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Beauty From the Streets
At the Mission, we don’t 

get the news from newspa‐
pers. We try to be attentive 
to people who come our 
way. To see the times, to 
understand what happens 

around us, means to be attentive to the 
heart of the ‘strangers’ who come to us.

We’ve seen fear and reluctance during 
the pandemic. We’ve also seen kindness, 
and young spirits ready to help. It’s not 
easy to hear what’s happening now. This 
seems to be a different stage, where life in 
general seems to have diminished value. 
Not many people seem to care. There’s an 
illness of the spirit that spreads, affecting 
the body and our common sense, and a 
type of anxiety about the direction, which 
we’re all doubting. However, in these 
muddy times, we come across beauty of 
the spirit: goodness of heart when every‐
thing is lost, prayer within a soul that 
doubts everything, including itself, and 
forgiveness in a heart not given much to 
hope for, after innocence was taken away.

That’s why, on a Thursday when I met H. 
at the end of the summer, I wasn’t really 
surprised to see what she’d been working 
on. I saw her new artistic creation and 
wasn’t surprised at its beauty and original‐
ity. It seemed natural to me to encounter 
that on the stairs at the Mission on a Thurs‐
day afternoon. Beauty in a muddy time 
comes naturally to us now.

H. is an elderly artist who comes to have 
a meal with us on the stairs of the church. I 
knew she was thinking about painting 
again, if she could find the means. She was 
thinking of simple art to reflect the beauty 
in small things, like the butterfly. She 
thought abstract art took her to a path she 
did not enjoy in the past. However, she 
found a new painting technique: random 
splashes of black paint on the white paper, 
after looking for images and shapes to de‐
scribe reality. “You don’t have to do much. 
Maybe sometimes a line here and there to 
magnify the image.” However, you need an 
eye for that. The reality reveals itself to 
those who are willing to search for it.

At times you don’t know what to do or 
how to receive so much beauty. It’s not the 
beauty of the art, but rather of the spirit 
that gives it life. If life outside seems to di‐
minish in value, at the Mission, as insignif‐

icant as we might be, life seems to be 
magnified these days by those who other‐
wise walk around us unnoticed. Because of 
the distress we see in downtown Toronto, 
the Mission seems to situate itself in a full 
desert, at the end of human hope. On other 
days, however, the Ascension seems to 
have happened from here, and it feels like 
a mountain because you can see and act on 
hope from here. In all honesty, maybe the 
Ascension did not really happen from here. 
That would be too much to say, and the 
Gospel was clear.

I know that for many people this is the 
place where they’re waiting with hope for 
the second coming. The broken people of 
St. John’s give you the hope to await it.

Father Nicolaie
Spiritual Father of St. John’s Mission

Two Sisters
I got a call from a refugee agency. Two 

sisters wanted to come back and stay at the 
Mission’s community house. They’re from 
Mexico, and in their twenties. One has a 
sevenyearold daughter, and the older one 
was very pregnant when she first came. 
Their first stay at the house was short, and 
they left abruptly earlier in the month. I 
was surprised they wanted to come back. 
The agency was calling because the elder 
sister gave birth prematurely, and needed 
to be close to the hospital. They felt wel‐
comed at our Lourmel.

When I saw them again, I was even more 
surprised they wished to return to us. The 
space set aside for refugees in the commu‐
nity house, that is the place they had 
known and had stayed, is in the attic up 
two flights of sometimes narrow stairs. 
When it is not occupied by refugee fami‐
lies, it serves as the chapel. Given the 
stairs, it’s a challenging workout.

On arrival, the elder sister could barely 
walk, and her sister had to support her in 
moving, and to sit and stand. It was touch‐
ing to watch them. The elder was drained, 
from exertion and surgery, and barely able 
to move. She spoke softly while her sister 
attended to her in everything. Given her 
condition (she could barely walk up the 
steps onto the porch), I was amazed that 
they had elected to return here. They made 
it as far as the living room, where the 
mother collapsed. I offered to let them stay 

Please consider including the 
Mission in your will – don’t 
forget, “the shroud has no 
pockets.”

‘Needs list’ – can you help?

• apples; eggs; garlic; 
oranges; potatoes

• basil, oregano; brown 
sugar, white sugar; juice, 
juice boxes; regular tea, 
herbal tea; snack bars

• beans (for arroz con 
frijoles); boxed cereal

• canned chickpeas, lentils, 
tuna; canned tomatoes, 
sauce, paste

• jam, honey, condensed 
milk; pasta; rice

• tea towels, dish cloths; dish 
soap, laundry soap; vacuum 
cleaners; indoor house 
paint
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“To do alms is a work greater 
than miracles. To feed the hun‐
gry in the name of Christ is a 
work greater than raising the 
dead in Christ's name. When 
thou work miracles, you are 
God's debtor; when you give 
alms, God is your debtor.”

— St. John Chrysostom
“Through the cheap price of 

doing good to men, we can ac‐
quire the priceless Kingdom of 
God.”

— Philaret, Metropolitan of 
Moscow

...continued on page 3
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in the living room, and pin up a sheet 
for privacy. I think they knew this was 
the only feasible accommodation. This 
is where they wished to heal, and stay 
close to the baby – our living room! 
They counted on our acceptance.

Sister Penka brought flowers, fruit, 
and hot meals to the new mother. The 
younger sister was out gathering their 
belongings from another shelter (so 
many bags – I’m not sure how she did 
this). Of all things brought to her, the 
mother was happiest for the flowers.

— Brother Luke, a Brother of Mercy

An Interview with Manuel
How are you, Manuel? (See photo, 

page 4.) Not very good today. I feel like 
I can’t find peace these days. Now win‐
ter’s coming, and I don’t know if I can 
sleep outside. I used to do that, I real‐
ized last winter that it felt too cold for 
me. I don’t know why I changed. (In 
Toronto a winter night can get to 
30°C). You’ve told me about your fear 
of people not listening to you, that 
you’ll live your life and nobody will 
know anything about you. We’re start‐
ing a newspaper to listen to what the 
homeless and the poor have to say. 
What do you think? Sounds good.

What would you like people to know 
about you? That I am an aboriginal. 
That I was born and I grew up in 
Toronto. Do you like the city? Yes, I 
mean at the beginning. Because it is the 
city that never sleeps. Like 24/7, there 
is a certain type of action all the time. 
And the lights, as a big city, I liked the 
lights and the brightness of it. At the 
beginning. What about now? Don’t like 
it anymore, the same old thing. I feel I 
never have time by myself, just to be 
alone. Even at night, I sleep in the park 
now, there are always people walking 
around, talking. Now I feel I need a 
change. I don’t know if another city 
would be the answer. Maybe a small 
town, that’s what I need, to isolate, just 
to be by myself. How are the people in 
the city? I don’t know, it seems like 
there’s always been a problem with the 
people I knew. Close friends. I always 
end up arguing with them. Like end up 
arguing every day. I thought maybe I’m 

the problem because it always ends up 
in the same way, with me being angry at 
them and ongoing arguing.

What is your neighborhood like? Like 
a stackedup neighborhood that looks 
down on homeless people. They behave 
like the park belongs only to them. 
They never even say hello to me. On 
Thanksgiving, I was alone, and nobody 
said a word to me. I cried. Nobody 
cared. If I was dead, they wouldn’t care 
either. Alive or dead they would treat 
me the same. (Tears in his eyes.) Walk‐
ing down Queen Street, if you don’t 
have money, you’re a bum. No one 
would address me a word or bring 
something that I might need, like a 
blanket. What do you like there? The 
trees. Sometimes I think they have feel‐
ings, and I wonder what it would feel 
like to get stuck in the same place for 
years. At times I talk to them, “Guys I 
have to leave you, I’m sorry, the win‐
ter’s coming, it’s getting cold, I can’t 
stay here. I have to leave you here.” 
That makes me sad. At times it would 
be nice if I could turn into a tree.

Do you pray, Manuel? I used to. Like 
the native people do. Burning tobacco 
or sweet grass, and leaving by the trees 
at the end. Can you forgive the people 
who ignore you? Right now it’s hard. 
But I have to, to not hold onto the anger 
in me. Otherwise, I end up punching 
somebody’s face. Does that help? Yes, a 
little bit. (Laughing.)

What do you think about all the sirens  
24/7? I ask because I don’t remember it 
being this bad. Yes, you hear them dur‐
ing the day and all night now. It could 
be people overdosing. There are more 
people than ever doing this. It feels like 
almost everybody’s hooked up on 
drugs. It wasn’t like that before. You 
have your phone with you. Is it the 
friend you don’t have? I don’t use it as 
much as before. And it pisses me off 
that I have to buy a new one every 
month, either because somebody steals 
it from me, or I lose it or I damage it. 
Most times, during the day I panhandle 
in the intersection. I’ll check the phone 
at night and play some games, but now 
I’m so tired I fall asleep instantly. I used 
to spend more time, and ask Google 
questions. What type of questions? 

Once I asked, ‘How do you get to 
heaven?’ I thought I wanted to go, I 
don’t want to end up with the devil.

What did it say to you? It said, accord‐
ing to Christians, have faith in Jesus 
and pray. Another time I asked it if God 
exists. Did it clarify things for you? Not 
really, it was politically correct, and 
did’t give me a definite answer. I should 
ask again; maybe it changed its opinion.
What did you learn in life, Manuel, 
from the streets in Toronto and gener‐
ally? Not to take things personally. Re‐
spect people. Be clean and clean up 
after yourself. Don’t focus on people 
judging you. That’s been part of my 
problem, when they look at you and 
pretend you’re not there. That’s hard for 
me, especially when I have a bad day 
(smiling). Now I try to be more by my‐
self, but it looks like it will never hap‐
pen. Not even at night. I have a lot of 
anger, especially when I panhandle, and 
when I argue with people I know, or be‐
cause I think I’m stupid for getting into 
all this. I’m angered when I see people 
happy. I know it’s not right, but I’m not 
happy, I’ve never been happy, and so 
nobody should be happy. (Smiling.). 
Something’s touched in me, and triggers 
all this anger. It’s not others, it’s more 
me. I’m not happy, I need to understand 
why, and not blame them.

How long have you been on the street 
Manuel? The last twoandahalf years. 
All my life, on and off. This winter, I 
can’t handle it anymore. Last year, the 
cold was going through my bones. 
That’s new for me.

— Father Nicolaie

News from Rome
Our newsletter is twinning with a new 

publication in Rome, L’Osservatore di 
Strada (see photo, page 4). Initiated by 
Pope Francis, it’s sold on the streets by 
migrants and homeless people. Both 
publications seek ways to give voice to 
people who are for the most part 
marginalized and invisible. It’s part of 
our effort to act locally but to be con‐
nected to others out in the world – 
poverty is not just a local issue. In the 
new year, we’ll publish some of their 
stories of homeless people in Rome, 
and they will host stories of ours.

...continued from page 2



4 Christmas 2022 Broom-Tree Newsletter St. John the Compassionate Mission

A King Born
Under A Star

The star
That watches over
The Light of the world
Guides the magi
To the glory
Found in but
A mere cave
His pure Mother
Gentle and meek
She smiles and nods
The Truth
Has been born today
The small babe
Knows not of the gifts
Brought to glorify Him
But knows
Under this star
Of His own
Gift to the world
Which is everlasting life
And this joy will spread
Across nations
And generations
So look
To the east
This bright star
Leads the way
To our hope
In the Lord's
Ineffable and abiding
Love

— by Elisha,
a community member

  Lisa volunteers at the 
Mission on Thursdays, 
helping at St. John’s 
bakery with light work. 
Nothing upsets her easily, 
and she always has a kind 
smile for anybody who 
works with her.

  middle row, left: 
Distributing 
L’Osservatore di 
Strada, “the journal 
of social friendship 
and fraternity,” on 
the streets of Rome 
(see article, page 3, 
and visit their web 
site, www.osservator
eromano.va/it/
osservatoredi
strada.html).

  middle row, right: 
Manuel (see his 
interview, page 3).

 bottom row: 
Fellowship on the 
front steps of the 
Mission on a glorious 
autumn afternoon.

  Good Neigbhours 
winter clothing drive.

  Jonathan, a good young 
servant at the Mission.

  Elisabeth, knitting at Good 
Neighbours.




