
ventured out to my first Spark of Brilliance 
workshop. After all the clinical treatment I had 
received - still feeling hopeless - I was skeptical 
to believe that art, an activity that occupied 
my time as a child,  could do much more than 
provide simple distraction.   
 
It was the first time in years that I had 
socialized with anyone outside my small circle 
of family and doctors. I was quiet, timid and 
afraid; I didn’t speak to anyone. I was afraid of 
saying something stupid, afraid of what others 
would think of me, afraid that I wouldn’t fit in. 
By the third workshop, I was more 
comfortable knowing that other people in the 
room expressing themselves through the arts 
were just people – people that understood 
me, encouraged me, and believed in me.  I had 
found a place where people weren’t 
judgmental, where everyone has something to 
offer, where everyone is given the opportunity 
to shine.  
 
Through the use of a little bit of paper, glue, 
scissors and paint I could symbolically express 
the depth and intensity of the pain I had 
endured. It was freeing and refreshing.  Within 
a matter of a dozen bottles of paint and as 
many glue sticks, everyone could see the 
transformation that was happening to me; I 
began talking with people and laughing again.   
 
While psychotherapy and medication helped 
conquer many physiological aspects of my 
illness, it was through my involvement with 
the arts that I was able to rediscover myself, 
express my emotions creatively and reconnect 
with the broader community.  
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As a child I was obsessed with creating art.  I 
occupied myself for hours - colouring, painting, 
writing stories and assembling fantastical 
collages from images cut out of Sears 
catalogues and gardening magazines – much to 
my mother’s dismay. Until one day, shortly 
before my eleventh birthday when I realized 
that these simple pleasures no longer made me 
happy – nor did much of anything else. It wasn’t 
known at the time, but my sudden lack of 
interest in the joys that previously so fully 
engaged me, were side effects of a series of 
mental health issues with which I would be 
later diagnosed in my mid 20’s.  
 
My childhood, teenage years and early 
adulthood had been appropriated by severe 
depressive disorder, obsessive compulsive 
traits, social anxiety disorder and panic attacks 
so debilitating that eventually I developed 
agoraphobia. 
 
Despite years of treatment, it had become 
almost impossible to see past the barriers that 
had felt indestructible for the majority of my 
life.  My mental health issues had become my 
nemesis and the word “recovery” was 
incomprehensible to me. I had seen the word 
“recovery” printed in every self-help book I 
read – reading that recovery was possible to 
attain. Yet, I had also heard it inside half a 
dozen doctors’ offices, where I was told that 
recovery was unachievable - at least for me; I 
would be sick for the rest of my life. There was 
no hope for me.  
 
In a desperate attempt to rediscover even a 
small piece of who I had been before my illness 
tightened its grip, and to occupy my 
increasingly empty and isolated hours, I 
mustered up some dormant courage and 

My Recovery Through The Arts 
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“Art can penetrate the very deepest part of us, where no words exist.” - Eileen Miller 
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Living my life, standing by my death bed, I am still. 
I look straight into my eyes and I ask myself:  

How have you lived? 
I have lived as much as I have loved. 

And then, I ask myself:  

How much have you loved? 
With unlimited space. 

With courage. 
Breaking through my mental cages, one at a time. 
And befriending you, who is always by my side. 

Trying to love you unconditionally. 
Trying to accept you as you are. 
Trying to find peace with you. 
And then again, I ask myself:  

Was your life worth living? 
A pause. 
A breath. 

A moment of infinite replies. 
A courage to answer. 

A courage to have doubts. 
And 

A courage to live life! 
I answered yes! 

Yes to all the pains and yes to all the loves. 
For all that remains is moving our inner most hidden feelings of 

ourselves, our home of this present moment, united as one. 
For death is the cradle of my next breath. 

Exhale. 
Inhale. 
Live. 

For Freedom!  

My Freedom! 
For it is also your Freedom. 

Celebrate it! 
Treasure it! 

Share it! 
Honour it! 

Honour yourself! 

As Georgia O’Keefe once said, “I found I could say things with 
color and shapes that I couldn't say any other way - things I had no 
words for.”  
 
I believe that art has the ability to communicate thoughts, feelings, 
and experiences that would otherwise be difficult to express to 
others. Art can be a tangible, visible representation of our own 
evolution. It is a non-verbal means of bridging that which is inside 
us that we wish to express with those who may not understand. 
Art has helped me come out of my shell;  to see myself as an artist 
again, and improve my overall quality of life through self-
expression.   
 
Not so many years ago, I was told I was a “hopeless case”. I was 
told that I would never hold a job. I was told that I would never 
lead a normal or productive life. I was told that I would never be a 
contributing member of the community. I was told that I would 
never recover. I have proven everyone wrong, and I believe it was 
all from a little help of a paintbrush. 
 

Marcey Gray is Program Coordinator for Spark of Brilliance. Spark of 
Brilliance is a community-based mental health program of Self Help 

services, operated by CMHA WWD that promotes healing, recovery and 
discovery through the expressive arts for those with a lived experience of 

mental health issues and/or addiction. For more information: 
www.sparkofbrilliance.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

My Recovery Through the Arts 
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If you search the internet for articles about creativity, you will find researchers, authors and artists debating  and articulating theories  
about  what creativity is, where it comes from and how to maintain it.  Some theorize that creativity is genetic; you either have it or you 
don’t. Conversely, many people embrace the more optimistic opinion that creativity is inherent. I side with the latter theory, but believe 
even though creativity may be innate, it is a part of us that may become dormant if it is not nurtured and practiced. 

Author, Hugh MacLeod, sums up this theory quite simply in his book, Ignore Everybody: and 39 Other Keys to Creativity – “Everyone 
is born creative; everyone is given a box of crayons in kindergarten. Then when you hit puberty they take the crayons away and replace 
them with dry, uninspiring books on algebra, history, etc. Being suddenly hit years later with the ‘creative bug’ is just a wee voice 
telling you, ‘I’d like my crayons back, please.”   

I believe creativity is very much the same as the old adage about riding a bike!  Creativity can come and go depending on a lot of things 
like levels of stress or motivation, but I don’t think that it ever completely disappears; it is always lying just below the surface waiting 
to be taken for a spin. 

So, how is it possible to rediscover your creativity? Here are some tips that can help you cultivate your creative spirit. 

 Brilliant ideas tend to have a way of popping up when one doesn’t have a means of recording them. Always try to keep a
notebook on your person or close at hand, so when a dazzling idea hits you, you will be able to record it. Keep a small notebook
in your purse or pocket, by your bedside, and yes – even in the bathroom! Even if an idea doesn’t seem valuable now, it might turn
into golden inspiration in the future!

 Seek out cultural activities! By visiting museums and historical locations (abroad or in your own neighbourhood) and watching
documentaries about far away places and different ways of life, you can discover an immense world of creative inspiration!

Continued on page 4 
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Tips for Rediscovering Your Creative Spirit 
By: Marcey Gray 

Tools for Recovery

A person diagnosed with a mental illness lost custody of their 
children. It was a devastating loss for them. They asked for my 
help and it was clear to me they were being discriminated 
against because of mental health issues. 

With no money for a lawyer they prepared the papers to appeal 
to the court. It was a daunting task for them to be working 
through their re-covery and surviving the losses of a marriage, 
housing and work, as well as to keep fighting to get custody 
back.  

It took four years and three trials when finally a Superior Court 
Justice overturned the earlier court decisions and returned full 
joint custody with their ex-spouse.   

It was most gratifying that the judgement addressed the ex’s and 
children’s authorities prejudice against people with mental health 
issues.  

In spite of all the obstacles, their love of the children and fierce 
determination never diminished and I was honoured to be able 
to help. 

Ask REEVES 
By: Paul Reeve 

If you have advocacy questions or you would like to submit to 
“Ask Reeves” contact Paul Reeve, Advocacy Coordinator, or 
send a comment to the editor . If you do not see your questions 
in print, please note Paul responds to all questions on an 
individual basis. 

Every day I’d ignore the pain  
as I was being melted away by the acid rain 

Every day I’d lay on the cold ground  
watching the acidification of the clouds 

Every day I’d watch my world die 
as the sun fell from the sky 

Nowadays I have an appetite for light  
as I watch the clouds turn from black to white 

Nowadays I take in the world  
as my kin because no drop of rain will destroy my skin 

Nowadays I embrace this new life I chose  
like a man who picks for his lover the most beautiful rose 

Rain 
By: Brendan McNena 
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The Life at the End of the Tunnel 
By: Brendan McNena 

To live is to struggle, to struggle is to learn, to learn is to accept, to accept is to have peace. 
 

Throughout my life I’ve overcome a lot of doubt and disbelief due to the abuse and addiction issues that I’m dealing  with.  I’ve come 
to terms with the simple fact that my past mistakes and the hurt that people put me through, do not dictate the value I have and show 
through what I do in my everyday life.  I’m here to help people, and with that in mind, I’m writing this.  I hope it can help others to see 
the value they have in themselves.   
 

We all have the ability to do anything we want to do.  I’m not writing to preach, I’m writing to let you know that it took me so many 
years to see any value in myself.  I was so low that I thought I deserved every horrible thing that happened to me.  I write this now, 
knowing that I am not that guy anymore.   
 

The kind people at Self Help took me into their hearts and have become like a second family to me.  A transformation like that could 
not have taken place without a circle of the most kindhearted people in my life that I have ever had.  Through them, I was able to 
open a creative valve that led me to doing so much for myself.  I started playing the guitar and I started writing and learned Japanese.  
As I’ve discovered my creativity, worked on my recovery journey and built a strong support system, I stayed sober from alcoho l and 
quit cigarettes for longer than I ever have before.   
 

My creativity means everything to me.  It determines so much in my life – my ability to see the positive hope in everything, my 
comedic genius, my ability to take every adult, child and animal into my heart.  It’s all based on my support system and my creativity.  
My ability to know that this is who I am - I am love, I am light and I am heart and these are the words I will continue to live by. 

 Say “Yes!” to new experiences! Trying new things can generate fresh ideas and broaden your creative horizons. Sure, bungee 
jumping may not be on your list of new experiences you’d like to try, but how about learning a new language, taking up a new 
hobby or travelling? Trying something new will help improve not only your creativity, but also your quality of life. If you don’t 
enjoy a particular experience, you don’t have to do it again, but you will have the experience and potentially some very creative, 
new ideas under your belt! 

 Sleep, Eat, Work is certainly not the most creativity-inducing schedule, but it is a practice that most of us live by. Try changing 
your routine. How about Sleep, Eat, Work, Dance, Spin, Laugh, Jump! You don’t need a lot of spare time to fit something new 
into a busy schedule. Take 5 minutes here and there as it becomes available, and do something different! 

 Brainstorming by yourself can produce some really creative and unique ideas and concepts and you don’t need a big or signifi-
cant project on the go to brainstorm. Brainstorm ideas about innovative ways to use a paperclip, write new punch lines to old 
knock-knock jokes, write a list of everything that you can think of that is red – or should be, or could be! Don’t over think – just 
write down your ideas! The ideas that you brainstorm can be reflected on in the future and might be the impetus to a great new 
painting, story, song, etc. 

 Take every opportunity possible to talk to everyone you meet, including strangers on the bus, your waitress at your local 
diner, your bank teller etc. You shouldn’t disclose all your deepest darkest secrets of course, and the stranger likely won’t do that 
either, but talking to everyone you meet affords you the opportunity for new experiences, character development for stories, 
lyrics for songs, etc. 

 If you aren’t a morning person, attempting to be creative in the early hours of the day might be a frustrating task! Much like how 
some people function better in the evenings as opposed to mornings, creativity also has peaks. Try to identify your peak times 
of being creative and also of being not so creative. Try your best to make yourself available to creative activities during the 
times when you have creative peaks. 

 Everything should be done in moderation – event creative activities. If you are on a roll with a creative project, it can be hard to 
take a break, but in order to keep yourself healthy and fresh, it is important to take breaks! 

 Creative people tend to have a space where they seem to come up with their most brilliant ideas. Find your creative space! It 
could be in the shower, sitting by the river under a tree, your garden, the public library… Wherever you choose, the space needs 
to feel right for you – a peaceful, quiet space where you feel comfortable and your ideas can flourish. 

 Just like your body, your brain needs some exercise now and then as well. Stimulate your brain by reading, doing a crossword 
or some Sudoku, or join a website like Luminosity that helps improve brain health and performance with games! 

 Fear is the biggest barrier to being creative and can paralyze progress. Don’t be afraid of being different or being wrong and try 
to eliminate self-criticisms that may impair your ability to develop strong creative skills. 

Tools For Recovery  
Continued from page 3 
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Blank Canvas 
By: Kayleigh Hilborn 
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Word List 
 
 

1. Discovery 
2. Create 
3. Recovery 
4. Write 
5. Explore 
6. Design 
8.     Beauty 

Word Search 

How many of us (s)lack creativity?! Some of us slack, but I don’t believe that anyone lacks creativity. 
Creativity is the process of creating something.  A new thought, a new feeling, a new behaviour. Something that we’ve never done 
before, or maybe we have, but differently.  
 

I use my creativity in many ways. From how I put the dishes in the dish rack, to the dance I do when I vacuum, to how I express my-
self, verbally and nonverbally.  
 

I didn’t come with an instruction manual. Throughout my life I had to be creative. How to talk, how to act, how to adapt, how to get 
over hurt, how to let go of anger, what to do for self-care and trying to stay centered. 
 

My recovery journey is signed with my name under it, the person who created it.  
 

Thank you all who participate and contributed creatively in this creative process, but please be aware the process doesn’t end, crea-
tivity never ceases, and because of that, I have the opportunity to reinvent myself whenever needed.  

My  Creative Little Rant 
By: Iolanda Andrade 

It all fell apart 
My perfectly crafted masterpiece, the mask, dissolved  

The carefully created character, stripped bare for all to see 
Exposed, and left vulnerable 
Living out my insecurities 

Years spent hiding behind carefully placed labels 
Perfectly concocted medications and a tool box at the ready 

Poised and molded to fit societies little boxes 
And I laughed as it all crumbled 

Creating a stronger foundation under my feet 
And the canvas, blank before me, awaiting my true expression 

With every stroke, hesitant at first, growing bolder 
Finding, creating, redefining my authentic self 

No mask to hide behind 
Thirst for life keeping the fear at bay 

Rebuilding myself 
In my perfectly imperfect ways 

The flaws as beautiful as anything, shaping me 
Who I am is up to me 

I get to decide; to Create, to be free 
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When it comes to creativity, I find that I automatically think of being creative as being able to craft and of having artistic ability; as if 
those are the exclusive pieces that define what creativity is.  This is a false notion, but one that allowed me to reflect on what creativity 

means to me and what it means to my recovery journey. 
 

When I was having a hard time recognizing that creativity is more than just the ability to make art, I turned to the dictionary to search 
out the “real” definition. 

 
Miriam Webster defines creative as “having or showing an ability to make new things or think of new ideas” and “using the abi lity to 

make or think of new things: involving the process by which new ideas, stories, etc., are created” 
 

This definition connected for me, as it was a reminder that even when I do not see it, creativity has and does play a role in my recovery 
journey - From finding creative ways to cope with emotions and behaviours to finding ways to express myself. 

 
I have always enjoyed writing and have often used it as a coping strategy.  Whether it was sharing my story and my challenges using 

made up characters, before finding the courage to share my story from a personal and authentic place, no characters to hide behind, or 
writing poetry to get what was in my head out;  a way of processing some of the emotions and situations that I found myself in.   

 
I found it really difficult to use the coping strategies that were being suggested by my counsellor when I was not doing well.  I did not 
think that they would actually work for me, I mean, how much difference would changing my breathing make? How was writing in a 

journal going to be useful? At some point, I realized that these things are actually very helpful, sometimes, and I got creative in finding 
ways to make them work for me, instead of resisting them.  Counting my breaths, breathing with the sounds that I could hear, keeping 

track of experiences that inspired me and brought me happiness.  These were the ways that I took on the task of focusing on my 
breath and journaling,.   

 
Having a safe place – in my case, generally a piece of paper – to express myself, has been one of the most helpful tools of my recovery 

journey.  Having a way to get what was bothering me – thoughts, feelings, situations, etc. out of my mind and onto some paper, to 
write them out the way that I wanted them to happen or wished they would have happened, was empowering and provided an oppor-
tunity to work through some of those things, process them and take control, even if it was just metaphorically.  It was on these pieces 

of paper that I started to find my own voice, the courage to speak about my experiences and to finally work towards wellness. 
 

In reflecting on my own experiences with creativity and recovery, I began to notice something.  Creativity is all around us, even if at 
times, we are too caught up in an idea of creativity that we end up missing what is happening right in front of us. 

Discovering Creativity 
By: Kayleigh Hilborn 

 

Picture this: An old antique cash register at my sponsor’s place of work.  When I look at this cash register I remember one of my 
grandfather’s famous quotes that he used to say to me in the good times and the bad. 
The quote is: 
 

“Recovery is a long path.  The path may be long, treacherous, have potholes, snares and be bumpy at times, but it is up to you what 
you make of the path.” 
 

What I have learnt is some paths will misguide you, some will take you back to the original spot where you started and some paths 
will guide you into your future.  When you pray and ask for guidance every day, don't let your pride rule you.  You must surrender 
your pride every day.  When you do this the Lord will put the right people in your path.  On your path always remember nobody is 
against you.  They are cheering you on.  Afterwards, you will always remember them for showing you how to get on the right path 
again.  When you do, think of them, appreciate them and thank them. When you do wrong, apologize.  People may come quickly in 
your life and leave quickly but remember not to get personally attached.  Finally, when you are ready, make sure to give back to the 
community that helped to build your path. 
 

Thank you Grandpa for your quote and advice.  I will always remember you in my heart for you have been dancing with Grandma now 
for many years. 
 

Love your Grandson 
xoxo 

What I’ve Learned From Others On My Recovery Journey Path 
*Submitted Anonymously  
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Photographic Interpretation of Creativity 
By: Iolanda Andrade 

Photo Credit: Iolanda Andrade 
“I see myself as an artist.  
Every new day is like a blank canvas. 
All I have to do is let the artist out, and make every new day a piece of art.” 
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Come out from the darkness, darling 
Do not be afraid. 

I know the world is large and strange, 
It’s hard to know how to behave. 

 

But come out, darling, 
The world needs you here! 
Your presence, your light! 

Treasures only you possess, 
Gifts we need—so dear. 

 

Please come out, darling. 
I know, there is healing too. 

But that is part of your essence! 
It’s a resonant part of you. 

 

Come out, darling. Express yourself! 
Share! 

Shades of blue flowing, 
Flowing through your hair. 

 

It takes much courage, darling, 
To love the world so much. 
It needs a gentle expression. 
It needs your cooling touch. 

Shades of Blue 
By: Bethany Deml 
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About Us 

Advocacy Support 
Our Advocacy Coordinator offers 
assistance to individuals and families in 
many areas including housing, income 
support, employment, treatment and 
legal issues.   
 

Training is provided for systems 
advocacy. People are supported to take 
an active role in evaluating and changing 
the mental health and addiction system.   
 

Entrepreneurship 
The Entrepreneurship Facilitator offers 
support to individuals who have 
experience with the mental health and/
or addiction system and are interested 
in self employment or starting their 
own business.  

We Want to Hear From You! 
 
Send along your articles, images, letters to the editor, comments or views about topics 
in this newsletter or other topics related to the mental health and addiction system.  
Please note that any items submitted may be edited for space and other needs of the 
“Changing Lives” Newsletter. 
  
Please send your items to: 
c/o Self Help Newsletter Editor         
67 King Street East, Kitchener ON N2G 2K4      

Write to the Editor 

Self Help Services 

“Creativity is intelligence having fun” – Albert Einstein 
 
“It’s not just about creativity, it is about the person you’re 
becoming while you’re creating” – Charlie Peacock 
 
“Creativity is what helps me escape a lot of my inner demons” 
– Demi Lovato 
 
“The desire to create is one of the deepest yearnings of the 
human soul” – Dieter F Uchtdorf 
 
“Creativity involves breaking out of established patterns in 
order to look at things in a different way” – Edward de Bono  

For Your Inspiration 

See page 1 for contact information and visit our website for more information about these and other services.       

“The worst enemy to creativity is self-doubt”—Sylvia Plath 
 
“It’s not just about creativity, it is about the person you’re be-
coming while you’re creating”—Charlie Peacock 
 
 

Spark of Brilliance 
This program provides opportunities 
for people living with mental health and 
addiction issues and their supportive 
allies to experience the expressive arts, 
within a supportive, understanding, 
community based environment.  
 
Centre for Excellence in Peer 
Support 
 Self Help  envisions that peer roles will 
exist within every juncture of the 
mental health and addiction system.  
Self Help  is a peer driven service that 
is best suited for providing the system 
with support in this area.  

Community Liaison 
This position is responsible for 
connecting with those who experience 
mental health and/or addiction issues 
who may not be connected to the 
formal mental health system and/or 
peer support services.  
 
Skills for Safer Living  
A Suicide-Intervention Support 
Group 
A twenty week skills based group and 
peer support for individuals with 
reoccurring thoughts and behaviours 
about suicide combine as our Skills for 
Safer Living program.  
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