
 

 

 

Living Well at The Gawler Foundation 

By Bronwyn Gillespie 

In 2014 it seems wellbeing is the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Never has conscious clean 

living been so desirable and so marketable. Health and wellbeing expos are full of young fresh, well 

rested faces on Saturday mornings, eager to pick up the latest tips and products for mindful, sugar-

free, low-toxin living. If not pursuing a passionate yoga lifestyle most people have at least heard of 

yoga, and ‘mindfulness’ is the buzz word everywhere we look-  all over social media, in our news and 

in the workplace. There’s a feeling you’d better get onto it or risk falling behind. I saw an 

advertisement recently for speed meditation… Would you call that an oxymoron?  

The good news is the link between our lifestyle habits, chronic illness, mental health and life 

satisfaction is being supported by current research and plenty of solid life experience. Prevention is 

becoming a serious topic of discussion when addressing the rising rates of cancer and chronic illness 

and isn’t it about time. 

With the spotlight on healthy living and self-care, we’ve had an incredible year at The Gawler 

Foundation full of growth, new opportunities and the pleasure of working with inspiring individuals. 

We’ve seen lives transformed, witnessed many an ‘ah-ha’ moment during retreats and supported 

hundreds of people through both tears and laughter. 

At The Gawler Foundation we’ve been providing 

lifestyle-based educational programs for people living 

with cancer for over 30 years. Our approach continues 

to be based on the following Seven Essential Elements: 

regular meditation, good nutrition, effective support, 

moderate exercise, emotional healing, power of mind 

and the quest for meaning.  

These days in addition to our cancer programs many of our retreats are now dedicated to teaching 

the Seven Essential Elements in relation to general wellbeing and the prevention of illness. These 

programs are open to all and are attracting participants aged anywhere from 18 to 90 years. We’re 

seeing younger generations with an early passion for a healthy, positive lifestyle as well older 

generations wanting to turn their lives around, invest in their health and wellbeing and be around to 

watch their grandchildren grow up. 



Recently we had the honour of meeting Del on one of our 

self-help cancer retreats. Del is 80 years old, newly diagnosed 

with cancer and given 4-6 months to live. When she arrived at 

our Yarra Valley Living Centre she was on the verge of 

accepting that she was facing the end of a very full life. But an 

insistent voice inside of her was shouting, “No, it’s not my 

time yet. I’ve still got more to do. I feel it!” From spending 

some therapeutic time with Del our senior therapist had the 

strong sense that she was not in denial or self-delusion, she 

had actually tapped into her inner wisdom. This was the voice 

of her deep love of life and her intuition that she still had more to give and more to enjoy. During the 

sessions on meditation, nutrition and emotional healing, Del was attentive, receptive and embraced 

everything. She inspired us all at her ripe age with her willingness to learn, to change, and to 

contemplate new possibilities for the future. 

Whatever it may be that is driving us as a community to take responsibility for our health, to 

enhance our natural energy levels and to be more engaged in life, we love what we are seeing.  

As well as continuing to offer our key healing and wellbeing retreats, we have welcomed a number 

of guest facilitators to add new elements to our offerings. The link 

between obesity and cancer risk and re-occurrence is becoming 

more evident so this year MD, author and brain trainer, Dr Helena 

Popovic, joined us to help people reach a healthy weight using 

principles of neuroplasticity to help change their relationship with 

food. Psychologist and author, Dr Robyn Vickers-Wills is a leading 

authority on all things midlife and has brought her teachings to life 

through a Navigating Midlife and Beyond retreat, helping people 

to transition through the obstacles of the midlife experience. Last 

but certainly not least, Ruth and Ian Gawler have visited the 

Foundation between speaking tours around Australia to offer in-

depth meditation retreats and to guest facilitate our follow-on 

Cancer and Beyond retreat.  This particular retreat provides 

previous cancer retreat participants an opportunity to delve 

deeper into their meditation and lifestyle practices and to 

contemplate the future.  

Earlier in the year we had the pleasure of meeting a young Australian Filmmaker, Shannon Harvey, 

on an impressive mission to share the evidence and benefits of meditation and mind-body medicine 

with the world. When I asked her how she came across The Gawler Foundation, she told me on her 

own personal quest for mind-body healing she went in search of experts and inspiring leaders in the 

field. Her search led her to Dr Craig Hassed, Prof George Jelinek and Dr Ian Gawler and all roads lead 

to The Gawler Foundation. Shannon and her team were so moved by their time at The Gawler 

Foundation that she went on to feature the survivor stories of Ian Gawler and Scott Stephens in her 

newly released documentary The Connection. This film is a must see for all and features international 

authorities such as Dean Ornish, Andrew Weil, David Spiegel and Jon Kabat-Zinn. You can watch the 

trailer at www.theconnection.tv 

Our lifestyle-based educational cancer and multiple sclerosis retreats continue to attract people 

from around Australia and abroad in search of a new way of living, to promote healing and 

http://www.theconnection.tv/


wellbeing. As pioneers in a lifestyle-based self-help approach to cancer, we’re thrilled to be offering 

oncology massage (trained by OMT) as an option for participants during our cancer retreats and the 

peace of mind these qualified therapists offer is greatly appreciated. 

In order to help bridge the gap between health professionals, our services and those who need them 

most, we launched our Gawler Foundation Guide Book in September. This comprehensive guide is 

designed as a resource for health practitioners, support groups, hospitals, cancer care centres and 

support service staff. The guide book provides an overview of The Gawler Foundation, our services, 

therapeutic team, Yarra Valley Living Centre property and frequently asked questions.  

We launched the guide book at the Dorevitch Women’s Health Conference where we had GPs 

literally lining up to request a copy as part of our Health Practitioner Info kit.  This was a heartening 

sight to see so many doctors of all ages and backgrounds acknowledging the relevance of a lifestyle 

approach to health and wellbeing. Our Seven Essential Elements approach was of particular interest.  

If you would like a Gawler Foundation health practitioner info kit please email 

marketing@gawler.org. 

So who cares for the carers? It’s worth remembering that our doctors, our nurses and our allied 

health professionals are all human just like us. They experience stress, emotional baggage, poor 

health and strained relationships, which can all lead to physical fatigue and compassion fatigue. At 

The Gawler Foundation we’re dedicated to raising awareness around self-care not only for the 

‘patient’ but for the carer and the health professional. With this in mind, in 2015, we will be 

providing mindfulness, empathy and self-care workshops for general practitioners in collaboration 

with Monash University School of Medicine, Nursing and Health Sciences.  Dr Craig Hassed will 

continue to provide mindfulness training retreats for health professionals at our Yarra Valley Living 

Centre and we will continue to take opportunities to support hospital nursing staff through self-care 

and mindfulness in-service trainings as they arise. 

This year we have planted many seeds for many great things to 

come.  

With one year drawing to a close and the opportunity for a fresh 

start in a new year just over the horizon, it’s natural for your 

mind to wander to new year’s resolutions, revisiting your goals 

and making next year the year that counts, the one that makes a 

real difference. 

Whatever the scale- in business or in personal life, we encourage everyone to take this opportunity 

to stop and reflect. How close or far do you find yourself standing from the path you wish to be 

travelling on? What would it take to get back on that path and what’s standing in your way? 

Our annual Set Your Compass retreat in January provides the time, space and support to review your 

life passions, roles and values and set a new direction for the year ahead. It’s just one retreat in a 

calendar bursting full of opportunities for rest, recovery and renewal.   

We hope to meet many of you for the first time and see some familiar faces back again during the 

new year, a year of unknown wonder and possibilities. 

By Bronwyn Gillespie.        November 2014.    
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