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FIRST UNITARIAN CHURCH
MEDITATION GARDEN

The First Unitarian Meditation Gardens have been designed and maintained by the
First Unitarian church over the past twenty years for the benefit of all groups on the sixacre campus plus visitors from the entire city. It was designed to be an urban oasis for
“relaxation, restoration, observation and meditation”. Over the years it has evolved into a
wildlife sanctuary also, which provides extra animation for visitors and “builds connection
among humans, animals, plants, water and soil.”

BACKGROUND
The First Unitarian Meditation Gardens were built
to be used as an outdoor space for reflection,
prayer and repose. They can be found on the sixacre First Unitarian campus, which also houses a
Seniors’ Residence and a Childcare Centre. The
campus is located beside the Sir John A. Parkway
Greening Sacred Spaces

and the Trans Canada Trail, which create a green
corridor along the Ottawa River. The original
garden was established in 1995 by a group of
volunteers, including Renee de Vry, Head Gardener,
who worked over the past twenty years in the
gardens as a volunteer staff member. The initial
PAGE 1

Faith & The Common Good

OUTDOOR GREENING CASE STUDIES

In 2016, Renee De Vry retired from her work in
the gardens and she made some changes to the
gardens during her last year including eliminating
some of the high maintenance plants so that
the team of approximately ten volunteers could
continue caring for the gardens.

PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION
The gardens are composed of various garden beds,
some of which are named with spiritual virtues
(Forgiveness, Peace, Charity, Hope, Faith, Love).
There are benches and resting spots located
throughout the gardens that offer quiet places to
sit and provide some lovely vistas of the flowering
perennials that bloom at various times during
the warmer months. The gardens are also used
as a memorial space with select trees and shrubs
dedicated to loved ones. Some artfully-designed
benches and a bird bath and even a few sculptural
pieces have also been included as memorials.
The Meditation Garden has evolved into an
ecological space and a native bee sanctuary.
There are no pesticides used in the garden and
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garden was a quarter-acre on the north end of the
property with improvements made over time and
then the garden was expanded in the mid-2000s
to a second quarter-acre extending the garden
south. Over the years the gardens have been able
to flourish due to the attention of the full-time
gardener who maintained a variety of exotic and
native plants, built retaining walls and paths and
organized a dedicated team of volunteers to help
with weeding and watering.

native plants that provide nectar and pollen have
been carefully selected for the 30 different species
of bees that call the garden home. There are also
various nesting locations and objects provided for
the bees. All wildlife are celebrated, as a sign at
the entrance to the garden indicates: “Birds and
animals live in the gardens. As a guest in their
home, please do not disturb them.” and also
another sign reminds visitors to “Please leave the
berries for wildlife to eat.” The gardens are seen
as a “reflection of Unitarians’ respect for nature”
and an opportunity to “nurture the web of life and
build connection among humans, animals, plants,
water and soil.” It’s an insect’s paradise as another
sign reminds visitors “Please do not disturb. Ants
Hard at Work”.
There’s even a less formal area where wildflowers
such as Jewelweed, Goldenrod and Joe Pie Weed
bloom along a small stream. Volunteers are asked
to stay out of this portion of the garden, so as not
to cause erosion and disturb the fine ecological
balance. The wildflowers are left alone to do their
own thing.
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FIRST UNITARIAN CHURCH
RESULTS
The First Unitarian Meditation Gardens, which are
an Ontario Communities in Bloom award winner,
offer a tranquil place to slow down, pause and
connect with nature. The gardens are maintained
by approximately 7 - 10 regular volunteers who
weed and water the half-acre of plantings. Many
groups use the gardens including the church
youth group and the Sunday school. The religious
education leaders enjoy weaving church lessons
with experiential learning in the gardens. The
seniors and child care centre benefit from the
beautiful surroundings also. The church also uses
the gardens for memorial dedication ceremonies.
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LESSONS LEARNED
Keep everyone informed: Information about changes to the gardens has been beneficial,
not only for volunteers and congregants but also for visitors and regulars to the gardens who
may be sensitive to changes to a space they go to for comfort and relaxation. The garden
volunteers installed a bulletin board in the south garden to help keep people in the loop.

Allow evolution as dictated by volunteer availability and resources:
Without a regular full-time gardener, some further changes to the gardens will be inevitable
such as maintenance for the pond. The best option here may be to allow it to gradually silt up
and become a rain garden area. Flexibility to the changes have allowed continued enjoyment
of the space without such a strict definition of what it needs to be.

Keep communication open between congregants and volunteers:
When the gardeners need help with heavier tasks or specific seasonal activities, having open
communication lines with the congregation (and among the volunteers) makes it easy to get
things done. For example, a long dry spell required regular watering and a roster of volunteers,
which required extra effort to coordinate around varying holiday schedules of volunteers.

Greening Sacred Spaces
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MEMORABLE MOMENTS
The weekly “work party” for volunteers is
essential to keeping the garden looking good
and it also encourages a sense of camaraderie
among the volunteers and a place to share
ideas.
The annual Halloween Treats sale at the end of
October was a delight. All of the treats were
sold out and the sale helped raise the profile
of the garden and the gardeners’ activities in
the congregation.

First Unitarian Church
30 Cleary Street
Ottawa ON
K2A 4A1
FirstUnitarianOttawa.ca
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Supported by:
Part of a series of 10 Outdoor Greening
Case Studies developed in Ottawa.
Find the full report at
FaithCommonGood.Org
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