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One of the greatest challenges we face as human beings is our inability to overcome fear and self 
doubt. We live in a world that demands we keep up with ever changing technology and consequently 
an ever changing job market. Everyone has an i-phone or android and we can share information on 
the go with Google doc. and countless other apps that supposedly make our lives easier and therefore 
give us more time to devote to work and making money. 

Gone are the days when you had to be in the house at a certain time to watch your favourite show or 
sports team because nowadays we all have PVRs., that we can even program from our cell phones and 
then watch whenever we have the time. We are faster, are required to do more multi tasking than 
ever before and because Canada survived the world economic crises a few years back relatively 
unscathed, we are making and spending more money than ever before. And yet we fail to live fulfilled 
lives. The pressure to succeed is enormous and if you can’t keep up you get left behind. We are 
constantly running scared. Our entire motivation to succeed is fear based. We deny, delude ourselves 
and blame others for our own shortcomings. We compromise our ethics and undermine our 
colleagues in an effort to get ahead.

If it seems like I’m painting a pretty bleak picture of the society in which we live, then imagine just for 
a moment what it’s like for those who face far greater challenges then whether or not they will be 
able to contribute the maximum for their RRSP at the end of the year. Let’s pause for a moment and 
consider the folks that have fallen through the cracks and face huge challenges in their day to day 
lives. Let’s consider the people who have been beaten down by life to the point that they may not get 
back up again. People who have been treated like non humans for so long that they now believe they 
are simply worthless.

When you are forced to stand in line for food, clothing, a place to sleep or a hot shower, you have not 
only been deprived of your basic human rights (as set forth in the U.N.’s charter of Human Rights) but 
you have also been deprived of your dignity. Our dignity is the one thing that keeps us equal and 
prevents us from doing things that go against our core belief systems. It separates us from the rest of 
the animal kingdom and it defines us as human beings. 

When societal barriers prevent us from earning an honest day’s pay for an honest day’s work we lose 
our self worth. Here in the DTES many people have lived an undignified existence for so long that it 
has just become the norm. Living on far below poverty line from one welfare check to the next is just 
par for the course. Most folks down here gave up trying to find a way out of the vicious cycle of 
poverty years ago because the system perpetuates it. They are up against a bureaucratic merry go 



round that is almost impossible to jump off of. Along with losing their dignity they have also lost their 
hope. What’s needed is systemic change.

The good news is that sustainable social enterprises like The H.A.V.E. Culinary Trainings Society exist 
for those who have fallen through the cracks and have lost hope. The eight week program they run 
does far more than just teach people the cooking skills they need for an entry level position in a 
professional kitchen. What is unique to the H.A.V.E is the motivation behind the program. Amber 
Anderson, executive director of the school and the rest of the staff realized a long time ago that what 
people really need to bring about positive change in their lives are key ingredients like, trust, empathy, 
patience and a healthy dose of love and kindness. 

They recognize that there is no one size fits all program that can give people the skills they need to 
take back their power. Each person who walks through these doors is treated as individual and unique 
with their own special needs and issues. To witness the transformation that can take place in people in 
their time here at the school is nothing short of miraculous. In my own experience I have seen folks 
who have come straight out of prison with huge anger and trust issues and a pretty pissed off attitude 
toward society in general and four weeks into the course begin to change their thinking. The reason 
for this is simple; they were given an opportunity, given some responsibility, taught by example and 
were not prejudged due to economic or social backgrounds. In short they were given back their 
dignity.

Make no mistake, completing this eight week program is no easy task. Not because skills taught here 
are too difficult for people to master and certainly not because anyone is lazy. It’s a hard go because 
for some this is the first time in many years that they’ve had to pay attention to their social skills as 
opposed to their survival skills. For some the challenge becomes having to spend every day with 
people invading their personal space. For others the challenge is how to concentrate in class while 
constantly worrying about the next door neighbour who’s looking after your kid because there isn’t 
childcare available where you live. And still some have to stay clean and sober while their path that 
leads to this particular door is peppered with crack dealers and people they used to use or drink with. 
The particular issue or barrier is not what matters as much as the amount of courage and strength it 
takes to show up here day after day when you’ve spent the better part of your life facing nothing but 
disappointment and ridicule. 

The H.A.V.E Culinary Training Society offers people a place to come and feel included, accepted and 
valued. It builds confidence and instills a sense of self worth that some have not felt in a very long 
time. It allows people to live up to their full potential and restores their dignity.

People only need the opportunity to prove themselves in order to move on with their lives. The 
amazing thing about this program is that what they discover at the H.A.V.E is that the only person they 
needed to prove anything too was themselves. After all, a little dignity goes a long way.


