INAUGURAL SPEECH BY CRISTA RENNER ON JULY 10, 2026
ROTARY CLUB OF GUELPH PRESIDENT 2026-2027

July 10th is a very poignant day for me. It marks the 29th
birthday of my first son, Elijah, who died at birth. | know
there are many people in this room today, and in our club
who know what it’s like to experience loss. It was during
my grief journey that | experienced the power and healing
of “Service Above Self”.

My first meaningful volunteer experience was as a 16-
year-old where | helped people in a reading program. Did you know that today, 42% of
Adult Ontarians do not have the skills they need to meet the demands of home and
work life, and 16% of those find it difficult to read basic text? 39% of those with the
lowest literacy rates are unemployed, while 50% of adults with the lowest levels of
literacy live in low-income households. The work we do to address food insecurity,
support the unhoused, and those navigating mental health and addictions matters to
these adults and their children. Sparkles in the Park and our tree planting event are two
examples of accessible events we offer all families, that has become an annual tradition
for so many.

Here’s why else it matters. Only 50% of people with the lowest levels of literacy
volunteer or participate in community groups, compared with 78% of people with the
highest literacy levels. When people are navigating the daily, systemic hardships of
poverty and unemployment, they lack the time, stability, and access to offer their labour
for free. | stand here before you today from a foundation of security that many do not
have. | am able to embrace “Service Above Self” because | have the support,
connections, means, and capacity to serve, act, share and BENEFIT from the power of
volunteerism.

Which brings me back to the significance of July 10th and my son Elijah’s 29th birthday.
When my son died, | threw myself into helping other people who experienced the kind of
loss similar to mine by starting the Guelph Bereaved Parents’ Group with a team of

other parents. This work provided me with a sustained sense of purpose that protected
my mental health. Stanford University backs this with research on the need for purpose
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during loss or transition into retirement. Volunteering can also create a “Helper’s High”
where performing acts of kindness releases dopamine, serotonin, and oxytocin - the
feel-good chemicals that boost mood, improve memory, increase resilience, and buffer
the body against stress. Stepping outside my own grief to help others offered direction
and forced me to keep showing up during my darkest days.

While we champion “Service Above Self” as a noble contribution of our own energy and
time for the greater good, it is rarely a one-way street. We simultaneously feed our own
need for connection while strengthening our health and resilience. As | discovered
through volunteerism after Elijah passed, giving back wasn't just about what | could offer
others - it was about the purpose, the healing, and the lifelines that the work gave back
to me. We serve because our communities need us, yes—but we also serve because
we rely on the power of that service to heal, survive, and thrive.

| guess it was a bold strategy to start my term off with such a sad connection to Service
Above Self. | promise no more tissues are needed for the rest of this speech :-).

As your 107th President of the Rotary Club of Guelph, it is a profound honour and
responsibility to carry on with this enduring legacy of serving. We are surrounded by a
group of people who have built a solid foundation of service above self, and our club’s
strength is deeply rooted in the incredible legacy of long-time members. To each of you,
| say that as the world shifts and our club evolves, it can sometimes feel like things
move too fast. Some of you may have even felt like you’'ve been left behind. Please
hear me when | say that your wisdom, your history, and your dedication are the bedrock
to this club. We cannot and will not move forward without you.

To offer a bit of context for just how old our club is, we are officially older than sliced
bread, the ballpoint pen, and the traffic light. Can you imagine our first members
showing up on horseback to talk about budgets using a feather dipped in ink?

The best way | can honour our club’s history is by ensuring our work remains relevant
and vibrant for another 100 years. To do that, | am embracing the Rotary International
Theme: Create Lasting Impact. We need to blend the wisdom of tradition with a bold

vision for relevance, growth, and innovation. As we look at our changing membership
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numbers over the past decade, we know that to change our trajectory and build our
future, we must focus not just on what we do, but on how we do it together.

Our community—and our club—thrives only when we are deeply connected to one
another. My goal is to cultivate a space where every single member feels seen, valued,
appreciated, and loved. We will focus our practical efforts on growing our club's strength
and diversity, raising the funds needed to do even more good, and stepping into our
vital role as a peacebuilders and a catalyst for good.

| have a few ideas about how to bring this vision to life, beginning with a shift from,
“What can you do for Rotary,” to “What Can Rotary do for You?” | want the Rotary Club
of Guelph to be the place where you find your purpose, and your people. How will these
intentions turn into action?

Let’s begin with Meeting People Where they Are. We recognize life is busy and we will
experiment with some virtual and hybrid meeting options where flexibility is created so
more people can join us, and we can attract speakers who might not otherwise be able
to join us. For those who prefer to meet in person, we will have hosting parties where
you can join people who have the technology all figured out.

We will also promote our legacy as a strength where mentorship flows in both
directions. It is a well-kept secret that this club attracts top community leaders and there
is an opportunity to exchange rich wisdom, leadership and career experience in
exchange for members who can explain Tik Tok, Al and Bitcoin.

To Create Lasting Impact, we must thoughtfully evaluate the impact of the things we are
doing to actively seek new ways to improve our efforts, and be mindful that people are
doing the things they love. Rotary International has identified a core set of metrics that,
when measured, become keys to unlocking membership growth and we will evaluate
which measures might work for us.

Community Outreach and Collaboration is another major focus for the year ahead. With
Guelph celebrating its 200th birthday, we have a unique opportunity to remind our
community of a powerful truth: for over 100 years, this city has relied on Rotary to step
up when it matters most. By participating in these historic celebrations and working
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closely with the other six clubs in the Guelph-Wellington Cluster, we will highlight the
indispensable role Rotary has played in building the Guelph we know today, and we will
demonstrate that we are stronger, together.

Finally, before | close, | would like to acknowledge a few people who have held me on
this journey.

First, is my mother. Showing up and being present is the greatest gift you can give to
someone - other than life of course - which she also gave to me. My mother has been
there for me, and so many others when it really matters. She modeled service through
her selfless acts of giving, and by thinking about the needs of others, often above those
of her own. She showed me the importance of family, loyalty, and having kick-ass
women in your life to raise you up, make you laugh, and shake you when you’re going
down the path of poor self-talk. My mother modeled and surrounded herself with
community and connection with her work colleagues, best friends, sisters, and cousins.

Of course, Tracey, who convinced me to join Rotary seven years ago in August, only
months before Covid. Tracey came into my life after the birth of my second son, Noah,
and her son Curtis. That will be 28 years ago in December. Tracey, there are so many
things that make our relationship special. And because we both share a love for music,
I’m going to express my gratitude by aggressively quoting Lionel Richie. Truly, you are
one of a kind and | have Endless Love for everything you do. You are Easy Like
Sunday Morning, and we can easily talk All Night Long. It’s also no surprise that
everyone who meets you gets Stuck On You, because you bring a vibe where we’re
Dancing on the Ceiling. You aren'’t just a beautiful friend, you are Three Times a
Lady. | look forward to Sail On to this next adventure together. (That was written as a
nod to our shared love for Lionel Richie and you're all lucky | didn’t sing it.)

| also want to take a moment to acknowledge the incredible group of individuals who
make up our Board of Directors for this upcoming year. Guiding a 106-year-old club into
its next phase is no small task. It requires a deep respect for the traditions that built us,
and the courage to pioneer where we are going next. This board is made up of
passionate, dedicated, and visionary leaders who are freely giving up their time to
ensure we can Create Lasting Impact. They are the ones working tirelessly behind the
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scenes, having the tough conversations, navigating the complexities of our strategic
goals, and building the frameworks that allow all of us to serve effectively.

Marva, thank you for all you have invested to prepare for this coming year. Your energy
is infectious, your heart kind, and your friendship irreplaceable. | am deeply humbled to
also stand alongside Eleni, lan, Dianne, Faz, Lawrie, Tracey, and Patrick and | look
forward to building lifelong friendships as we work together in this coming year. Thank
you Matthew and Brian for your service as you leave the Board and take a well-
deserved break. And, | am forever grateful to Kerry and Terrie for imparting their
wisdom and showing me the way when | feel completely lost.

To each of you: thank you for your unwavering commitment, and your willingness to roll
up your sleeves. We have a bold year ahead, and | could not ask for a better, stronger
group of people to navigate it with.

Finally, | need to thank and acknowledge my husband, Rob. As you know, behind every
person embracing “Service Above Self” is a partner who gets to experience the
unfiltered, behind-the-scenes look at what that actually looks like. You, Rob, get to see
the unedited, chaotic version of me that this club is carefully shielded from, and yet you
show up every single day with kindness, support, and zero complaints. You didn’t sign
up to be the First Gentleman of Rotary, or my assistant, yet here you are and | couldn’t
do it without you. Thank you.

And to each of you, thank you.
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