
 

The Treasure of Encounter
“…thus will it be for all who store up treasure for themselves but are not 
rich in what matters to God.”  

Luke 12:21

As I write this introduction to Covenant, Pope Francis is making his way 
back to the Vatican, after completing his historic “pilgrimage of penance” 
in Canada. During his visit, Pope Francis called on the Catholic community, 
and in fact all Canadians, to not be distracted, and to rather stay focused 
on what matters, and on the path of truth and reconciliation, which many 
consider to be a path of healing.

In the Gospel Reading for the 18th Sunday of Ordinary Time, St. Luke tells us how 
Jesus urges his disciples to grow rich in what matters to God. In my understanding 
of this scriptural invitation, what matters to God is a true and honest encounter with 
God, with Self, and with the Other. 

At Southdown, we seek to provide a loving and supportive space where a true, 
honest and life-giving encounter with God, with Self, and with the Other is possible, 
particularly in times and situations when the stressors of life may have overwhelmed 
a person’s capacity to seek, to find and to experience that encounter. 

The healing environment of Southdown’s residential treatment offers our residents 
various modalities to aid in each person’s process of growth and healing. In spiritual 
direction, theological reflection, spirituality group, the various liturgical celebrations, 
and throughout the 37 pastoral acres on which our facility is situated, an honest 
encounter with God is fostered. In individual psychotherapy, psychiatric consultation, 
nursing support, psychodrama, mindfulness modalities, art therapy, nutritional 
counseling, sexual wellness, and psychoeducation, courageous encounter with Self 
is fostered. In the therapeutic community, by giving and receiving loving, and at times 
challenging, feedback, in group psychotherapy, and the CBT group, our residents 
and our attentive and supportive staff foster a respectful encounter with the Other. 

In this edition of Covenant, Dr. John O’Riordan, MB, BCh, MRCPsych, FRCPC, 
Rev. Francois Diouf, OSB, Ph.D., and Nadine Crescenzi, AOCAD, DCiiAT Art 
Psychotherapist, share as members of our integrated, holistic team of professionals 
how psychiatric consultation, spirituality, Nonviolent Communication, and art therapy 
facilitate each person’s process of growth and healing. 

I pray that we continue to listen to one another, that we continue to heed the call 
of Pope Francis, and courageously and generously follow the invitation of Christ, to 
grow rich in what truly matters to God. May we all be blessed with the treasure of true 
and honest encounters.

With prayerful solidarity,

Rev. Stephan Kappler, Psy.D, C.Psych., R.Psych.
President and Chief Psychologist
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Nonviolent Communication and Spirituality:
Nurturing Empathic Communication

By Francois Diouf, OSB., Ph.D. 

_________________

It is, therefore, this form of 
humility that makes NVC 
an anchor in our ability to 
love ourselves, welcome 

otherness, love our enemies, 
and always prioritize empathy 
in our desire to connect with 

our brothers and sisters.  
_________________

Nonviolent Communication© (NVC) is an 
approach to communication-based 
on principles of non-violence, which 
uses consciousness, language and 
communication skills to guide us in 
reframing how we express ourselves, 

how we hear others and how we resolve conflicts. It 
was developed in the early 1960’s amidst civil unrest 
in the United States, by Marshall B. Rosenberg, a 
clinical psychologist, who began to develop NVC 
while assisting schools and organizations in the 
South to peacefully navigate school 
integration. 

Today, the NVC process continues to 
be taught and practiced by many as 
a valuable framework for interacting 
with self and others through a 
four-stage process: observation, 
feelings, needs and requests. The 
application of NVC has three aspects: 
empathy for yourself, empathic 
listening to others and honest self-
expression. While it is beyond the 
scope of this article to present the 
NVC process in its entirety, I will explore the spiritual 
practice of NVC, and its potential as a path for healing 
and reconciliation.

Rosenberg’s (2003) NVC model is profoundly rooted 
in the work of Carl Rogers, the founder of Humanistic 
Psychology, and empathy was fundamental to 
Rogers’ client-centered approach. Besides Rogers, 
Rosenberg’s NVC model was, in its structure, 
intrinsically impacted and influenced by the work 
of other scholars, such as Fromm (1955), Miller 
(1969), Buber (1965), who were also drawn to human 
well-being, at the individual and community level. 
Empathy is an important element in NVC. This was an 
essential point to Rosenberg, influenced by Martin 
Buber, the father of the philosophy of dialogue. 

Nonviolent Communication has been described 
by Rosenberg (2005) as a spiritual practice and as 
a tool for creating social change. Spirituality is also 
a model that needs learning; perceived efficacy for 
grasping spiritual models can significantly influence a 
person’s ability to learn some vital spiritual behaviors 
and qualities (Adegbola, 2011). However, Rosenberg 

(1977) did not want to create a model that would be 
identified with a specific culture or religion. Rather, 
his aim for NVC was the entirety and wholeness 
of persons regardless of geography and religious 
affiliation. Rosenberg did in-depth work to verify his 
NVC theory. He concluded that people of many faiths 
not only found themselves in his NVC model, but 
that the model offered them the possibility of living 
their spirituality more substantially and developing 
their level of empathy. This encompassed both the 
spiritual and the non-spiritual person. According to 

Rosenberg, our most basic spiritual 
need is to contribute to the well-being 
of others and ourselves. 

The conviction of NVC is that 
every person can contribute to the 
well-being of others, if this is not 
done out of fear or obligation. Fear, 
and sometimes moral obligation, 
often undermine the basis of honest 
and empathetic dialogue when 
an interpersonal or organizational 
conflict arises. When fear or obligation 
is transcended, then comes the 

possibility of choice. The NVC model proposes that 
to choose the non-satisfaction of needs results from a 
lack of empathetic dialogue and creativity, more than 
from a lack of resources. 

A Road to Humility
The practice of NVC can be considered simple, which 
makes it accessible to all, but it is not easy. There 
may be cultural and linguistic patterns that we use 
when speaking about our experiences and needs, 
which may create barriers to empathetic dialogue. 
Our human needs are vital, and sometimes we lack 
practice in understanding or expressing them in ways 
that enrich our lives. So, while it can be considered 
simple, NVC requires humility. It requires a certain 
decluttering, emptying of oneself and these fixed 
certainties. It is, therefore, this form of humility that 
makes NVC an anchor in our ability to love ourselves, 
welcome otherness, love our enemies, and always 
prioritize empathy in our desire to connect with our 
brothers and sisters. Just as spirituality can help 
individuals find the meaning that will raise them 
to transcendence, NVC is a place of conversion, 
forgiveness and reconciliation.



The Violence of our Cultures and Our Languages
We may try to keep the distance between our 
experience and the language we use to express 
our understanding of the other. Here I speak of 
experience in the sense of what is lived, endured 
and suffered. The tunnel through which someone 
enters daily to sing the experiences of their story. 
The reading keys to communication and dialogue 
are deeply rooted in our prevailing cultures and 
languages. Unfortunately, these are often marked by 
violence in ways of speaking and thinking with a lack 
of objectivity that can plague our relationships. It is 
sometimes difficult or rare to recognize this form of 
violence in our ways of communicating. Our words 
and our actions leave an impact and imprint on us 
and others. Several studies have echoed “spirituality 
as a part of whole-person care for the always-linked 
body, mind and spirit” (Moberg, 2021). 

Oman et al. (2012) stated that “developing a spiritual 
life requires deliberate effort, just as other practices 
do.” NVC is the language of the heart, a language of 
compassion. The conscious effort to learn and practice 
NVC makes us aware of the reality of violence in 
communication when we are acting out of our cultural 
and linguistic divides. 

NVC begins with the assumption that all human beings 
are compassionate by nature. However, there are 
specific forms of life-alienating communication that 
contribute to the violence in ourselves and society. 
When we use labels to define the other, these words 
can blind us to the point of being unable to see with 
compassion the uniqueness of each person. When I 
engage in moralizing judgments, or when I think in 
terms of “it’s good, or it’s bad,” that “I’m right,” or that 
“I hold the truth,” I have to ask myself the question: 
“What place do I leave to the other, who thinks 

differently from me?” To practice NVC is to recognize 
that I am not alone. NVC helps us to connect with each 
other in a way that allows our natural compassion to 
flourish. 

Of course, it is easy to find excuses or justifications 
for our ineffective patterns of communication. 
It is sometimes more comfortable to deny our 
responsibilities for the conflicts and the language 
that led to them. And yet, we are each responsible 
for our own thoughts, feelings and actions. According 
to Oman et al. (2012), “…spirituality can help us 
function better and increase our spiritual qualities, 
such as compassion, self-control or faith.” NVC brings 
a possibility of transformation and transfiguration. 
There is a substantial benefit in the focused practice 
of NVC to recognize these forms of life-alienating 
communication and seek to transform them.

Taking the Next Step
The NVC process invites each of us to consider: What 
do I choose to do in this present moment to make the 
future more satisfying for all? NVC aims at a paradigm 
shift in how we communicate with each other on a 
personal, social, cultural and global level, with myriad 
applications. It invites us to have faith in human beings, 
and in our God-given talents, to be in life-enriching 
relationships and to find creative solutions to resolve 
conflicts. Further, it invites us to explore the depths 
of our own spiritual being so as to communicate 
with empathy and compassion to ourselves and the 
other. As an action-oriented spirituality, NVC has the 
potential to create positive change at an individual 
level and at the level of communities, systems and 
structures. In our desire to create a harmonious and 
peaceful coexistence, the need has never been 
greater to rediscover, learn and practice the ways of 
Nonviolent Communication. n
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An Interview with Southdown Psychiatrist 
Dr. John O’Riordan, MB, BCh, MRCPsych, FRCPC

By Susan Davy, CSJ

_________________

“…this is very much a team 
approach to our residents 

and in fact, our assessments, 
like our candidate 

assessments, are also very 
much a team approach, 
because each one of us 

participates and brings our 
own set of training  
and experience.”
_________________

Dr. John O’Riordan joined the 
Southdown clinical team in September 
2020 as resident psychiatrist. As the 
Communication and Outreach Officer 
at Southdown, I was delighted when 
Dr. O’Riordan agreed to answer a few 

questions for this edition of Covenant from his 
perspective as a psychiatrist and as a newer member 
of our clinical team. Here are some of the highlights 
from our recent conversation.  

I began by asking Dr. O’Riordan to comment on the 
reservations that some people may have about the 
field of psychiatry because they worry about  
medication being the first choice of intervention. 
Dr. O’Riordan stated that the 
majority of psychiatric medications 
are prescribed by non-psychiatric 
physicians and concerns such as the 
possibility of personality changes, 
the risk of side effects, and the 
long-term need for medication, 
“are all reasonable concerns which I 
would recommend to any patient to 
take up with their personal physician 
when talking about these matters.”  
Every individual is unique and there 
are a range of options to explore 
in the treatment of mental health 
concerns. Dr. O’Riordan agreed, 
stating, “That’s such a great point … 
where Google will always fail, all of 
us are different, so even though Google is amazing, 
and it has access to all this information, in the end, 
it cannot really, I think, be as specific as a proper 
encounter with a clinician.”

One of Southdown’s many strengths as a holistic 
mental health service provider is our approach to 
client-centred care. Each client has the benefit of 
speaking with our highly qualified clinical team, men 
and women whose clinical expertise, caring and 
dedication is foundational to our collaborative team 
approach. I asked Dr. O’Riordan if he agreed with the 
concept that working as a team contributes to better 
outcomes. As Dr. O’Riordan explained, “…this is very 
much a team approach to our residents and in fact, 
our assessments, like our candidate assessments, are 
also very much a team approach, because each one 
of us participates and brings our own set of training 

and experience. But what we also have to accept 
is that we don’t always get the full picture…I play a 
particular part because I am the partly the medical 
component, and also the psychiatric component, of 
the team. So then, I will be giving guidance on the 
use of medications and physical treatments, also the 
contribution of medical conditions to some of our 
residents.” Dr. O’Riordan then shared his observations 
on one of the benefits of residential treatment at 
Southdown, noting, “I have marvelled at what I’ve 
observed since I’ve come here, about the impact of a 
communal setting and the way our residents benefit, 
not just from the team interaction with the clinicians, 
but also the interaction with their fellow residents. It’s 
so valuable.” 

I then asked Dr. O’Riordan if, in his 
work with residents, he saw a place for 
spirituality in his interactions with them. 
Dr. O’Riordan responded by saying, 
“Indirectly, not directly, I would think, 
because if you look at the constitution 
of our team, each person is responsible 
for what their training has prepared 
them for. And, in a way, we stay within 
that scope, the scope of practice, and we 
have excellent spiritual directors, who 
have some knowledge of psychology 
but who are also experts in the field 
of spirituality …” The separation of the 
practitioner disciplines is an essential 
element in the team approach to client-

centred care, as Dr. O’Riordan noted, “That’s very 
important, that’s what I was saying earlier on. And, in 
fact, I can think of my own work in the community, I 
remember being very grateful when I was seeing 
patients when they had been redirected from their 
confessor to their doctor, and the confessor being 
very clear in saying this is a medical issue, you need 
to talk to your doctor…”

Dr. John O’Riordan is a graduate of the School of 
Medicine, Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland and 
completed his post-graduate training in Dublin, 
Ireland. Dr. O’Riordan is a Member of the Royal 
College of Psychiatrists, was recruited to come to 
Canada in 1984 and completed the requirements for 
licensure in medicine and in psychiatry in 1986. Since 
then, nearly all of Dr. O’Riordan’s career has been in 
general hospital practice in Mississauga, Ontario.  n



Creatively Broadening Our Offerings
By Nadine Crescenzi, AOCAD, DCiiAT Art Psychotherapist 

Creativity is a phenomenon, the 
birthplace of something new, conceived 
within our mind, flourishing within our 
imagination. People define and identify 
with creativity differently and may 
perceive themselves as being creative 

or non-creative. However, as humans we are innately 
creative—it is part of our being. The Smithsonian 
National Museum of Natural History (2020) reports 
that 350,000 years ago, our ancestors used natural 
pigment to create markings on themselves and their 
environment, like the modern use of crayonsi. This 
is our ancient form of communication, preceding 
developed language. We imagine, play, innovate and 
dream, generating ideas, solutions and plans. We 
seek symbolic meaning in colours, shapes and forms, 
and it is through our imagination and creativity that 
we inspire others. Creativity is in everything we do, 
from the way we organize our home, to the way we 
prepare, cook and present our food. Life is a creative 
process. In his letter to artists, Pope John Paul II (1999) 
stated, “…all men and women are entrusted with the 
task of crafting their own life: in a certain sense, they 
are to make of it a work of art, a masterpieceii.”

Difficult past experiences can block connection and 
movement within our life. We can become rigid and 
inflexible, if these internal wounds remain unhealed, 
in our body, mind and spirit. According to Dr. Bessel 
van der Kolk (2015), trauma stops imagination and, 
as he explains, the opening of imagination is crucial, 
because “we live by our imaginationiii.” Imagination 
and creativity aid the healing process by creating 
space for change, stimulating movement towards 
recovery, allowing us to see beyond trauma. Without  
this capacity, we remain stuck. Imagination and  
 

creativity gives us the flexibility to solve and work 
through problems and the capacity to dream about 
the endless stream of possibilities, empowering us to 
let go of the things we cannot change. Dr. van der 
Kolk (2015, p. 207) states, “Recovery from trauma 
involves…the capacity for playfulness and creativityiv.”
 
The opening of imagination and creativity lets life 
back in, allowing us to access all the dimensions of 
ourselves—hope, love, joy, curiosity and wonder. 
Creativity accesses our unconscious mind, our 
blocked memories, stimulating insight and enhancing 
spiritual connection. Art is the agent harmonizing the 
body-mind-spirit connection and actualizing change. 
According to Cane (1951), when we understand our 
soul’s needs, we can offer it liberating art materials 
and freedom to cultivate spiritual growth. When one is 
immersed in art making, it calms the nervous system, 
bypassing one’s defense mechanisms, altering 
one’s perception and state-of-mind. Magsamen 
(2020) explains that art alters the brain, enhancing 
intelligence, health and happiness, stimulating our 
reward system and improving our overall well-being. 

I have found through my practicum at Southdown 
that one’s spirituality arises spontaneously in their 
art as it touches the core and heart of their being. 
This is a natural accompaniment to other modalities 
that bridge the gap between psychology and 
spiritual direction. I have been blessed to witness 
the transformative capacity of the creative process, 
seeing movement towards resilience, integration, 
wholeness, growth, recovery, and its profound effects 
on the lives of our residents. I am proud to share my 
vocation. n

i  Smithsonian Institute (2020). Language & Symbols. Retrieved from https://humanorigins.si.edu/human-characteristics/language-symbols 

ii  Pope John Paul II (1999). Letter of his Holiness Pope John Paul II to Artists. Retrieved from  
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1999/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_23041999_artists.pdf

iii  van der Kolk, Bessel (2015).  The body keeps the score: Brain, mind and body in the healing of trauma. Penguin Publishing Group. 

iv  van der Kolk, Bessel (2015, May 7) Episode 47: Healing trauma/creative activities. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3x-  n4lyzfd4
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Rediscover All That Southdown Has To Offer
With over 50 years of experience, Southdown is 
dedicated to clinical and organizational excellence 
in providing preventative and restorative care, using 
the best of psychological science and practice 
integrated with the wisdom of the Catholic spiritual 
tradition. Our highly experienced multidisciplinary 
team is dedicated to helping our clients find healing 
and well-being. Southdown offers both residential 
and outpatient treatment and services designed to 
accommodate a variety of needs in a full continuum 
of care for Clergy, Vowed Religious and Lay Pastoral 
Ministers. Our programs and services include:    
• Clinical and Candidate Assessments
• 14-Week Residential Program/Continuing Care
• Virtual Walk-In Clinic for Clergy, Vowed Religious 

and Lay Pastoral Ministers
• Intensive Virtual Outpatient Program
• Individual Outpatient Psychotherapy
• Spiritual Direction
• Consultation and Education Services

Virtual  Services   
Southdown delivers telepsychological services using 
a secure, encrypted video conference platform. 
Available telepsychological services include candidate 
and clinical assessments, as well as psychotherapy*, 

spiritual direction, education and consultation. In 
addition to Ontario, Southdown provides virtual 
services in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward 
Island, Newfoundland and Labrador, Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British Columbia. Our 
non-residential services are available to Catholic lay 
people who are seeking to integrate their spirituality 
and faith into the therapeutic process.

*Southdown’s telepsychological services are 
available in Massachusetts, New York, and California 
and all PSYPACT participating states. Please visit 
www.psypact.com for more information. 

The Southdown Campus
Southdown is located in Holland Landing, about one 
hour by car north of Toronto, Ontario. The residential 
treatment program is housed in our award-winning 
fully accessible facility which provides 22 private 
bedrooms with ensuite. In a setting of natural beauty 
on 37 private acres, there are pastoral walking trails, 
a labyrinth, as well as other spaces for contemplative 
reflection. Southdown provides a welcoming and 
supportive environment conducive to healing and 
well-being of body, mind and spirit. 

For further information on any of these programs 
and services, please contact us at 905 727 4214, or 
email administration@southdown.on.ca


