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Whom, do the young people see... 
O ne cannot look at himself in a mirror. A human being is not a reflection. A human being is the perfect gift of life in 

itself. We are precious, not because we love ourselves. However, even this is questionable today. Some would say 
that love for oneself has turned into hatred these days. We do not say that, we just say that the gift of life, as perfect 

as it is, becomes complete though when one learns to care for another one. Another human being, of course.  And then we 
start to see. But what do we see? What do we see when we look at young people wondering on the streets with no place to lay 
their heads? What do we see, when the culture of drugs is taking over, killing the hope in us and others? What do we see, 
when the vulnerable ones are going to get back their “dignity” by being given over to death? What do we see, when a young 
homeless couple open themselves to life, to become more vulnerable than they already were? You would think that one‟s 
tears would penetrate the stone heart. But you know, sometimes it makes it soft, just like jelly. So, in the end, nothing can 
really get to you because even if it touches you somehow, it goes through you with no memory of facts. And the reason why 
this happens is because, isn‟t it so, you‟ve seen too much, you‟ve suffered to much, you know too much, you read too much, 
and so on. And so you become rich with no hope of lacking anything. Good luck, in that situation, in finding the cave before 
the Nativity. 

Tessa was a young person who died of an overdose a few weeks ago. 
We miss her dearly now. (This has now become daily news in the city 
though ). I do not know what is more difficult to bear, her suffering 
and death, or the fact that we forget so easily and we bear no witness 
to each other. Most times when she came to the mission she was high, 
sometimes causing trouble, sometimes going in and out with no 
particular business. Somebody who knew her well said that she hated 
men, and she had good reason to do so, to the point that she would 
hardly trust anybody.   

In all these years I might have talked a couple of times with her for 
real. Looking back now, it is hard to face the fact that we did not 
embrace her more as a community for what she was for us - a beloved 
daughter. How can that be? How does this happen? We live this reality 
at the mission on a daily basis. Broken relationships, in a broken 
community. People whom we see today, not sure if we‟ll see them the 
following day. And so you don‟t remember who you are yourself. 
Sometimes, the more we try to come closer, the more we find 
ourselves away from each other. I do not know what the mission was 
for Tessa. Why she came to us, what brought her to the doors? I know 
she always asked about our morning cook. He touched her heart 
somehow with his kindness. He was no threat to her and she saw the 
goodness in him.  

In this broken reality we live in we look for goodness and hope. At 
times we fail, because our hearts resemble more often to the jelly than 
the rock, and the tears bring no healing.  

That‟s why, before the Nativity, we asked young people who live 
within our community to share with us what they see here and why they chose to stick around. If you cannot follow the star, 
stay close to the shepherds, outside of the city. They will bring you to the cave.   

We think more about and pray more for Tessa now than when she was alive, coming in the morning for breakfast.  We don‟t 
need to be dying to remember each other. Nativity is about life who will never be taken away from us. Listen to the young 
shepherds, they are waiting outside the city, because they tend their sheep. And that‟s where the love is going to be born. 
Would this not be the good news we were looking for?! 

Fr Nicolaie 

Tessa 



The Alure of the Mission 
I first discovered the Mission about two and a half years ago. I was seriously considering becoming Orthodox, but hadn‟t 
taken the plunge yet. I had been looking into Seminaries and Social Work programs at the time, wanting to devote more of 
myself to the spiritual life and to “the poor”, but I didn‟t know where or how that would look like. As a seeker of ancient 
Christianity, I had been inspired by the lives of the saints: particularly those who sold all of their possessions and spent their 
time serving anyone who had need: the sick, lepers, homeless, orphans, those needing a comforting word amongst tumultuous 
family/life dynamics, or to find the way of the gospel. It all seemed so grand. Ultimately I wanted to find a place that could 
help me to become more like these saints. So I did a google search and found the “Lived Theology School”. The idea of 
learning through head knowledge at University/Seminary didn‟t appeal to me (but 
would get me a job), but this internship emphasized an authentic life of service 
within the Church, it seemed like just the right place. 

I remember vividly the first time I came to visit from the States how specifically the 
experience fulfilled what I was looking for in a spiritual community. The Mission 
seemed to have it all: a loving community that serves together daily (not just on 
Sundays), there was a discipleship house for young men and women who could 
devote their life in service to the poor, and there were real leaders who inspired me. 
I literally wrote home about it at the time: 

“When you first walk in the door, the first thing that meets your eye is a giant icon 
of the Trinity. The idea is that God himself is welcoming you to sit at the table with 
Him and it is further felt by the love of the staff and volunteers who work there. 
When you typically think of a soup kitchen, you usually picture a cafeteria style 
assembly line- either impersonal, or affectionately overbearing. But this wasn‟t like 
that. People didn‟t greet you in a sloppy, overly-affectionate or proselytizing kind of 
way. Neither did they treat you impersonally, nor like you were just a number. 
There were no strings attached, they just welcomed you to sit down and in your own 
time to come up to a self-serve meal (maybe like you would see at a continental 
breakfast at a hotel). There were volunteers scattered throughout the room making 
friends... It was a good balance. They didn‟t force themselves on you and God 
wasn‟t necessarily brought up, it was just known. If you were there to make friends 
it was easy to find them. There was a lot of laughing, music, and people who 
seemed like decades-old friends. I saw men of every background of life: those just 
off a cold night in the streets, some strung out addicts, but it was apparent that every 
class, creed, and color was welcome no matter what condition they were in. People 
were not treated in the typical way where you just meet their immediate need, and 
move on, but there was an abiding, daily presence, and people were treated as 
members of the community. One person in the community said “If someone is interested in a deeper spiritual way of life, no 
words necessarily needed to be spoken. It is said by the way we live and our actions. People will come on their own terms if 
the Holy Spirit draws them. People know that there‟s always an open invitation without anything needing to be said.” 

After this initial visit, I was baptized into the Orthodox Church and I came to visit a few more times: once this past Lent (for 2 
months), then for another month this summer 
when I worked at the youth summer camp 
(OWL/ “Our Whole Life” Summer Camp at St. 
Mary of Egypt Refuge). Now I am looking into 
devoting a year to becoming a “lay missionary” 
or “Brother of Mercy” like I had found in that 
initial Google search. Looking around this place 
I see so many people that have been transformed 
by the light of Christ and have become like the 
Saints I read about. I have a lot to live up to. But 
what more could I ask for? I get to serve along 
and become like my heroes in this community. 
To preach not through words, but through my 
very life. 

David Potts 

David visiting camp‟s main attraction: 
the chicken coop 

In front of the chapel with children before prayer 

 



Reflections on suffering and human dignity 
Dostoevsky once said “It is not as a child that I believe in Christ and confess him. My hosanna has passed through a great 
crucible of doubt.” 

My experience of suffering made me realize that there is something deeper to life than what meets the eye. My first encounter 
with suffering that really left a deep mark on my mind and my whole being was to watch my grandfather die consumed by 
cancer. Here I saw a man who once was full of life and wonderful stories ebb away, I felt he lost his dignity in some way. As 

I read the gospels, I noticed that Christ, came to restore the dignity of the human 
person that made St Athanasius declare with boldness that “God became man so that 
man might become god.” 

In the world around though, the reality is far from this. My first encounter with this 
form of dehumanization was when I was just 19 years, on my way to college where I 
encountered a person whose flesh decayed as she was alive and nobody could be with 
her because of the great stench that surrounded her. This event rattled my innocent 
religious beliefs and I sought something deeper and meaningful that could help me live 
a life that does not repress the reality of human suffering but to accept that reality. As a 
young student doing his Social Work, I realized that, I could keep a healthy distance 
from suffering and run “programs” that would somehow make a difference in people‟s 
lives. As noble as this sounds, the human person in the end is just a statistic through 
which we could evaluate the success of the program. This led me to study Religion, all 
religions promise some form of consolation if we made an effort to work on our own 
salvation and save ourselves and this was not nearly enough. 

This is when I began engaging with the writings of Dostoevsky who once said in The 
Brothers Karamazov “There is only one way to salvation, and that is to make yourself 
responsible for all men's sins. As soon as you make yourself responsible in all sincerity 
for everything and for everyone, you will see at once that this is really so, and that you 
are in fact to blame for everyone and for all things.” These words came to life after a 
personal tragedy which made me realize that I had to live a life that is deep and 

meaningful. I knew that there was something deep in Orthodox spirituality that would give me the strength and wisdom to 
lead this life. In St John‟s mission and Good Neighbours, I learned that it is important to love people, be with them and 
establish real relationships with them. From opening my eyes to suffering to my search for salvation, I realized that I am not 
there to “help” people in anyway but it is through loving and being with the poor that I truly find Christ. The poor are indeed 
our masters because it is through them do we really see Christ who was made poor for us out of his eternal uncreated love for 
us. It is through them that we realize that the love that we hold on to is never enough and the great vision of the Kingdom of 
God is to be loved deeply by God and by every human and only that is living a real human life. 

In the end I am becoming more human as I discover the humanity of the poor in whose lives Christ is hidden. 

Andrew, the catechumen 

A View from Across the Street 
I do not live far from the Mission. When I first discovered this place several years ago, I quickly understood something of the 
significance of the organization for so many people in the community. People come here to talk, to work, to eat, to laugh, to 
cry, and to pray together. It is a place where people may come from varied backgrounds, all walks of life, but where everyone 
shares the same community and takes on responsibility for this community. For some people it is a rare place of safety, 

warmth, and refuge. In a society dominated with screens and new 
technologies, St. John's is an exceptional place, which encourages 
us to engage in the ethics of face-to-face relationships whereby 
each of us has a responsibility to recognize the other who shares a 
common humanity and presence with our own self. As a 
consequence, the Mission manifests itself as a therapeutic 
community where people are able to share stories and memories, 
thoughts and ideas, jokes and dreams with one another. All of this 
fosters a collective sense of togetherness. Most importantly, the 
Mission provides a space for people to be with others in difficult 
and painful times. Here, people can suffer without having to be 
alone. It is a place where we can keep talking, but also a place 
where we might be silent and listen. 

Chris Vanderwees 

Andrew, at volunteer appreciation night 

Grant (l) & Chris (r). Grant can really talk & Chris can really listen 



Influence of Mission & Parish 
E arlier this week, Fr. Nicolai had asked me to write a few words about the influence the mission and parish have had on 

me. Considering the extent of this influence over the last few years, this was no small task. However, given the brevity 
of the newsletter, I will attempt to be as succinct as I can. 

Growing up, I attended a traditional Orthodox church, and like many in my cohort, was lured into the darkness of atheism in 
my late teens. To me, church was nothing more than a community centre (with more rules). We were surrounded with 
activities/ministries and pushed liturgy into the shadows. We constructed massive buildings and erected walls around us to 
serve our own. We were taught Sunday School lessons revolving around self-help and morality, which really didn't need a 
crucified Christ. It all lacked substance. The Gospel, to me at least, appeared irrelevant. 

On the advice of a close friend, I stepped foot into the mission about seven years ago, and observed a reality - so obvious to 
St. John's - which I was virtually blinded to up until then. Poverty is universal. It is not simply synonymous with lack of 
money. It does not just plague those under an arbitrary income threshold. Poverty encompasses the unwanted, the uncared for, 
the unloved. A person need not look far to see the growing despair of loneliness, the proliferation of anxiety, and the 
existential angst of purposelessness amidst a spread of nihilism. At St. John's one can see those who are hungry for food, but 
also a hunger for friendship, for community, for belonging, for depth, for meaning, for God. In a community like this, where 
the walls are down, both literally and figuratively, one can also observe this hunger in their own hearts. In this light, who 
among us is not poor? Which of us does not need healing? 

It is exactly to this brokenness that the Church has been called to live in. 
It is the darkness that grants light purpose. A church cannot live in 
isolation of the world; quite contrary, it can only live for it. At St. John's 
I witnessed this paradigm lived out. I found a community that regards 
agape (the selfless love that is passionately committed to the well-being 
of others, as CS Lewis describes) as the first and greatest of the 
commandments. Here, I learned what it meant for a mission to be 
incarnational - imitating Christ's condescension - poor with the poor, 
and vulnerable with the vulnerable. In this place, poverty was not a 
afterthought. It wasn't relegated to street corners and addressed with a 
sandwich run every so often. Here, compassion and mercy abounds as a 
natural expression of the love of God. Inspiringly, the act of being 
merciful in Luke's Gospel (Luke 6:36) corresponds to being perfect in 
Matthew's (Matthew 5:48).  

I had come to realize, somewhat ironically, the sheltered church 
existence I grew up in drove me further from the Truth. It is among the 
poor, our masters - not in ivory towers, or convoluted books, or 
YouTube videos - where Christ dwells.  

As our patron Saint, Mother Maria of Paris, explained to her fellow nuns 
as she rejected their pleas to flee Paris and the oncoming German 
advancement, "The world is on fire". The world was on fire then, and it 
is now. We cannot escape it. We cannot simply hope to batten down the 
hatches and wait for evil to pass over us. The same evil and brokenness 
that we refuse to heal today will manifest itself in far more complicated 
ways tomorrow.  

A community outreach program in Malvern 



Furthermore, I observed that it wasn't charity for the mere sake of charity. Charity wasn't detached from church. Inviting the 
poor to dine at the table of the Trinity, paradoxically, further revealed who the Trinity is. It was as if the further a community 
pushed themselves into discomfort, the more they pushed themselves into the realm of the divine. During the Liturgy, we 
pray, "Let us love one another, that with one mind we may confess Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, one in essence and 
undivided." Faith and fellowship, belief and reconciliation are not mutually exclusive of each other. The mission and parish 
were intertwined, and they had to be. Radical love - love to the point of the cross - flows out of a deep prayer life.  

I'd like to share a small anecdote here. During Holy week, we keep the sepulchre in the middle of the narthex (where the 
community usually partake of meals), symbolizing the tomb of Christ. I remember once seeing a homeless woman sleeping 
underneath this bier. Reflecting on this image afterwards, it was emblematic of our mission - the community finding refuge in 
the sacrificial lamb, the body of Christ - the Church. Perhaps the most significant revelation is that there is no other 
foundation a church can be built on but the Cross. We call ourselves Christians, not to lead "moral" lives, not for the 
misinterpreted promise of prosperity, and not to escape some Dantean version of hell; we join ourselves to Christ and His 
Cross, who takes away the sins of the world, so that we, together with Him, also participate in taking away of the sins of the 
world - to face evil head on. Where there is injustice, cruelty, tension and anger, we are called to transform them and to give 
back forgiveness, gentleness, patience, and love. Where there is death, the church is there to live and proclaim that Christ is 
Risen! The Kingdom of God is not an abstract hope, it is the very purpose of the Church. 

In short, the mission restored and strengthened a faith in Christ I hadn't experienced before. It declared meaning to His 
incarnation, death, and resurrection. It also inspired a group of Coptic youth to establish a community outreach program in 
Malvern, attempting to imitate the good found at 155 Broadview Avenue. After all these years, I feel I have only scratched 
the surface. 

The mission has revealed that there can be no other path to the Kingdom of God, particularly in this present life, than 
participating in the mercy of God. 

To this place I owe sincere thanks. 

Bishoy Khalil 

Brother of Mercy 
Hello Everyone! My name is Jonathan. I have been a parish member of St. Silouan the Athonite Orthodox church since 2014. 

I want to share you my experience during my time at St. Mary of Egypt Refuge & as a 
Brother of Mercy.  

St. Mary of Egypt Refuge was great. Last June prior to me resigning my job, I received a 
message from Father Nicolaie to attend the O.W.L camp workshop at St. John the 
Compassionate Mission. There was a plan set up for me. At the workshop, Mary Morrocco 
presented an introduction of the O.W.L camp and policies working with children. It was 
great information, but my mind was wondering of the „plan‟ Father Nicolaie set up. When 
the session was done, my little brother Daniel, who was a counsellor for the O.W.L camp, 
told me to speak with Angie, one of the coordinators. She explained to me that I was going 
to be a volunteer (Awesome!) for the entire camp period (The whole July, that completely 
caught me by surprise!). I started having doubts committing to this role, but it would be 
nice to be away for the city for awhile.  

Now, when I got to St. Mary of Egypt Refuge, I don‟t know what sort of impact I will 
make there until the kids started coming to camp. It got challenging as the kids got 
younger. But there were highlights at O.W.L camp that I will cherish. One is the talent 
show. I buddy up with a boy name Awame to perform a synchronized dancing. We danced 
to „Sugar Hill Gang – Apache‟ and it was awesome. Secondly, the theatre plays. My 
favourite one was the Hunchback of Notre Dame. My role was Quasimodo. Finally, it‟s 
being with the children. It is a blessing to care and mentor them without their parents there. 
Hopefully, they will become future counsellors one day! 

And now, being Brother of Mercy, I get another chance to be at the O.W.L camp again. 
I‟m looking forward to it. 



 Sugar 
 Margarine 
 Powdered Milk 
 Pancake Mix & 

Syrup 
 Oatmeal 
 Jam 
 Canned vegetables 
 Beans 
 Canned Tomatoes 
 Tomato Sauce 
 Canned fish 
 Ketchup 
 Pepper 

 Herbs 
 Rice 
 Quinoa 
 Dried Beans, Lentils 
 Winter gloves 
 Winter coats 
 Winter boots/shoes 
 Long Johns 
 Socks 
 Sleeping Bags 
 Back packs 

“...the mountain of God is a butter mountain…” 

Now for the past 3 months being a Brother of Mercy, I‟ve 
experienced a lot of things in Good Neighbours and in Lourmel 
House.  

One of them is my relationship with people; I‟m learning to 
appreciate being present with them. People talk to me with their 
struggles and vulnerability, there are times that I understand 
them, other times I don‟t. Then there are fun moments such as 
dancing & singing together. I pray that our relationships 
continue to grow.  

Secondly is the learning experience. When I first became a 
Brother of Mercy, I didn‟t know my role. But as time went by, 
new responsibilities were given me such as coordinating with 
the Kids cooking club with Cassandra and the volunteers. Also, 
new situations (usually conflicts) pop up in Good Neighbours. 
As a team, we assess what‟s happening and find solutions to 
prepare us the next time it happens. 

The kids need simple toys to play and be happy. The adults, to work 
with their hands. Here some a sample size. 

Aphrodite taking a rare break from serving people, just to 
convince Ileana how good that is. 

Did you know that doing dishes makes you smile? 

Christmas Needs List 



Ok, so, here‟s the first of a few confessions tonight… 

I don‟t know why I agreed to speak here tonight. I guess I have a hard time saying “no” to Fr. Nicolai or to Fr. Roberto since 
first stepping foot here over 18 years ago.  

Why am I saying this? Because words, in any language, cannot describe or illustrate the experience of what this place, St. 
John the Compassionate Mission is in my heart, what a blessing and how transformative it has been to so many people and to 
me. When I first arrived, I feel in love - I felt like I won the lottery! I had always dreamed about an Orthodox mission in an 
urban setting. What I didn‟t expect was to be so stretched, so humbled and so challenged in my limited understanding of what 
living an Orthodox Christian life in attempting to be obedient to our loving Lord, through Christ and the lives of his saints as 
examples.  

For tonight, I would like to share with you a reflection: a thank you and love letter to the people of St. John‟s Mission. 

So, I am going to change the title to from “Orthodox Christians serving the whole community” to: “How the St. John’s 
Mission community has served and is serving Orthodox Christians, including me” 

I would like to talk about the value and importance of St. John‟s Mission- in (not to) the people, in the neighbourhood, in the 
Orthodox Church locally and beyond.  

As our beloved Mother Maria of Paris said and what is lived out here at SJM is, “The urgency to live out the gospel.” 

I know I‟m preaching to the choir here, but it is important to realize that this place, is holy- set apart from the rest of society. 
It is not a perfect place or utopia, and I‟m not romanticizing the Mission, but this is a place of beauty where God‟s love 
abides in the joys and sorrows of each day here.  

Thank you for teaching me that in Liturgy:  

 The work (liturgia) of the table continues here after the liturgy of the altar in the divine service.  

 Saint John‟s Mission is so much more than a social service agency with the label of a church stamped on it. It is a 
place of life, of welcome and of belonging to all who come here from all walks of life.  

 Prayer is the center to the life here, together in our worship to God. Whether someone actually comes into the 
sanctuary or not, whether there are only two people in chapel, we are first present before God as one body. We are 
connected in prayer, with those on this side of the kingdom and our brothers and sisters who have passed on the other 
side of the kingdom who we continue to pray for. 

Thank you for teaching me in Service: 

 Requires action- putting our faith into action.  

 As in the parable of the Good Samaritan, we become neighbours when we are willing to cross the road for the 
another. As Mother Maria teaches us “We must have a heart that gives.” 

 There is a mystery in philanthropy- in the relationship with the other and with God. 

 It is not just doing for the sake of doing. 
Not being transactional in our dealings 
with each other but relational.  

 Understanding that having an open hand 
in giving and receiving, we are only 
stewarding what God has already given 
to us. 

 In connecting with donors and 
supporters here at SJM, it is amazing to 
observe the blurry line of giver and 
receiver and that is learned and lived 
here at SJM. We might think that there 
is a distinction between the receiver and 
giver, but there is not. Those who give, 
receive and those who receive, give. 

Thank you for teaching me in Witness: 

Fragments from Presberta Maria’s speech at 
St John’s Feast Day November 2018 

Presbytera Maria with the people she is thankful 
for (third at bottom) 



 We are called to be a witness for the love of God, made visible in Christ through His life and example to us. 

 The essence of being the Church is being a living witness for Christ in the world, where love abides of God and one 
other from within. 

Thank you for teaching me in Fellowship: 

 It‟s all about relationships, growing in communion with each other. 

 True philanthropia is the love of the person and seeing them in the image and likeness of God.  

 What is experienced here at SJM, is the spiritual hospitality of listening- being present with the other.  

 How important is the sense of belonging; of truly understanding that we are the beloved sons and daughters of our 
loving God. 

  Through the spiritual discipline of listening, my ego is constantly challenged to be in check so as to better hear the 
Other. This is experienced at the intimacy of the table. 

 Within fellowship, we appreciate beauty- not superficial, maybe seen with the eyes, or ears or touch, but sensed from 
the heart.  

Here‟s my other confession… When I first started being a part of the Mission, I shied away from making the time to sit for a 
meal or coffee and be present with my brothers and sister here at SJM. I guess I had a fear of facing my own vulnerability, 
that I can‟t or won‟t be able “help” the other person. I wasn‟t ready to face my own poverty, my own brokenness. What I 
realized over time was that I was missing out of the blessing and opportunity to sit at the feet of Christ in the form of my 
brothers and sisters here at SJM.  

Thank you for the love I receive here. I have gained and learned much from my friends here at SJM. And I am still learning, 
striving to grow in relationship with our Lord and Saviour!  

I am learning about our Lord‟s limitless love for each of us. 

Mission continue to be a blessing to all for many more years! 

Take a Time to Rest 
St. John the Compassionate Mission has in one word meant a place of spiritual and mental “refuge” for me. As a 28 year old 
health professional student seeking to enter the work force in the next two years, I can say I‟ve experienced a bit of what life 
has to throw at you. In my time getting here, the interspersed moments spent at the mission, Good Neighbours in 
Scarborough, the OWL camps at St. Mary of Egypt refuge and 
the numerous interactions with youth in heart and body have 
given me moments of mental and spiritual recollection and 
direction. I discovered the mission 4 years ago online, and 
grimly enough, entered its hallowed doorways as a valued 
member was leaving it so to speak: a funeral. In this time I‟ve 
been blessed to see that the internal and external struggles faced 
in this world can indeed find refuge in a place that chooses to 
“let it‟s lamp shine on high for all to see”. It is here through 
truly communal meals ushered in through prayer, work and an 
open heart, one can feel they are free to reflect their past, desires 
for the future, but most importantly stay rooted in the present. 
Grace abounds here because of simplicity manifested through 
lovingly good will. Over numerous meals you begin to find 
common ground with the poor man at the street corner to the 
retired chartered financial accountant who likes to play tennis, 
the pastor turned chef, piano virtuoso turned security guard, the 
avid rock climbers and drama king; all young and old. Yes, each 
person‟s uniqueness here is received in a manner that seeks to 
bring the gifts of each to benefit the whole experience, and in this manner, multiplying even that one talent that you receive 
instead of burying in the ground. Indeed St. John the compassionate mission has taught me that being present is sometimes 
more important than being prepared, and if we learn to still and quiet our hearts by seeking to hear Christ, we can find the 
answers to our pains and struggles reverberating all around us. 

Alex Dobre 

Alex with Fr Roberto at St Zoticos 

(Please visit 
W: stjohnsmission.org to 

read the rest of the speech) 



I  was asked to write an article about my experience with 
the community and how it's affected me. The following is 
my attempt to summarize that book that would actually 

give that request it's due. 

My life with the mission started a few years ago, I did my 
college placement as part of the Social Service worker 
program at St. John's on Broadview. I had never encountered 
a place like it. My first day there I had a meeting with Fr. 
Nicolaie who at the time was not yet a priest. I had come for 
my placement interview and I was thoroughly nervous. Then 
Fr. Nicolaie started speaking and all intimidation died pretty 
quickly as anyone who's met him can imagine. What I 
noticed in first coming was that the approach to people was 
without pretense. In an institutional environment there are so 
many walls that separate you from everybody else including 
the false premise that you are somehow different from the 
person sitting across from you. At the mission those lines are 
not so bold and really the emphasis on being present to 
people, just as people is what struck me. It's very humbling. 
The criteria for being there is really just being a human 
being. It's not as though it ends there either, you are not just 
“allowed” but “invited.” Even the walls of the mission are an 
invitation to come! There it is hard to forget that Christ is 
among us. 

I was invited to partake in something new, what became 
Good Neighbours. I was told that there would be a drop in 
opening in an apartment building. I thought that was a crazy 
idea so naturally I was gung ho. However I found this place 
to be challenging because it was so unusual in it's operation. 
There was a lack of trust in the beginning from the people we 
encountered. After some time we formed lasting friendships 
with some of those who live there and we had an after school 
program that I still think about all the time. Some of those 
kids come up to the O.W.L camp, some even come to our 
current kids program. We left that place after two years for 
various reasons, one being that the building was becoming a 
more expensive place with less need.  

Then came what I like to call Good Neighbours the sequel, 
but what is commonly known as Good Neighbours drop in. 
We settled into what was previously a beauty parlour at the 
corner of Markham rd. and Eglinton. We knew that the red 
cross across the street would be closing down and that that 
area had great need, although coming in they gave us some 
resistance but that's another story. I had lived in that 
neighbourhood for half of my life, literally a block away and 
I never thought I'd be there again. To be honest I hoped I 
never would be. Now I see that neighbourhood in a new 
light. 

We are open Wednesday to Friday as a drop in, and we serve 
breakfast and lunch. We have discounted diapers for mothers, 
something Pamela likes to call “The Diaper Ministry” which 
makes me laugh. On Saturday we've got a kids cooking class 
that so far has been as much fun as I had hoped it would be. 
We've got a solid group of volunteers, some who I know 
from Broadview who are quite dedicated. I'm surprised at 
what these kids will eat, they are for the most part an 
adventurous bunch. We made black bean brownies the other 
week which were enjoyed by all. This coming week we are 

making sushi (not raw, don't panic.) They also impress me 
with their culinary skills, they are able to do more than some 
adults I know and that 
is not an exaggeration.  

Good Neighbours 
operates in a similar 
way to St. Johns, but 
the places are not 
similar. Fr. Roberto 
mentioned that the 
place has a “different 
vibe” during our 
Wednesday supper 
before bible reflection. 
I wish I could really 
capture what the place 
is during the day. It's 
both strange and 
lovely. There is an odd 
hardness there in the 
people, combined with 
real kindness and a 
dash of chaotic 
unpredictability. One 
minute the man in the 
corner is insisting I'm 
practising witch craft, another man is pocketing the cutlery, 
someone is demanding today's menu and someone else is 
critiquing my fashion choices. In the next minute someone is 
offering us donations, a man who we see daily is keeping the 
plants alive, another man is reading inspirational quotes 
aloud and sharing his fears and struggles, and someone else 
comes in with self harvested clay and 1000 ideas of what to 
do with it. There is a young woman who is constantly 
crafting something beautiful and giving it away. She's so 
focused, it seems that she never tires of jewellery making. A 
place like this is not easily defined.  

There was a man who came to us in the beginning, he 
recently passed away. He used an electric wheelchair to get 
around because of balance issues. He had been stabbed in 
younger years and suffered oxygen deprivation to his brain. 
However he was able to get up and slowly walk from his 
chair. He had a wicked sense of humour that often came with 
an R rating. I had to sometimes force myself not to smile 
when his jokes crossed lines. He would follow up the 
provocative jokes with “ha ha you can't hit me because I'm in 
a wheelchair.” Refraining from laughter was not an option. 
After he passed away his daughter came to collect some of 
the artwork he had done, he was one of the few folks who 
were enthusiastic about Friday afternoon art at Good 
Neighbours. She told me that sometimes when they were at 
the grocery store he would stand up out of his wheelchair and 
yell “I'm cured it's a miracle!” just to bring laughter. He was 
someone who was able to bring light to some very dark 
corners, even in a crude way. The whole community misses 
him. 

Most of our regular crew used to spend their time at the red 
cross across the street, they already have their history with 
each other. We have people who have come to volunteer, but 

Good Neighbours 

Cassandra playing Esmeralda 
at the camp 
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those that really stick 
have been in the 
community a long while, 
like Connie and Guy. 
Connie knows just 
everybody who walks in 
the door. She is also 
always working to keep 
things clean, she's like 
the energizer bunny. Guy 
is an older gentleman 
with the most endearing 
demeanour. He finds the 
food and walks around 
offering snacks to 
people. I joke to him that 
he's an enabler because 
even if you say no he 
slowly pushes snacks 
towards you. He then 
laughs when you finally give in. His humour and good nature 
really make people want to be there. 

Then on our staff we have Pamela who organizes the meals 
as well as doing behind the scenes work. She's a Baptist 
reverend with great tangible love. I can count on her to be 
bold and blunt, she really inspires me in this way. Sebastian 
also is there to keep everything from descending into chaos 
with his quiet wisdom. Johnathan brings a whole new 
dimension to the place when we have spontaneous dance, 
and man can he dance. Of course Fr. Roberto, the one to 
whom everyone goes. The one who holds us all together and 
the rudder of the ship. His clarity and wisdom from working 
with people makes him everyone's teacher. Not to mention it 
seems that the few times when he's not there is when 
something dramatic will happen, I think the devil flees when 
he's around.  

Good Neighbours is a truly human place. You see love and 
generosity as well as anger, loss and listlessness all in the 

same day. When we pray 
for the people there it 
reminds me that we don't 
exist in a vacuum, that 
nothing happens outside 
of God and even the 
most tragic of sights does 
not escape God's love. I 
need the reminder and 
our daily prayer is that 
reminder. There is a 
helplessness when you 
see suffering with no 
foreseeable end. You try 
and imagine a better life 
for someone and 
sometimes you can't. I 
think most people are 
familiar with that reality. 
Any romantic (and 

narcissistic) ideas about “helping” someone are shot dead 
when you really connect with someone who is somewhere 
truly dark. It's a commonly held lie to think that one can help 
anybody else outside of God. Even then hope and despair 
have their turf wars. What is unique about GN and SJTCM is 
that these places have a greater hope. The mysterious hope 
that is the picture beyond what any human can comprehend. 
It's as if these places speak to us about that picture, as if we 
are just a few brush strokes. 

I can't simply say how all of this has impacted me because 
it's not simple, but I think the one reading this might 
understand that. Give me 100 pages and I might be able 
explain something. All I have is gratitude for this community, 
the experience, for these places and for this process. This is 
life! 

Cassandra 

We Are Grateful To All of You 
for Allowing Us to Witness Life 

at St John's and St Zoticos 

Cassandra being Cassandra at Good Neighbours 


