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A Christmas Story in June (Part Two) 
 

A person who enters the St. Francis Inn is greeted as a guest. The team never refers to them as a 

client or a case, because to do so would imply an objectification of that person and create a 

position of power and supposed expertise over them. People who enter the Inn for food are 

treated as a brother or sister, a cherished member of God’s family. The Inn is cluttered with the 

wreckage of lives that have been victimized by the tyranny of addiction and unjust social and 

economic structures. Yet amid the carnage there is hope...and even joy. The hope and joy that 

comes from an awareness that we are all children of a loving God. 
 

Many Christians still wonder why we should help a homeless alcoholic, suggesting that they have 

done nothing to merit our help. This attitude betrays a fundamental lack of understanding of the 

magnitude of God’s love for us, which is lavished upon us despite the fact that our sinfulness 

renders us unmeritorious of God’s help. We have done nothing to merit God’s self-emptying 

love, yet God never turns away from us, is always looking to lend us a hand. The fact that a 

homeless alcoholic has done nothing to merit our help is irrelevant.  
 

While making We Have a Table for Four Ready, I slowly realized that every conception I had about 

the homeless and the addicted turned out to be a misconception. I met real people, people just 

like me in so many ways. It’s easy to label a homeless person as lazy or mentally ill or an alcoholic 

or drug addict as weak. The labels removed my obligation to do anything…it’s their fault they 

are homeless, it’s their fault they are addicted. Christ didn’t label people or judge people…he 

reached out to them, he excluded no one. According to Christ, we have a responsibility to help 

everyone who is in need. 
 

In my first visit to the St. Francis Inn I met a woman who was, I would guess, in her mid-20’s. But 

she looked far, far older. She was a prostitute. And a drug addict. She looked strung out, worn 

out, beaten down by the pain of her life. Her face was gaunt and unwashed. Her coarse hands 

were filthy; caked dirt had collected under her fingernails. She wore a tattered old sweater. It 

would have been so very easy to have judged her, even blithely dismiss her as useless, not worthy 

of our attention. But when you hear her story, judgment is suspended and compassion takes its 

place. When she was an infant, her drug-addicted parents put alcohol in her baby bottle to keep 

her from crying. By the time the little girl, a precious child of God, was five years old, she was 

already an alcoholic. By the time she was fourteen, she was walking the streets of Kensington, 

turning tricks to earn money to feed her drug habit. For this poor soul, drugs were a way to 

deaden the pain of her life. She died of a drug overdose a few years after I met her. I have a photo 

of her in my home library. I never want to forget her…or forget that I must help people like her, 

people whom God loves but whom we ignore. 
 

“If God is our treasure, then we must be dominated by the thought that God’s endless wealth is 

found in his self-giving and self-emptying, that is, in the very opposite of the wish to have 

everything.” 

-Hans Urs van Balthasar 

Light of the World: Brief Reflections on the Sunday Readings 



Translated by Dennis D. Martin 
[San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993] 

 

The streets of Kensington are littered with lost souls, a fact that seems more poignant at 

Christmas. At Christmas, we tell our kids that Santa is going to bring a gift to every boy and girl. 

No one stops to think how crazy that sounds or ask who is this Santa Claus guy who does 

something so outrageously generous as to give a gift to every child. Santa is kept alive in our 

hearts, even when we grow up, because of the unfathomable generosity that Santa embodies is 

planted deep within the hearts and souls of all human beings. 
 

Jesus illustrated the same irrational, Santa Claus kind of generosity when he told the parable of 

the shepherd who cared so much about one lost sheep, he abandoned everything to go look for 

it. In Kensington, you see many lost sheep that have strayed. At the St. Francis Inn you see many 

people who have abandoned everything to look for them…to be present when a lost sheep 

wanders into their courtyard so the they can give them the greatest gift of all…the gift of love. 
 

One night, during a swirling snow storm, I filmed a recovering addict named Doug and he told 

me how the people at the St. Francis Inn loved him until he could love himself. In terms of 

economics, the St. Francis Inn hasn’t done much to alleviate the poverty in Kensington. Their love 

and compassion generate a spiritual power that cannot be measured in terms of dollars and cents, 

a power that can change lives. 
 

Thomas Merton said, “The whole idea of compassion is based on a keen awareness of the 

interdependence of all these living beings, which are all part of one another and all involved in 

one another.” 
 

The enemy in our battle to overcome chronic, unjust poverty is our misguided spirit of 

individualism…our snobbery, apathy, prejudice, and blind unreason. Though we are many, we 

are one body in the eyes of God, all animated by one Spirit. As members of one body, we each 

have a responsibility for one another. 
 

We cannot separate justice and charity…they must go together, hand-in-hand, in order to solve 

the problem created by chronic poverty. 
 

“It is ‘unworthy’ of a Christian community to partake of the Lord’s Supper amid division and 

indifference towards the poor.” 

-Pope John Paul II 
From his encyclical on the Eucharist, 

Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 

published in 2003 

 

 

After back-to-back Journals with lots of words, 

tomorrow’s Journal will contain only photos. 


