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great to see him in such a positive light after so many years on
the street.

A few months before that, another member of our centre who
had spent over 10 years on the streets of Montreal, Quebec city,
and Vancouver reconnected with his family out west which he
had not seen in over a decade. He is presently living in a small
apartment in downtown Montreal, participates in many of the
centres activities, and speaks on the phone with his mother on a
weekly basis.

We need to be reminded of these stories so that we can remem-
ber that our homeless friends are no less likely to accomplish
small miracles in their lives, and that not all accomplishments
can be on our terms, and by our standards.

I pray that we can keep these small miracles safe in our hearts
as we move forward into another year filled with unexpected
challenges.

SMALL
MIRACLES
Patrick (Chilli) François

I stopped drinking and I am find-
ing it hard. My health is fragile
and I am still weak. I have start-
ed looking for an apartment, but
I don’t have any references. I
have money, but people are reti-
cent and I can’t blame them.  

I am so proud of myself for hav-
ing stopped drinking.
Sometimes, I get discouraged,
but I know that if I relapse, it
will be ten times worse than
before. I never thought I could
do this. However, it’s an ongo-
ing battle. 

ST-JAMES AND ME… 
Isaac Gagnon

I first came to St. James last May. I was living in the street. I was
making some money by collecting cans and empty beer bottles.
In the last two years, I was living in the street after having lost
my job. Without any friends and family, it was hard and I didn’t
know what to do. Can I sleep on a park bench? In the Metro?
Where can I find resources? When I slept in the Metro someone
stole all my things. 

One day, I met David, a man from St. James Church that told me
about the St-James drop-in centre. I had already been refused by
other organizations who were already overwhelmed with too
many demands. Alain and Valérie of St. James welcomed me.
They helped me. After that, I was able to eat, take a shower,
change my clothes and talk about my problems and eventually
find a solution. I was still living in the street, but I began hanging
around the church or not far from it. During the day, people at St.
James encouraged me to apply for social welfare benefits. After
several unproductive attempts, Valérie insisted that I don’t give
up. “Don’t give up, she kept saying, it will bear fruit.”

I ran into a few problems in August. When the police and the
social workers learned that I was being followed up by St. James
they agreed to open a file for me and that activated the process
for social welfare benefits. I spent time in the hospital due to my
medication. I found that time difficult. Valérie came to visit me
and to see how I was doing. Her visit reassured, motivated and
encouraged me. I thought she was really professional. After, I
went to the St-Claire house to help me put things in perspective.
Afterwards, I returned to St. James and I was warmly welcomed

back from everyone. I was really touched. They are my family.
For me, the St. James drop-in centre represents all those that wel-
come me,  offer me clothes, food, a listening ear and, what is
even more important, give me love. 

Isaac & Valérie



ENCOUNTER
Caroline Hamel

The first time I met this person, I saw a tired and
beaten-up body – a tough face attached to an old frame
hardly walking, all shriveled up. It’s the unique story
of the life of someone living on the street, the story of
a soul, of a man. Meeting this man was disturbing.
The relationship is ongoing. I am learning about his
difficulties, I am receiving his requests and I am
accompanying him each step of the way. I get
frustrated at times, but my desire to help takes over
and I anticipate the joy and the laughter.  

With each encounter, these questions keep turning in
my mind: “Why him? Why is it not working between
us? Why is he refusing my help? What did I miss?
Not understood? Can I know what is good for him?

This encounter reminds me that we are all vulnera-
ble. It helps me to get in touch with my human side.
Through it, I discover a part of me – deep down the
fear of the street, of hopelessness, of what is intolera-
ble and yet that is what his life is made of. 

Getting some distance is necessary when helping
other people. Our intervention is situated between a
human experience and the therapeutic relation –
looking at others while looking within…

Sharing a moment with these people makes me grow,
it’s a transition in their life as well as in mine – an
encounter, inexplicable at times, through which
change is brought forth.

THROUGH
ART
Danica Straith
Undergraduate Student in
International Development
Studies

I first came to St. James two
years ago in search of a way
to connect with a part of
society that I felt so detached
from. I wanted to share with a
group of people that I saw day
in day out on the streets of
Montreal in a way that didn't
just involve spare change. I
wanted to do this through art. 

After a year an a half of
volunteering here, I took six
months off to complete my
field studies in East Africa for
my degree in International
Development. During my
work abroad, I realized the
importance of community
mobilization and participation
and upon my return; I found
great importance in continuing
at St. James.

While volunteering in the art
room, I have taught and been
taught about expression
through art and philosophies
on life.  I have encouraged
and been encouraged through
life's lessons by both the staff
and members at St. James. It
is the brilliant array of
characters that are unique to
St. James that bring out the
realities and rawness of life
that I too often overlook in my
day to day life. Each week I
look forward to my afternoons
in the art rooms; the
comforting atmosphere and
the quirky stories that
circulate from artist to artist
brings great joy to my life. 
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A MESSAGE FROM 
THE CHAIRMAN
By Rob Bull 

I’ve been doing Bible Study for decades,
sometimes on my own, sometimes in for-
mal or informal sessions in my congrega-
tion and outside of it. 

So you’d think that as one of the older elders at St. James United
Church, I would be pretty blasé about it all by now. 

And I guess I was.

But that changed with Bible study among the people of the St.
James Drop-In.

Since Lent 2009, we have examined some Psalms, some
Epistles, the beginning of Genesis and the Proverbs and now we
are working our way through the parables of Jesus.

It happens on neutral ground. We meet for coffee in the café
beside the church (and the Drop-In). 

This is absolutely not a compulsory Drop-In event or a church-
run affair. Although participation is limited to Drop-In people, it
is strictly voluntary. 

Everybody brings their personal Bible in their favorite transla-
tion and there are extras in English and French that have been
donated by friends of the program.

We compare notes and differences. Everybody also brings their
own insights as informed by their reading of the Bible and by
their personal unique life experiences that sometimes I can bare-
ly begin to understand. 

Like the time a newcomer pulled out a badly battered copy of a
Gideon New Testament held together with elastic bands whose
pages started to slip out when he opened it. I offered him one

that was fully bound which he refused.

“Somebody gave me this book when I was serving time in the
penitentiary and it saved my life,” he said. “I’m holding on to it.”

And he did. When we were looking at Old Testament passages,
we arranged to have photocopies available or extra complete
Bibles.

We open and close with prayer, sometimes led by an individual
and sometimes spoken together. One of us outlines the prevail-
ing scholarship on the reading to put it in context. We have
looked at comments on specific passages by thinkers like John
Wesley, Calvin, Luther, Bonhoeffer, Jean Vanier, Bart Ehrman
and John Shelby Spong.  Homework is assigned.

Some participants are evangelical. Some are Roman Catholic.
Others like myself are on the more liberal edge of Christianity.
But we are all there because of the power of the Bible and its
meaning to each of us as individuals. 

We share our insights with each other. And members of the
group hang around after the hour-long formal session is over,
continuing the discussion.

Attendance is small but it is growing. And we are becoming a
community.

Recently we were joined by a man who was offered a Bible and
refused because he couldn’t read. Several of us reaching out to
make him comfortable replied together, “That’s okay. We read
each passage out loud before we talk about it.” He nodded, and
stayed for the coffee, then wandered off. But he’ll be back.

Jesus said “where two or three are gathered together in My
name, I am there in the midst of them.” (Matthew 18: v 20 – a
text we looked at recently). 

There is a strong feeling of His presence in the Drop-In Bible
study group. 

Rob Bull is Chairman of the Board of the St. James Drop-In.
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ART
Bernard Racicot

Art (from Latin ars, artis “skill, trade,
technical skill”) is a human activity or
the product of this activity that con-
sists of arranging diverse elements by
deliberately using senses, emotions
and the intellect. 

Definitions of this concept have var-
ied through times and places and none
are universally accepted. Thus, artistic
expressions and their products have
always been classified differently
under cultures, authors or institutions.  

Art at St. James take on many faces.
Every day, painting, handicraft and
music are part of the art workshop at

the St. James drop-in centre. By using art, we are seeking to have sig-
nificant relationships with people suffering in our society. I am not
naive. My world is totally different than theirs. Obviously, I don’t live
in the street and through my family life I am enjoying a relative social
and emotional balance. The societal gap between me and those suffer-
ing is enormous. Even if I try to identify myself to their reality and to
understand them – and to a certain degree I believe I can – there is
however a whole dimension of hidden and repressed emotions that are
begging to come out and express themselves in one way or another. 

Through the workshop, we have the privilege of participating with
them in unique encounters that reconcile our different worlds.  We
don’t always achieve this by talking, but by looking at each other, by
pausing with silence, by exchanging smiles, by expressing emotions
and spending time together creating something that surpasses our
imagination – connivance in art. Art bridges the gap between us. There
is a mysterious quality about art that can surprisingly reach into places
that allows us to learn much more about others and ourselves. 

“Through art, we are at times visited – unconsciously, mysteriously –
by revelations that no reasoning, as tight as it can be, could produce.”
– Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Nobel Prize in literature
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HARMONY
by Christopher Reid 

The chaos surrounding the care of the mentally ill on the
street is overwhelming. Certain priorities of this particu-
lar clientele are not necessarily being addressed in the
hostel setting. The hostels are managing/coping as best
they can. 

Silence is the state that the mentally ill find themselves in
in these circumstances; that is they are unable to make
the illness they suffer from understood by either staff or
other users (who are not mentally ill.) 

Harmony is a priority for a mentally ill person. Harmony
under the circumstances the mentally ill find themselves
in the street is difficult to achieves. Result – aggravation. 

The building next to the main hostel where computers
are available, along with other resources could, I believe,
permit the creation of a discussion group that is open to
anyone and focuses on mental illness. Participants who
are mentally ill could use it to express their feelings.
Other users of the hostel may wish to attend to better
understand. Perhaps an established organization/support
group for mental illness could be invited to organize and
help with these meetings. 

Christopher Reid
Music workshop with Bernard Racicot
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THANK YOU
Les fondations EJLB, Jackman, Hylcan, Zeller, Kaufmann, Hockey for the Homeless, Mazon
Canada,  Le Garde manger pour tous ; Gouvernement du Canada : programme IPLI, Régie régionale
de la Santé et des Services sociaux : Programme PSOC ; Dianova Canada, St-James United Church,
F.O.H.M. Beaver Lodge N6, David Eggert, Danica Straith,  Mollie Witenoff, Kelsey White, Sarah
Berry, Nancy Keays et le CLSC des Faubourgs, Direction Chrétienne, Paula Klein et le Montreal City
Mission, La compagnie North West Clothing, Isabelle Leduc et Chambreclerc, Église St-Andrews
and St-Paul, Li Stock, François Hoang, Concordia University : Art Education, Dawson College,
Cegep du Vieux Montréal, Everest College, Pax Street ministry, Program Dialogue, Supermarché
PA, Mark Beaudet, Montreal Gospel Choir, Merrell Canada, Coop La Maison Verte, Chaussures
Leclair, River's Edge Community Church, The Mustard Seed Calgary, Siloam Mission, Youth
Unlimited, Erin Hogg, Joe Donohue.
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ENCOURAGEMENT FROM THE WILD WEST
(suite)

challenged and impressed. These places consider
their volunteers to be the backbone of their orga-
nizations – each had over ten thousand volunteers
a year!

We have come back home with more questions
than we left with and more ideas of what we
should do than we ever imagined. One thing is
clear – that we are not alone in our desire to 
connect the compassionate of our city to those 
in need. We have met others who share this
vision with us and want to encourage and 
support us here in
Montreal in any way 
they can in our efforts 
to move closer to those
who are on the fringe. 

The St-James Drop-In Centre
offers a safe and supportive 

environment where those who
are marginalized and/or
homeless can experience 
community to its fullest. 

The Centre seeks 
to be a catalyst for

the flow of creativity, 
compassion and 

empathy.

OUR MISSION




