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Ismaili Centre entry.

The octagon is a 
repeated element. 

“Geometry governs the 
entire site, the building. 
It is symbolized in the 
octagon, the mythical 
‘squaring of the circle’.” 
~Bruno Freschi, architect
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Reverent. Spiritual. Impressive. Light. Spacious. Peaceful. Calming. These are some of the words that 
visitors used to describe the Prayer Hall at the Ismaili Centre and Jamatkhana in Burnaby, where up to 
400 devotees face Mecca daily at 5 am in silent contemplation and double that number meet for evening 
prayer. 

Facilitated through board member Linda Coyle, about 60 members of TALK enjoyed a gracious welcome, 
tour, talk and lunch at the centre on Oct. 10. The Burnaby Ismaili Centre, a hidden oasis of calm just off 
bustling Canada Way, opened in 1985 when Prime Minister Brian Mulroney joined the Aga Khan to 
celebrate the unveiling of the second Ismaili Centre in the world.  At the foundation ceremony in 1972 the 
Aga Khan described the site as “A place of congregation, of order, of peace, of prayer, of hope, of humility 
and brotherhood.” The Burnaby Ismaili Centre, now one of five in the world, was designed by Bruno 
Freschi, chief architect and planner for Expo 86. 

The centre incorporates graceful, elegant spaces for prayer, education, study, dialogue, administration 
and social activities – a centre for the Ismaili community and a bridge of friendship and understanding. 
The three-storied building, fronted by a spacious courtyard of equal size, is built of concrete, sandstone 
and rosy Carrara marble, “symbols of a timeless foundation for the community,” the architect said in an 
interview with simerg.com. The octagon is a repeated element: structurally in the 13 ceiling domes and 
octagonal spiral staircase, and visually in windows, wood panelling and even woven into the carpeting.

“Geometry governs the entire site, the building,” Freschi explained to simerg. “It is symbolized in the 
octagon, the mythical ‘squaring of the circle.’ The octagon is omni-directional. All axial relationships 
are equal, providing open and non-hierarchical circulations. The centre is everywhere and everyone is 
in the centre.” Freschi said that in designing the jamatkhana he sought to create “a beautiful icon for a 
community in search of a home.” 

Much of the Ismaili community in Canada is made up of immigrants expelled by Idi Amin from Uganda 
in 1972. As our guides explained, Ismailis are part of the smaller, Shia faction of Islam comprising 10 to 
20 per cent of Muslims. Sunnis make up the majority. All Muslims adhere to the five pillars of Islam: the 
shahada (creed): “There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is His Prophet; salat (daily prayers); zakah 
(donating to charity); sawm (fasting during the holy month of Ramadan) and Hajj (the pilgrimage to 
Mecca). Our Ismaili guides described their branch of Islam as an “esoteric search” – “unseen rather than 
seen.”  Thus, the pilgrimage might be a spiritual journey rather than a physical trek. 

Sunnis and Shiites also have differing beliefs regarding the spiritual succession of Mohammed. Ismailis, as 
Shiites, recognize the Aga Khan as the 49th hereditary Imam, a blood descendent of Mohammed. 

The Aga Khan Development Network is a non-profit international agency that supports social 
development programs in Asia and Africa, regardless of faith, origin or gender. Each year, in late May or 
early June, the network holds the World Partnership Walk in 10 cities across Canada to raise funds to fight 
global poverty. 

TALK will hold another Special Event at the Richmond Oval on Monday, April 22, 2013. See the brochure 
for details.

Janis Foster
janis.f@telus.net
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How times change. When Peter Robbins first taught at the old Newton campus of the former Kwantlen 
College in 1983, his course was TRAC ‘common core’ – mostly basic mathematics – to students in the 
Training Access program. He describes his first encounter with the trades students as “interesting.”

“My first impression was of very large, very tough-looking guys who all seemed to be wearing black 
leather jackets and biker boots. One student in TRAC that year had size 15 feet and he had the height 
to match. They also had a wide variety of real-world experience and had some interesting stories. We 
actually did have one student who had done time for manslaughter.” 

If class instruction was intimidating, giving back test scores was definitely a calculated risk. “Should I 
sugar-coat the bad news? ‘Well, your score was only 20 per cent, but look at the ones you got right this 
time!’ Alternatively, should I put the marked test in front of them just before four o’clock? ‘Failed again – 
see you tomorrow!’ as I headed for the parking lot.” 

Fast forward. Today Robbins is an instructor at the shiny Surrey campus of Kwantlen Polytechnic 
University and co-chair of the Academic and Career Preparation Department for math/science.  And 
this winter he’s doing some new math, switching gears from young academic problem-solvers to folks 
working with advancing numbers. Robbins will be giving a series of talks for TALK focussing on “the day 
the universe changed.” 

The sessions will explore scientific discoveries and individual experiments that had profound implications 
for our view of the world. “It’s not just the discoveries. I’m interested in how scientists’ thinking changed 
about the entire universe and how that was transmitted to the rest of the world,” he says. 

“I refer to myself as a ‘recovering geologist’ – that was my first degree, and once a geologist, always a 
geologist – you never lose that way of looking at the world. You look at the world differently. When you 
see the world you don’t see just things, you see the processes, you tend to take a larger view of things.” 

Through the semesters the subject matter will range from Galileo to the Big Bang Theory, from Darwin’s 
theory of natural selection through to DNA and genetic engineering. Robbins invites students to join 
him on his initial cosmic explorations during the upcoming spring semester when he presents The Day 
the Universe Changed Part I: The Copernican Revolution and Part II: The Discovery of the Rest of the 
Universe. For those who might feel daunted Robbins says, “I aim at people who may have done a little bit 
of reading – nothing more than you might see in Discovery magazine.” 

And here’s another instructional change: unlike trades and university curriculum courses there’s no 
homework, exams or grades for TALK courses. 

But maybe that doesn’t add up to a plus – reputedly Prof Robbins provides ‘brain food’ when his students 
write a unit test. 

Janis Foster
janis.f@telus.net

Yes, It IS Rocket Science

Peter Robbins

This fall TALK formalized a reciprocal agreement with CARP: A New Vision of Aging for Canada.

The agreement means that CARP members in Kwantlen’s catchment area – Richmond, Surrey, White 
Rock, Delta, Cloverdale and Langley – are entitled to a one year free TALK membership, valued at $10 per 
academic year. 

To claim the free TALK membership, provide your CARP membership number and expiry date when 
registering for courses.

Alternatively, TALK members receive a $10 discount to join CARP. For more information on CARP see 
carp.ca or email aprillewis@gmail.com. 

To access the discounted membership contact April Lewis 604.536.8717. 

TALK hooks up with CARP
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Good news was the order of the day at TALK’s Annual General Meeting held Oct. 20 at the Surrey campus 
of Kwantlen Polytechnic University. The new dean of Academic and Career Advancement, Christine 
Crowe, explained why she welcomed TALK to her faculty; the financial report showed a healthy surplus; 
memberships are increasing and two surprise recruits joined the board of directors. 

TALK was integrated into the faculty of Academic and Career Advancement this past year at the request 
of Dr. Crowe. TALK fits perfectly with the mandate of ACA which is “Creating pathways to sustainable 
success,” Crowe said. “The way to create sustainability is to create lifelong learners.” In addition to its 
dedication to lifelong learning, TALK extends the university’s outreach into the community and provides 
positive role models for ACA students, Crowe said. 

The Faculty of Academic and Career Advancement caters to non-traditional learners who face multiple 
barriers – intellectual, cognitive, cultural, language – to learning in the traditional university. ACA adapts 
education to the needs of individual learners, helping them to transition into university or their careers. 

“We are in the business of changing lives,” said Crowe. “We provide students with a foundation focusing 
on taking students from where they are and helping them move forward and establish their own 
educational goals.” 

Crowe said it is the rich diversity of its students that is the beauty of ACA, and that is something that 
TALK will emulate. Encouraging diversity in TALK programs is one of the goals of the new board chair, 
Al Sabey. “If we really want to promote adventures in learning, we need to encourage people from diverse 
backgrounds,” he said. 

The year-end financial report shows that TALK is in a healthy financial position, with cash on hand of 
$19,533.66 as of Aug. 31, 2012. This revenue is generated from memberships and fees from Philosophers’ 
Cafes. Outgoing board chair Brian Bjarnason said the board is discussing plans for the surplus funds. 

TALK now has its largest board of directors in history with 13 of 15 seats filled. Elected for a two-year 
term are Bonny Amor, Brian Bjarnason, Linda Coyle, Janis Foster, Gerald Horne, Karen Jensen, Liz King, 
Al Sabey, Selma Swaab and Bhree Young. Elected to complete the second year of their two-year terms are 
Jean Garnett, Christine Pollock and Phil Warren. 

TALK is a volunteer organization and new recruits are always welcome to join the board and the program 
committee. Board meetings and program committee meetings are held the third Thursday of the month 
eight months of the year at the Surrey campus. 

Janis Foster
janis.f@telus.net

Al Sabey, a former RCMP officer was elected chair of the board for TALK at the AGM on 
Oct. 20. Al “always gets his man” – so far he has nailed some great speakers and facilitated 
some very arresting special events. This is his rap sheet: 

I joined TALK three years ago at the suggestion of Mrs. Winn Searle, a longtime neighbour and 
member of TALK. During the first year I attended approximately 10 courses and participated in 
most of the South Surrey Philosophers’ Cafes. I became a member of the board two years ago 
and was asked to be the vice-chair one year later. I retired from the RCMP in 1999 following 
35 years’ service, 30 of which were spent flying in the RCMP Air Division. I spent five years in 
the 1970s flying in the Arctic which was an adventure for me and my wife as well as our two 
young children. 

Following my time in the RCMP I took over as the director of Flight Operations for Northwest 
International Airways. I continued flying business jets and performing all of the administrative 
duties of running a jet charter aviation business. At age 65, I voluntarily gave up my flying 
licence because I knew it was ‘high’ time. Since retirement I volunteered at the White Rock 
Food Bank for a couple of years and continue to volunteer as a bus driver for the Kent Street 
Seniors Centre, which takes up quite a bit of my spare time. 

I feel honoured and a little in over my head to be asked to be chair of the board of TALK. With 
the help of the other board members, I will do my best. 

Al Sabey
alsabey@shaw.ca

Biggest Group To Date Turns Up At The TALK Table 

Inspector Sabey Assumes New Rank 

Former TALK board chair  
Brian Bjarnason passes on the reins 

to incoming chair Al Sabey.

Christine Crowe



In Cloverdale:

 ▪ Skills Shortages in Trades and Technology
 ▪ Light Rail for the Fraser Valley

In Langley:

 ▪ Anatomy & Physiology in Layman’s Terms
 ▪ Museum of Flight Tour

In Richmond:

 ▪ The Restless City: Metropolitan Vancouver: 
Past, Present and Future

 ▪ The Birth of Modern Philosophy
 ▪ History of Nursing
 ▪ The Day the Universe Changed
 ▪ Emotional Self-Management
 ▪ Three Things You Didn’t Know about Your 

Mind
 ▪ Dementia & Brain Health

Surrey

Jan 24 - Is it possible to be objective?

Feb 14 - Will racism continue to be an issue in the future?

Feb 28 - Prove to me that you’re not a figment of my imagination.

Mar 14 - Why is God portrayed in human image?

Mar 28 - What is conscience? Is it learned and if so how?

Apr 11 - What is the role of gender in human hierarchy?

Apr 25 - What beliefs support our existence?

 ▪ Surrey Philosophers’ Cafes are held at ABC Country Restaurant, 2160 King George Blvd. 
 ▪ More information: Selma Swaab: 604.572.0682; selmaswaab@shaw.ca 

Richmond

Feb 7 - At what point does individual freedom interfere with collective rights, or vice versa?

Mar 7 - Will we ever eliminate poverty?

Apr 4 -  How should we make decisions regarding large-scale controversial projects?

May 2 - What is a family?

Jun 6 - How should the international community deal with world conflict?

 ▪ Richmond Philosophers’ Cafes are held at the Steveston Hotel: 12111 3 Avenue 
(At the corner of Moncton Street; in the backroom behind the cafeteria.)

 ▪ More information: Jean Garnett: 604.277.1130; jeangarnett@shaw.ca

TALK Program for Spring 2013 Semester

Upcoming Philosophers’ Cafes

Rodin, The Thinker

Third Age Learning at Kwantlen newsletter

We are looking forward to another semester of fascinating life-long learning!  Planning is still in process, 
but here are just some of the courses to look forward to:

 ▪ Sacred Food
 ▪ For Love of our Grandchildren
 ▪ Burns Bog

In Surrey:

 ▪ More than Just Words
 ▪ Film Study: Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo
 ▪ Literary Images of Canada
 ▪ Colorectal Cancer
 ▪ The New Science of Healthy Living and 

Vibrant Aging
 ▪ Gambling: Fun or Addiction?
 ▪ Medical Issues
 ▪ Traveling on a Pension
 ▪ Search Savvy
 ▪ Touring the Baja
 ▪ Bard on the Beach
 ▪ Combating Ageism

Fall 2012


