
Restoring Hope

Mental Health Network

Advent 2020

Dear Friends,

I wonder if, like me, you are thinking about the meaning of Advent this year, in the midst of  the 
despair, suffering and grief caused by COVID-19.

One of the great mysteries of Advent is that Jesus chooses to come to us as a helpless baby. Why 
does the all-powerful Jesus come in such a vulnerable form, especially this year, in the midst of 
our own heightened, COVID-induced vulnerability? Don’t we need hope instead—hope that the 
virus will end? 

I believe that Jesus chooses to come to us in this way because when we encounter a baby, it 
activates a deeply human impulse within all of us to care for the little one. A baby cannot survive 
without the attentive care of others. Jesus’ arrival triggers a desire to care for the newborn. And 
that leads us further to care about what Jesus is all about, namely reaching out to all who are 
vulnerable—bringing justice and dignity for all, showing mercy, loving our neighbour no matter 
who they are, restoring all people who have been sent to the margins back to the centre of 
community life. 

In the world of mental health, that “deeply human impulse to care for the baby” goes by the 
name attachment. In Advent, God in Jesus is activating a fundamental neurobiological system, 
created by God within each of us, to care for the vulnerable.

Our Advent Ministry
I am proud to say that Shalem’s ministry is rooted in attachment (another word for “attachment” 
is “love”).  In fact, Shalem has been at the forefront in developing understandings of attachment 
in the field of mental health (see Liam’s Story and 
Shalem’s Advent Ministry of Attachment on the 
next page). In that sense, Shalem is an Advent 
ministry. And this Advent—as mental health needs 
are rising exponentially due to COVID-19—the people 
we are privileged to care for and learn from need your 
care more than ever. Will you help?

Our Needs, Your Ministry During COVID-19 
At the beginning of the pandemic, Shalem was 
declared an “essential service”. We did not miss a 
beat as we “pivoted” to online work. This has proven 
to be remarkably successful. But because we know 
that online work does not include everyone (such as 
some children, and some people caught in situations 
of domestic violence or facing an inability to access 
privacy or technology), we are seeing a few clients 
face to face—in controlled and safe environments.

The demands on our service continue to increase 
during the pandemic, and they will continue to rise 
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This will be a sign to you: 
You will find a baby wrapped in strips of cloth and lying in a manger. Luke 2:12

Munns, Shijun. Sunshine Mother and Child. www.artshijun.com



All gifts to Shalem Mental Health Foundation are tax deductible.  
RN (Charitable Registration Number): 84513 0178 RR0001

even after the pandemic is over, as the traumas experienced by many people will insist on being 
dealt with. As an example, the number of sessions conducted by our Shalem Counselling Centre 
alone, not including Congregational Assistance Plan sessions, has risen from 4,500 in 2019 to 5,500 
in 2020, even as some families experience greater challenges in their ability to pay for sessions, 
due to the economic impact of COVID-19.

This Advent, as we focus on the coming of Jesus, please consider expanding even further the care 
you provide to those who are vulnerable in your own environments. And please include Shalem in 
that care. Our goal is to raise $75,000 this Advent to support Shalem’s ministry. Can we count 
on you to help us reach that goal?

Thank you for your ongoing prayerful support of our Advent ministry of Shalem. We could not 
fulfil our mission without you, and we do not take your care of us for granted. Do read about the 
fruits of your support on the enclosed page. And may God especially fill you and your families with 
Advent hope during this time of special hardship.

Yours in Christ,

Mark Vander Vennen, MA, M.Ed, R.S.W.      
Executive Director          

Postscript:  My Love Letter to You and to Shalem
This is my 16th and final Advent letter to you—having reached the age of 65, I plan, God-willing, to 
retire as Shalem’s Executive Director at the end of this month. I am thrilled that, after an extensive 
search, the Board has chosen Jennifer Bowen to become Shalem’s new Executive Director. Since 
2009, Jennifer has served with distinction as Shalem’s Clinical Director. An inspired choice, 
Jennifer brings impressive gifts, passion and deep faith to her new role. I know you will support 
her as you have supported me over these many years. Don’t hesitate to be in touch with Jennifer; 
she can be reached at jenniferb@shalemnetwork.org. I plan to be Shalem’s biggest fan from a 
distance.

I am grateful to God, to Shalem and to all of you for the profound ways in which Shalem has been 
able to develop and deepen its ministry over these many years. Thank you! 

I leave you with a final reflection. How does the Advent vulnerability of love overcome the power 
of suffering, violence and death—even death caused by the virus? The apostle Paul tells us that 
our strength lies in our weakness, not in our own power or capacity. Thanks to God’s attachment 
to us, God’s decisive, saving acts arrive in the “weakness” of us loving others, in Christ’s name.  

Perhaps these words from “The Greatest Song” speak with special poignancy and power during 
our hard experience of COVID-19. They happen to have been the wedding text chosen by my wife 
and me, many years ago:  

 Hold me as a ring upon your finger
 Keep me as a seal upon your heart
 For love is as strong as death
 Floods of water cannot quench the fire of love (Song of Solomon 8:6)  

That’s our Advent faith this year, even when it doesn’t seem possible. Love (attachment) is a 
matter of life and death. Even during COVID-19, love prevails over death. 
 



Let me describe how Shalem is rooted 
in “attachment”—that God-created 
human system by which care for 
others is activated (as highlighted in 
Advent) and realized in practice. In our 
psychotherapy work with children, we 
engage in (and teach others in the field) 
“Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy”, 
supporting children and youth who have 
suffered severe early trauma and neglect, 
and their parents, to build the bonds 
of attachment (see “Liam’s Story”). 
Recognizing that the same fundamental 
attachment needs endure from “cradle 
to grave”, our psychotherapy work with 
couples, based in Emotionally Focused 
Couples Therapy (EFT), operates 
from the same dynamic attachment 
framework. 
  
In Shalem’s WrapAround program, 
members of communities (both church 
and neighbourhood communities) create 
a web of relationships around people 
made especially vulnerable by dealing 
with needs across multiple “social 
determinants of health” at the same 
time—poverty, housing, mental illness, 
family stress, trauma, medical needs. 
Our WrapAround work in Hamilton has 
spawned four church and/or community-
based WrapArounds in Ontario, from 
Chatham to Cobourg, and has enabled 
children’s services in Manitoba across 
various government ministries to deliver 
and sustain WrapAround there.  

In Restorative Practice, our work to 
build healthy relationships, transform 
conflict and repair relational harm in 
churches has grown (this year especial-
ly in Christian Reformed, Christian and 
Missionary Alliance, United, Lutheran, 
Anglican and other churches), as it has 

in Christian schools in both Ontario and 
Central America (through a partnership 
with EduDeo). With RE-create, our drop-
in art studio in downtown Hamilton, 
at-risk, often insecurely housed young 
people process traumas using art mate-
rials and find a relational home that they 
sometimes describe as a “life-saver”. And 
with our Congregational Assistance Plan 
(CAP), over 80 churches and schools 
now across Canada implement their Gos-
pel-driven impulse to care for the vulner-
able by making psychotherapy by Chris-
tian counsellors available to all of their 
congregants and others (as they choose) 
anonymously and at no cost to the client.  
 
In all of this, the mental health “models” 
themselves aren’t so important. They 
may change as new and possibly better 
practices emerge. Instead, what we are 
passionate about is searching out, at 
deeper and deeper levels, the God-given 
impulse, activated by Jesus coming to 
us as a baby in Advent, to care for those 
who are vulnerable.

Shalem’s Advent Ministry of Attachment



Liam is a fictionalized composite of more and more children coming 
to Shalem for attachment psychotherapy.

Liam is 7 years old. He was severely neglected and abused 
due to his mom’s addiction and mental health issues. He 
was permanently removed from his mom at the age of 
3. Liam bounced around from foster home to extended 
family to foster home, where he was sexually abused by 
another foster child. Then he landed in his new “forever 
family,” his loving, adoptive parents.

But things aren’t going well. He has learned a lot in his 
young life. He has developed a belief system that says 
“I am not worthwhile—how could I be? My mom chose 
drugs over me; my dad didn’t choose me at all. Clearly, 
the world around me is not safe; adults are not reliable or trustworthy.” No amount 
of love by his new parents will break through this unyielding belief system. He is 
immersed in a pool of shame—“I am unworthy and do not deserve to be happy.” When 
his new parents compliment or praise him, he repeatedly goes into a rage and wrecks 
his room. Now, during COVID-19, when family members have not been able to have 
breaks from one another, the tension is almost unbearable. Understandably, his parents 

are exhausted and the adoption is 
about to break down. If that happens, 
what will be Liam’s future then?
 
But Liam and his parents come to 
Shalem for attachment psychotherapy. 
Slowly, with the Shalem therapist’s 
coaching and his parents’ support, 
Liam starts to open up to a different 
view. He is given empathy for the view 
he has of himself and is helped to 
connect the dots of his life story. He 
begins to experience himself as his 
therapist and his new parents do—as a 
worthwhile, lovable child. He allows 

his parents to fuss over his bruises and put lotion on his scrapes. He is on his way to a 
view of himself that says I am worthy of love, of relationship. 

Now that he has opened himself up to love, he is beginning to understand an even 
deeper love for him, the love of Jesus. When he hears Jesus say to him, “you are worthy 
of love because I have made you, and you are beautiful,” he has a chance of grasping its 
truth. Isn’t that a primary task we have as parents, to provide connecting points to the 
deep, profound love of God?

Your Advent support of Shalem this year helps to make stories like Liam’s happen.

Meet Liam

Trauma or neglect in early life can 
interfere with a child’s ability to form 
healthy attachments. Shalem entered 
into attachment psychotherapy to 
encourage foster parenting and adoption 
by community members. We are 
empowering foster and adoptive parents 
to become key members of the overall 
treatment team. And we are reducing the 
numbers of failed adoptions and foster 
care placement breakdowns— 
restoring hope, raising lives.


