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Abstract 

Sanctuaries exist in many forms. They provide safety and refuge for humans and 
animals, in form of natural and wildlife sanctuaries. Sanctuaries also provide a sacred 
space for humans intending to “transcend”, meaning to connect to a higher power. 
Therefore, sanctuaries can be found as physical indoor and outdoor places but also as a 
place within oneself. There is a physical and a “non-physical” aspect to sanctuaries.  

The research in this major project focuses on both, while at the same putting more 
attention towards the “physical” aspect of sanctuaries. This includes a detailed approach 
on how community planners can integrate and establish sacred spaces within their 
communities. It provides a small toolkit for planners, including practical’s steps, on how to 
transform macro-and micro spaces into sanctuaries. Furthermore, this research also 
includes a scientific background, based on environmental psychology, on why sanctuaries 
and sacred spaces contribute to people’s mental, emotional and physical health and well-
being. This is going to be the foundation for why communities need to integrate more 
sanctuaries and sacred spaces. 
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Glossary 

Term Definition  

Official Community 
Plan 

Identifies long-term priorities to improve the social, economic, 
and environmental well-being of districts and people who live in 
these districts. They are a statement of objectives and policies 
which guide decisions on municipal and regional district 
planning and land use management. 

Policy A course or principle of action adopted or proposed by a 
government, party, business, or individual. Policies are 
guidelines, principles, and frameworks which are designed by 
an organization to achieve long-term goals. Policies are 
intended to influence all major decisions to be made within an 
organization.  

Sanctuary Historically sanctuary is the holiest of holy places, a temple or 
church. Anywhere a person feels especially safe and serene.  
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Preface  

I have chosen this topic because I have been drawn to the mystery and magic of 

sanctuaries for years. I have pondered the question about what it is that makes a space 

“sacred” many times. Trying to define the “untouchable”, the “invisible” while at the same 

time learning how to create a space like that for myself. Even so, my first encounter with 

a sacred space and/or sanctuary in a traditional way was the church it did not feel like a 

sanctuary to me at that time and I wondered why.  

Later on in my life when I went to my first yoga class, all of a sudden, I experienced 

sanctuary. Something about this space was different. I felt an acceptance of who I am, 

being welcomed unconditionally. Over time I have noticed, once I enter a space that feels 

sacred to me, I start to cry, because it touches my soul and I remember the sacredness 

within myself. It’s a coming home, a belonging, a connection, I feel deep within myself.  

Since a true experience of the sanctuary is something extremely personal, a 

“sacred space” can vary from person to person. Not all places which are traditionally 

considered sanctuaries will fulfill this role for every person. I believe it depends on the 

resonance someone has with a place or space. For many people sanctuaries are religious 

buildings such as churches and temples, for me, it is a yoga class, for others it may be a 

space in nature or their garden and home.  

Yet, overall I have noticed that sacred spaces do indeed have something in 

common when it comes to their surroundings, their design, their décor - the physical 

aspect of it which I will explore in this research project. In addition, I will also write about 

the less tangible aspect such as feeling, a spiritual experience that might be connected to 

a sanctuary. 
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When I started the MCP program, the concept of the happy and healthy city caught 

my attention and I came across Charles Montgomery’s Happy City and in addition the 

concept of Biophilic Cities. Yet I could not find too much literature on the topic of 

sanctuaries and sacred spaces concerning community planning. I somehow felt this 

“piece” has been missing even so I knew there was a relationship between sanctuaries 

and communities. I wanted to know what role sanctuaries play in the well-being of people 

in cities and communities. When I started my research I realized that it cannot be narrowed 

down to just one category or field of research such as psychology (mental health). I found 

there was a connection to many more scientific fields and studies, such as environmental 

psychology, philosophy, architecture and design, spirituality, indigenous teachings. This 

is what made this project difficult but also exciting. Writing this report felt like exploring 

uncharted territory and I have never felt so “unsure” about completing an assignment!    

“In general, people are not drawn to perfection in others. People are drawn to 

shared interests, shared problems, and an individual's life energy. Humans connect with 

humans. Hiding one’s humanity and trying to project an image of perfection makes a 

person vague, slippery, lifeless, and uninteresting.” - Robert Glover 

I have continued on this journey, despite the nagging doubts that this might be “not good 

enough” for a master project. The literature review felt very limited to me until I started to 

venture further into other fields and topics. From a logical perspective, I would have not 

chosen this topic, since I felt it was not a very “in” topic within community planning.  

To be honest, I feel this topic has chosen me and not the other way around. My soul has 

been drawn to this for so long time and maybe “sanctuaries” as their own beings, just 
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wanted to find their way back into society and communities. I feel their importance in social 

life and communities has been neglected so much over the last years.   
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background  

Mental health and well-being will play a big part in future planning since the 

stressors in our daily lives are constantly on the rise. Many problems we are facing today 

in our society such as drug and alcohol addiction, homelessness, poverty, crime, and 

violence have their root causes in mental illness. Planning for healthy communities is a 

must and we need to focus on the build-in environment when it comes to creating sacred 

spaces while simultaneously focusing on emotional aspects such as the importance of 

relationships. Since everything is connected we need a more holistic approach towards 

creating healthy and happy communities, including more sanctuaries! 

This research project raises awareness of the importance of our mental, emotional, 

and physical well-being as individuals and within our communities. Especially in the 

context of community planning sanctuaries and sacred spaces play an important role since 

they offer refuge and a safe place from a hectic and stressful world. They allow us to 

become sacred just by being there. I feel it is important to know what sacred spaces are, 

why they are important, what makes them sacred and how to create a holistic approach 

towards well-being and healing. I do believe every community will benefit from this. I just 

feel this has not become a priority within planning, yet. My hope is, this research will spark 

a fire within planners to bring back and prioritize our ancient wisdom in the light of sacred 

spaces and sanctuaries as places for rejuvenation, relaxation, and an overall improvement 

of well-being within communities.  
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The research conducted in this project will give planners information about sacred 

spaces and what the “ingredients” are, that make a space “sacred”. For example, the land 

a sanctuary is built upon or the intentions that have been put in while creating a sacred 

space are some of these ingredients. In addition to symbols and objects such as stones 

crystals, and other sacred objects which are used in such a space. Sacred spaces and 

sanctuaries are also influenced by the design and natural elements, like natural sounds, 

smells, the touch of water or plants. Even pictures of nature and natural elements can 

create peaceful environments in stressful places such as hospitals, offices, and waiting 

rooms.  

In my literature review, I explore the positive impact sanctuaries and sacred spaces 

have on the mental, emotional, and physical well-being of humans. It will provide the 

connection between sanctuaries as physical spaces in communities and the overall well-

being of its residents. This includes the concept of biophilic cities in the context of 

environmental psychology but also draws upon other fields such as design & architecture, 

Indigenous teachings, and also spirituality and religion.   

The field research I have done includes 4 interviews which have taken place 

between October 2021 and February 2022 with two planners, one developer, and one 

other related professional in this field from Vancouver Island, BC. The interviews have 

been online on Zoom and have been recorded individually.   

The interviewees have been asked: 

1.) What does “sanctuary” mean to you?  

2.) Do you think sanctuaries are important for people and communities? 
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3.) What might be the barriers or enablers you would see as shaping the siting of 

sanctuary spaces in your community?   

4.) What are the current sanctuaries and sacred spaces within your community?  

5.) How would you incorporate new sanctuaries within your community?  

6.) What role do you see planners/related professionals holding in championing the 

ideals relating to sanctuaries and sacred places in communities?  

 

The content of the interviews has been summarized for each question and noted 

in Chapter 4. Results and Findings. Common themes have been addressed and explained 

at the end of Chapter 4, followed by recommendations and an overall summary on the 

subject of “Sanctuaries – Creating Nurturing Spaces within Communities”.  

During this process, I have learned that there are many kinds of sanctuaries: in- 

and outdoor sanctuaries; micro-and macro sanctuaries; and sanctuaries within private and 

public spaces. It is important to know which spaces can be designed or re-developed to 

integrate more sanctuaries, especially within zoning bylaws. Planners will have to write 

new policies which prioritize sanctuaries in public spaces and amend OCPs to encourage 

the protection and development of sanctuary spaces. There are many ways to incorporate 

sanctuaries. The “scale” in which that happens is another important factor to consider for 

planners. Sanctuaries, in a traditional sense, can be created on a large scale as is seen 

in the form of religious and/or spiritual buildings such as churches or retreat centers. Yet, 

sanctuaries can also be created on a small scale as “micro” sanctuaries: for example, 

hand-constructed, informal monuments are sometimes placed on sidewalks, in public 

parks, or other places to commemorate an event or often people who have passed. These 

tiny sites of sacredness can sometimes be seen as a place of reminder, reflection, sorrow, 

rejuvenation, or recharge. To create more sanctuaries and sacred spaces planners will 
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need a framework and toolkit they can work with. In this major project, I will offer an idea 

of what such a framework and toolkit could look like with the option for planners to expand 

on this in the future.  

In my research, I have used Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs as a foundational 

template, which in its essence describes this process perfectly. Planners need to provide 

members of the community with “physical” sanctuaries to meet people’s physical needs 

for safety, warmth, nourishment, and relaxation. Once these “physical” needs are met 

people have the opportunity to further nourish their psychological and emotional needs as 

well. Yet, without having one’s basic needs met, people are stuck on the base of the 

pyramid as seen below. They can not move on to a higher level of the pyramid.  As people 

can reach the second level of the pyramid they have the opportunity to experience a 

connection either to themselves or a connection to God. This usually happens within a 

safe environment of unconditional love and acceptance, which helps people to feel that 

they belong here and can create an intimate relationship with themselves, their natural 

environment, their community, and their spirituality and/or religion. This is another invisible 

layer of a sanctuary, which then may lead to “self-actualization”. Entering into the state of 

self-actualization is similar to accessing wisdom and knowledge of a higher realm and/or 

dimension. It is a connection that allows a person access to another form of intelligence 

which in itself is also another layer of “sanctuary”. 

As planners, we have to make sure we meet the need of our communities and 

each individual on all these levels for people to eventually, as the highest possible 

outcome, achieve “enlightenment”.  
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Figure 1: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
 

Source: https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html#gsc.tab=0 

 

1.2 Definition Sanctuary and Sacred Spaces 

“Your sacred space is where you find yourself again and again.” – Joseph Campbell 

(Young, Koopsen, 2011, p.203) 

What does Sanctuary mean? The Cambridge Dictionary defines sanctuary as: 

“Protection or a safe place, especially for someone or something being chased or hunted.” 

A sanctuary, in its original meaning, is a sacred place such as a church or a temple. It 

provides a haven for people. In addition, a sanctuary is also a place of healing and 

regeneration.  

A sacred space is a “defined” space in which people practice rituals or ceremonies 

and place symbols. The focus is on the forms, objects, and actions inherited in a sacred 
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space (Encyclopedia.com). Therefore, architecture and natural elements such as a well, 

fountains, gardens, and plants play a key role in creating such a space. In other words, “a 

sacred place comes into being when it is interpreted as a sacred space” 

(Encyclopedia.com). Yet, it is also a place where divine communication takes place. It is 

important to cleanse and accentuate the energy in a space, so it provides a sanctuary 

(Linn, 1995, p. 3).  

Often symbols are used to represent a link between the human world and 

transcendent realms. Such symbols can be mountains, trees, ropes, pillars, and poles. It 

may also include images of a god or a token of a god or deity. For example, a Buddha 

statue can transform a Japanese home into a sanctuary. However, a place doesn’t 

necessarily need these or other symbols to be considered a sacred space. 

Communication with higher power can also take place without symbols attributed to a 

certain god or religion (Encyclopedia.com). In some instances, the absence of any human-

made markings or structures is what maintains a space or place as sacred. These sacred 

spaces are considered “pure” (without the “messiness” of human life), which enhances the 

communication to the divine. Additionally, a sacred site can be a place for transformation 

that restores the physical and mental well-being of humans. A sacred place reveals the 

ideal order of things and is therefore associated with the perfect realm of divinity. For 

example, an open pavilion with a stone basin that provides water for rinsing the hands and 

purifying the mouth can become an agreed-upon sacred space (Encyclopedia.com). It is 

often the spirit of a place and the emotional commitment of users and other humans that 

helps to define a space as sacred (Biophilic Cities). Within a “sacred space” we can 

remember who we are, why we are here on this planet at this time, and how we connect 
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to each other, nature, or levels of existence. The space allows us to set aside our worldly 

concerns and connect at a different level.   

1.3 Definition Environmental Psychology 

“Environmental Psychology” is an interdisciplinary field that focuses on the 

interplay between individuals and their surroundings. This field encompasses natural 

environments, social settings, built environments, learning environments, and 

informational environments.” (Australian Psychological Society, What is Environmental 

Psychology). In this context, “Biophilic Design” is an important concept. The word 

“Biophilic” means “love of life”, and the concept plays a large role in the design and 

planning of flourishing cities that integrate nature with the built environment. It also plays 

a key role in the creation of natural spaces, parklands, and carefully planned natural 

elements such as gardens in healing facilities. (Beatley, Jones, Rainey, 2018, p. 6).  

Research has shown that there is a link between access to green space and the 

health and wellbeing of people (Steg, van den Berg, de Groot, 2013). A study done in the 

Netherlands among 10,000 residents determined that residents with a high percentage of 

green surrounding their home measured an overall better mental health as residents living 

in areas with less green space. (Steg, van den Berg, de Groot, 2013, p. 52). Patients in a 

Korean study have also shown that the recovery and well-being of patients in rooms with 

plants increased in comparison to patients in rooms without plants (Steg, van den Berg, 

de Groot, 2013). This link will be fully explored in Chapter 2: the connection between 

humans and greenspaces is likely the first way in which we defined places as sacred. 
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This shows how important sanctuaries are regarding the mental, emotional, and 

psychological well-being of people and why planners need to raise awareness of the 

importance of sanctuaries in the context of community planning. I truly believe that if 

people are happy, it will benefit the entire community and create a positive ripple effect. 
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Chapter 2  Literature Review   

2.1 The Human Need for Sanctuaries  

“To be human is about regaining what has been lost in the shuffle when life has 

been relegated to keeping score and making waves. To be human is about honoring and 

cultivating the good life.” - Terry Hershey (www.terryhershey.com)  

Environmental psychology provides us with fundamental knowledge about the 

human need for sanctuary in the form of nature and the built environment. From this 

human/nature connection, we can begin to understand how nature can restore people’s 

well-being instead of becoming a stressor (Gifford, 2014, p. 541). It is important to note, 

however, that not all aspects of nature relate to sanctuary or “goodness”: for example, 

extreme weather conditions such as severe temperatures, storms, wildfires, earthquakes, 

tsunamis, or volcanic eruptions are generally not viewed in a positive light and do not add 

to feelings of contentment, well-being, or contemplation. However, sitting underneath the 

shade of a tree or spending an afternoon lying in the grass beside a pond on a beautifully 

sunny day would appear to directly enhance an individual’s quality of life (Gifford, 2014, 

p. 559). Cultural values, the wider context of the site, individual responses, and traditional 

approaches to understanding nature all must be considered in developing or considering 

the creation of natural sanctuaries. We need to ask questions when building sacred 

spaces, such as “is this space too close to a highway or a busy street or any other source 

of noise or pollution? Are there cultural aspects that may be understood differently by 

different peoples?” For example, the Australian Human Rights Commission writes in the 

article An Australian Sanctuary? about the difference between refugees searching for 
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sanctuary in Australia versus Australien citizens looking for sanctuary within their lifestyle. 

For most European refugees' churches are a symbol of sanctuary, especially in the sense 

of safety they provide, whereas for Australian citizens sanctuary is less moralized and 

ecclesiastical. Australian lifestyle sanctuaries are more connected to surf, backyards, 

barbeques, open spaces, and easy living. Many residential developments have used the 

word sanctuary for the name of their developments such as Sanctuary Cove, Sanctuary 

Lakes, and Sanctuary Grove (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2015). 

The last two years of living through a pandemic have shown us how important it is 

to have a home that provides us with a sanctuary. When we are not able to access outdoor 

sanctuaries, either due to a pandemic, harsh weather (extreme heat or cold), or other 

circumstances, indoor sanctuaries become even more valuable. An article in Nature Brain 

concluded that 90% of Canadians spend their time indoors (Nature Brain, 2020). 

However, for the most part, being in nature or living close by natural elements does 

universally enhance people’s mental, emotional, and spiritual well-being (Gifford, 2014). 

After all, a sanctuary is an oasis providing humans with the opportunity to recharge and 

reconnect with themselves. Living near a greenspace also increases social activity and 

connection to other people within the community which in return creates additional health 

benefits (Gifford, 2014, p. 558). “Connection” in this sense contributes to the aspect of a 

sanctuary which focuses on togetherness and belonging to a group of people and/or 

community. Healthy conversations allow us to connect with each other and create more 

sympathy and empathy for the people who live in our communities. It creates a place of 

familiarity and connectedness that helps especially children to feel secure (Brescher Shea 

2020, p. 68). 
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The idea of sacred spaces and places most closely relates to the “social 

infrastructure” of cities, which relates to how people feel, experience connections, and the 

cultural/social aspects of urban environments. Social Infrastructure relates to designing 

places and spaces that work well for people. The environmental infrastructure of an urban 

center also plays a role in protecting or creating those green spaces that can become 

sacred spaces. Physical infrastructure, such as sidewalks, monuments, and buildings can 

be part of creating places or a sense of sanctuary in an urban environment. For example, 

adding a park bench beside a tree on a sidewalk can create a micro sanctuary. Planners 

have to include the physical infrastructure that already exists in the community to find 

innovative and create ways to integrate sanctuaries and sacred spaces.  

When considering the elements most under the control of a local government, the 

physical infrastructure of the city often is considered first. Cities are responsible for 

providing water, sewer, roads, streetlighting, signage, and other elements that allow the 

urban environment to operate efficiently. The governance aspects of the city also play a 

role: long-range plans, zoning bylaws, and other regulations relating to how people use 

and move about in place and space. From this, cities can be responsible for the 

construction of buildings and structures such as public libraries, monuments, and the 

development or protection of parklands.   

On the other hand, “social infrastructure”, which means places for people, is as 

important in community planning as infrastructure but has been neglected in our 

communities, despite the fact, that citizens need a place to gather outside of work and 

home which is a vital requirement for a thriving community. Many spaces such as coffee 

shops, restaurants, bars, bookstores, and hair salons are privately owned and require that 

the patron pays for a product or service. Yet, they are extremely important to our 
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community and social infrastructure. They can indeed be seen as sanctuaries in our social 

and cultural lives. Ray Oldenberg for mentions in his book The Great Good Place that the 

“small town” has shown us, that these places provide us with community life and are the 

hub and heart of our community. They are the place where people can gather, meet and 

get to know each other comfortably and build relationships with each other. Spaces that 

guarantee free access to the public, such as libraries, are often the first ones to receive 

cuts in the city budget (Shuff-Heck, 2019). Libraries are often not conducive to 

conversations among pairs or groups; generally, one is intended to engage in quiet, 

solitary actions such as reading or surfing the internet. Therefore, the need for shared 

public spaces with the opportunity to engage with each other has become even more 

important. These are the spaces in the community that create feelings of connection and 

belonging. They enrich people’s lives and help build resilience to daily stressors. They are 

“sanctuaries for people”. Philadelphia for example turned vacant lots into healthy green 

spaces for exactly that reason, which in return has reduced crime in these areas (Shuff-

Heck, 2019).  

This further relates to the concept of “place attachment”, which is an emotional 

attachment to a place that creates a bonding between individuals and the place they love. 

To create this connection to a place, people need to spend time in this place, engage in 

certain rituals or ceremonies. For example, storytelling has many therapeutic benefits and 

is often used to create a bond between people and/or a place. Being part of a spiritual 

quest also creates an emotional connection to a site. Usually, this happens when people 

experience similarities between themselves and a place and create memories, thoughts, 

and values about this physical place. Such places are traditionally provided by religious 

institutions in form of churches or spiritual retreat centers but in a broader sense can also 
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include local coffee shops, bars, restaurants, libraries, community centers, art galleries, 

museums, gyms, or yoga studios. These places enhance a sense of community, place 

dependence, and environmental identity (Gifford, 2014, p. 560). This is something that 

needs to be considered in community planning during the process of creating sacred 

spaces. For example, people in Kiev (Ukraine) transformed an empty lot that was 

considered “rubbish” into a productive self-managed community vegetable garden in the 

memorial of the victims of the EuroMaidan protests. This vegetable garden is now called 

the “Heavenly Hundred” Garden (www.publicspace.org). 

 
 

Figure 2: “Heavenly Hundred” Garden in Kiev (Ukraine) 

Source: https://www.publicspace.org/works/-/project/j308-heavenly-hundred-garden 

In case there is no option to be in a green space, nature studies have shown that 

even a “view of nature” will help to improve one’s mental health and well-being (Steg, van 

den Berg, de Groot, 2013, p. 54). This is important to keep in my mind for planners when 

creating common spaces such as libraries, schools, universities, medical institutions, and 

other public or private spaces. The built environment needs to be established with a “view 
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of nature” in mind. This would be the start of transforming an ordinary space into a sacred 

space. Applications may include green indoor and outdoor walls and roofs, as well as 

buildings such as the Bosco Verticale in Milan, in which vegetation is thoroughly integrated 

with the building. This is also part of Biophilic Cities, which is a global network that exists 

within diverse and unique cultures and urban ecosystems. This network of empowered 

cities and organizations focuses on creating nurturing cities with an emotional commitment 

and concern about nature and all forms of life, being accessible to all citizens. These are 

cities that will become sanctuaries over time and be connected like a network of trees 

(www.biophiliccities.org). 

Therefore, community planners must also pay attention to the “pattern library” 

which embraces the inspiration and form of patterns. Depending on the history and cultural 

uniqueness of a community and its geographical location, patterns can be different when 

it comes to incorporating nature on different scales, like the scale of a room, building, yard, 

block, or neighborhood. A pattern for example could be a stream running through a 

neighborhood or the placement of large native street trees (www.biophiliccities.org). There 

are many ways to celebrate nature and integrate it into buildings and the spaces between 

and beyond to create tranquility and much-needed relief from life’s daily pressures and 

stressors. Christopher Alexander stresses in his book A Pattern Language the rift and 

emotional stress that can occur for people when commercial and residential spaces are 

too far apart and separated from each other. He suggests that every home is within a few 

minutes of the workspaces so people can meet for lunch, children can drop in and workers 

can quickly go home during their break. Such connections will make a workplace a nicer 

place, which feels more like home. This pattern is usually seen in traditional societies 

where workspaces are fairly small and households self-sufficient. The idea behind this is 
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to break a city into a mosaic of small, different subcultures which have their own spatial 

territory and the power to freely develop their distinct lifestyle. Each subculture must be 

small enough for every person to have access to the subcultures nearby. This pattern will 

gradually help the evolution of the mosaic of subcultures by supporting people’s emotional 

and mental well-being through private and intimate regulation of their life in a holistic way 

(Alexander, Ishikawa, Silverstein, Jacobson, Fiksdahl-King, Angel, 1977, p. 50-53). 

Further ingredients to enhance people’s mental, emotional and physical health are 

by stimulating the human senses such as sound, smell, taste, and touch. Smell has a 

profound effect on our mood, behavior, and cognition. Even thoughts about flowers, fresh-

cut grass, or damp earth create feelings of pleasure. Essential oils have been shown to 

decrease anxiety, stress, depression, and blood pressure (Jantz, Wall, 2021, p. 229). 

Therefore, essential oils and flowers are often integrated into ceremonies or rituals. Taste 

is frequently associated with food, especially organic food from local farms. This is one of 

the reasons why so many monasteries, ashrams, and other retreat centers support locally 

grown food. It creates a connection to “Mother Earth”. It contributes “sacredness” to meals 

and enhances people’s overall well-being. Touch is another example, which has been 

shown to increase relaxation and enhance our well-being. This includes human touch, the 

touch of a pet, or nature touch. To touch nature by walking barefoot on the earth, feeling 

the grass beneath our feet, the water ripple through our hands, or the wind in our face will 

have incredible health benefits (Franco, Shanahan, Fuller, 2017).  

From a Cree perspective, health has also a lot to do with social relations, land, and 

cultural identity as well as with the psychology of the individual. Health is considered a 

complex and dynamic process. The Whapmagoostui (Great Whale River) Cree’s concept 

of health for example transcends the individual and is linked to a larger strategy of cultural 
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assertion, meaning health is inseparable from “being Cree” (Adelson, 2000). A sense of 

place and a relationship to the land is deeply rooted in the indigenous traditions and well-

being is often understood as a connection to the place and land they live on (Waldram, 

Herring, Kue Young, 2006). First Nations relationships and connection to the land are 

celebrated in oral histories, stories, and cultural practices including ceremonies. Each 

Nation has its spiritual beliefs, sacred sites, and cultural practices with an underlying 

framework that defines sacred sites and spaces. In a way, the entire earth is considered 

sacred, yet there are sites and places that have a greater sacred significance than others. 

These sacred sites are the heart of First Nations traditional lands. These are also places 

where Indigenous Peoples go for cleansing and where the leaders go and communicate 

with the gods. It is so important for the well-being of each individual and the community 

that these sacred sites remain intact, undisturbed, and in their original state. If they are 

disturbed by fear they lose their sacredness and spirits will be driven away. If polluting 

elements are introduced wildlife and plants will also disappear, in addition to the spirits. 

Given the interconnectedness and the relationship between the culture and the land, if a 

sacred site is destroyed it also destroys the culture (Indigenous Corporate Training Inc.). 

This is important for community planners to consider in their planning process. 

2.2 Why Sanctuaries are Essential in Busy Urban Environments 

“To be human is to be present, to pay attention to the life you have right now, to 

experience the sacred, the wonder, and the delight within this present moment.”         

Terry Hershey (www.terryhershey.com) 

It is proven that natural elements are restorative and improve cognitive functioning, 

mood, vitality, productivity, and even enhance the speed of recovery while being 
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hospitalized. Nature will help balance one’s emotions (Gifford, 2014, p. 559). For example, 

both Carleton University and the University of Ottawa have indoor green walls that are 

very popular. Even the sound of water or wind will help to attain a tranquil state of mind 

where as traffic and industrial noise will increase stress production. In the International 

Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health Franco, Shanahan and Fuller point 

to rural soundscapes and botanical gardens being preferred over urban park 

soundscapes. They further refer in the article to bird sounds increasing skin conductance 

levels and the sound of local rivers having a relaxing effect on residents. It has been shown 

in the article that sound can decrease anxiety and agitation whereas noise pollution in an 

overcrowded urban context can lead to stress, annoyance, cardiovascular problems, sleep 

disturbance, and decreased task performance (Franco, Shanahan, Fuller, 2017). The 

negative aspects associated with noise pollution in overstimulated urban areas must be 

considered and implemented when it comes to community planning.  

Even Hippocrates knew about the importance of air and water and how such 

designated places increase people’s physical and mental well-being. Ancient Roman texts 

mentioned health benefits associated with the countryside and green spaces. In the 12th 

century, monasteries had to have gardens, not just to grow vegetables, but for recreation 

(Lawless, 2001, p. 19). Gardens and parks have been part of sanctuaries for centuries. 

Overexposure to manmade buildings and structures, especially in dense city areas can 

lead to anxiety, nervousness, depression, tension, impatience, and irritability (Franco, 

Shanahan, Fuller, 2017). Yet, if there is too much physical distance between people and 

buildings or houses, even so, the space in between might be covered by nature, there is 

a tendency for people to feel lonely too and to lose their sense of belonging and their 
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sense of “community”. Therefore, community planners need to find the “right” amount of 

space between nature and the built environment. (Montgomery, 2013).  

2.3 Home as Sanctuary in the Urban Environment 

“Home is where you can fall apart into a million pieces and not have to worry about how 

long it takes to put yourself back together” Topher Kearby 

(mobile.twitter.com/TopherKearby) 

Our homes reflect our interests, our beliefs, our spirit, and our passion. They tell a 

story about how we feel about ourselves and the world around us. It is a place to retreat 

and recharge, a place of renewal and hope. Our home is an oasis of peace amidst turmoil. 

Homes can be a place of healing and regeneration, a template of harmony within which 

we can enter a higher level of spiritual frequency. It can provide us with a “sacred space” 

where we can remember who we are (Lynn, 1995, p. 3). Sacred sounds and mystic 

symbols can enhance the feeling of “sanctuary” in our homes and other sacred spaces. 

Throughout human history, symbols have been used as a way to harness and focus the 

mysterious around us (Lynn, 1995, p. 138). In ancient cultures, it was considered essential 

to use symbols in our homes for our well-being (Lynn, 1995, p. 139). Symbols are guided 

by intrinsic values which communicate meanings to the space they share while 

establishing an environment that reinforces their shared beliefs. They are used to guide 

behavior, regulate interaction and reinforce identity. Symbols establish the character of a 

home, based on their cultural meaning (Blackwell, 2015, p. 266). 

The Danish word Hygge means “the art of creating intimacy” or “coziness of the 

soul”. Hygge is a place where we can have endless conversations about the small or big 
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things in life. It is a place where we can be comfortable with each other’s silence or enjoy 

a cup of tea. It is more about the atmosphere and the environment than the actual things. 

It is a feeling of “home”, a feeling of being safe and shielded from the world, where we can 

let our guard down and be with the people we love (Wiking, 2016, p. 6). A “hygge 

emergency kit” for example could look like this: fireplace, candles, all things wood, nature, 

cozy blankets and cushions, favorite tea, favorite book, favorite movie, jam, a good pair of 

woolen socks, favorite letter, notebook, paper and pen, relaxing music, and a photo album 

(Wiking, 2016). Hygge includes all our five senses: touch, taste, sound, smell (such as 

fresh baked cookies), and sight. It is about feeling safe where we are and being able to 

trust the people we are with. Hygge must be “felt”. You don’t spell love, you feel love 

(Wiking, 2016, p. 261, 266). 

In this sense, our home is considered to be a sanctuary since its role is to provide 

a place of comfort, safety, and serenity. It creates a sort of place attachment, an emotional 

bond we have with this place we call home. Living in inadequate and poor housing 

conditions can harm our physical and socioemotional health. Homes that are threatened 

to be destroyed by natural and technological forces can create fear and insecurity. Air 

pollution for example can create depression. In this sense, our home can be a sanctuary 

or a place of disaster and suffering. Home in from of a sanctuary is often related to trees, 

green spaces, cleanness, general appearance, and low levels of crime and traffic (Gifford, 

2014, p. 564).  

This is important for community planners to keep in mind when designing 

neighborhoods. The emphasis must be on providing homes that will be sanctuaries 

instead of homes that are becoming a “thread” through environmental dangers such as 

floods, storms, earthquakes, or pollutants from factories and power plants. Douglas 
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Porteous talks in his book Domicide about how important a home is to human life and to 

the community and the impact it has on people if they lose their home. To re-settle or live 

in a home that has been severely compromised can be very stressful to people. Therefore 

planners must put their focus on improving and transforming neighborhoods into tranquil 

settings that provide better homes for residents and if necessary upgrade and/or develop 

new policies to alleviate the suffering of the dispossessed. Adding amenities such as 

benches, trellises for hanging gardens, artwork, decorative lighting, and flowerpots can 

enhance the feeling and quality of a place drastically (Gifford, 2014, p. 564). Studying 

biophilic design has shown that humans have an innate need to connect with nature and 

natural elements. Therefore design places a key role in residential development (Beatley, 

& Jones, Rainey, 2018).  

Recent studies in neuroplasticity and neurogenesis have shown that learning 

capacity and memory can be improved and influenced by our environment. Our brain is 

not fixed and can create new neural networks under improved conditions, which in return 

will lead to increased cognitive behavior. The evolution of zoo design for example has 

been studied by the U.S. General Services Administration, Office of Federal High-

Performance Green Buildings, concerning environmental design for humans. Tight cages 

in zoos have been replaced by larger and more spacious natural habitats. This resulted in 

a better habitat for animals playing, resting, and retreating from public view. This has been 

done to increase the animal's psychological and social well-being. Before animals could 

only survive in a zoo but now, they can “thrive”. Although a zoo design can never replace 

their real natural habitat, certainly improvements can be made to make enclosures more 

hospitable for the inhabitants. Even so, this might not 100% apply to the design of human 

habitat; the complexity of human reactions adds to how we interpret space and place. 
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However, in its essence, we can still relate similar concepts to the human experience and 

should address this in community planning and development proposals.  

On this note, I want to add an example of a housing project that didn’t go well: The 

Pruitt-Igoe housing project in the 1950s. The project consisted of 33 towers (11 storeys 

each) across 57 acres in DeSoto-Carr, the north side of St. Louis. The Housing Act of 

1949 offered incentives for urban renewal projects and subsidies for moving to the 

suburbs. The federal government provided the funds for the construction but not the 

maintenance fees. They had to be paid from the tenants’ rents but the declining occupancy 

rate did not create enough money to keep the place safe or come up with the necessary 

maintenance funds. The idea of replacing poor housing conditions with modernism ideals 

did not work out. Over two decades the population declined and people left the towers 

with broken windows. It then became famous for its failed public policy and architectural 

arrogance which contributed to its 33 towers being demolished two decades later. 

(www.econimist.com). 

Planners should never underestimate the complexity of human behavior when it 

comes to the design of human habitat, and how people react and interpret the space and 

place they live in. 

2.4 Sanctuaries, Health and Well-Being in Indigenous Cultures  

While it is recognized that there are 1000s of Indigenous cultures worldwide and it 

is disingenuous to make encompassing statements about “Indigenous cultures” there are 

some generalities that can be considered when examining the relationship in many 

cultures to the idea of sanctuary and finding meaning in daily life. In some Indigenous 
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cultures, knowledge is seen as a gift from the creator which comes in many ways. People 

have to be adaptable to change and learn to live peacefully and in harmony with each 

other. A holistic life includes physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual aspects and is 

depending on the Nation which can be portrayed in the form of a Medicine Circle (Battiste, 

Barman, 1995, p. 51). In the Toltec tradition, ceremonies and other rituals help create a 

connection to the spirit world through meditation and transcendence. Life here on earth is 

considered a “school of learning” and a place of spirituality. Our physical body is here to 

learn from the “spirit” which exists here on earth. The development of the body, heart, 

mind, and spirit is a lifelong task (Ruiz, 2020). In the Cree-Saulteaux tradition, a medicine 

person will develop a relationship with the spirit world and to do so must spend time 

fasting, praying, and meditating. This requires awareness while entering a dream state 

that is called “lucid dreaming” (Stonechild, 2016 p. 71-73). The teachings of the elders are 

inspired by the spirit and preserve sacred knowledge. In traditional times someone 

interested in gaining sacred knowledge had to show a genuine interest and use 

appropriate protocol and engage in ceremonies. Most of the advice from elders is based 

on everyday living. This includes that within our life we must accept and learn from our 

challenges to be able to overcome them. It can be a paradox to have a physical human 

body while at the same time having a spirit. When we ignore our spiritual life, we become 

selfish and greedy and create negative relationships and dysfunctional communities 

(Stonechild, 2016 p. 54-57). 

Various Indigenous cultures believe that consciousness resides in the spirit world 

and that spirit beings are real and that it is possible to develop a relationship with them. It 

is believed that the spirit world cares. Medicine persons are therefore healers who acquire 

their healing abilities through dreams, visions, sacrifice, ceremony, and prayer. These 
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powers are considered special gifts which are meant to be used for the greater good of 

the community and not for selfish purposes (Keating, 2021, p.146). 

Many Indigenous healing traditions involve ceremonies and practices that not only 

engage the individual but also families and communities and provide solidarity, social 

support, and a collective transformation. Even the recovery of “tradition” can be a healing 

experience (Kirmayer, Valaskakis, 2009 p.14-15). Spirituality gives us an understanding 

of our purpose and our journey on this path. Sacred teachings are not about information 

in books or study but are gained by self-knowledge and the desire and discipline to 

become a better person (Oman, 2021). 

In the Cree-Saulteaux tradition, there is a greeting ceremony upon birth for the 

Newborn which is later followed by a naming ritual where an elder asks the spirit world to 

assign and name a spirit protector for the child. When reaching puberty boys and girls are 

sent on a vision quest to develop a relationship with the spirit world and to get guidance 

on their purpose in life. it is common to have a greeting ceremony of the Newborn which 

is later followed by a naming ritual where an elder asks the spirit world to assign and name 

a spirit protector for the child. When reaching puberty boys and girls are sent on a vision 

quest to develop a relationship with the spirit world and to get guidance on their purpose 

in life. The quest happens in isolation and focuses on fasting, concentration, and prayer. 

Lodges are used for ceremonial purposes such as singing, praying, healing, or learning. 

Their physical structures are not permanent and are created in sacred locations. The lodge 

is also seen as the womb of the mother and used for regeneration and cleansing. A vision 

occurs when someone experiences a very powerful non-physical experience as real. A 

vision is very vivid and has a lasting impression on the memory of the person who 

experienced the vision (Stonechild, 2016 p. 71-73). One of the more intense ceremonies 
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is the sweat lodge which is a purification ceremony where stones are heated in a fire and 

being brought in the lodge. The door is closed, and hot steam is created by putting water 

over the hot stones. Sweating makes us get rid of many toxins within our bodies, yet it is 

not just a place “to sweat” but also a place to communicate with the Creator. The steam 

that rises from the stones is called “Breath of Spirit”. A sweat lodge is a sacred place. The 

sacredness comes from its construction. Prayers are made while digging out the dirt to 

form the pit for the stones and build the frame of the lodge. When you are in a sacred 

space you will become sacred (Heart, 1996 p. 185). Some ceremonies may be repeated 

four hours, night after night until the results are achieved. The first step to preparing for a 

ceremony is to cleanse and purify the space. Once the ritual begins no one is allowed to 

enter or leave the lodge. Ceremonial objects which are charged by prayer must be handled 

carefully and mindfully. Medicine objects are not as important for their “form” as they are 

for the powers that are bestowed upon them by the spirits. Their power increases over 

time and use. They must be occasionally purified and protected by wrapping them and 

storing them in a case. After their owner dies these objects should be destroyed (Keating, 

2021, p. 158-159). One way to purify an object from negative energies and entities for 

example is smudging. The smoke that is created from burning sacred herbs is considered 

to purify objects and spaces. In Ojibwe teachings, smudging is also acknowledged to 

purify the body. It is often used alongside the back to release troubles (Robinson, 2018).  

Medicine persons in the Cree-Saulteaux tradition must be authentic and rather 

think from their heart than from their head. Words coming from the heart are more powerful 

than words spoken from the head. This is especially important in the context of prayer. 

For a prayer to be effective it must be imbued with conviction and feeling. Songs are other 

sources of power that arise from the heart and are used by medicine people. Laughter is 
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equally important and considered to be a characteristic of the heart too, which is good for 

healing. Jokes are often heard during ceremonies (Stonechild, p. 104-105). In other Native 

American traditions, medicine is also seen to help people attain that which is good in life. 

This can for example mean to point someone towards the right path in life which is another 

form of healing (Heart, 1996 p. 117). 

2.5 The Creation of Sacred Spaces 

“The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched. They 

must be felt with the heart,” – Helen Keller (philosiblog.com) 

Many early Indigenous cultures such as the Oglala Lakota Sioux Nation honored 

and worshipped the earth as a living consciousness being who oversaw life in all its 

phases. Calling upon her spirit is considered to bring stability, ancient wisdom, and power 

(Linn, 1995, p. 94-95).  

Sacred sound and mystic symbols are equally important to create sacred spaces 

and to build a sense of sanctuary. Throughout human history, symbols have been used 

as a way to harness and focus the “mysterious” around us (Linn, 1995, p. 138). In ancient 

cultures, it was considered essential to use symbols in sacred spaces for our well-being 

(Ellwood & Alles, 2007, p. 29).  In addition, holding a space sacred within ourselves and 

accepting ourselves and the space we are in with love and gentleness creates one of the 

greatest forces in the universe (Linn, 1995, p. 295).  
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Figure 3: The most common sacred symbols 

Source: https://themindfool.com/spiritual-symbols/ 

 
 

Sacred rituals, differ in each culture but are associated with sanctuaries and the 

creation of sacred spaces. This can include the use of water for cleansing upon entering 

a sacred space or removing one’s shoes. It can also be a requirement for mindfulness or 

“non-talking” during certain hours of the day and ringing the bells to acknowledge that it is 

time for meals, prayer, and/or chanting. Symbols can be statues of divine entities in the 

courtyard or building. The creation of tranquil gardens, infused with wind chimes, tree 

lights is another example. Often, sacred spaces have a connection to natural elements 
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such as water, gardens, forests, and flowers. Yet, the main difference between “sacred” 

space and an “ordinary” space is the striving for connection to oneself, others, or even a 

higher power like God or the Universe (www.encyclopedia.com). 

In India, sacred trees are respected, used in ceremonies, and even worshipped. 

Peepul for example is the Bodhi Tree of Enlightenment in the Buddhism tradition. It 

belongs to the fig family and is famous for its curiously heart-shaped leaves. It is worshiped 

in India as the “Holy fig tree”. Lord Buddha is thought to have attained enlightenment 

underneath this tree. Therefore it is also called the “Bodhi Tree” which means Tree of 

Enlightenment (Jenning Roth, 2016). 

 

Figure 4: Bodhi Tree located in Bodh Gaya, Bihar, India  

Source: https://www.talesbytrees.com/a-brief-guide-to-the-sacred-trees-of-india/ 
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 Another sacred tree in India is the Banyan tree “Tree of Life” which is a symbol for 

life and fertility. Bael is a “Medical Tree”. Its roots, leaves, and fruits are used for different 

healing purposes. Ashoka is yet another sacred tree. Its name means “without grief”. The 

water in which the Ashoka leaves have been washed is used as a healing and protective 

draught against sorrow. It is also thought that Buddha was born underneath this tree. It is 

often planted in Buddhist monasteries (Jenning Roth, 2016). 

 

Figure 5: Ashoka tree - Source: https://www.talesbytrees.com/a-brief-guide-to-the-sacred-trees-

of-india/ 

 Sandalwood and its sacred fragrance are often used in religious ceremonies. It is 

further used to purify temples and holy places in the Hindi and Buddhist faith (Jenning 

Roth, 2016). 
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2.6 Practical Ways to Incorporate Sanctuaries and Sacred Spaces 

within the Urban Environment  

“Love is what we are in our essence, and the more love we feel in our hearts, the 

more it will be brought to us.” Deepak Chopra (Wells, 2022, p.63) 

Let’s consider this for a moment when it comes to the creation of our communities! 

Research shows that nature nurtures (Weir, 2020). Being in a natural setting or 

even viewing nature through a window supports cognitive performance, reduces stress, 

and enhances the emotional experience. Landscapes with a view of nature such as over 

large trees, the horizon, water, or flower gardens are places of refugee. Yet in the United 

States and other countries, open spaces are being replaced by buildings and urban 

neighborhoods are reducing the opportunities for contact with nature. We need to bring 

nature and positive experiences back into our common spaces, our homes, offices, and 

backyards. The question is “how do we encourage building practices that integrate and 

increase experiences of nature, rather than eliminating it?” (Beatley, Jones, & Rainey, 

2018, p. 107). 

One aspect community planners can focus on are Biophilic Cities. These are cities 

that provide urban access to nature and natural systems. They inherit the physical urban 

design such as parks, green features, urban wildlife, walkable environments, the “spirit” of 

a place, and its emotional commitment and concern about nature and all life forms 

(www.biophiliccities.org). Biophilic Cities have an interest in the lifestyle of their citizens 

and urge local governments to shift budget priorities (Söderlund 2019, p. 189). Cities like 

Chicago and Portland for example developed large subsidies and intensities for the 
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installation of green features such as green rooftops. Toronto even mandated green 

rooftops for roofs over a certain size (Etingoff, 2017, p.5). Nature adds a kind of wonder 

to people’s lives, a fascination, and the ability to nurture deep personal connection and 

engagement in something larger than oneself. It provides a “meaning” to live 

(https://www.biophiliccities.org). Furthermore, natural cities increase economic 

opportunities for tourism while decreasing costs related to managing stormwater and air 

quality. Nature adds value to buildings (Beatley, 2011, p. 7-8). Biophilic elements reduce 

stress, boost the immune system, and provide the opportunity for locally grown and 

produced food (Beatley, 2011, p.68). This has the power to transform ordinary spaces into 

sanctuaries. 

Another fact community planners need to consider when it comes to creating 

sanctuaries is the concept of place attachment which applies to the personal experience 

associated with a place that creates meaning. Place attachment happens when an 

emotional bond between a place and person is built (McEwen, 2019, p.17)). People who 

come to a sanctuary, may it be a church, a retreat center, or a spiritual place, will feel 

“place attachment” due to the experience they have in this sacred setting. It is about the 

good feeling a place has and the peace it offers to people (Gifford, 2014, p. 561). 

Sanctuaries are safe places that create a sense of belonging and a sense of continuity. 

They provide a comfortable place for self-reflection, problem-solving, and stress relief with 

the opportunity to pursue our goals. On the other hand “place attachment” can also hinder 

desirable social goals and positive development by people who feel extremely attached to 

their neighborhood and don’t like change (NIMBY) (Gifford, 2014, p. 561-562).  

Community planners must be aware of this, considering both sides during the planning 

process and by implementing the long-term vision and objectives within the OCP. 
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Planners also have to consider social design during their planning process and include 

citizens in the design process. Public participation is important for the design process 

(Wheeler, 2013, p. 55). 

An example that shows how theory and policy can be linked is Barcelona, which 

designed an innovative approach towards a healthier, greener, better city while 

experiencing extreme pollution and high noise levels (Postaria, 2021). The idea is based 

on creating nine mini neighborhoods (superblocks also called “superilles”) where spaces 

are repurposed to fill the city with life and give the streets back to the neighbors. This 

means re-purposing the current infrastructure through changing roads, bus routes and 

creating 300 km of new cycling lanes. Only residential and local business traffic and buses 

are allowed in these areas and only at a reduced speed. The superblocks are smaller than 

real neighborhoods but bigger than “blocks” and the remaining traffic is flowing around 

these nine superblocks. Therefore, social cohesion, coexistence, and human exchanges 

are encouraged, and priorities are shifted towards a focus on the ecosystem. This creates 

public spaces where a neighborhood’s history and local life have a presence, it can 

become an invitation for play (The Guardian, 2016). This is certainly an innovative and 

interesting approach to a problem many cities are facing. This being said, there was some 

pushback from local shop owners because they were worried it would affect their business 

and fewer customers would come due to the restricted car movement in this area. The city 

council argued back that only 5% of customers access commercial premises by car and 

that the available off-street parking areas can cater to the increased demand in the future 

(Postaria, 2021). 
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Figure 6: Barcelona Superblocks 

Source: www.citiesforum.org/news/superblock-superilla-barcelona-a-city-redefined/ 

 

 

Ellen Bassett writes in her book Healthy Environments, Healing Spaces about 

social capital, which includes social networks and social support to eliminate stress. This 

also includes social influence, and social participation to create a sense of community 

belonging (Beatley, Jones, & Rainey, 2018, p. 64). In this sense, smaller-scale venues 

such as the local Vault Café coffee shop here in Nanaimo are part of this. They are known 

for building connections within the community and are seen as “third places”. They have 

a special atmosphere, where it is easy for people to feel comfortable and connect. 

Sanctuaries and sacred spaces are falling in this category too and equally contribute to 

improving a community’s overall social capital. Therefore, this has to be included in the 

vision and objectives of our OCPs and put into writing within the necessary policies. 

Charles Montgomery made the same observation in his book Happy Cities and states that 
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people who feel they belong to their community are happier than those who do not 

(Montgomery, 2013, p. 134). 

Charles Montgomery further discusses the challenge that if we want to meet our 

psychological needs, places need to delight, nourish, and nurture us but that we are torn 

between competing needs, the push and pull between proximity and isolation. He argues 

that sometimes our needs can be at war with each other. That we need the healing touch 

of nature and at the same time, we also need the nourishing warmth of people. That we 

need to connect and yet also need to retreat. He concludes that there is a benefit in being 

close to conveniences, but that this can also come with a price of overstimulation and 

overcrowding. To move forward from this contradiction, Charles Montgomery 

recommends that we need to understand the opposing forces and resolve the tension 

between them. The question is “how much nature do we need and how much distance, 

space and privacy do we need from other people?” (Montgomery, 2013, p. 106). In 

addition, he makes a point about how important it is that people have equal access to 

these parks and benefit from them. He says this can be a problem of scale and access 

(Montgomery, 2013, p. 119). He also mentions in his book Happy City that medieval 

churches were considered the anchor of a city which gave the community meaning and 

connection to the heavens. In Germany and elsewhere in Europe, the public market was 

often adjacent to the main cathedral. Therefore, churches were often surrounded by open 

space allowing for the shift from secular to the sacred.  

“Here in the shadows of the church, is where babies were abandoned, and plague 

victims tolerated. Here is where you could beg for help if you were desperate. At the heart 

of the city – the transition zone between earth and heaven – was a promise of empathy.” 

(Montgomery, 2013, p. 22-23).  
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Certainly, something to consider in planning. We need sacred spaces like this 

again in the heart of our communities that are accessible to the public. 

At the same time, it is equally important to recognize the significance of indoor 

sanctuaries as well. Indoor spaces can easily be transformed into sacred spaces. For 

example, Pamela Adelstein, a family physician, transformed her examination rooms into 

sacred spaces of meditation, relaxation, and healing. They are equipped with soothing 

water fountains, relaxing music, and cushioned tables. Therefore, not only the physical 

body is being treated but the entire well-being of a person, including the mental, emotional- 

and spiritual body (Adelstein, 2018). Many international airports already created small 

spaces for relaxation such as meditation lounges, yoga studios, green spaces, prayer 

rooms, and spa services for passengers to relax and rejuvenate (Baran, 2019). The 

Singapore Airport created a biophilic wellness sanctuary on a grand scale with a giant 

indoor waterfall and an air-conditioned rainforest, including a glass bridge and bouncing 

“Skynet’s”. At night the cascade serves as a canvas for light shows and other 

performances (Naurana Badalge, 2019). These micro-and macro sanctuaries are great 

examples of tranquil oases for people to relax and rejuvenate during their visits and stays 

in busy environments. 

I feel this is something to consider as a community planner. Even so, we don’t have 

control over the design in private spaces such as the offices of physicians we can certainly 

educate about best practices. I can only imagine the benefits this would have once 

integrated on a broader spectrum. 
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2.8 Conclusion 

There is a huge gap in the literature when it comes to ancient wisdom about our 

natural world, science, and how it connects to community planning. The gap lies in 

understanding the importance of reincorporating ancient ways of wisdom, and the 

understanding of the urgency of experiencing a “kind of magic” in our daily lives through 

visiting sacred spaces and sanctuaries. The built environment and residential housing 

market are merely seen as functional places for people to live (Gifford, 2014, p. 564). 

Furthermore, not enough studies have been done yet on the positive influence of natural 

elements such as sound, smell, and touch concerning the well-being of humans in 

connection to the aspects of community planning.  

To create sanctuaries within our communities we need to merge our colonial view 

of nature with the ancient knowledge of nature, which means that everything is related 

and connected. The healing nature of trees and forests provides us with great places for 

sanctuaries, which are low-cost and should be considered by planners. The woodlands 

are seen as “our collective medicine cabinet” (Beatley, 2020, Biophilic Cities Journal, To 

Speak for the Trees) among ancient people. Willow for example is often used to treat 

depression and loneliness and wood from pine trees can be used as an antiseptic 

(Beatley, 2020, Biophilic Cities Journal, To Speak for the Trees). Therefore, many 

sanctuaries are surrounded by trees, vegetable gardens, and flowers. Oftentimes 

medicine walks and labyrinths have been incorporated as part of rituals and retreats. We 

must acknowledge the spiritual and healing aspect of the natural world and re-incorporate 

sanctuaries and sacred spaces as objectives in our policies and OCPs. 
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The global network of Biophilic Cities shows us how to turn our cities into 

sanctuaries. Here is an example, using a tree as a metaphorical template (Biophilic Cities, 

Strategic Plan 2020-2022):  

Let’s consider the Heartwood is the center of the tree that gives strength, this is 

the mission and vision for a sanctuary-based community. In this case, a deeply connected 

network of partner cities forms to create a shared “vision” for the love of nature (biophilia) 

and the establishment of sanctuaries within diverse urban spaces. The roots of the tree 

are the anchor that gathers the resources and nurtures existing relationships to sustain 

the project’s “goals” and “objectives”. The next step is developing ideas for funding and 

getting applications ready for small grants to implement a small pilot project. Annual 

community gatherings are held with the engagement of the global network and its regional 

districts. The trunk of the tree expands the core of the global network and provides future 

growth for the foundation by engaging and welcoming new members to the network. As 

for the crown of the tree, a new tangible policy model is be needed (Biophilic City) and 

later implemented into the OCPs, which must be updated. Planners must also look into 

the option of rezoning available parcels of land within their community and adjust zoning 

bylaws accordingly.  

Another important aspect to consider is connection. Creating spaces where people 

can connect must become a prime objective for planners to increase sacred public spaces. 

A good example is New York and how it turned abundant places into little sanctuaries just 

by the commitment of passionate individuals. One of them is Paley Park which puts people 

first and caters to their needs by using movable chairs. The sounds of a waterfall and 

lacey trees provide shade and the entire area becomes a sanctuary, especially on hot 

days. The New York Public Library shines with elegance and radiates a feeling of being 
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welcome. The inside of the library reveals spaces like “European Ballrooms” while the 

outside connects to the city with numerous well-linked spaces such as steps, plazas, 

nooks, and pathways. Other sanctuary-like spaces in New York are Central Park, Brooklyn 

Botanical Garden, and Prospect Park, just to name a few. Prospect Park is a natural 

sanctuary encompassing a 526-acre park including woodlands, streams, ponds, picnic 

areas, and a world-renowned Long Meadow, stretching across the entire west side of 

Prospect Park (Project for Public Spaces, 2008). Similar “sanctuaries” also exist on a 

smaller scale on Vancouver Island such as the Butchart Gardens in Victoria, Milner 

Garden in Qualicum Beach, and the Bethlehem Center in Nanaimo, which is a sacred 

space for people to retreat without attachment to any religion or belief system.   

Without consciously looking at our environments we breathe in our environments 

with all our senses and often people don’t experience buildings as free-standing objects 

but rather as boundaries of space and the quality of this boundary contributes to the quality 

this place will have. For example, boundaries made of unrelieved straight lines are harsh 

and can enhance a feeling of “disconnect” and “coldness”, whereas if lines, shapes, and 

forms have a quality of movement it adds life and harmony to the overall feeling of a space. 

It creates a dynamic force that can make a place feel alive. These qualities can be found 

in curves or being achieved by hand-drawn straight lines in conversion with each other 

(Day, 2004, p. 5, 10). 

Sanctuaries and sacred spaces can easily be created and established in almost 

any place and are necessary for humanity to thrive!  
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My intent is that this research will help raise awareness about the benefits 

sanctuaries have on our lives, especially when it comes to our mental and physical well-

being. Sanctuaries are a great catalysator for transformation and personal growth. 

Every breath, every step can be filled with peace, joy, and serenity. We need 

only to be awake, alive in the present moment.” Thich Nhat Hanh (1991) 
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Chapter 3 Research Methods   

3.1 Research Design 

The purpose of this research is to provide guidelines and necessary information to 

planners to create, design, establish and integrate sanctuaries and sacred spaces within 

their communities. As noted in the previous chapter, there is valuable literature on the 

topic that suggests that sacred spaces and sanctuaries play a key role in enhancing the 

mental, emotional and physical well-being of people. This research looks at the barriers 

and enablers that planners and related professionals see as having a role in the 

development of sanctuaries and sacred spaces. This means, the research does not focus 

on the end-user of these spaces (citizens) but instead on the reasons why/why not 

planning professionals would champion the inclusion of such spaces into urban and rural 

environments.  

The research goal is to find out what sanctuaries and sacred spaces mean to 

planning professionals and those in related disciplines, and how to establish and 

incorporate sanctuaries within a community. Guidelines and additional information for 

planners are also provided to encourage the development of more sanctuaries and sacred 

spaces within urban and rural jurisdictions.  

The methodological research is based on a literature review and four interviews I have 

conducted with planners, developers, and related professions in this field within BC. My 

literature review is focused on sanctuaries and the effect they have on the well-being of a 

community and its residents. It includes secondary data information from academic 

resources such as books, articles, websites, and homepages.  
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The interviews have been conducted with various planners and developers and 

related professionals here in BC. This has helped in gaining knowledge of what 

sanctuaries and sacred spaces are, how to create them, and what it is that makes a place 

“sacred”. Further, I wanted to dive deeper into the different kinds of sanctuaries we have, 

for example, indoor and outdoor sanctuaries, sacred spaces in public versus private 

places, and how to implement them in our communities. In this sense, I was looking at 

what the barriers and enablers are for creating sanctuaries within communities.  

 The questions being asked during the interview: 

1) What does “sanctuary” mean to you?  

2) Do you think sanctuaries are important for people and communities? 

3) What might be the barriers or enablers you would see as shaping the siting of sanctuary 

spaces in your community?  

4)  What are the current sanctuaries and sacred spaces within your community?  

5) How would you incorporate new sanctuaries within your community?  

6) What role do you see planners/related professionals holding in championing the ideals 

relating to sanctuaries and sacred places in communities?  

This project will be produced as a graduate-level major thesis in the Masters of Community 

Planning program. Following the completion of the major thesis, a copy of the project will 

be shared with all participants in the project.  
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In addition, an article will be developed for Future Plans (journal of the Masters of 

Community Planning Program) and submitted for consideration to Planning West and/or 

Plan Canada. An application will also be made to present the findings of this study at VIU's 

annual CREATE conference.  

3.2 Population Selection 

Iris Wolf was the primary investigator who carried out all research (literature 

review, document analysis, and semi-structured interviews). Iris Wolf was the only 

researcher who was in contact with research participants by way of a semi-structured 

interview.  

Pam Shaw was the supervisor but did not conduct any of the research, and was 

not in contact with research participants regarding this project. Pam was responsible for 

offering guidance to Iris while research was conducted and written up. 

This research targeted individuals who have been engaged in work relating to the 

topic of the sanctuary as discerned through a search of websites/published information. 

Therefore, four interviews in total have been conducted, including two planners in BC, one 

developer in BC, and one other related professional in this field in  BC. The four interviews 

were conducted between September 2021 and February 2022. The research study 

conducted was approved by the  Vancouver Island University Research Ethics Board.  

The interviewers have been contacted by the researcher with an introductory email 

explaining the study to each prospective participant's work email to enquire as to whether 

they would like to participate in the study. The researcher has sent this email to a selected 
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group of developers, planners, and other related professionals on this area of interest in 

BC. The participants were given three working days to respond, if interested. It was 

anticipated that these two email outreach activities will achieve the desired sample size 

and they did. Once an individual had indicated an interest in participating, they were sent 

a second email with the consent form and interview questions. To keep the participants 

fully informed of the research before providing their consent/assent, a consent letter had 

been emailed to participants 7 days before the scheduled interview. All four participants 

signed and returned the consent letter before the interview was conducted. Participants 

were also been informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time, with no 

consequence, from the initiation of the contact through to submitting the final approved 

transcript back to the researcher. Once the transcript was received by the researcher, the 

individual was no longer able to withdraw from the study. During this process, all 

participants have been provided with an opportunity to review and make changes to the 

information they provided. All participants have been provided with a transcript of the 

interview and were given two weeks to review and submit back to the researcher along 

with any changes/amendments/clarifications and redactions.  

Contact information from all participants is confidential and will never be disclosed 

as part of the research. The identity of each participant will be held confidential, and as 

the study default, the participants will only be identified through a general moniker such 

as "planner", “developer” or “professional”.  
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3.3 Collection Methods 

The research methods that have been used to collect and interpret data include a 

literature review and four semi-structured interviews. The data collected through the semi-

structured interviews examined the topic of “sanctuary” and was used to help create a 

manual of best practices for planners who are wanting to assist their communities in 

establishing sanctuaries and sacred spaces.  

Participants have been selected due to their expertise in the area of planning, 

development, and other related fields in BC. It was important to include viewpoints on this 

subject from participants working for the private sector as well as the public sector. All 

interviews have been taken place via Zoom. The researcher scheduled 30 minutes for 

each interview. The maximum time, Including interviews, pre-reading questions, 

completing the consent form, and the time to review the interview transcript was not 

intended to exceed 1.5 hr.  

All participants agreed to the interview being recorded on Zoom which is an online 

conference software hosted in the USA. The meeting data will be stored on Zoom servers 

located in California, USA, and thus is subject to Zoom data privacy policies and foreign 

legislation. Since Zoom stores data on servers located outside of Canada, the data 

provided will not be protected by Canadian privacy legislation, may be accessed by foreign 

government/s following its/their laws. 
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3.4 Data Analysis 

For the data analysis, I used Otter.ai which translated all interviews into a word 

document. Otter.ai (transcription software that is based in the USA) is being used to 

transcribe the interviews between Iris Wolf and the research participants. Transcription 

data will be stored on Otter.ai servers located in California, USA, and thus is subject to 

Otter.ai data privacy policies and foreign legislation.  

Originally I planned on interviewing 10 participants (4 developers, 4 planners, and 

2 other related professionals in BC). Yet when I started reaching out to participants I 

realized that it is not as easy as I thought to find qualified participants which are willing to 

spend their time on an interview. Furthermore, I underestimated the time it takes to 

prepare, schedule, and later on, review the transcript and analyze all interviews in a word 

document. Therefore I reduced the number of participants from 10 to 4.  

Chapter 4 is about the detailed analysis from all interviews that have been 

conducted. All information and research gathered from all participants during the 

interviews have been collected and summarized for each question that has been asked in 

the interviews. Chapter 4 also includes a summary of all the insights that have been gained 

through the interview process.   
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Chapter 4 Results and Findings 

4.1 Interviews 

All interviews have been conducted with planners, developers, and other related 

professionals in this field within the province of BC. During the interviews, a framework 

emerged helping to create a template on how communities can create more sanctuaries. 

In this regard, I have noticed how important it is to look at this through the lenses of a 

planner. There have been several topics that came up that I found important to look at 

more closely. For example, the importance of zoning bylaws, meaning where (which 

neighborhood) can planners advocate for sanctuaries being established. Evenly important 

is the question of how to include sanctuaries and sacred spaces as an objective in an 

OCP and what kind of sanctuaries are likely to be implemented on a limited (lower) budget. 

I am thinking about micro-sanctuaries and nature sanctuaries in this regard. Another 

interesting aspect that came up during the interviews was sanctuaries concerning heritage 

planning and faith-building development.  

The data I have collected during the interviews have shown some common ideas 

and thoughts regarding sanctuaries and sacred spaces as an important part of our 

communities while at the same time also highlighting various approaches towards the best 

way to establish them in our communities. They are many ways and forms to implement 

sacred spaces and sanctuaries as part of daily life in our communities.  
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4.2 Analysis Interview Questions  

4.2.1 What does “sanctuary” mean to you?  

The responses varied to this question. A common notion was that sanctuary is a 

place for peace, a safe place. In addition, it was noted that it is a sacred space and a place 

to be in the community. In the context of a city, a planner stated that there are a couple of 

different definitions as well, which applies to religious places or sites like churches, 

especially in the context of heritage planning since many churches are listed in the 

heritage register. Another example that was mentioned was Snuneymuxw`s sacred sites.  

All participants agreed that sanctuary is not necessarily defined as a building, but 

more as a landscape, location, and also an outdoor location a natural space, like a park. 

In this case, the zoning bylaws of nature will be important for planners to look at when 

establishing more sanctuaries in their communities. Another sanctuary-like space 

mentioned has been cultural spaces, like performance spaces, places where people 

gather to be entertained or listen to a lecture or speech. In this context, even community 

gatherings might fulfill the definition of a sanctuary.  

Yet, sanctuary being seen as a religious place such as a church was the most 

common answer to this question. This means sanctuary as a spiritual place of being with 

a theological concept of god and/ or heaven. From a non-religious point of view, one 

participant equally saw a sanctuary as a place of peace and safety. A place of healing and 

a place to recharge and for people to feel good about themselves.   
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4.2.2 Do you think sanctuaries are important for people and communities? 

All participants agreed that sanctuaries are very important for people and 

communities. Some even considered them “essential” since we as humans do need a 

connection to others and ourselves to survive and thrive in our lives. Sanctuaries are 

considered to provide this place for us to allow this connection to happen.  

Everyone agreed that religious places, such as churches and park sanctuaries are 

important to each individual and the community. Especially park sanctuaries and 

recreational spaces have been rated very high from a planner’s point of view. So have 

also cultural places, such as the court, theatre, and even museum, since there are seen 

as a place of remembrance by residents. Even memorial sites, like Dallas Square in 

downtown Nanaimo on Front Street, can be seen as a sanctuary since it is also a place of 

remembrance. These sites are necessary for a city to function and therefore must be 

protected. A planner noted that there is a huge value to these sites, especially from a 

heritage perspective and further stated that it is always sad to see if these sites can’t be 

saved even if that is desired policy-wise. I have also been told that it is equally important 

to add different sites to a heritage register to ensure that the community value for these 

sites is understood no matter what happens to them in the future. This is also something 

to be aware of as a planner.  

From a developer’s point of view, sanctuaries are becoming increasingly important 

due to our very consumer-driven economic life including lots of cooperation and 

competition. The developer mentioned that the stress most people experience in their daily 

life is not supportive of their well-being. It was said, that much of our time and focus is 

spent on productivity within a competitive and performance-driven environment. This 
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being a dominant part of our culture and reality it is necessary to make sure to take breaks 

within our daily lives. Society's widespread endemic use of alcohol, drugs, and various 

other addictions that aren't healthy for us arise because we don't have a mental or physical 

sanctuary. That we use other “things” to escape and find release was also noted. 

Another important point that has been raised was that we often don’t even think 

about sanctuaries when we design our cities. For example, our roads go in straight lines, 

and they're designed for speed. Everything is designed for efficiency. A lot of our society, 

our culture, and our physical world are mechanical and performance-oriented but that's 

not who we are as organic beings. All participants agreed that we need sanctuaries to live 

fulfilled lives, recharge and recenter and take a break from the daily pressure and 

challenges. It was further suggested to think about sanctuaries in terms of inequity where 

sanctuaries become most critical for people who don’t have shelter, safety, and healing 

opportunities in their lives.  

4.2.3 What might be the barriers or enablers you would see as shaping the 

siting of sanctuary spaces in your community?   

The first barrier that has been identified during the interviews was that traditional 

sanctuaries are more of religious gathering places and the phenomenon of aging out is 

having an impact in this context. This means that what has been typically important for the 

people who came and gathered in the past might not be relevant to the next generation, 

whether that is Generation X, Generation Y, or Generation Z.  

Another barrier that has been mentioned was the needs of people that are spiritual, 

but not religious. Introducing an entirely new need for what it means to someone to want 
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to be in a sacred space or a sanctuary space. One professional that I have interviewed 

mentioned that churches have already been talking about their shrinking congregations 

and some churches have been taking on more dynamic and modern approaches to 

keeping their youth engaged. There has also been a trend in embracing the LGBTQ2+ 

community and the BIPOC community as well within traditional sanctuaries like a church. 

One participant further mentioned someone who was very instrumental in the transition in 

the 80s, to introduce homosexuality to the church and then went on to become the 

moderator.  

Another barrier that was mentioned in the interviews was the pandemic, because 

of the impact it had on the ritual of gathering in a sacred space. One professional 

mentioned that a community that gathered once a week for 30 years, has not been able 

to do so over the last 18 months and now they are considering it all together.  

Additional barriers that have come up during the interviews have been zoning 

and/or land-use regulations, which are about how the use of a church or park has been 

zoned. There are zoning bylaws that exist for religious institutions. Usually, religious 

institutions are allowed in mixed-use areas but not in a residential zone. For example, if 

there is a church in a residential area the zoning would need to allow for that. If the zoning 

is already there, like for many existing churches, they can just be rebuilt on that site. If a 

church would be built outside a commercial or mixed-use area, a re-zoning process would 

probably have to take place. When it comes to barriers it is important to find out if it is 

prohibitive for people to build new if they have to go through a rezoning process, 

considering that there is uncertainty about whether that would be supported or not and 

also the reaction of the community if a building or institutional site would be put in that 

place. Yet, when it comes to parks or nature sanctuaries they are usually allowed 
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universally in the city. This means for a park or nature sanctuary a designated area would 

be recognized under whatever zoning it has. For example in Nanaimo, most of these 

nature parks, nature sanctuaries have already been identified. General institutional uses 

are allowed in Nanaimo in zones throughout the city and include things like fire halls, civic 

uses, nature parks, community parks, and community gardens. This shows that there is a 

value and desire, particularly for community parks and nature parks, and nature 

sanctuaries. They are recognized without restriction from a land-use perspective and the 

OCP. There's an understanding of seeing where additional parks areas can be identified 

and eventually created out of existing land that may already be there.  

A cognitive barrier has also been mentioned in an interview with a developer, 

meaning things that planners don’t think about as being an important factor of the social 

life of a society, city, and place. Something that does not come up as a typical part of 

things planners include within the planning process. There is no procedure in development 

permit guidelines or park design guidelines that would make planners aware of what they 

need to think about when it comes to implementing sanctuaries within the community. For 

example, where is the sanctuary and/or retreat when people experience busy, noisy, and 

stressful environments?  

There is also a barrier of ignorance that has been identified. For example, what do 

planners mean by the term sanctuary and how would planners incorporate a sanctuary? 

What is the toolkit to get a sanctuary or sacred space incorporated in a community and 

into parks? Currently, a more sophisticated program design idea for planners on how that 

could be achieved is missing.  
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One developer also spoke to economic barriers concerning the development 

processes and the landowner. Before the land is sold, the sellers have a maximum yield 

in their mind, which the appraiser set but sellers will ask more than they think it's worth. 

Every landowner is trying to sell their land at the most inflated price they can get for it. It 

is about supply and demand. Landowners can wait but developers and community 

builders have to buy, so they end up paying a lot for the land. Once this is done, there's 

no land left which creates an economic barrier for building a physical sanctuary place. 

Another example is if a house is taken out, and therefore an outdoor garden experience 

can be established in form of a sanctuary with indoor space as well, this will create an 

economic use. Public spaces on the other hand such as parks, sidewalks, plazas, even 

rooftops of buildings don't make any money but some of these spaces are already there, 

and planners must think differently about how to use these spaces to create sanctuaries. 

It was mentioned by a developer that there is no need to knock down perfectly good 

buildings to do something like this. Sanctuaries have to be built in the spaces that the city 

owns which are all the sidewalks, plazas, parks, and condo buildings, as well as rooftops. 

The question for planners is “how can we use and/or transform these spaces in 

sanctuaries”?  

  Lastly, there is also an environmental barrier that exists. In this context, crime 

prevention through environmental design has been noted. One aspect of a sanctuary for 

example is to be a safe space that offers quietness and peacefulness. In park design, 

there is a desire to not have spaces that are hidden from view to avoid people using these 

spaces for activities such as drug abuse and/or other crimes. This is another barrier for 

some parks and/or natural spaces being used as sanctuaries. Planners need to be able 



 

52 

to provide sanctuaries for all members of the community, especially the most vulnerable 

ones. 

Regarding the enablers, one developer mentioned the need for sanctuaries and 

sacred spaces to be part of community plans in form of objectives and policies together 

with an accepted toolkit of what it means to design, program, require, and argue for in 

these projects. 

Another enabler identified by a professional was about introducing a sanctuary 

and/or sacred space through developing a strong enough core group, like intentional 

communities. This means creating an intention of why a group is gathering. For example, 

an intention could be openness, trying to create a sacred space for intentional 

communities based upon openness and inclusiveness, to attract people of different faiths 

and people on different spiritual paths. The interviewee defined it as something someone 

must experience to understand. One example of this is the Bethlehem Center here in 

Nanaimo, BC. 

A planner from BC mentioned that political leadership for a community can play an 

enormous role in defining values around urban design and land-use planning. For 

example, a political leadership based on empathy will think about the well-being of all 

community members and not just a selected, influential group such as property owners. It 

was suggested that political leaders have to be willing to take on responsibilities to 

prioritize the health and well-being of all community members equally. Political wealth, 

including provincial or federal government funding for public spaces, affordable housing, 

parks, and other places of well-being have also been noted as enablers towards the 

establishment of more sanctuaries in our communities. 
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4.2.4 What are the current sanctuaries and sacred spaces within your 

community?  

Most participants responded to this question with traditional places, such as the 

churches in their community, but also spiritual communities, and natural sanctuaries such 

as Buttertubs Marsh in Nanaimo or Linley Valley which is a large preserved park area in 

Nanaimo. Furthermore, participants mentioned the churches and cathedrals in Europe 

which are open to the public either for free or for a small fee. Another participant suggested 

crossover spaces between religion and quiet spaces, spaces that could be religious but 

wouldn’t be considered a sanctuary.  

One planner, in particular, mentioned the need for additional cultural spaces and/or 

multi-use spaces where people can perform, including community service buildings. 

Places that are needed for cultural and social nonprofits in the future. The planner also 

mentioned heritage buildings (privately and publicly owned) being sacred spaces and 

sanctuaries within communities. The planner also pointed out that these sites all have 

value for various reasons such as community values, symbolic values, religious and 

emotional values. Heritage and community value statements have been created to explain 

why those buildings structures and sites are listed and why they have value to the 

community overall.  

A developer added parks and green spaces, which are large enough to provide 

enclosure from the urban noises and crowds. As an example, the edge of the ocean 

around the Victoria area was mentioned to create a sense of sanctuary. Even so, there 

are buildings and/or people around in this area, it was suggested that the wind and the 
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waves create rhythmic sounds which can be used as buffers from the noise of surrounding 

buildings and people. Natural sounds can help create sacred spaces and sanctuaries. 

Other sanctuaries participants mentioned were garden sanctuaries, where people 

can experience their garden as their private sanctuary. Hedges and overhanging big trees 

were mentioned to create a sense of enclosure and peace and safety. Furthermore, it was 

suggested by participants that a sanctuary can also apply to an enclosed backyard or 

courtyard. On a small scale, as seen above, there seem to be sanctuaries that provide a 

quiet space for people to calm their minds and find peace. One developer also mentioned 

Community gardens as a form of sanctuary, surrounded by organic food being grown and 

carved pieces of art being displaced, enclosed by a fence. Sitting areas could be included 

to contribute a “cottage” feeling which invites people to gather and hang out in groups. 

This has the potential to become an intense and warm sanctuary-like place for people to 

come together. Community gardens could be placed at the edges of a city like in Europe 

(Germany).  

4.2.5 How would you incorporate new sanctuaries within your community?  

Many participants answered this question “with a plan”. OCPs are the primary long-

range vision guideline/guidance for growth and development in the future. This also 

includes a conversation about sanctuaries, sacred spaces, and Heritage sites. 

Participants agreed that a community plan is based on community input and therefore 

reflects the community values. This is important when it comes to creating and achieving 

these policies. This also applies to the idea of creating new sanctuaries in form of parks 

or as institutional and religious sites and keeping the ones that already exist. Furthermore, 

mapping was suggested to show the potential for future park sites. Participants agreed 
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that establishing a policy helps an organization to move forward and makes sure that ideas 

and values have been implemented. Policies are the foundational, beginning point for 

municipalities to act on. 

Participants also agreed on public and private spaces such as gardens being the 

key piece for public sanctuaries. The point has been made that with the rise of more 

multifamily housing there is a need for people to access public parks which then have to 

become people’s sanctuary in form of community gardens for example.  

It was also mentioned to rethink sidewalks and plazas. Usually, sidewalks are a 

linear strip of concrete, and when it comes to design only the paving pattern and the row 

of trees, and the furniture is considered. In this sense, the design of street furniture needs 

to be determined to create a sanctuary. For example, a park bench could be added on a 

sidewalk to increase the sense of sanctuary. A developer raised some questions regarding 

park spaces that have been occupied by people who are homeless or have become places 

of crime. One question he asked was how can these spaces be kept safe for people (crime 

prevention) and what other options can planners provide for people who are currently 

experiencing homelessness. Another question was could planners design an object that 

allowed them to find sanctuary on the sidewalk, while at the same time lower the level of 

perceived otherness and conflict in that sidewalk so that others who are using this space 

don't feel as edgy about it because there's this place for them? With many empty sidewalks 

everywhere, there is a big opportunity for spaces to be transformed into “micro-

sanctuaries”.  The Japanese idea of the half curtain is an example of creating such a 

“micro-sanctuary”. The concept of the “half-curtain” idea is that no one can see the other 

person’s eyes. People can see each other walking around but there's no sort of personal 

engagement with people and most of the view is blocked. In this scenario, people can 
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walk into it from any space and when they look up, they see a perfect circle of the sky 

above them, but they can’t see anything around them. It is like stepping into a little space 

that instantly feels like a small sanctuary, which provides a buffer to the outside world. In 

this case, people have the opportunity to just stop, recollect their thoughts, return to their 

body and just breathe. Little things like that would be easy to put in. Therefore, planners 

have to start asking for suitable spaces for sanctuaries within their communities. There 

are so many different ways planners can start integrating sanctuaries and providing people 

who are feeling overwhelmed with a space of peace.  

4.2.6 What role do you see planners/related professionals holding in 

championing the ideals relating to sanctuaries and sacred places in 

communities?  

In response to this question, participants mentioned the importance of documents 

such as an official community plan, a heritage register, and people on an administrative 

level who can take care of those ideas and help facilitate moving them forward through 

the political approval process. Participants agreed that planners have played an important 

role in that regard to ensure the action does happen when it comes to those identified 

values, goals, policies, and objectives. 

Participants repeatedly mentioned that it is important to make sanctuaries and 

sacred spaces a priority and put them on the table through discussion and policy, 

especially parks policies. It was further suggested to make plans which establish the 

objectives of providing and supporting the provision of places that offer a sense of 

sanctuary. Therefore objectives and also the commitment to achieve those objectives are 

very important.  
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Another step mentioned was to dive into the business of planning by creating a 

typology for communities of what is meant by sanctuaries and sacred spaces. A sanctuary 

is a special place and planners have to come up with a typology of what they mean when 

they talk about sanctuaries. A sanctuary, for example, can be in a park but not all parks 

are sanctuaries. Therefore planners need to develop an actual physical toolkit for 

implementing sanctuaries. This then needs to be embedded in policies and protocols with 

a focus on finding and integrating them as a community amenity. These steps and/or 

toolkits have to become an essential part of policies and procedures. A developer also 

mentioned implementing sanctuaries and sacred spaces into development applications, 

where it can be noted for example as a distinct program in the park's plans. For example 

places like Fenway Park hold an enormous meaning for baseball fans. 

Overall it became clear that planners need to be committed to the idea of 

implementing sanctuaries into policies, OCPs, and within the community. The next 

important step, as mentioned above, is to then build a typology of what it means to 

implement sanctuaries and sacred spaces in real terms. All information must be provided 

and included. The typology will then become part of the checklist which will be the priority 

for how planners are building neighborhoods and parks and define land uses. 

Another planner suggested also thinking about community engagement when it 

comes to defining and creating sanctuaries. Recognizing that planners might not always 

understand the needs of the community and what kind of sanctuaries are needed most. It 

was recommended to ask “the community” questions such as “Where do sanctuaries need 

to go? What needs to happen at a sanctuary? Who is going to these spaces?” This will 

then lead to a greater awareness of sanctuary as a dimension of planning. If planners can 

see the deficits for shelters and places for healing, spiritual connection, safety, and 
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security, this might shift priorities when it comes to community planning. It will also provide 

planners with a chance to collaborate with other planners and communities who are doing 

it well and to learn and adapt from them.  

Another point that was raised was seeing the whole community as a sanctuary and 

in this respect considering the changes, we might see in the future around the sea-level 

rise, wildfires, or heat domes. It was noted, that planners have a responsibility to 

strengthen the community through planning to move through these changes safely. This 

includes special planning for infrastructure and ensuring the safety of our food production 

in the face of climate change and current challenges. It’s about a shift from seeing planning 

as an economic development practice to a more empathic approach towards equity and 

inclusiveness for all members of our communities and all the shifts and changes ahead of 

us.  

4.3 Summary  

The interviews conclude that to achieve more sanctuaries and sacred spaces 

within communities it comes down to the design and how planners manage the spaces 

that are already there in communities. There are private spaces such as houses and other 

buildings and private gardens but from a community’s point of view, it is about the public 

spaces. For example, public indoor-outdoor spaces in buildings such as the city hall, law 

courts, and administrative buildings but also on sidewalks, parks, and plazas.  

This embraces the question of what is or could be a sanctuary in a public space? 

Are there spaces that can have multiple functions and be used as a sanctuary sometimes 

while also being used for other purposes at other times? For example, libraries often serve 
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as a sanctuary space for people since they are quiet, peaceful and offer a place to read 

and reflect. Libraries, with all their books available, are often experienced as warm, 

friendly, and comforting places for people.  

Another important aspect when it comes to sanctuaries is the design of spaces.  

For example, the design of offices has changed from closed office space to office cubicle 

to open offices. Those spaces have the potential to become sanctuaries in a workspace. 

Wing chairs in airports and other buildings are another example because they have small 

sides on them and when someone sits down they are enclosed which creates a barrier to 

the outside environment. This kind of design can be used in creating micro-sanctuaries all 

over the community. Wing chairs have originally been designed to dampen the outside 

noise so people can focus on a phone call and their work without being distracted by the 

outside noise. They have also been designed to be soundproof. Appropriately designed 

furniture, such as street furniture for example is another aspect of design to consider when 

it comes to creating sanctuaries. In this case, a park bench or seat can be added on a 

sidewalk or in a park or any other public space, so people can sit down and relax. It would 

be an opportunity for people to take a break and take a deep breath. The question that 

came up a few times during the interview was what is the experience of sanctuary? 

The interviews also showed that there is a deeper understanding of sanctuary 

which needs to be addressed within this framework. For example, what is the “experience” 

of being in a place that qualifies as a sanctuary? Would that be an experience of safety, a 

buffer from all the outside noise, an experience of peace? Sensory deprivation, for 

example, creates an experience of quietness and calm which almost has a meditative 

quality to it. Another question that came up was what is the phenomenology of being in a 

sanctuary over a period of time? Probably there is less light, less noise, less movement, 
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less sound, like a deprivation of stimulus which allows people to re-connect with 

themselves. In this case, the sanctuary is first experienced as a physical element and then 

becomes more of an experience than a place! This could be further defined to explain 

what makes a sanctuary a sanctuary. From there a framework can be developed. When 

it comes to a sanctuary as a quiet space, the framework will need to include sensory 

deprivation including sounds, visual stimulation, and physical movement.  

 There are already some amazing sanctuary-like places along the West Coast of 

BC right at the edge of the Pacific Ocean, where people can sit on a piece of driftwood 

and just listen to the sounds of the waves and the wailing of the wind. The serenity and 

purity of such a natural space might even be able to create more of a sanctuary-like feeling 

than listening to the pipe organ playing in the church. This is also the reason why so many 

famous parks have fountains. Paley Park in New York for example is just a small square 

with a cluster of trees and some tables and chairs and a giant waterfall. This creates a 

buffer to the city and creates this sanctuary experience for people visiting. In this case, the 

external experience will trigger an internal experience, as mentioned before.  

To de-urbanize a space, it comes down to either blocking the outside noise (sound) 

and/or replacing it with another sound, in this case, a waterfall. At the same time, it is also 

important to include the view of something peaceful, generally more natural, and the 

slowing down of movement such as walking through a garden instead of running. It is 

about de-stimulating visually and changing the auditory environment with buffers against 

urban sounds to allow people for the internal process of sanctuary to occur.   

All of this will become part of the framework of the experience of the sanctuary. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

5.1 Highlights 

While researching this major project it has become clear to me why sanctuaries 

and sacred spaces are so important to our cities and communities. They are the 

cornerstone to our health and our wellbeing but have been overlooked greatly in the 

planning world. So far mainly churches and/or other retreat centers have been classified 

as sanctuaries, yet there are many more spaces that have the potential to become 

sanctuaries, in addition to some park spaces. Keep in mind that not any space in a park 

is a sanctuary. During this project, the research has been on establishing sanctuaries 

within communities to create well-being and health benefits for residents.  

This project has researched the question “what is it that makes a space sacred”? 

A toolkit has emerged which can be the foundation for developing a framework for 

planners to be able to define sacred spaces and sanctuaries while also implementing them 

in their OCPs and policies and if necessary even developing new policies to incorporate 

more sanctuaries and sacred spaces.  

I intended to raise awareness on the importance of sanctuaries in communities 

and why they have to become priorities. They have been overlooked in planning way too 

long. As planners we must search for public indoor and outdoor spaces which are suitable 

for macro-and micro sanctuaries, using and further developing a toolkit and framework on 

how to incorporate sanctuaries in variant ways within our cities and communities while 

drawing on our creativity and inspiration. Planners should move a community forward in a 

healthy and happy direction.  
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Sanctuaries are not just religious buildings or sacred sites, sanctuaries can also 

be sacred spaces in public and private buildings, dedicated spaces in our homes, or 

garden, and also spaces in nature. Usually, certain elements enhance a feeling of 

sanctuary in a place such as water (a fountain, well, pond, or waterfall), a beautiful view 

into nature, the smell of fresh air, the sound of the wind, or the chirping of birds.  

Sanctuaries are physical places but they are also placed inside ourselves. When 

people can relax, turn down the outside noise and come into a place of meditation and 

reflection, they have the opportunity to enter a sanctuary within themselves. In other 

words, an outside sanctuary can create an inside sanctuary.  

I hope that this project helps to further introduce and implement sacred spaces 

and sanctuaries within our communities and also shows up as objectives in our OCPs and 

corresponding policies.  

5.2 Recommendations  

My recommendation for planners is to further define the toolkit and establish the 

framework for implementing sanctuaries within communities and including them in OCPs 

and corresponding policies. Furthermore, sanctuaries must be considered in the context 

of zoning bylaws. It may not be possible to build as many new sanctuaries as we would 

like but instead, we can look at places that already exist and might have the opportunity 

to be transformed into a sanctuary or sacred space, this is when zoning bylaws become 

important. Park spaces might be one of the easiest places that can be transformed into 

sanctuaries since they are already clarified within the objectives in an OCP including their 

proper zoning. 
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I would also invite planners and developers to go within themselves and try to 

answer the questions I have asked interviewees for themselves, like what does sanctuary 

mean to you? How would you incorporate more sanctuaries and sacred spaces within 

your community? I feel there is still so much potential for discovery in this field. I feel there 

are way more ideas and ways to implement sanctuaries within our cities than I have 

mentioned during my research in this major project. To me, this is an ongoing dynamic 

process of discovery that just started. This project was meant to start a spark and I would 

love to see planners continuingly contribute their expertise, knowledge, wisdom, and 

intuition to this subject. This is just the beginning of an evolving subject within the field of 

community planning.  

There are many different kinds of sanctuaries within the natural and build-in 

environment. Many of them are churches or temples of worship which have minimal 

natural elements. Yet, there are also natural sanctuaries with a lot of natural elements. I 

feel we need a variety of sanctuaries to rejuvenate and assist us in creating a better 

community and society. This will eventually also require positive changes to our social 

system, politics, and economics. It will have to become a way of life. For example, small 

commercial spaces such as local stores (bakeries, coffee shops), libraries, and art 

galleries can become sanctuaries, with the right design and intention. When it comes to 

design, just adding some cozy lights, candles and plants can transform almost any place 

into a sacred space. Important is the intention being put forward into the design and the 

creation of a sacred space. Usually, these spaces hold a feeling of love, peace, and 

acceptance. Every space has its frequency and energy which is felt by people entering it. 
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Human beings need to have spaces that are sacred and accessible throughout 

their daily lives which will help them to stop, pause and reflect. This is a big part of self-

care and self-love. This is something people in general but also planners have to start re-

evaluating and prioritizing in their personal and professional lives.  

 5.3 Conclusion  

Drawing upon the wisdom of Indigenous cultures I would say we are born in a body 

but it is our teachings and stories that make us human. Being a homo sapien is only a 

small part of our humanity, a far greater part of our journey in life is the process of 

becoming who we are meant to be. We learn to be human from the community and society 

we grew up in and live in, therefore community planning plays an essential role in people’s 

lives, who they are, and who they are becoming. At the same time, it defines our limits 

and our possibilities. 

In this case, the stories we share during community gatherings or ceremonies are 

sacred and we need sanctuaries to share these, process our lives, and transform 

ourselves over and over. We only get to know ourselves through our stories. Without our 

story, we live in a soul-deep desolation (Justice, p. 33-34). For our stories to heal us and 

become medicine they need to be truthful about who we are, about what connects us to 

the world, to one another, and even ourselves. Disconnection is the major cause and 

consequence of much of the suffering in this world (Justice, p. 4). Only in the true essence 

of our story, we are never alone (Justice, p.36), and like so many other things stories also 

need attention and care to live on (Justice, p.205). This is part of our evolution and I feel 

planners are not yet aware of the big role they play in the evolution of people’s lives and 

the community they work for and live in.  
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Dr. Joe Dispenza (neurologist) states in the book The Power of The Heart that 

mind and matter are related and the biggest challenge we have as human beings is to 

create a bridge between the objective (outside) world and our inner (subjective) world. 

This is important for planners, developers, and architects to know, then the physical 

sanctuary will be the catalysator for people to experience their inner sanctuary. I know it 

is not as simple as that but I feel if planners can provide people with the opportunity to 

calm their minds, find peace and tranquility they also allow for positive change to happen 

in people's lives. When people step into their authentic power and start to experience the 

love and joy that is coming from within them, they can create a place where miracles can 

happen (De Pape, 2014, p. 210).  

I feel this is the real challenge community planners will be facing in the future. To 

create sanctuaries for residents on a variety of levels, the physical, mental, emotional, and 

spiritual body. This is also where we come full circle. During the “Introduction” at the 

beginning, I have mentioned Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and now I refer back to it as a 

template for planners to consider. Unless community planners provide a foundation for 

people to have their physical needs met, they will never be able to fulfill their other needs 

and desires. It all starts with the basics, the need for shelter and food must be met, then 

the need for safety must be met (crime reduction including domestic environments, and 

also violence by police against racialized minorities), then feelings of belonging to one 

another and the to community itself must be nourished. People must be given a chance 

to accomplish their goals to eventually be able to tap into “self-actualization” expressing 

their true potential in this lifetime. It will give people a chance to express their gifts and 

their creativity and create a happy, healthy, and authentic life for themselves. By providing 
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more sacred spaces and sanctuaries planners can actively contribute to supporting 

happiness and fulfillment for people who live in these communities.  

 

Figure 7: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

Source: https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html#gsc.tab=0 

 

Furthermore, sanctuaries and sacred spaces will help transform communities into 

better places to live in and help to reduce mentally caused problems such as drug 

addictions, violence, addiction to alcohol, etc which ultimately leads to homelessness 

which is one of the major problems here in Nanaimo and all over BC. Sanctuaries will 

provide a space for people to tap into their power and find their strength amidst the most 

terrible circumstances. I truly believe it is necessary and possible to shift our “priorities” 

when it comes to community planning. How can people, a community, a society face a 

variety of problems without strength, endurance, wisdom, creativity, and authentic power 

that is driving all of them towards new and innovative solutions? 
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More sanctuaries and sacres will improve the quality of residents’ lives and the 

quality of the community itself. It will have a ripple effect for positive change in our world. 

Maybe the wish for Utopia is so deeply ingrained in our human DNA or consciousness 

that we will never forget about it and never stop searching for it, even so, it has failed us 

every time in the past. I feel part of our evolution as human beings are to improve our 

communities towards happier, healthier, kinder, more compassionate, and heartfelt places 

step by step, day by day. With this in mind I would like to close this research project with 

a direct quote from Paulo Coelho and his book The Alchemist: 

“Remember that wherever your heart is, there you will find your treasure.” 

 

  

 



 

68 

6.  References 

Adelson, Naomi (2000), Being Alive Well: Health and the Politics of Cree Well-Being. 

Adelstein, Pamela (2018), Global Advances in Health and Medicine, Volume 7: 1-2, 

Sacred Space.  

Australian Human Rights Commission (June 2015), An Australian Sanctuary? Retrieved 

from: https://humanrights.gov.au/about/news/speeches/australian-sanctuary 

Australian Psychological Society, What is Environmental Psychology? Retrieved from: 

www.psychology.org.au/About-Us/What-we-do/advocacy/Advocacy-social-

issues/Environment-climate-change-psychology/Psychology%E2%80%99s-role-in-

environmental-issues/What-is-environmental-psychology 

Baran, Michelle (2019), Relaxation on the Fly: These Are The Best Airports for Wellness. 

Retrieved from: https://www.afar.com/magazine/relaxation-on-the-fly-these-are-the-best-

airports-for-wellness 

Battiste, Marie; Barman, Jean (1995), First Nations Education in Canada: The Circle 

Unfolds, 51.  

Beatley, Timothy (2011), Biophilic Cities: Integrating Nature into Urban Design and 

Planning, 7-8, 68. 

Beatley, Timothy (June 2020), Biophilic Cities Journal, To Speak for the Trees: My Life’s 

Journey from Ancient Celtic Wisdom to a Healing Vision of the Forest. 

Beatley, Timothy; Jones, Carla; Rainey, Reuben (2018), Healthy Environments, Healing 

Spaces – Practices and Directions in Health, and Design, 6, 64, 107. 

Biophilic Cities, Connecting Cities And Nature, retrieved from: 

https://www.biophiliccities.org/ 



 

69 

Biophilic Cities, Strategic Plan 2020 – 2022. Retrieved from: 

https://www.biophiliccities.org/2020-to-2022-strategic-plan 

Blackwell, Wiley (2015), The Handbook of Interior Design, 266. 

Brescher Shea, Shannon (2020), Growing Sustainable Together: Practical Resources 

for Raising Kind, Engaged, Resilient Children, 68. 

Christopher, Alexander; Ishikawa, Sara; Silverstein, Murray; Jacobson, Max; Fiksdahl-

King, Ingrid; Angel, Shlomo (1977), A Pattern Language, Towns, Buildings, 

Construction, 50-53. 

Day, Christopher (2004), Places of the Soul: Architecture and Environmental Design as 

a Healing Art, p. 5, 19. 

De Pape, Baptist (2014), The Power of The Heart – Finding Your True Purpose in Life, 

210. 

Dictionary Cambridge, Definition Sanctuary, retrieved from: 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/sanctuary 

Ellwood, Robert S.; Alles, Gregory D. (2007), The Encylopedia of Word Religion 

(Revised Edition), 29. 

Encyclopedia.com, Sacred Space. Retrieved from: 

www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-

maps/sacred-space 

Etingoff, Kimberly (2017), Sustainable Cities, Urban Planning Challenges and Policy, 5. 

Franco, Lara S.; Shanahan, Danielle F.; Fuller, Richard A., 2017, International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health, A Review of the Benefits of Nature 

Experiences, retrieved from: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5580568/ 



 

70 

Gifford, Robert (2014), Environmental Psychology Matters, Annu. Rev. Psychol. 2014. 

65–79, 541-564, retrieved from: 

https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev-psych-010213-115048 

Heart, B. (1996), The Wind Is My Mother, The Life and Teachings of a Native American 

Shaman, 117, 185. 

Hershey, Terry. Retrieved from:                                                     

https://www.terryhershey.com/meet-terry/message-from-terry/ 

Indigenous Corporate Training Inc., retrieved from: https://www.ictinc.ca/blog/first-nation-

sacred-sites 

Jantz, Gregory L.; Wall, Keith (2021), The Anxiety Reset, A Life Changing Approach to 

Overcoming Fear, Stress, Worry, Panick Attacks, OCD, and More, 229. 

Jennings Roth, Jyoti (2016), Tales by Trees. Retrieved from: 

https://www.talesbytrees.com/a-brief-guide-to-the-sacred-trees-of-india/ 

Justice, Daniel Heath (2018), Why Indigenous Literatures Matter (p. 4, 33-36, 205). 

Keating, Rebecca (2021), The Ultimate Guide to Shamanism, A Modern Guide to 

Shamanic Healing, Tools and Ceremony, 146, 158-159. 

Kearby, Thoper. Retrieved from: 

https://mobile.twitter.com/TopherKearby/status/1361146478694178820 

Kirmayer, Laurance J., Valaskakis, Gail Guthrie (2009), Healing Traditions, The Mental 

Health of Aboriginal Peoples in Canada, 14-15. 

Lawless, Julia (2001), The Essential Aromatherapy Garden, Growing and Using Scented 

Plants and Herbs, 19. 

Linn, Denise (1995), Sacred Space – Clearing and Enhancing the Energy of your Home, 

3, 94-95, 138-139, 94-95, 295. 



 

71 

McEwen, John (2019), People, Place and Attachments in Local Bars, An Ethnographic 

Study in West Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 17. 

Montgomery, Charles ( 2013), Happy City – Transforming Our Lives Through Urban 

Design, 22-23,106, 119, 134. 

Nature Brain, (2020), Not Enough Time. Retrieved from: 

http://www.naturebrain.com/2020/04/not-enough-time/ 

Naurana Badalge, Keshia (2019), Why Singaporeans Really Love Their Airport. 

Retrieved from: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-08-28/why-

singaporeans-really-love-their-airport 

Oldenberg, Ray (1999), The Great Good Place: Cafes, Coffee Shops, Bookstores, Bars, 

Hair Salons, and Other Hangouts at the Heart of a Community, 8. 

Oman, Ken (2021), Journey of The Great Circle, Daily Contemplation for Cultivating 

Inner Freedom and Living Your Life as a Master of Freedom 

Philosiblog. Retrieved from: https://philosiblog.com/2013/07/29/the-best-and-most-

beautiful-things-in-the-world-cannot-be-seen-or-even-touched-they-must-be-felt-with-the-

heart/ 

Postaria, Ronika (2021), Superblock (Superilla) Barcelona - a city redefined. Retrieved 

from: https://www.citiesforum.org/news/superblock-superilla-barcelona-a-city-redefined/ 

Project for Public Spaces (2008), Great Public Spaces of New York, retrieved from: 

www.pps.org/article/nyc-great-public-spaces 

PublicSpae, retrieved from: https://www.publicspace.org/works/-/project/j308-heavenly-

hundred-garden 

Robinson, Amanda (2018), Smudging. Retrieved from: 

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/smudging 



 

72 

Ruiz, Don Jose (2020), The Medicine Bag, Shamanic Rituals & Ceremonies for Persoal 

Transformation. 

Söderlund, Jana (2019), The Emergence of Biphilic Design, 189. 

Thich Nhat Hanh (1991), Peace Is Every Step, The Path to Mindfulness in Everyday 

Life. 

Shuff-Heck, Lucia (March 2019), Biophilic Cities Journal, Palaces for the People, 

retrieved from:  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bbd32d6e66669016a6af7e2/t/5ca125e56e9a7f3

e80b998c8/1554064871103/The+Bookshelf.pdf 

Steg, Linda; van den Berg, Agnes; De Groot, Judith I. M. (2013), Environmental 

Psychology - An Introduction, 52-54. 

Stonechild, B. (2016), The Knowledge Seeker, Embracing Indigenous Spirituality (p. 54-

57, 60-63, 71-73, 91-95, 104-106, 200, 201). 

The Economist (2011), Why the Pruitt-Igoe housing project failed. Retrieved from: 

https://www.economist.com/prospero/2011/10/15/why-the-pruitt-igoe-housing-project-

failed 

The Guardian (2016), Superblocks to the rescue: Barcelona’s plan to give streets back 

to residents, retrieved from: www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/may/17/superblocks-

rescue-barcelona-spain-plan-give-streets-back-residents 

Waldram, James B.; Herring, D. Ann; Kue Young, T. (2006); Aboriginal Health in Canada: 

Historical, Cultural, and Epidemiological Perspectives. 

Weir, Kirsten (2020), Nurtured by nature, Psychological research is advancing our 

understanding of how time in nature can improve our mental health and sharpen our 

cognition. Retrieved from: Psychological research is advancing our understanding of 

how time in nature can improve our mental health and sharpen our cognition 



 

73 

Wells, Raymond (January 2022), Deepak Chopra, In His Own Words, 63. 

Wheeler, Stephen M. (2013), Planning for Sustainability: Creating Livable, Equitable and 

Ecological Communities (Second Edition), 55. 

Wiking, Meik (From the Happiness Research Institute, Copenhagen 2016), The Little 

Book of Hygge – The Danish Way to Live Well, 6, 261, 266. 

Young, Caroline; Koopsen, Cyndie (2011), Spirituality, Health, and Healing: An 

Integrative Approach, 203. 

 

 



 

74 

7.1 Appendix A. Recruitment Email 

 

Dear *Name* 

I am a student in the Masters of Community Planning Program at VIU. I am 

researching my major thesis on the topic of “Sanctuaries – Creating Nurturing Spaces 

within Communities“. The research goal is to find out what sanctuaries and sacred spaces 

mean to planning professionals and those in related disciplines, and how to establish and 

incorporate sanctuaries within a community. I hope this will provide guidelines and 

necessary information for planners to establish more sanctuaries and sacred spaces 

within their urban and rural jurisdiction. 

I am looking to interview community planners and related professionals. There is 

extensive literature on the topic that suggests that sacred spaces and sanctuaries have a 

key role in enhancing the mental, emotional, and physical well-being of residents. 

Interviews will be transcribed, and participants offered the opportunity to amend, 

redact, or clarify any statements before the data is analyzed. Data will be studied to 

uncover any consensus between participants which could give recommendations to 

planners looking to establish sanctuaries and identify the barriers and enablers that 

planners and related professionals see as having in the development of sanctuaries. 

Interviewees will not be identifiable to anyone other than me at any point in the project or 

the final deliverables. 
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If you are interested in participating in a 30-minute semi-structured interview, 

please respond to this email or call me on the number listed below within the next 3 

business days. All participants will be provided a consent letter to read, sign and return 

ahead of the interview date. All participants will also be provided the interview questions 

in advance. 

Thank you for your time. 

Kind regards, 

Iris Wolf 

Masters of Community Planning Student 

Vancouver Island University 

email: iriskathleen.wolf@yahoo.com  

phone: 250-740-5436 

Project Supervisor: Dr. Pamela Shaw 

Director, Master of Community Planning Program 

Vancouver Island University 

email: Pam.Shaw@viu.ca 

phone: (250) 753-3245, Local 2620 

     



 

76 

7.2 Appendix B. Consent Form 

 

 

Sanctuaries - Creating Nurturing Spaces within Communities 

 

Principal Investigator 

Iris Wolf, Student 

Master of Community Planning 

Vancouver Island University  

Iriskathleen.wolf@yahoo.com 

 

Student Supervisor 

Pamela Shaw, Ph.D. 

Department of Geography 

Vancouver Island University  

Pam.Shaw@viu.ca  

 

 

 

 

I am a student in the Master of Community Planning at Vancouver Island University 

(VIU). My research, entitled “Sanctuaries – Creating Nurturing Spaces within 

Communities” aims to research the topic of “sanctuary” and ultimately to create a manual 

of best practices for planners who are wanting to assist their communities in establishing 

sanctuaries and sacred spaces. 
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This research investigates the barriers and enablers that planners and related 

professionals see as having in the development of sanctuaries and sacred spaces. That 

is, the research does not focus on the end-user of these spaces (citizens) but instead on 

the reasons why/why not planning professionals would champion the inclusion of such 

spaces into urban and rural environments.  

The research will comprise of a literature review, document analysis, and semi-

structured interviews with approximately 10 participants (4 planners, 4 developers, and 2 

professionals working in related fields such as healthy communities and/or recreation).        

I would like to ask if you would be willing to participate in a remote (online) semi-

structured interview. If you agree, you would be asked what sanctuary means to you and 

if there are already said spaces in your community and how these spaces may integrate 

into the wider community and the practice of planning. With your permission, the interview 

would be audio recorded. Your participation would not exceed more than 1.5 hours, 

including scheduling interviews, pre-reading questions, completing the consent form, and 

a semi-structured interview (0.5hr.).  

The results of this study will be presented in a graduate-level thesis in the Master 

of Community Planning Program. Following the completion of the major thesis, a copy of 

the project will be shared with all participants in the project. In addition, an article will be 

developed for Future Plans (journal of the Masters of Community Planning Program) and 

submitted for consideration to Planning West and/or Plan Canada. An application will also 

be made to present the findings of this study at VIU's annual CREATE conference. 
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At no point will your identity be revealed in the study and you will be referred to by 

a coded pseudonym. With your permission, the interview would be audio-recorded, 

transcribed into text, and you will be provided a copy of the transcript and invited to make 

changes to the transcript if you wish (e.g., if you would like to withdraw a particular 

statement you made during an interview).     

Your participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any 

time, with no consequence, from the initiation of the contact through to submitting the final 

approved transcript. Once I have received your final (approved) transcript, you can no 

longer withdraw from the study.  

Zoom is being used to host the online interview. If you agree, the interview would 

be recorded using Zoom’s in meeting recording software, following Zoom’s data 

management and privacy policy, (see [https://zoom.us/privacy/]). Please also be aware 

that because I will use Otter.ai to transcribe interviews, and because Otter.ai stores data 

outside of Canada, the interview transcript would be subject to Otter.ai’s data 

management and privacy policies, not protected by Canadian privacy legislation,  and may 

be accessed by the foreign government/s following its/their laws (see Otter.ai Privacy 

Policy). 

All data derived from the interview will be stored on a password-protected 

computer. All data associated with our interview not included in the products of the 

research will be permanently deleted at the end of the project, approximately April 30th, 

2022.  
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I have read and understood the information provided above, and hereby consent 

to participate in this research under the following conditions:  

I consent to the interview being audio recorded. 

 

Yes    No     

I consent to the interview being video recorded. 

 

Yes    No     

   

   

 

Participant Name _________________ Participant Signature _________________ 

I, Iris Wolf, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  

Principal Investigator Signature _____________________ Date _______________ 

If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, 

please contact the VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by 

email at reb@viu.ca.   

. 
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7.3 Appendix C. Interview Questions 

 

1 What does “sanctuary” mean to you?  

2 Do you think sanctuaries are important for people and communities? 

3 What might be the barriers or enablers you would see as shaping the siting of sanctuary 

spaces in your community? 

4 What are current sanctuaries and sacred spaces within your community? 

5 How would you incorporate new sanctuaries within your community?  

6 What role do you see planners/related professionals holing in championing the ideals 

relating to sanctuaries and sacred spaces in communities? 
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7.4 Appendix C. Framework & Toolkit 

 

A sanctuary is a special place and planners have to come up with a typology of 

what they mean when they talk about sanctuaries. Therefore, I would invite planners, 

developers, and architects to go within and try to answer these questions for themselves: 

What does sanctuary mean to you? How would you incorporate more sanctuaries and 

sacred spaces within your community?  

This is a process that will require collaboration with other planners and the 

members of the community, in form of community engagement. Further questions must 

be asked such as: “Where do sanctuaries need to go? What needs to happen at a 

sanctuary? Who is going to these spaces? What is or could be a sanctuary in a public 

space? Are there spaces that can have multiple functions and be used as a sanctuary 

sometimes while also being used for other purposes at other times?” 

Sanctuary is first experienced as a physical place/space but over time it can 

become more of an experience than a place. In other words, the physical experience of 

sanctuary will then trigger an inner experience of sanctuary. Planners are responsible for 

creating physical sanctuaries, allowing people to relax, rejuvenate, and eventually 

experience their inner sanctuary.  
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Here are some “tools” that emerged during this project which might help planners 

to create a framework/template to create more physical sanctuaries within their 

communities: 

 

- Sensory deprivation (less noise, fewer sounds, less light, less movement, no 

disturbing smells such as pollution). 

- De-urbanizing a space, by either blocking the outside noise (sound) and/or replacing 

it with another sound, like for example a waterfall. Avoid disturbing smells such as 

pollutants or chemical smells. Create secluded spaces (less crowded) for 

tranquility and serenity which are visually stimulating (view to nature and beautiful 

objects instead of an industrial compound).  

- Providing spaces that are inviting people to slow down (less movement). Places 

that encourage slower movements such as leisurely walks through a garden 

instead of running.  

- Designing public indoor-outdoor spaces such as the city hall, law courts, and 

administrative buildings but also sidewalks, parks, and plazas which enhances the 

feeling of sanctuary and becomes sacred spaces in communities.  

- Being aware of the intention a space is being created with. It is important to create 

sanctuaries and sacred spaces with feelings of love peace and acceptance since 

every space holds its own frequency and energy which is felt by people entering 

it. 

- Looking at zoning bylaws to find out which neighborhoods are suitable for 

establishing sanctuaries. Heritage buildings might be worth considering as well. 
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- Considering the budget: For example, “micro” and nature sanctuaries such as 

benches on a sidewalk beneath a tree instead of a large building might be a better 

idea when the budget is limited.  

- Raising awareness about sanctuaries and sacred spaces in the field of community 

planning and prioritizing sanctuaries as objectives in OCPs and corresponding 

policies. 

 

 

 




