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August 09, 2015 

I will never forget the first time I visited Toronto, Ontario on a summer vacation.  It has all the sights and beauty 
and points of interest that you can imagine, but what struck me the most was a sight that I observed repeatedly 
on normal city streets.  Each morning when I would take a walk around the hotel where I was staying 
downtown, I would see homeless people asleep on benches or in doorways or in parks.  And very often right 
next to them would be food or a beverage—not their own food but a token of encouragement that had been 
left by passersby on the sidewalk, so that they’d have something to eat when they woke up.  It was a sight that I 
have never seen in the U.S., but it seems to be part of the culture there, a culture that seems to understand that 
poor people have a certain claim on the rest of us by the simple fact of their being there.  I have to assume that 
those people who left their offerings did not know the names or the life stories of those sleeping men (it was 
always men), but it didn’t matter.  There was no qualifying interview or litmus test to have to pass in order to 
get nourishment, no having to explain how they ended up on the streets, no morality examination.  I suppose 
some of them had behaved exceedingly badly or had made very poor life choices, and some of them were 
simply unlucky or unwell or survivors of tragedies.  It didn’t matter.  There they were, and they were going to 
hungry when they stirred for a new day.  So here was one less thing for them to have to worry about, at least for 
a while.   

I thought of those people again when I heard the story of Elijah in today’s first reading, there asleep under the 
broom tree in Beer Sheba in the southern desert of Israel.  He had tried to carry out the Lord’s command to 
prophesy, and he believed that he had failed.  He was tired.  He was depressed, he ran away to a lonely place 
and prayed for death.  Then he fell asleep and awoke to find food and drink at his head, gifts which somebody 
had left there.  It doesn’t tell us who did that.  The angel of the Lord was there to rouse him from sleep and to 
command him to eat and drink, but curiously—very curiously—the story does not tell us that the angel brought 
the food or the water.  I wonder who did.  And I wonder if that isn’t the point.  Elijah believed that his life was 
useless, and that he no longer had any productive purpose for remaining on this Earth.  A lot of people today 
feel the same way toward homeless people.  And in both cases, God thought otherwise.  God had a plan in mind 
for such a person as Elijah, and God still does have a plan for each and every one of us—including the very most 
down and out among us.  The fact that we may not yet understand that plan is really not very important at all.  
But that hungry person still has to be able to eat if any sort of plan is to be realized, and that is a situation that 
most of us are in a position to do something about.  I’m sure that the anonymous donors on the street of 
Toronto are under no illusions that they are transforming the world by their simple gifts, but they are 
responding to the opportunity that is before them at the moment, which is not nothing, and which is more than 
I have ever seen done in any other city that I have visited in my life.  It doesn’t get much more basic than food 
and water.  Without that as a base line, God really can’t do much with his desire for our flourishing in this life.  
So where will it come from?  Who will be the sources of justice in all of this?  Guess who?  And it is justice, not 
charity or generosity when people who have more than they need give basic provisions to others who lack them.  
Our Roman Catholic social tradition is pretty clear on that.  There are some things that nobody needs to “earn.” 

And there is not a single person who has been born into life on this planet who is here by accident, or as a 
needless extra, or as someone to be despised, ignored, ridiculed, or done away with.  What is so striking about 
today’s gospel of John, this continuation of Jesus’ discourse on the bread of life, is the utter lack of human 
restrictions upon who may approach the Lord for mercy and salvation.  There’s a complete absence of barriers 
to whomever wishes to seek life with God.  Anybody who asks, anybody who desires to draw near to Jesus is 
thereby entitled to.  That includes homeless people, and all other categories of human beings that sometimes 
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seem to be unworthy of the same hope that we have:  people who seem to be of the wrong race or religion, the 
wrong set of values or political preferences, the wrong behavior or hygiene, the wrong sexuality or 
temperament or economic class, or immigration status.  Not a one of them is here by mistake or without God 
willing his or her salvation.  And so must we.  “Everyone, everyone who listens to my Father and learns from him 
comes to me,” Jesus said, and he added, “Whoever believes has eternal life.”  And that’s meant to be a good 
thing for us.   

But it comes with a responsibility, which is perhaps why we don’t always welcome that as good news.  We have 
to care about all of those people as much as God does.  Or if that may be an impossible burden, then we have to 
care at least on the most basic level—like food and water, shelter and safety, love and acceptance.  Even for the 
stranger.  Even for the enemy.  Even for the man asleep on the bench in the park.  The bread that our Lord came 
to share—his very self—is open for all to receive.  We dare not be any less generous if we would bear the name 
of Christian.  May our Sacred Scripture and our Eucharist keep us awake to such an immense call to selflessness 
and responsibility for one another, especially the ones who need us most.  

 

 

 


