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T 
his year, Lent has been marked by some difficult moments. The usual desert of daily struggles became a 
crucible, a furnace of ascetical arena, a veritable coliseum! 

This Lent, I understood in a new way that the calling for the church today is to go to the margins. The 
margins of isolation, poverty, addiction but also of sin, despair and injustice. I understood that love needs to be on 
the cross, broken and compassionate like Christ.  

This Lent brought also a new aspect of love to reality. Love asks that we go to the “margins” not as a tourist. 
Michael Downey, in his book The Depth of God’s Reach, wr ites: “Kenotic love implies solidarity, a commitment 
with all those who are pushed and shoved to the edges of society and a church that renders so many voices useless 
and a nuisance. We find ourselves on the outside, on the very margins not only of society but also of the 
institutional church, finding ourselves on the outside, even while living at the heart of the church.” 

“Following Jesus on the way to the Father through the gift of the spirit, God’s very life within us, may require 
living faith at the edge, even especially at the edge of the church, be embraced as a permanent factor of our 
existence.” 

To witness the truth of the resurrection not as a perceived reality of a group of people, but as the truth, cannot but 
mean following the Lord into the very depths of alienation--hell. Orthodox iconography depicts the true 
resurrection as Christ holding the hands of Adam and Eve, reaching out to them in the power of compassion in the 
very bottom of hell, the ultimate marginalization.       Continued on p. 2 



 
You can really only know the resurrection from that 
place. This is the heart of the church, the place where 
God’s reach goes! The resurrection takes place at the 
very limit, at the very margins of the created reality. 

This, I discovered, is what we are called to live every 
day. Holding the hands of people who suffer from all 
kinds of destructive dehumanization, sin and poverty. 
At Good Neighbours we do all sort of useful things. 
Each person brings what they are best at. Some 
organize programs, others sing and dance, others share 
their love of painting and poetry. For some we try to 
find a place for them to spend the night or provide a 
good hot meal. 

The part personally I most love of the life of the 
mission, is the one when I am able to simply sit beside 
a person who seems really agitated or upset and just 
love them with my whole heart. Sometimes they won’t 
even let me say a word. I find that more than anything 
else today, people just want to be loved. This will not 
get us funding or accolades from the church staff, but 
it’s a simple truth that I learned when I was in my own 
personal hell. Most people don’t understand the source 
of their suffering, but compassion, a shared suffering 
out of love will allow their wounds to be touched. 

Sometimes I am afraid of what I hear or see. Sometimes 
hell barks and tries to bite back. In such moments I try 
to remember that Christ is also holding my hand as well 
as the other person beside me. 

John at Good Neighbours tends to scare people. He is 
known to be violent; at one point he caused a scene and 
verbally threatened a person at our drop-in. There was 
discussion, should we ban him, call the cops? A few 
days later he came back! We felt a tension rise among 
us. He came straight towards me and said, to my 
surprise: ”I am sorry for what I did the other day, I am 
in a lot of pain…” I told him he is welcome to stay with 
us but that he can’t act like that any more. I admire 
John. There have been a lot of people in the life of the 
Mission, including religious folks, who caused greater 
harm to the community than John, but few ever said “I 
am sorry” and admitted to the simple truth that we hurt 
others because deep inside we are also hurting. 

So is the resurrection just that? What about new life? 
What about the power to transform death into life? 
What difference does it make to love John? One could 
argue that nothing changed since that first Pascha. In 
spite of all triumphant alleluias, the world is very much 
in a mess. John is still in pain. Is this as good as it gets? 

What if the resurrection is Christ holding our hands at 
the bottom of hell, opening for us the possibility to get 
out! What if the resurrection is about each of us 
learning to also hold the hands of others, at the extreme 
margins, bringing there, through a broken heart, 
compassion. What if behind all the hopeless mess 
around us there was really only ”the Great Mercy“? 
This is what the liturgy calls Easter. To live the 
resurrection is not about doing something better than 
God in the face of human suffering and sin. To believe 
in the resurrection is to act and live in way that truly 
allows God to do something new and great in us. So 
what if in that simple reaching out to John, God was 
truly present and what if the new and eternal life of the 
future kingdom was being forged in us? 
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A flower from the Mission 
Father Nicolaie asked me to write an article for the 
newsletter about a flower from the Mission. So, here it 
goes! There was a gentleman who comes to the 
Scarborough mission and sits amongst the tables during 
the extended breakfast and coffee time. People 
generally leave a wide berth around him because he is 
not easy to communicate with. He wears sunglasses and 
never takes them off. He speaks in a murmur and does 
not respond to direct questions, "do you want a rice 
pudding!" With time most of us gradually came to leave 
him to his peace after maybe greeting him or asking him 
the odd perfunctory question. Sometimes he would 
whisper things at you, stare at you, or laugh at 
inappropriate moments. 

One morning I was sitting among the tables talking with 
others, and Father Roberto went over and sat beside him 
and started reading the paper with him. He sat with him 
for quite a while. They eventually started a kind of 
dialogue: showing each other different articles in the 
paper. A very slow dialogue. Having talked with this 
man before, I imagine that Father could not understand half the things he was saying but Father behaved as though 
they made sense and they established a kind of rapport together. This interaction changed things for me. It 
changed how I viewed this man. It changed the kind of possibilities I could imagine for him. There was something 
very hopeful about it. To imitate this (as I clumsily did in later days), I often felt useless and stupid. It's not a way 
that is personally gratifying, that's for sure. And what's the point? What's the effect? I'm not sure, but it seems a 
better way. 

Br Luke 

“Fioretti” - on Wednesday March 13!!, 

revealed in a “fleur du mal” 

N 
ot so often, but still as real as when we witness what is beautiful and true, we come across at the Mission, 
situations that are closer to hell than paradise. We traditionally like to refer to the beautiful witness as 
“fioretti”. In this context, this would unfortunately be a “fleur du mal”. Not worthy to be mentioned in the 

end, however, when they are, it is to show the simplicity of truth that cannot be imitated or made up in a copy-paste 
manner. The simplicity and taste of the “presanctified soup” (as our Angela called it) is fully revealed to us after 
the Presanctified Liturgy, of course. This week, the soup was served at the Mission dinner as well. Just to receive 
back from our old time “customer”, the one who has been bringing mockery and deceit within the room for years, 
the following comment: it tastes like garbage. She did not stop at that, she threw it on the counter, attacked and 
slandered one of us, threatening to have another fired. And things did not stop here… The situation in itself reflects 
a pattern that we lived recently. A community who tries to live something in simplicity, when it comes to faith, 
prayer, singing and making and eating food, is mocked and ridiculed like the “presanctified soup” (as our Angela 
called it). 

But we all know that when it comes to “presanctified soup” (as our Angela called it), if we do not try to 
fast and pray, it has no taste. It somehow gets stuck in your throat. But if you do try to fast and pray, 
just a little bit, something makes you fall in love with it. And it is not necessarily the taste, as 
good as it might be. If you ever need reassurance for simplicity, just wait for the mockery 
that comes from self-sufficiency itself. You will be relieved from any doubts.  

P.S. I`ll never forget my first “presanctified soup” (as our Angela called it) at the 
Mission. The taste and colour. Never had a better one since then. I found out the secret 
later. It was a canned bean soup. The one you can buy at the dollar store or get for free 
from the cage if you pass Angela. 



...the unshakeable conviction... 

W 
e undertake Lent so we can get ready for the Holy week, to be ready to follow Christ, even from a 
distance, but still follow him. The cross, the tomb, and the resurrection. We struggle with betrayal and 
with repentance. But still follow him. Being humans, we stop eventually. We have boundaries, most of 

the time at the empty tomb, rejoicing at the good news. We celebrate Pascha at the tomb, Christ descends into 
Hades. He has no boundaries. He fills everything with Himself. Even if I look into Hades you are still there.  

Do we have the option not to stop or the luxury to still follow him? From a distance… 

St John’s is a community on the margins and of the margins. We are at the tomb rejoicing, but looking inside, 
where God descended. It is not hell, even though all the things we contemplate - from sickness of mind and soul to 
addictions and death, assisted and prompted, from homelessness in winter to dear friends who are tempted by end 
of life issues, to put it mildly - make us, at times, reconsider our place. We don’t know if we live next door to 
Hades but it definitely feels like a desert that takes too long to blossom. We don’t see clearly here but we sense 

something that torments and twists life causing pain and suffering. In them, in us, around all. 
The temptation we struggle with here, in the desert, is to let all the pain and suffering be 
reduced to a language of despair. To victimize ourselves through self-sufficiency and to 
disregard or pity the others. To pity most of all those whom Christ carries out of Hades as 
we see in the icon of the resurrection. Not to see what happens within the light of the 

resurrection.  

Many times we end up listening to this language, sometimes unawares, and we get buried in 
silence hanging onto hope like a maple leaf in late fall. Nice color but ready to fall…. Not yet 

though... 

We know that the church is the heart of the world and that there are no margins with Christ. 
People leave on the margins because the world builds up walls so as not to see and not be troubled 

by those whom it abandons.  

It is though in the voice of prayer that we can talk back to the language of despair. During Lent this 
sounds more and more clear. It is only in the prayer of the church, in the gospel, in the psalms, in the 

prophets, that the marginalized, the destitute, are embraced and comforted. The church breaks the walls 
that the world builds because it proclaims Christ’s resurrection first in places where darkness has the 

illusion of being alone. The light we take on at Pascha comes from the tomb, it breaks first the darkness 
and embraces all after that. Here on the margins, the “unshakeable conviction about the eschatological 

perfection of all” (Patriarch Bartholomeos, 2018) has a different flavour. It is not a nice thing to believe but 
the faith that makes us hang on strongly to the hope that the only margins that are real for church are those 

shared by suffering, pain and death. For now, and not forever. The darkness was destroyed by the light of the 
resurrection. But Christ destroyed it with dynamis, yet without causing it harm. That’s why it takes time. To let 
itself be fully embraced by light. 

P Nicolaie 

To Grow Your Soul 
Once upon a time in 2006, several students from 
Xavier High School in New York City were given an 
assignment by their English teacher, Ms. Lockwood, 
which was meant to exercise their persuasive writing 
skills. Ms. Lockwood required the students to write 
their favourite author a letter and ask him or her to 
visit the school. Several students chose to write well-
known American author Kurt Vonnegut Jr. (perhaps 
most famous for the publication of the darkly 
satirical Slaughterhouse-Five in 1969) who was now 
in his twilight years at the age of eighty-four. 
Although Vonnegut never visited the school, he was 
the only author to reply to any of the students in the 
class. His advice to the students was to “[p]ractice  
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A 
llow me to introduce myself. My name is Peter Lukow and I have been blessed to volunteer at the Mission 
since January. I am studying to be a Roman Catholic priest at St. Augustine’s Seminary in Scarborough 
and came to the Mission as part of my course work. I can say with ease that I have learned a great deal 

about ministry and a great deal more about 
my own strengths and weaknesses. I want 
to share my experience of St. John’s and 
the things that I have learned while 
spending time with this community. 

When I came to the Mission for my 
volunteer orientation, I was asked why a 
Catholic seminarian was coming to an 
Orthodox community to learn about 
ministry. I remember saying, and still hold 
to this, that it was the Holy Spirit who 
drew me here. I felt as though there was 
something that I could learn from the 
Mission, even though I had no idea what 
went on here. After having spent my first 
day at the Mission, I knew that my 
learning goal was to have the love that 
Christ has for us, and to see people as God 
sees them, as His beloved sons and 
daughters. In my short time, I have grown immensely and learned what it is to see as Christ sees. 

In St. Matthew’s gospel we read about the judgment of the nations. Jesus tells us that those who go to eternal glory 
are the ones who took care of both his temporal and spiritual needs. Jesus tells the crowd: “I was hungry and you 
gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was 
naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me….Just as 
you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Mt. 25:35-36, 40, NRSV). 
When I look at the Mission and I see all the things that are happening there, I see mercy in action, which is 
described by this passage from Holy Scripture. At St. John’s, people are fed; they are welcomed with open arms 
and offered much needed human contact. There is great love and great mercy at St. John’s, which tells me that truly 
Jesus Christ is alive and active. 

The community at St. John’s has taught me the importance of human connection. When I walk down Bay Street to 
get to my classes, I usually see the same people seeking help, and often in the same spots. I have 
always felt stirrings in my heart that tell me to say “hello,” or to give from the blessings that I 
have received. I could never bring myself to do that because of fear. The Mission has taught me 
that I need to reach out, despite my fear, to these people. A kind word and a warm smile are 
enough love to change that person’s day. While I will likely never truly be able to see as Christ 
sees, I am better able to see the humanity of the poor, and of every person. Those who find their 
needs met at the Mission are people, they are children of God. I used to objectify the poor, and 
now I am able to see the humanity and the brokenness that exists in them. I can see the longing 
for love that is present in all who walk through the doors of the Mission. I am able to recognize 
my own brokenness, which allows me to reach out despite the difficulties I still face. 

My course ends on April 5, 2019. While my time here is limited, I will carry St. John’s and all those I have met in 
my prayers. There are many people who have made an impact on me, and I can easily say that I have learned more 
than I expected. My teacher was Christ himself, acting through the community at St. John’s Mission. It is a 
community filled with love for its members, and even for those who are coming in from outside. This House of 
Hospitality is a place where every person is welcomed, taken care of, and loved. I want to thank Fr. Roberto and Fr. 
Nicolaie for welcoming me into the community. I have learned from them to love like Christ and to see the poor as 
Christ sees them. If we were all to love like Christ and see each other as Christ sees them—as beloved sons and 
daughters of the Father—not only will St John’s continue to be 
a beacon of hope, but our little corner of the world will be full 
of the light of the Risen Christ. 

Seminarian from St Augustine’s 
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Please remember the Mission in your will. 
You can take it with you by sharing it with the poor! 
Memorial Dinners offered in Memory of a loved one. 

Prayer life at St John’s is structured and 
unstructured. In the photo left it is unstructured. 
A homeless person is praying during the day for 
his homeless friends not to be evacuated from the 
park up the street. For the structured part, check 
the calendar, for the unstructured, nothing can be 
checked, but it happens… Like, for example, 
early in the morning, somebody wants the priest 
to pray for his girlfriend who was beaten up in 
prison, for healing. A homeless old man wants to 
have a memorial service for his mother who died 
over 30 years ago; he never had a memorial 
service done for her before. Another comes to 
confession because he cannot put up with drugs 
anymore and the guilt is killing him. Another 
wants a Bible in Greek because he cannot read 
English. A woman wants to confess because she 
got tired of talking only to mental health 
practitioners and that gives her a headache. 
Others ask for more prayer because they hear 
voices. In this case though, some people say that 
prayer and medication could sometimes work 
together… But it depends on the voices… And 
so on…  

Spring Needs List 
 Quick Oats & Cold Cereal 
 Regular & Herbal Tea 
 Potatoes, Fresh Garlic 
 Sugar, Brown Sugar 
 Canned Tomatoes, Sauce, Paste 
 Curry powder, Italian herbs, Thyme 

 Coconut milk, Thai Curry Paste, Tamarind Paste, 
Lemongrass Paste 

 Canned Tuna 
 Snack Bars & Nuts 
 Laundry Soap 
 Full Size Electric Countertop Food Warmer 
 Full Size Electric Countertop Soup Warmer 
 Silicon Oven Mitts 

 

any art, music, singing, dancing, acting, drawing, painting, 
sculpting, poetry, fiction, essays, reportage, no matter how 
well or badly, not to get money and fame, but to experience 
becoming, to find out what’s inside you, to make your soul 
grow.” I was reminded of this story and Vonnegut’s advice in 
the context of the many people I have met at the Mission who 
admirably practice such efforts to grow their own souls in 
many ways while also helping to grow the collective soul of 
the community. At St. John’s, we have a community of poets 
and painters, cooks and bakers, sketch artists and singers, 
dancers and musicians, jokers and independent scholars, and 
let us not forget those who engage deeply in the lost art of 
washing dishes! 

Chris 
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