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Our letter to our friends,
from under the broom tree
﴾1 Kings 19:4‐8﴿

Whipped Cream – My Time at Good Neighbours
My name is Ajith Thangavelautham, and I’m a twenty
fouryearold South Asian manboy who has lived in
Scarborough for pretty much my entire life.
In late December of 2020, stuck in a cold and lonely
(partial) lockdown, I deeply desired connection; specifi‐
cally, one that was not virtual. Recently graduated from
the University of Toronto, downtown, I had been spend‐
ing more time in the familiar environments of Scarbor‐
ough that had raised me – home. I realized that the
connection I really desired was to this place and its peo‐
ple. So far, this relationship had been onesided, as I took
and received, but never thought to love and care back.
That’s how I ended up at Good Neighbours DropIn. I
volunteer (almost) every Friday, from noon to four, usu‐
ally playing the role of a bouncer, but instead of strobe
lights and bad music, I guard food. ‘Guard’ is a bit of an
aggressive word, used here as comedic exaggeration. In
reality, it is not so distant from the everyday life in our
city, where basic necessities are unaffordable and re‐
served for frighteningly few. The food is undeniably for
giving.

What we are guarding is health. Nobody wants to get
sick, so through rain, sleet, or snow, everyone is patient;
restless, but patient. When I first started, unless you were
going to the back for groceries, you couldn’t hang out in‐
side. Then, the limit increased to two people. Now, we’re
at six! Add in the circle of (regularly disinfected and reg‐
ularly occupied) chairs that
are outside, and it really is a
beautiful sight.
Other days, I make (in‐
stant) coffee. Those in the
know ask for whipped
cream on top.
I want to send my appreci‐
ation to Father Roberto and
Brother Luke for their won‐
derful work and spirit, to
Mary (the captain of the ship), to the chefs, to the other
worker bees like me, and to all of the people who come
by to eat, drink, pray, and be together. I am grateful for
the laughter, the conversations, and the stillness.

‘Needs List’ – Can You Help?

African proverb – A sitting old man can see further away than a
standing young person.
Remember the Mission in your will – remember, the shroud has no
pockets. Give from what you what you need – this is what the Fa‐
thers of the Church taught.
416-466-1357
info@stjohnsmission.org
www.stjohnsmission.org
Facebook stjcm

• rice, beans (for arroz con fri‐
joles)
• juice, juice boxes, eggs, snack
bars
• brown sugar, white sugar
• regular & herbal tea
• potatoes, garlic, apples, oranges
• jam, honey, condensed milk
• canned tomatoes, sauce, paste
• curry powder, Italian herbs,
thyme
• dish cloths, tea towels
• dish soap, laundry soap
• oilbased paint – orange, dark
gray, black, white (indoor or
outdoor, for signs)

Cold Rain
It had rained heavily in Toronto within the last
twentyfour hours. The first cold rain in the Fall this
year.
People talked about the rain in the morning as the
sky was becoming more visible. Before officially
opening the Mission, somebody knocked at the door
and asked if we were going to be open. Hector was
homeless, and all his clothes and sleeping bags were
soaking wet. We welcomed him with hot coffee and
some food. He needed more – a place to dry his sleep‐
ing bags and clothes. We were happy to help him with
both, and he spent half a day with us.
Somebody told me later that day how difficult it was
to drive in the evening during that rain. Hector came
early in the morning for a coffee as well. We hadn’t
seen him for a while. He looked fresh and clean.
Maybe more than usual. We understood the reason af‐
ter chatting with him at the table over morning coffee.
He had been walking all night through the rain. He
said it to us with a kind smile, as if talking about an
accomplishment. All night! “How did you dry up your
clothes?” I asked him. Anna did not let him reply. “By
walking,” she replied in his place. “The warmth of the
body dries them up when you walk.” I did not know
that. Hector confirmed this with a smile.
“Snow is worse,” he said, “when it is really cold.

OCTOBER
2021

Harder to walk all night.” “What do you do in winter
when it is really cold outside, and you find no place to
rest?” “There is always a place,’’ he said. I asked, “Do
you need any clothes today?” “Maybe some socks,” he
said. He left before getting new socks, but not before
showing us his new wire artpiece. A scorpion. He
shares with us everything he makes with his hands
while he’s outside. Hector is a real artist. And a free
spirit. Somebody was saying at the Mission that he is
the man with the
most freedom he
has ever seen. I
tend to agree with
that. When he
shares his art cre‐
ations, made up
from objects he
finds on the street,
he does not do so
to receive recogni‐
tion. He does it so
that he can share
the beauty and joy
with another. He
shares, asking for
nothing in return.
— Father Nicolaie
Hector, on how to domesticate
a scorpion
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Friendship spanning three continents

St. John’s very own Mother Maria
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Notes From The Corner – Br. Luke on life at the Mission & Good Neighbours
A Friend Returns – A man returns to Good Neigh‐
bours who we have not seen for about a year. There are
pictures of him on the walls from the early days of Good
Neighbours where his face is robust and plump. He used
to be there nearly every day, talking and joking. He re‐
turns a different person: eyes teary, his body thin and
fragile. Someone in his building attacked him from be‐
hind with a bat. He doesn’t know why. He’d never spo‐
ken to him. Since then he has been in and out of the
hospital for many serious complications.
As he speaks my eyes drift to the bulletin board where
John the Baptist’s disembodied head is looking down on
us. The calendar seems to be taking flesh... When we
knew him well he had been an alcoholic. Now he barely
drinks. He looks quiet and frightened. “I don’t take ele‐
vators now. I take the stairs. I try to stay clear of people.”
He is looking for an apartment now, while sharing a
room with a friend in a nearby building.
He has a daughter whom he meets in a mall to visit. I
ask him if she knows what is going on with him. (It
seems like it would be hard not to, given his appear‐
ance.) “I don’t tell her about these things. I’m supposed
to be worried about her, not the other way around.”
The quiet of the poor – The other day at the Mission, I
left a group of regulars sitting around a table drinking
coffee, to retire alone to the chapel. Gradually the con‐
versations of the room tapered off, and a quiet descended
on the Mission. When I later left the chapel, I was sur‐
prised to discover that everyone was still there. Sister
Penka had outfitted them with coffee and snacks, and
they were each sitting, one to a table, munching and
watching silently.
You were bought with a price – A man comes to the
steps of the Mission. His is a familiar face, but not well
known. He is always pleasant and friendly, and seeming
more welltodo than the rest of the crowd. Today his
eyes look different. They are teary. He begins to speak.
He describes going to the emergency room the previous
day. They couldn’t do anything for him. One of his arter‐
ies is clogged. He could feel it bulging in his neck. The
doctors didn’t want to touch lest they cause a stroke.
He’d had one already, along with a couple of heart at‐
tacks and a quadruple bypass. In March he had a condi‐
tion where he was immobilized on the kitchen floor for
five days, sweating and leaking.
“I just remember being wet and delusional. Thank God
I was close to a hospital. I thought I was already in the
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to receive the food they give
(though she is grateful for it), be‐
hospital. If a neighbour hadn’t
cause it comes in a box where you
looked in my window and seen
don’t know what’s inside. “It is all
me on the floor, I would’ve died.”
thrown together in there and
The memory brings tears to his
sometimes does not taste that
eyes. I realize as he is speaking
good,” she says. “It’s free, but it’s
how alone he has been. He shares
also depressing.”
many other times he nearly died
Whenever she can afford it she
in foreign countries while travel‐
likes to go out and eat at the pa‐
ling in his youth. He has arthritis,
tios. “I like to get away from the
so he’s ‘on disability,’ and will
shelter, and eat among the happy
never work. “I’m so grateful to be
people. It lifts my spirits to have a
alive,” he says. “There are things I
tasty meal that’s well prepared
want to do.” Like what? “Pay my
and presented. It gives me some‐
debts,” he says. “I don’t want
thing to look forward to.”
fancy things he says or posses‐
She describes life in her room in
sions or playing golf.”
the shelter as “being on her own
“All we have is our spirit,” he
all the time – like being in jail.”
continues. “Everything else will
She recalls a happier time in her
be taken away, and this too, but
life when she would be invited to
the spirit is most important.” We
a friend’s house for birthdays and
had exchanged only casual re‐
family times. “I felt then like I re‐
marks over the years. I sit beside
ally belonged somewhere.”
him, and he talks and talks, one
The world turns, the cross
memory spilling over the next. At
stays still – A mysterious pres‐
one level he is incredulous at find‐
ence visited the Mission at the
ing himself in such a bad situa‐ Part of the ascetism of being at the Mission is having end of summer. Actually, he vis‐
every month a time of desert, a time of physical
tion, but he seems to have found
ited the dog park south of the
clarity and purpose. “I’m like a silence, being “alone with the Alone”; here’s Brother Mission, plopping himself down
Luke on such a day in September
cat,” he says. “I should have been
on a bench. Joanna was one of the
dead
so
many
first to spot him,
times.”
and dragged me to
A place to belong
the park with her to
– I was talking to a
meet him. Sam, as
woman who lives
we soon learned his
in a shelter, which
name to be, was an
had been renovat‐
enormous Jamaican
ing the personal
man with a toothy
kitchens of all the
grin. A gentle giant.
residents for the
He was wearing a
past few months.
heavy, black, win‐
The residents were
ter coat (though it
no longer able to
was August), and
make their own
sweatpants
that
food. The woman
were caked on to
has digestive issues,
him. His scaly,
and she describes
rough, toes peeked
St. John and St. Silouan – two saints, but one community
how hard it can be
out of his shoes. He
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smelled bad, and flies buzzed around in a permanent
cloud. He sat on the bench with his head hunched over
his chest, silent or quietly talking to himself.
This he did for many weeks. He would leave the bench
only to visit a washroom, or a store for cigarettes and
snacks. People became extremely anxious about him.
They wanted us to “do something about him.” But there
wasn’t much to do. We’d take him food, and sit and chat
with him on the bench. He never showed much interest
in things we offered, other than Timbits cereal, and con‐
versation at the start of every day. We had a few good
chats. Mostly he sat in silence. He offered me cookies
and almonds, and I offered frozen blueberries.
I realized I was pleased with his company. He was eas‐
ier to be around then most. He was calm in the midst of
his own catastrophe. It was everyone else who seemed
like they were troubled. They were anxious to pretend he
wasn’t there (though he was impossible not to notice), or
anxious to “do something for him,” or to ingratiate them‐
selves with him. Sitting with him on the bench beside his
great suffering and stillness made everyone on the street
seem rather manic and preoccupied. It was like they
were being pulled someplace, any place, by a great cur‐
rent and would not be visible for long.

Families in Need, and Good Neighbours
When I started at Good Neighbours dropin late in
2019, we helped twenty families with groceries. But
Scarborough was hit hard by COVID, and many people
lost their jobs. Many food banks closed. We remained
open with restrictions, but many more people came to
GN. Our Friday food bank is now one of our busiest pro‐
grams, assisting some 300 families each week, with do‐
nations from churches, individuals, and Second Harvest.
One new family came to us amid the ‘second wave.’
The father lost his job, and the mother was expecting
their third child. The older two suffer from a rare medi‐
cal condition requiring constant care. The parents’ joy
for their new arrival was tempered by the baby having
the same issue. They hope their children can be cured,
and they haven’t given up. When businesses reopened,
the father returned to work. But they had left their coun‐
try due to religious prosecution, and didn’t have family
in Canada. He quit his job, and stayed home to help.
It’s hard to tell the story of just one family. We’re fortu‐
nate to help families in similar need. This particular fam‐
ily benefits from the GN food bank weekly, receiving
groceries, diapers, baby formula, and grocery cards.
— Mary Padma, Director of Good Neighbours

