
When Joanne Kembel headed the local United 

Way, an organization called Via Vitae came 

seeking financial assistance. “We looked at how 

efficient they were and the number of people 

they impacted,” she says. “I was amazed at their 

volunteer passion.” Little did she know that years 

later the group would come to play a significant role 

in her life. 

The decision was made to fund Via Vitae (Latin for 

Life’s Way) and in the intervening 25 years the little 

group grew to become Hospice Northwest Services, a 

volunteer non-profit organization that offers palliative 

support and bereavement services free of charge.

Joanne lost her mother first but when her father 

became terminally ill she felt especially lost. As an 

only child, “he was my Rock of Gibraltar.”

Her dad insisted he was going to be fine and Joanne 

had to explain to him that he wasn’t. “He said, ‘Jo, I’m 

not ready,’ and that’s why I knew we needed help.”

Joanne remembered Hospice Northwest and made 

an appointment. A day later, Debbie turned up and 

Joanne felt her load lighten. 
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Hospice support – 
we’re in it together

“She was tremendous. She came to see dad every 

week. She made him laugh and they communicated.”

There was also growing communication between 

Debbie and Joanne. “When dad was first diagnosed I 

couldn’t accept it; I was in denial.” 

At every visit, Debbie encouraged Joanne to be a part 

of the process instead of apart from it. “He wanted to 

talk and if it wasn’t for Debbie . . . she taught me how 

to cope and to help my dad.”

Time was growing short and one day Debbie brought 

Joanne’s dad some Chinese food, “his favourite. 

There were leftovers but he never got to have them.

“The last time I saw him we sat and talked. When I left 

I gave him a big kiss and said, ‘See you at 5.’ When I 

came back he was in a coma.”

Debbie was there for Joanne, her husband and son 

over the coming days and kept in touch. “To see what 

these volunteers go through -- I don’t know how they 

do it,” says Joanne. “They provide so much help (and) 

give of themselves so generously.”

Four years later, Joanne’s husband was diagnosed 

with cancer. Her experience with Hospice Northwest 

had prepared her. “When my husband passed, I knew 

how to deal with it.”

When Joanne retired from the United Way in 2016, 

she was invited to become a member of the board 

of Hospice Northwest. “I was honoured to accept.” 

Debbie, the volunteer who guided her father through 

his end-of-life journey, has since joined the board and 

their unique relationship has endured.

Joanne is immensely grateful for Hospice Northwest 

and for the community support that keeps it going. 

Tbaytel was a major supporter of the United Way 

during Joanne’s time there and it is now putting 

Hospice in the spotlight with its Tbaytel for Good 

campaign. 

“This will help the community to realize the support 

that is there from Hospice Northwest.”

“They provide so much help (and) 
give of themselves so generously.”

Joanne Kembel, Board Member 
Hospice Northwest

Visit hospicenorthwest.ca for more 
information about their services, to 
donate and to volunteer.

Register for the 9th Annual Hike for 
Hospice – Sunday, September 13, 
2020 at Boulevard Lake


