Great Lent 2020

Restoring the Icon,
one plate at a time!
Much is written and spoken in the churches today about how
the human being is an Icon of God. We also hear
encouragement on how this icon is in need of healing,
restoration. Such reflections are inspiring yet not always easy to
know how to live it out in the concrete of each day. Often
during the day, we sit besides people whose lives are very
broken and honestly, with no human solution. The image of
God in many people has been pushed way down in their being
and no theological articulation will simply restore it. This need
for restoration of the Divine Image in a person sometimes can
only be held in our hearts through silent prayer. Sometimes a
small gesture can also open up the person to their deeper
beauty.
Alan is a French chef who after working nights comes to
Scarborough to cook at Good Neighbours. He volunteers most
of his time in the kitchen. He has been doing this now for over
a year. He is a real cook, in the sense that he does more than
just cook food, he prides also in feeding people. In Scarborough
celebrating a birthday has became an important part of our
ministry. It is a way to celebrate a person’s history and worth,
for many people who have lost families and community.

Alan

Alan this year decides not only to
bake the traditional birthday cake,
but he asked our permission to make
for a person on their birthday, a
special plate of food. Food prepared
only for them, beautiful arranged
and delicious. He said “in this way
they can feel their worth, that
someone took time to prepare
something beautiful and good only
for them... hopefully it will lift them
up a little”. We would say to “help
restore the Icon of God that they
are” one plate at the time.
Fruit of Alan’s Labour

Fioretti
It Happened at the Mission…
If your conscience hurt you during lent try not to apologize, but rather ask for forgiveness and forgive.
This past Wednesday at Bridges (a community shared reflection), there was a moment of silence at some point,
after an unexpected guest popped in the room.
A native man, whose pain was eased a little by alcohol, came in and sat on the ground, refusing a chair, while all of
us were sitting around the table. Among us, there were four clergymen and a seminarian, along with other people
from the community and young guests. The room became even more silent after the man spoke, answering the
question of the night: does your conscience speak to you? He talked about his experience of being abused by clergy
as a child in residential school. The pain that came from that was deep. What followed were 18 years in prison for
him. As a result of the pain, I guess.
He tried to reconcile with his life and he was not successful, up to a point when he realised, as he said, that only
God was a real man (we had a similar quote running on our announcement board for the Nativity). All of us
humans are not completed but broken. Rather like half men. This revelation came to him, he said, when he became
a leader in his native community. Like a father figure for others. And he saw how much love and forgiveness
people need in order to move on with their life. As a leader he learned to accept that and forgive their wrongdoings.
In the end, this triggered in his own heart forgiveness for those who had harmed him during his childhood.
Healing and forgiveness do happen, if we dare to learn to care for others. We cannot forgive and reconcile with our
past” if we do not start caring for real for the present.

“Blessed are you, who opens a gate in every moment, to enter in
truth or tarry in hell.” (Leonard Cohen)

Another Fioretti: It is real.
This past Thursday, I was given to listen for the second time to a relatively young person talking about the
experience of being in hell. I remembered the
first time had been a couple of years ago. This
young man has been in jail and his body carries
various signs of his testimony. His description
was pretty impressive, mixing quotes from the
bible with science theories to prove his point. At
one point he mentioned there was some hope in
hell. He did say they were separated by a gulf,
but from hell, he said, you can see heaven. And
then his face changed. He added he was there
with his wife and his son. She is no longer here
but he still cares for her soul. Having
experienced hell and remembering his heaven,
he started to cry. And for a moment, the
remembrance of heaven and of those he loved
was more real than the hell itself, which he is
still experiencing in the present.

And one last Fioretti
I woke up this morning and shuffled to the Mission. The room is bustling with people at every table. It's St.
Agatha's day, the virgin martyr. Joanna runs
up to me and announces that she had found
someone this morning down the street with
his head bashed in. "I saw his face covered
in blood." she kept repeating "It frightened
me." Life rushes on... prayer in front of
icons, everyday greetings and conversations
- "Hey Guy, why aren't you wearing your
hat?" "I can't wear it with my hearing aid
on." "Don't put your stuff there?" "Do we
need any bread today in Scarborough?" I ask
a nearby person how he is doing and he tells
me about the Super Bowl. Then Guy's back.
He lays a single cookie before me on a white
napkin -- "there you go, boss!" Then
Joanna's back. She finds me in the crowd
and pulls me by the arm down the street. She
wants to find out what's happened to the
man she found. She knows his name now,
Twelve Night Shakespeare play at the Mission
Arthur. She buzzes around up the street and
up and around the officers. In the gray light of the morning there is still a lot of blood on the sewer grate beside the
hat. It looks unreal, like pooled red paint. The police are still gathering information. Back at the mission, there's
orange vomit cascading down the edge of the front red steps down onto the railing and steps leading down into the
basement. No one knows who is responsible but Joanna suspects the midget who has been known to do this. In the
last seconds there, I wish the acquaintance who had been watching the Super Bowl goodbye and ask him what he's
up to on this beautiful day. He says he'll be inside his house all day. He's been "sentenced." "Who sentenced you?"
"Well, I've only got a couple years left. I'm getting ready to croak." Then off to the car and on the way to
Scarborough.
Br Luke

Tea Time
Preparing for morning tea break
after a busy breakfast program.
Leon (left) & Gordon (right) are
setting the tables.

Signs of Holiness
What would you give up to do a good thing?
Simon is not waiting for anything. He showed me this
week how much money he had in his pocket for the last
week. 5¢ . “You see what I have, but I did not spend
anything because I don’t need to. I have everything I
need.” He told me this after I asked him where and how
he lived. “In the neighborhood, on the street.” There is a
store somewhere up the street and the owner let him
sleep at night at the back (outside) in a cupboard, a
homemade shelter, on the condition that he packs
everything in the morning and leaves nothing behind. He
was telling me how grateful he was for that. He was
grateful with no resentment or bitterness. Simon was
sponsored by his brother to come from an Asian country
8 years ago. He has no right to any social security. He is
totally broke. Back home he was working hard in
construction. He lost one eye due to an accident. Here,
he is looking for a job (anything), but nobody wants to
hire him because he is too old. He told me how he had a
phone conversation about a job with a restaurant owner
who withdrew his offer after Simon told him his age. It
was minimum wage job in a Chinese restaurant.
While he was looking for a job, Simon once lost his
passport (his backpack was actually stolen at the
Mission). Another time he was trying to find people to
finance his phone card (6$) so he could receive phone
calls from places where he had applied. To get a job was
the most important thing for him. It meant everything.
However, while talking to a friend of his this week I
found out he refused one. The owner of the restaurant
where he sleeps outside offered him a job as a
dishwasher, on account of the fact that the woman who
was currently doing that job was too slow. The job could
be his if he wanted it.
After thinking about the offer Simon refused it. Because,
he thought, if he took the job it meant the woman would
be out. But if he didn’t, both of them could stay there.
She could continue doing the dishes and he could still
sleep outside in the cupboard during the night. He did
not know the woman, and she was no sister to him by
birth. But I think they became brother and sister in a
mysterious way, through his generosity and love for
what is good.

“Love is Only on the
Cross”
During Lent we keep vigil on Fridays until midnight.
In the same place people come to sleep or eat or run
away from violence. It is the recognition that nothing
remains unnoticed but it is rather received and
forgiven with the hope for healing. For now or for
later. We come in front of the cross in the same place
where people bring their own crosses to rest for a
little bit.

We share here a “Confession” of a man who carries the cross of addiction. So that the cross of
many in this city would not go unnoticed. We’ll share with you the second part of his letter in the
summer, after Easter. When today’s hope will become an everlasting joy.
To whom it may concern,
On January 13th, 2020, I turned 68.
I am deeply grateful and indebted for the consistent support received from St John’s Mission. Your efforts and
considerations are strengthening me to be able to stand up and give back. Which I will do.
Over eleven years have passed since becoming homeless and finally moving into my own somewhat fearfully
market-rent apartment on March 9th, 2019.
I never touched alcohol until I was 27. I grew up observing with various stepfathers the havoc it produced. We
lived in Cabbage-town, on Sumach Street. Over 60 years ago.
It was January of 2008, that I turned the keys over to what used to be our family home. Mentally unwell, I left
everything behind. I just left. I took a toiletry bag with some socks, underwear, toothbrush and two beers.
A few months earlier, fear
struck. My neck would
become so stiff I could not
look at myself. Shame,
guilt
and
enormous
unrelenting pain.
One day while washing my
face, I placed both hands,
one on each cheek palms
flat and felt nothing but
bone. I knew I was headed
toward death.
I did not know how to get
help. I did not know how
to get food. I was alone. A
remarkable billboard at
Parliament and Gerrard talks of suicide. I googled suicide. I learned walking into a cold lake, hypothermia sets in
rendering you unconscious and you drown.
This is addiction, this is alcoholism. This is a shame.
As I headed out, walking up Port Union Road, I placed my hands on my knees and wept. I got on a bus and
traveled to Yonge and Sheppard.

I called 911- "Can you get to Lansdowne and Dupont within an hour?" "Yes," I replied.
I arrived nearing 1:00 a.m., being led by a young woman who assisted me with filling out papers and walked me
into a 55-man gym-type-dormitory to my upper bunk bed. As she left, I laid my head down and said, "what's
happened to you?"
As I tried to settle, a 26-year-old man resting in the lower bed said to me: "It gets better man."
The following night I was woken by a man face to face with me, screaming satanic verses with his mouths' saliva
hitting my face. I pushed him away: I remember my thoughts; I am going to wrap my sheets with my legs around
his face and just keep pounding him. Horrible, terrible thoughts. He never came back.
Two days later the police arrived, a woman was raped for two days in her apartment across the street. I could not
stay any longer. I found a center with a phone, I just kept calling rental places. A man north of Sheppard had a flat
that I could rent. Immediately.
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He said, “when do you want to move in?”; I said, "Right
Now!" He said “OK, we will see what happens at the welfare
office tomorrow.” So helpful, and so nice, they listened and
gave first and last.
I laid down in an empty room, on a hardwood floor and slept
soundly with my dirtied jacket as a pillow. And never went
back to the shelter.
Thirty days later, I could not pay my rent and was on the
street again. Shelters were out for me. I wandered and
wandered these streets looking for a nook or cranny I could
come back to at night. It's early April, the nights are cold. No
nooks to be found, motion lights everywhere.

I hid in a mall, till after they closed. Marble is cold and very
hard. Maybe I got 5 minutes here and there, I just kept
tossing until a security guard threw me out at 4:30 a.m.
The next night, I tried to sleep in Mel Lastman Square in
North York. The benches are made of metal, icy cold. I
couldn't take it. I started to try all the doors at City Hallsuddenly one opened. The warmth was wonderful. I stayed in
the hallway and tried to sleep on a cheap metal-tube chair
until a security guard threw me out.
It was back to wandering, that's when I found the cemetery. It
had 25-foot steel gates, and chain linked fences. I would
climb the fences. I just followed a path that led me to a
gazebo. This was my home, from early April to early September.
Stay tuned for the ending in the next newsletter.

From Generation to
Generation...
Misty has been part of the St John’s Mission when she
was in elementary school on Blake Street. Over the years
Misty raised a beautiful family. After starting her family
she moved out of the neighbourhood and moved to
Scarborough near Good Neighbours. She is now part of
the team animating Thursday Mom and tots program and
Friday drop in and food bank. She is much appreciated
by all. It is beautiful to see how over the years friendship
and relationships like Misty have grown and blossomed.
It is part of the witness of the Mission to be "here for the
long haul" with people. This continuity of presence over
a long time creates a place where trust and any real
change can happen.
Misty (left)

Reflections of a Seminarian
his parents at a young age by child services; L., who
mumbles to herself; E., who speaks loudly and dribbles
food from her mouth; S., who is rejected by his
immediate family due to mental illness; J., who was
abandoned by her mother; D., the recovering addict.
In the gospels, the rich men are almost always the
antagonists. There is something Christ like in having
little to nothing but one's wounds- for that disposes of
all pretentions to being self-sufficient. The poor know
they have nothing, and they know they need help. They
have but their wounds and their suffering.
All I have is today. What am I to do with this time, but
give it back to God with love?

Andrzej - Is a student from St Augustine Seminary with a
career in military service. His young family became richer
last week when his wife gave birth to a second child. A young
man who loves the poor because he is rich in blessings. Or the
other way around.

And since all I have is today, I thus choose today
compassion, poverty, and suffering; I choose to serve
the poor and to be poor as the means to gain the
treasure of heaven; and I choose the reproach of the
world as I speak of Christ when to do so would risk
disapproval, criticism, and condemnation. Christ is my
treasure, Him will I share. (fragment from Andrzej’
reflection of his student learning placement)

ife is short. I've already lived here in Toronto for
nearly two years. In another twenty five I will
probably have grandchildren. In thirty I will be
retiring. And yet, I am not certain of having even
tomorrow. All I have is today. What am I to do with
this time, but give it back to God with love?

L

In St. Luke's Gospel, we hear: Blessed are you poor,
for yours is the kingdom of God (Lk 6:20). At St. John
the Compassionate Mission, it's been my privilege and
grace to become a part of their community and work
with the poor. My heart has grown since my arrival
there. Permit me to tell you a little about them.
Poverty is vulnerability, running very deeply in people
and frequently invisibly. It is precisely being with
Christ in Gethsemane, whose crucifixion had already
begun long before the first nail had pierced His palms.
God is present in the suffering of people, and this is
where the Church begins - establishing Herself
amongst those who need Her medicine, who need the
riches of heaven due to a want of wealth here on earth.
Community is built on vulnerability of its members,
who, together, surrender themselves to Christ upon
whom it is all established. God’s way is not the
world’s way. The world has no need of the Church, nor
the poor. God's value of human life is not measured
according to the world, where even the altruistic
socialist ambitions demean human life through treating
it as statistics and domestic income. The Church finds
those on the margins, the poor, the suffering and builds
Herself around them- the R., who was taken away from

Every year Carol from Lefroy Ontario knits
warm scarves and hats for our people. Here
is the fruit of one of her scarves.

Lenten Needs List










Quick Oats, Brown Sugar, Pancake Mix
Regular & Herbal Tea
Potatoes, Squash, Fresh Garlic, Apples
Jam, Honey
Canned Tomatoes, Sauce, Paste
Curry powder, Italian herbs, Thyme
Snack Bars & Nuts
Laundry Soap
Silicon Oven Mitts

"Some of the great intuitions in history are the fruit of moments
of great loss...

neighbour shared with us on a
Thursday morning how Steve died.
He had pneumonia and he signed
himself out of the hospital just to die alone
in his basement room a day or two later.
Steve lived in the neighbourhood all his life
and he worked in a wood factory up the
street. After the factory closed he still kept
contact with the family until very recent,
helping one old member of the family to
make it to church on Sundays. He helped
her with groceries as well.

A

I never seen Steve angry or upset while
being at the Mission and he was visiting us
every day. Sometimes you could talk to
him. Especially in the afternoon when it
was quite, about how things used to be in
the neighbourhood 40 years ago, how much
you would pay for a pack of cigarettes and
a coke. However, his favorite subject was
about the moon. Could people go there
again? How would they do that? And other
questions like that that made the moon
relevant for the Mission on a quiet day late
in the afternoon. Memorial eternal!

Dante wrote the Divine Comedy when he lost his house, family
and city because of a false accusation. Beethoven wrote his
immortal music when he completely deaf. Fr Christian de
Cherge at the time a French soldier in Algeria converted and
became a monk, after a Moslem friend gave his life to save him.
As a monk he wrote about "the theology of hope". Later Fr.
Christian was killed in Algeria at the Monastery of Tibhirine.
There are many such stories... We may not all have to undergo
such tragic loss, but we all need to become somehow "naked" to
find the truth about the meaning of our life: truth is found only
in silence, in humility. In prayer (Alessandro)
(Please look at our schedule for Great Lent and come to one of
the services .You are welcome here!)

Memento mori !
Words of Steve Jobs as he faced imminently his death
"...being the richest man in the cemetery does not matter to
me. Going to bed at night saying we 'have done something
wonderful that is what matters to me. Remembering that i will
be soon dead is the most important too. ...almost everything,
pride, fear of embarrassment or failure, external expectations these things just fall away in the face of death, leaving only
what is truly important. Remembering that you are going to die
is the best way i know to avoid the trap of thinking you have
something to lose... You are already naked! "
(Remember the Mission in your will ...)
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