the four sites were hired as site

facilitators. Site facilitators led initiatives in consultation and

engagement with community Advisory Councils and Site Leads. In

some cases, Advisory Councils formed active working groups to focus

on specific initiatives and in other cases, Advisory Councils worked in

a more consultative role. At the end of phase three, 40 initiatives had

been launched and completed. A number of these were deemed to be

so successful that the sites planned to repeat, or in the case of

resource lists, to update them in the coming years, independent of

HELP Ottawa. 

Phase 3. Evaluation and Dissemination Evaluations took place in the

second and third phases of the project with Midpoint Evaluations and

follow-up conversations with Site Leads taking place at all four sites.

Post-Program Interviews with program participants took place

following four of the initiatives, and Post-Program Surveys took place

after 17 of the initiatives. The Final Summary Outcome Report for the

three and a half year project was compiled and submitted to the

sponsor and funder in 2023.

 

Dissemination was the focus of the third phase of the project.

Toolkits, based on key initiatives were developed and posted on the

website for public use. Academic papers were published and

presentations took place at academic conferences and community

events. 

Find more information on our website:

https://carleton.ca/socialwork/helpottawa/



This toolkit is a resource for faith groups that wish to

offer a worship service that focuses on caregivers and

caregiving. It begins with our story, the story of Orleans

United Church, a suburban United Church located east

of downtown Ottawa. It’s a vibrant community with a

“can do” approach underpinned by a philosophy of

service. The toolkit then describes the worship service

and its elements: 

music

reflections on a loss

dynamic role-play

prayers. 

The responses we heard after the service were very

positive and some of those responses are included in the

toolkit. We learned a lot by developing this service and

this toolkit. It concludes with considerations for you and

your community as you plan for a worship service with

your faith community. 

Keywords: caregivers, church service, grief, bereavement

INTRODUCTION
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THE ORLEANS UNITED

CHURCH STORY 

Orleans United has a long history of lay worship leadership.

There are five licensed lay worship leaders at Orleans

United Church (OUC) in addition to various groups within

the church which have taken leadership roles in services.

All have worked very closely with clergy to create their

parts of the worship service but none have offered a

sermon. A former minister, during his last year at OUC,

worked hard to prepare and encourage people in the

congregation to rely less on clergy and take leadership

roles. 

Our first service was suggested by the HELP Ottawa

Advisory Council at OUC with the goal of raising

awareness of HELP Ottawa in the church community and

sharing some of the research findings. One member was a

licensed lay worship leader and worked closely with the

minister to create a short homily. The minister was very

involved in supporting those who were participating. 
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Over the first two years of the HELP Ottawa at OUC, we

offered programs to empower our faith community to feel

comfortable supporting those who are frail, at end of life,

caregiving and grieving. Compassionate Ottawa has

supported our efforts with workshops on advance care

planning and supporting those who are grieving. The

programs and workshops received favourable reviews but

the registration and attendance were low. We were searching

for ways to reach the wider community.

Against this background, coupled with the prolonged

medical leave of the minister, and the growing awareness of

the unrecognised stresses that caregivers suffer, the OUC

Advisory Council members produced an entirely lay member

led worship service on supporting caregivers. A worship

service gave us a captive audience!

OUR STORY CONTINUED

08



The service was held in May, 2022, it took some time to organize.

The minister was available by phone to offer valuable advice and

the director of music took our theme of caregiving and ran with

it. The hymns and the choir’s anthem all addressed the theme of

caring. Instead of a homily, we offered a testimonial and a role

play. The prayers were authored by a member of the Advisory

Council and the dedication was a selected reading from Mother

Theresa. 

The tasks of leading the service were shared by Advisory Council

members and interested members of the congregation who came

forward to share their stories and strengths.

We did a role play that included a member of the congregation

who had been an active caregiver for his wife. He played the role

of the “caregiver” and another congregation member played the

role of a pastoral visitor. Their exchange included a referral to the

local Eastern Ottawa Resource Centre, a partner with the church

in linking caregivers with care-recipients. The role play was

practised beforehand but nothing was written down so it came

across as spontaneous and authentic.

THE WORSHIP SERVICE
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The fact that we could reach outside
the group to bring in resources or good
messages, I think that just strengthens

the whole service.

-OUC Advisory Council Member



THE DETAILS

THE TESTIMONIAL

When the wife of a new Advisory Council member heard

about plans for the worship service, she asked if she could

share her testimony about the loss of a loved one. We gave

her a time limit but no other guidance. Initially, she wanted

to sing a song but after we checked out the copyright

regulation, we advised her that she could only speak two

lines of the song. Her testimonial about the death of a loved

one incorporated two lines of the song and, together, the

message was powerful and moving; it brought tears to the

eyes of many in attendance. 

BUILDING LAY LEADER CONFIDENCE

Every one of the Advisory Council members either

volunteered or agreed quickly to participate when asked. The

success of the first HELP worship service, the church history

of lay leadership, and the increased understanding of what

people are going through during caregiving, death and

bereavement, boosted the confidence of the AC members to

take this on. 

OUTCOMES

The service was very well received. Perhaps this was partly

because it featured voices that were different from the usual

clergy, or, partly because the participants were known to or

were friends of the attendees, or partly because the service

spoke to where people were at in their lives. 
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FEEDBACK ON THE SERVICE

“A lot of people were out of their comfort

zones in this. So, I think their willingness to

kind of step out of that comfort zone and be

there was a strength.” 

OUC Advisory Council Member 

“I really appreciated her telling her story. I

think that took a lot of courage. She shared a

lot of personal information and I'm sure it

wasn't easy to put it out there. I really, really

appreciated that. I thought it gave the whole

service a really nice….sort of genuine,

authentic touch.”

OUC Advisory Council Member
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02 Ask potential participants if they would like an

opportunity to step outside their comfort

zones. 

LESSONS LEARNED

Consider ways that people can contribute

without being in front of a group - writing

prayers, choosing hymns, advertising, and so

forth. 
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01 Ask potential participants about their comfort

level being in front of a group or congregation.

Some things to consider if you decide to

run a worship service:

Work closely with clergy. Some clergy are more

comfortable than others sharing their

leadership role during a worship service.

Accept their suggestions and directions. They

are responsible for what happens during a

worship service.
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As an alternative, consider an after-service

role play during coffee-time, followed by

small-group discussion.
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Mistakes happen! Reading the wrong passage,

losing the bulletin, microphone not working,

etc - actually endear you to the audience if

handled with calmness and humour, and it may

encourage others to participate next time. The

sky has never fallen because someone lost

their lines.
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Plan an after-presentation get together for

those who took part. This encourages

debriefing, peer support and team building.  

07



Thank you for considering a service highlighting

the role of caregivers in our society. Each of us

may become a caregiver at some point. The

stresses of caregiving are not recognized until we

are in that role.
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Image of the role-play during the service.



GOOD LUCK! 
YOU ARE TAKING A

STEP TOWARD
MAKING THE

WORLD A MORE
COMPASSIONATE,

CARING, AND
INCLUSIVE
SOCIETY. 


