First Sunday of lent (Holy Prophets) John 1:43-51

"Truly, truly, | say to you, you will
see heaven opened, and the angels of
God ascending and descending upon the
Son of man."

“If God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey | am
taking and will give me food to eat and clothes to wear so that |
return safely to my father’s household, then the Lord will be my God”
(Genesis 28:10-22)

Saturday morning Alex was having breakfast, waiting for the day
program to start, which included a rehearsal for the Easter play,
prepared by Br Luke with the community. “l am playing Pilate this year.
The same as last year.” “How are you doing ?“ “Much better this year
... Last year was a rough one. You remember that | fell and broke my
hip twice ... | spent a lot of time in the hospital. Tough year ... But you
know, that was not a bad experience for me. | had people around me
who cared for me, family and others. It was a new experience for me.
Being sick brought the best in people around me and that was
something to see and experience.”

Earlier, during the week, the agony of a homeless brother who comes regularly and always in a bad
shape, was expressed by a cry. He shouted several times in the room, while other people were having
breakfast at the tables. He was not full of anger, but full of pain. The agony of the one who is pain goes
unnoticed. It becomes the prayer of Jacob who dreamed before about angels ascending and descending
from heaven. - Jesus says, ascending and descending upon the son of man - Our brother cried in the
room several times. Having a mental illness, he did not know a better way to express his pain. He has
been wearing the same clothes since last summer. Nothing changed. He went to the hospital in the
hope of having his pain numbed or taken away but they discharged him with a white bracelet around
his wrist. In his heart he might have made a promise like Jacob. If God clothes and feeds him on his
journey, he will also have the Lord as his God. Also like Jacob, he wants to see the face of God. He seems
to fight with someone in his sleep, as he is laying on the mission floor. We hope that he is fighting with
the angel, so that he can be touched by him and marked in his body with the sign of adoption.

At another table, another brother who knows well the life on the streets from his own past, talks about
the cold and what it does to people: “You keep saying to yourself, | cannot take it, | cannot take it
anymore ... but then there is nothing you can do. It drives you mad. The shelters are full. Just like the
warming centres. | just talked to a guy | know. He was just told they had no more place inside. And
besides that, they have such strict rules now, with security at the door, they are very hard on people ...
They do not care ... You know how much money we sent oversees for wars? And how much we spend

St. Silouan Chapel at St. John’s Mission Page 1 0of 6 2026-03-01



now on weapons ... With only a fraction of that, you could house all these people. But they won’t. Things
are getting worse, like the price for food and everything else. ... The only hope ... Honestly, only to pray
... Only pray ... Which | have to do more myself.”

“Brethren, by faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter,
choosing rather to share ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of
sin. He considered abuse suffered for the Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he looked
to the reward.” (today’s epistle - Hebrews 11:24-26, 32-40)

The prophets, whom we remember and celebrate today, see first the face of Christ in the suffering of
the people. And the Word of God gives up on silence for the sake of the poor. And the prophets would
listen to Him. Like Jacob, they were homeless and poor also, in need of clothes and food in their life.
And that opens their heart to prayer. With a promise. A covenant. A personal one. And God paid
attention to it and he honored it. The encounter with them happened in a foreign land. Like the prodigal
son who remembers his father in a complete loneliness. There are other times when the prophets are
living a sorrow through which God speaks to them. He uses that pain to convey His pain. Because they
share the same pain. The pain of God who loves openly while being rejected in secret. Moses sees the
injustice and acts on his feelings. And he does worse, failing to accomplish anything. And he needs to
run for his life. Our retired brother who experienced life on the streets is right. The only thing left for
us to do is to pray, because the reality does not change, but it rather gets worse day by day. And yet,
the poor, like Jacob, pray to God for food and clothing. For a loving presence that feeds them and
touches them with mercy. The Word visits the prophet in his loneliness, having as companion only the
cry of the poor, who remained in his heart forever as a form of genuine prayer. The cry that made him
restless. Because, as our retired brother says, they do not care. The prophet might try at times to do
something, like Moses, but often the situation could get worse. So he feels the pain and feels hopeless
in doing good. And he finds himself living in a foreign land because the land is cared for by those who
gave up on the covenant. They go after strange and foreign gods, of war and of prosperity, gods that
turn into bread the stones in the wilderness. This is the land where the prophet finds himself a stranger.
Estranged by the cry of the one that sleeps at breakfast on the floor. And he has the right to say with
mistrust, like Nathaniel today: “Could anything good come out of Nazareth?” Nathaniel does not say
why, but we can see it and hear today in the words of our brother. In the reality of today.

But when the Word breaks the silence for the sake of the poor, He reveals mercy. His broken heart in
search for the broken hearted, to care for them. Ready to forgive and ready to embrace, the Word is
healing. The prophet discovers that the Word cares. The heart of Nathaniel might have been wrestling
with God and with his silence, concerning the brokenness of Nazareth. Caring in his heart for those
whom “justice” has failed. He cares honestly for those who cry, and only God knows that, because he
struggles with him like Jacob with the angel. “Who cares for the people in a foreign land where not
even a song can be heard? “

The gospel today reveals the promise of God to the one that hears those who cry. The prophet becomes
the witness of God’s care for the people. Not only that the blind will see and the poor will hear the
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good news being preached, but also that the church will be born. Where the gathering of the people
will become hospitable to the cry of the stranger. And angels will minister with the people (not alone
as when they took poor Lazaros into heaven), descending and ascending upon the Son of man. They
are not only going to see and live that within their life but also foresee in it the victory of the one who
is abandoned on the cross and cries alone to the Father. His victory became the spring of the earth that
waters all creation.

“» but a fountain came up from the ground and watered the whole face of the earth. Then God made
man out of dust from the ground, and breathed in his face the breath of life; and man became a living
soul”. (Genesis 2:6-7)

We fast in lent so that we can see the face of God, so that we can hear the one that cries out of agony.
It is this cry that brings hope in our hearts, because through it we learn prayer and that mercy is better
than life. We discover the face that is not silent but rather carries a Word for us. A Word that is rejected
and becomes a burden and yet gives hope and life to any weary soul, when it is welcomed with warm
hospitality within a broken heart.

A commentary on Patriarch Bartolomeo's letter to our community.

This January we received, on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the Mission's foundation, a
beautiful letter from Patriarch Bartolomeo, Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople.

Some of us heard it read during the community cutting of Vasilopita this past January.

The letter teaches us much about what is important for the life of our community. Each week during
Lent, | would like to propose a short reflection on a part of the letter.

The letter begins with these words:

To the Reverend Father Nicolaie Atitienei, Executive Director, and the esteemed Members of the
Board of Directors of St. John the Compassionate Mission in Toronto, Ontario, Canada: Grace be unto
you and peace from God...

These words that open the letter are not a chairein, a sort of general greeting, but rather a reference
to St. Paul's epistles to the churches. St. Paul begins these letters with a salutation that always includes
the words, “grace to you and peace.” St. Paul expanded the usual Jewish greeting of Shalom (Peace)
by first offering Grace!

Therefore, what follows this greeting in the epistles of St. Paul is not just verbiage but life-giving words,
the Good News applied to a concrete church. This is a beautiful gift offered to us to live at St. John the
Compassionate Mission. Grace and Peace!

Another important detail is that the letter begins by mentioning by name first of all the Spiritual Father
of the Community.

The grace and peace is addressed to a person and through him to all the community. It is first of all
addressed to Father Nicolaie. This teaches us that a healthy community always has a father, a shepherd.
Father Nicolaie is the mpoebpoc at the Eucharist and therefore presides over the community life.
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The Patriarch's first words remind us of the order (taxis) in which this community of love is allowed to
flourish. Father Nicolaie's servanthood has made this community flourish and fruitful in a way that
surpasses its many years of history. As we celebrate 40 years of life, we acknowledge how providential
is Father Nicolaie's ministry for the mission and for the poor. Patriarch Bartolomeo's words exhort us
to walk with Father Nicolaie in grace and peace.

Following Father, the Patriarch's greeting addresses the lay membership and the structure of service
and leadership in the community. Our community is made up not only of those who are ordained but
also of lay baptized (/aos) and people of good will. The grace and Peace also embrace each of them.
This synergy of service and life is the place where we live out, and allow to grow in the world, the Grace
and Peace of God.

p Roberto
Community life:
Encouragement to come to the vigil on Friday nights

Over the past 20 years, our community has kept vigil till midnight during Fridays in Lent. Midnight,
tradition says, is the time when Christ our bridegroom will return. This custom is like a precious jewel
catching the light and gleaming in a shadowy place.

Last Friday, while we kept vigil and prayed for peace here in this sacred place, a new war was started.

The Friday vigil begins with the Liturgy of the Presanctified at 6:30, followed by a silent meal during
which we listen to the words of St. John Chrysostom on Genesis. These sermons were preached as the
city of Antioch that year was anticipating, in terror, a punitive violent raid on their city by the emperor.
From about 9 pm till midnight, in accordance with the ancient tradition of the church, we keep vigil
with the reading of the psalms interspersed with hymns and prayers. In the prayers, we name, and
hold before the face of Christ, places on earth where people are now inflicting suffering and death on
each other.

"Vigil" is a Latin word meaning "wakeful." To keep vigil is to stay awake while others are sleeping. Our
hearts might well be heavy and longing for sleep, as the energy for war and violence seems to be
catching fire all over. Do our hearts, even more, long for peace, to become blessed peacemakers and
so be called children of God?

We have the feeling that many among us would like to become peacemakers, if only they knew how.
Many more hearts would like to be present and keep vigil together, if only they could hear the
invitation. We have four more peace vigils this Lent, one each Friday evening in the month of March.
Someone you know is waiting for an invitation. Will you invite them?

Anyone is welcome to come for the whole vigil, from 6:30 till midnight, or for any part. During the
psalms and prayers, there is also opportunity to speak privately with Fr. Nicolaie or for confession.

Sometimes we are shy or don't know how to ask someone to come and pray and keep vigil. So ask shyly,
if you wish. But ask. It's very much a need.
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Fr Theodoros will be visiting us next Friday to pray with us and give us a word and listen to our
confessions. We are very thankful to him that he did not forget us and he answered our invitation with
an open heart. Please come next week to share food with father Theodoros, to listen to him and keep
vigil for peace.

The desire to confess:

was made known this week by a person who can hardly speak English, only a couple of words every
now and then. She booked an appointment and asked if she could use a translation program for that.
She wanted to make sure there would be a priest ready to listen, but she did not know how to say it in
English. The translation program proved itself useful. She complained that in China they already have a
toy that translates instantaneously, but not here in Canada. Here you must type your message first and
then wait for the translation. However, she made an appointment and looked very determined. We are
all moved towards confession during lent. Because we desire to not be mute when the Word is touching
us with mercy and forgiveness.

“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.

And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit
of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.
Genesis 1:1-3 (first week of lent)

Branches (written the first week on lent)

Some that vie for the Light
And in their season

Bring forth good fruit

Some which shrink

From the Light

Angry they have not

Reached as high as the others
Which are budding

A promise of green

And so they dry up

With an endless winter

They are full of bitterness
And the fruit they do bring forth
Too tiny and indeed too bitter
For the birds of the air

To nourish themselves with
But at the centre of this tree
Is such a delighting Love

Out of Mercy

The Light forsakes no one

If you only embrace the Light
And when the bitterness

Of a whole life

You consider having wasted
Wastes you away further
You bear no fruit

You are jealous of those who do
How is it that

On one single tree

There is both Life

And death

The tree’s heart

Has but one desire

To Live

To bring us food

And this polluted earth

The heart Clean air
At it's centre So we may breathe
And the Light Still

Which preserves
Even the withering bows

And every autumn
Every maple tree’s
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Soon to rest for the winter
Storing up sweet sap

For us to taste

As we need to taste

Life

Even as the stronger

And more contented

And wise ancient branches

Turn their leaves a brilliant scarlet
The desolate branches

Are blessed too with this

Striking colour carpeting the sidewalks
Because the Light

Will never forsake

Even the branches

Which have all but given up
Hoping often

That the deep freeze

Or summertime’s lightening storms
Will strike this whole tree

Down

But the thriving boughs

Hold up with compassion

The lower resentful

Lost

Parts of these

Young and great trees

When springtime

Finally arrives

The branches

Leaning up to the sunshine
Make room

For those risking

Being cut down

To wither further

On the ground

And soon

As the whole heart

Of the tree

Embraces the Light

There is growth

And birds nest in the safety
Of the tree

And those bitter boughs
Cannot help but

To feel

A sense of hope

To drink in The Light and The Water
And intertwine themselves
With their brothers and sisters
Whom all are one

In The Light.

By Elisha (first week of lent 2026)

St. Silouan Chapel at St. John the Compassionate Mission
155 Broadview Ave. Toronto, ON M4M 2E9 = |
416-466-1357 - info@stjohnsmission.org - stjohnsmission.org
St. Zoticos Orthodox Church at Good Neighbours Mission
193 Markham Rd Scarborough, ON M1J 3C3

647-358-4105

We are an apostolate of the ecumenical patriarchate, “Mother Church of Christ’s poor,”

under the Omophorion of Metropolitan Gregory of Nyssa

©2026 St. John the Compassionate Mission

St. Silouan Chapel at St. John’s Mission

Page 6 of 6

2026-03-01



