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CELEBRATING VIBRANCY

ENCOUNTERING SMALL MIRACLES

How do you recognize vibrancy? At Romero House, we might answer that it’s much
like the unanticipated two weeks of warm weather at the start of November.
Winter is beginning, and yet we are graced with sunshine. These are challenging times.
We have moved into the season of Advent and tighter lockdowns. This is a season of
waiting and hoping. It is a time of darkness. And yet, we continue to recognize moments
of light and hope in our community. This is like the warmth we feel on our faces from the
sunshine – radiant, assuring, and a definite gift worth sharing.
We invite you to settle into the darkness, and to wander through the stories of vibrancy
in this newsletter. We hope that these stories offer encouragement to you! Who knows,
you may even encounter small miracles along the way.

Art piece by Elian (12) and Vanesa (9), Romero House Residents

We acknowledge our presence in this place, in Toronto, in the West Bend
Neighbourhood. We acknowledge that this place, where people from all over the world
meet, is on the traditional lands of the Mississaugas of the Credit, the Anishnabeg, the
Chippewa, the Haudenosaunee, and the Wendat. We are grateful to our host nations. We,
as Romero House, commit to learning the stories of this land, doing so in the spirit of
peace, friendship and respect.

EVERYDAY MIRACLES

By Jenn McIntyre, Romero House Director
Most people don’t think of a school uniform as the source of a miracle. But it can be. We were
witnesses. Back in September, a Romero House worker stood in a checkout line with a teenager
who was starting school in Canada for the first time. The employee at the register informed them
that the gift card they had been given by the school had expired. Unsure of how they would be
able to afford the uniform, the duo considered leaving empty handed. Then the unexpected
happened. The clerk placed the uniform in a bag, handed it to them and told them they could go,
no payment necessary. They left in shock, full of gratitude.
This story is not one-of-a-kind at Romero House. We are regular witnesses to miracles of all shapes
and sizes. A seemingly hopeless immigration situation ends in a positive decision. A stranger calls
with the offer of a home to a family in desperate need. An electric scooter is donated as a resident
is recovering from a heart attack. Countering my nature as a perennial realist, these incidents have
taught me to live in a spirit of hope. They have taught me to believe in the radical generosity that
human beings are capable of.
We have seen radical generosity overflow since the COVID-19 pandemic turned life upside down.
As charities across the world have struggled to survive, our faithful supporters have sustained us in
our work. Donations of bicycles, computers and kids crafting kits have helped Romero House
families adapt to pandemic life. Volunteers have tutored English over Zoom, driven food hampers
around the city and weeded the vegetable garden. We are living in a perpetual miracle, one where
a web of people across our neighbourhood, city and beyond, come together with the simple
purpose of doing something good. The pandemic has only has amplified this.
Life at Romero House never stops moving, even when the world seems to. Since March, we have
accompanied seven families move out into permanent housing. And we have welcomed nine new
families into our houses. Many of these families arrived to Canada just before the border
restrictions came into effect and were previously staying in city shelters. The transition into Romero
House has given them space to live, play and be in community with others. It has also given us the
opportunity to support them in enrolling their children in school, in navigating the changes to the
immigration system and in building a life in a new city.

Jartu and Rafael with their
beautiful pumpkins

Dailybet JR. & José are
ready for skating this winter!

Hayley, RH worker with a
salmon from the Humber River!
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The Romero Centre on Bloor Street has always been a place where any refugee in
Toronto could find support. Our walk-in program went remote in the spring, with the
amazing Romero House workers shifting their work to phone calls, emails and video
chats. With the help of a United Way Emergency Community Support Grant, we have
managed a partial reopening of our in-person services. After putting all health
precautions in place, the workers have starting seeing a small number of people in our
Centre who have faced multiple barriers to meeting their needs. As people reach out
who have been isolated and struggling for months, it has never been more clear to us
that we are an essential service.
Like all of you, we are uncertain of what the future will look like. But we know that we will
be facing it together. Thank you for what each and every one of you offers to Romero
House, even if it is simply cheering us on from a distance. You are all sources of everyday
miracles.
Take care of yourselves, your neighbours and your family.

ANNOUNCEMENTS & REASONS TO CELEBRATE

JOBS

We celebrate many of our residents and former
residents starting new jobs! Congratulations to Henry,
Osama, and Sergio!

NEW LIFE

We welcome new babies! Aaliyan born to Maran
and Ramiya in July and Yusuf, born in October

SEASONED LIFE

POSITIVE
HEARING

Father Jack turns 80 on December 6th! If you
would like to give him a card, please drop it
off or mail it to the Centre

Baby Aaliyan

Congratulations to Claudia and Henry and Karen and
Edinson who received positive decisions following their
refugee hearings!

CITIZENSHIP

Congratulations to our newest Canadian Citizens,
Diana and Paula who are both former residents
of Romero House

NEW WORKERS

Welcome to our three new workers, Hayley
from Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Laura from
Grimsby, and Amelia from Guelph

Sayan, Anika,
Hayley, Laura,
Amelia, and Robbie

OUR ANGEL GEORGIA

By Mary Jo Leddy
Long time neighbour, supporter and friend of Romero House, Georgia Helleiner passed
away on September 18th, 2020. We remember her with warmth in our hearts,
encouraged by what she's taught us.

Thirty years ago, she watched over us as we moved into the neighbourhood we now
call The West Bend. She knew the ways of kindness and patience in that unfriendly
time. Slowly but surely the neighbours saw us through her eyes. And we were
welcomed, with wonderful grace. Georgia Helleiner was not only a good neighbour,
she was one of the founders of Romero House. We mourn her loss, yet we feel her
presence sustains us still. We treasure the letter she wrote to us three years ago:

Befriending our new Canadians you give them their best start and call forth their
strength to offer their gifts to Canada. I feel Romero House is a beacon -- showing the
way to share lives and invite the whole neighbourhood to be enriched. Lately, I enjoy
hearing that neighbours are confident to offer their homes and families as well.
What a good news story for these times! Thank you for creating the ground and having
faith that Canadians are generous and compassionate. I am grateful that you live and
model the best of who we can be.
With love, Georgia

MUSIC THAT SPARKS JOY

Which music makes you happy? Makes you want to dance?"
We asked these questions to our residents, staff, and workers and curated a special
playlist of songs that bring us joy.
Join us in listening along and enjoying one of the most eclectic mixes of music - from
American artist Bill Withers to Iraqi artist Haval Ibrahim, from British Pop band Travis to
Afghan artist Farhad Darya.
You can find this playlist on Spotify and listen along, or look up these songs wherever
you find your music!

PLANTING SEEDS AND TELLING STORIES

This season, the garden behind Dorval House became a special place of creativity, connection,
and respite. The lockdown during the spring allowed us to put work into the garden in ways that
had not been possible in years previous. The harvest was bountiful! Fresh veggies found their way
into kitchens, and flowers from our pollinator garden appeared on tables. In the following
conversation, Anika (Worker and Garden Coordinator), and Claudia (Dorval House Resident),
reflect on the significance of the garden throughout the season.

A: The garden began in March. I wasn’t really
planning on it, but within a few weeks the living
room in Dorval House completely filled up with
tomato seedlings. Starting these seeds during the
early days of the pandemic felt important. They
were a reminder that there is hope.
C: Yes, you are right. The garden is hope. All the
days when I was in the garden, I felt like I was
having deja vu. I felt like I was in my old farm in
Colombia. It was a similar energy. If you ask me
what I miss more than other things in Colombia, I
will say — the farm. Some day, my family can
come to Canada, but my farm cannot.
C: The garden has a special energy. I remember
my lawyer’s reaction when he came to our house
after our hearing, to celebrate our positive
decision. He said, “Ok, but just for a little bit. I
don’t have much time.” But when he saw it, he was
like a teenager. He was like “Oh My God! This is
like a paradise!” I couldn’t believe it. In the garden
he wasn’t a lawyer anymore. I didn’t expect this
reaction. I think the garden has a, how do you say
it, a domino effect?
A: Yes, exactly. It’s a domino event. Remember all
the times other residents from Romero House
came to the garden? Like that afternoon we sat in
the back of the truck with Dailybet and Rafael’s
family and Henry taught us to walk on stilts.

C: *Laughs* Yes of course I remember. And the
portulaca!
A: Yes! Rafael dug out portulaca to transplant to
their garden at Keele. You and I burst out
laughing, because we had been pulling out
portulaca like a weed for weeks. We forgot that
you could eat it.
C: It was so funny! And then do you remember?
Dailybet saw the yellow flowers and knew
immediately that they were the flowers for Dia de
los Muertos. Her mother told me that she is
always the one to make the altar in the family. She
loves that day.
A: All through October, she came almost every day
after school to check if the flowers were still alive.
She really wanted them to last until November 1st.
I was worried the frost would come before she
needed them. But they set up the altar 2 days
before the hard frost came, so she got the flowers
after all. It turned out like it was meant to be.
C: I think you don’t have a sense of how significant
the garden is. It’s like the squash that started in
our garden but grew into our neighbour’s yard.
You don’t know where it will go!
A: It’s true. I like that the squash doesn’t care
about borders. It doesn’t need to make a refugee
claim when it crosses the fence.
C: *Laughter* no it doesn’t! There are no borders
for the squash.

DIA DE LOS MUERTOS | DAY OF THE DEAD

This fall we celebrated Dia de los Muertos, or Day of the Dead. Our resident
Dailybet shares with us the significance of this holiday and how we celebrated
this year at Romero House! The English translation is provided by Hayley.
Español: Noviembre 01 y 02 fechas en que cada familia Mexicana se prepara para recibir las
almas de los seres que han abandonado esta vida, días en que vivos y muertos se
reencuentran. Las ofrendas de día de muertos son altares de origen prehispánico. Estos eran
dedicados a distintas deidades y se colocaban en fechas diferentes. Sin embargo, la del señor
de los muertos, Mictlantecuhtli, se celebraba en el mes que ahora conocemos como
noviembre. Esta coincidencia fue aprovechada por los evangelizadores durante La Colonia
para hacer un sincretismo entre el Cristianismo y las creencias religiosas autóctonas.
Un elemento característico de esta celebración es el altar que se instala en honor de los que ya
no están. Esta ofrenda se coloca en una mesa con dos niveles que simbolizan el cielo y la
tierra, se puede colocar un tercer nivel para representar el purgatorio. Los más grandes son de
7 niveles, que representan los pasos para llegar al descanso eterno.

English: November 1st and 2nd is when every Mexican family prepares to welcome the souls
of the beings who have abandoned this life, days in which the living and the dead meet once
more. The “offering” created for the Day of the Dead is composed of an altar. The use of these
altars for Day of the Dead dates back to the pre-colonization period of the Americas. The altars
were dedicated to different deities and decorated on different dates. Mictlantecuhtli, the god of
the dead, was always celebrated in the month we now call November. The Christian
conquerors took advantage of this coincidence during the colonization period to create a
fusion of Christian and native religious beliefs.
A characteristic element of this celebration is to create an altar to honor those
who are no longer with us. This “offering” is placed on a table with two levels.
The levels symbolize the sky and the earth. A third level can also be added to
represent purgatory. The largest altars have 7 levels, each level representing the
steps it takes to reach the afterlife.

DIA DE LOS MUERTOS | DAY OF THE DEAD

The beautiful Ofrenda at the Romero House Centre

Que debe llevar? | What should you include?
Retrato Familiar|Family
portrait: Invites the family
members in the picture to
come visit us and is placed on
the highest level of the altar.

Agua | Water: Reflection of
purity, helps to quench the
thirst of the souls that come
a long way and strengthen
them for the return journey

Papel Picado: Serves to
decorate the “offering.” The
main colors are purple, which
represents mourning in
Christianity and orange, which
represents mourning in the
Aztec tradition.

Comida | Food: The
favorite foods of the
deceased are placed on the
altar to encourage them to
visit

Sal | Salt: Serves as an
element of purification, so
that the souls of the
deceased do not become
corrupt on their way back to
the afterlife and can return
for the day of the dead next
year.

Pan de muerto |“Bread of
the dead”: Represents
brotherhood and
sisterhood. The crust
symbolizes a pair of bones
and the sesame seeds
represent tears of the
deceased who cannot rest
in peace.

Flor de Cempasuchil |
Cempasuchil Flower: The
name of this flower derives
from Nahuatl (An Aztec
language), and means flower
with 20 petals. They serve to
decorate the altar with their
beauty and their smell. It is
customary to make a path with
the flower petals to guide the
souls of the departed to the
altar.
Calaveras de azúcar | Sugar
skulls: Represent death
Velas y veladoras | Candles:
The flame guides the souls so
they can return to their old
homes

STORIES FROM THE SCHOOL YARD

This year, school looks different. Students are required to wear masks at school, and
classes continue to change as students move between virtual and in-person classes.
Most of the kids and teens at Romero House are continuing to attend in-person
classes, with great enthusiasm! We asked a few of them to describe their school
experience, in their own words.
Quotes from Elian and Vanesa translated from Spanish into English by Hayley, current
Romero House worker.

What surprised you most about school in Canada?
Dailybet (12), Grade 8: The teachers! I’ve had 9 teachers in two
months, they keep changing.
José (17), Grade 12: (Laughs) The bathroom, because at my school
in Mexico the bathroom is so dirty. When I saw two toilet papers for
only one stall, I was like “oh my god… the sky [it’s like heaven]”
Elian (12), Grade 8: “That there is a pool!”
Vanesa (9), Grade 5: "Also the pool! I hadn’t seen it until my sister
told me. Also there is a big gym in the school here.”
Kanury (12) Grade 8: "The schools are way better. And bigger!"

What is your favourite thing about school?
Dailybet: The pool, I like to swim. But we can’t use the pool
yet!
Elian: “My ESL class”
Vanesa: “My classes”
José: The bathroom. I said it as a joke, but it’s not a joke. (we
all laughed). And the auditorium, because it’s so big, like the
movies.
Kanury: "Everything! Literally everything! It's so fun."

Artwork by Dailybet JR.

What are you most looking forward to in school this
year?
Elian: “Halloween! It will be my first Halloween.”
Vanesa: “Also Halloween”
José: Travelling to school in the snow, that is exciting for me
Dailybet: I’m excited for sports, and getting better at
football. And for swimming!
Kanury: "I'm looking forward to COVID-19 ending so I can do
relay race in track and field."
Quotes from Elian and Vanesa translated from Spanish into
English by Hayley (Current Romero House Worker)

Artwork by Romero House kids

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ADVOCACY

Since border restrictions came into effect in March, immigration systems in Canada
have been impacted dramatically. The repercussions for refugee claimants are far
reaching. For families who remain separated across borders, the possibility of family
reunification is a distant hope.
Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) only began to schedule eligibility
interviews in October. Without an eligibility interview, refugee claimants are unable to
receive a refugee ID or work permit.
This fall, the Immigration and Refugee Board (IRB) resumed in-person hearings and is
piloting virtual hearings. However, the backlog of cancelled and unscheduled hearings
remains enormous. Moreover, it is becoming increasingly clear that COVID-19
disproportionately affects frontline and essential workers, and others in precarious forms
of employment.
Many of these employees are refugees or migrant workers. In the midst of these realities,
part of our work is to continuously remind the government that we do not need to
choose between tackling the pandemic and upholding the rights of refugees. We
have included three targeted advocacy efforts that address the concerns mentioned
above. Take a look and add your voice!

Refugee Travel is Essential!
An Advocacy Campaign through the Canadian
Association of Refugee Lawyers
Go to: https://carl-acaadr.ca/refugee-travel-isessential/
#StatusforAll: Building a Movement for
Full Immigration Status for All
Check out the Migrant Rights Network:
https://migrantrights.ca/
Expedite Refugee Family Reunifications!
Read more at the Canadian Council for
Refugees website:
https://ccrweb.ca/en/expedite-refugee-familyreunification

How You Can Help
The Covid-19 pandemic has shifted the way
Romero House functions. Our big fundraising
events such as the Lula Lounge, the Wanda
Street Party, and the Scotiabank Marathon
have all been canceled this year. During this
time, your financial donations are more
important than ever to sustain our everyday
operations! Please take a moment and
consider the list of needs included in the
insert and respond as you are able.
We are so grateful for your commitment to
support refugees and the work that we do!
Thank you!

Financial Donations
Romero House welcomes any contribution,
big or small. There are a few ways you can
donation:
By Cheque: Make your cheque payable to
Romero House and sent it to the address
below.
Online: You can donate by credit card
through Canada Helps. Go to:
www.romerohouse.org/financial-donations
and click 'Donate Now'.
Email Money Transfer: This is possible
through the major Canadian banks. They
will use the same service, 'Canada Helps,'
listed above.
Stocks and Securities: Romero House
now accepts Donations of stocks and
securities. This can be done online through
our Canada Helps page at
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/
charities/romero-house/

We hope that the stories in these
pages have offered you warmth and
encouragement. In the remaining days
of Advent, we offer you this blessing
by Jan Richardson for all that is held in
the darkness and light.

Blessing for Waiting

Who wait
for the night
to begin

Who wait with fear
who wait with joy
who wait with peace
who wait with rage
who wait for the end
who wait for the
beginning
who wait alone
who wait together

bless them.

bless them.

Who wait
in the hospital room
who wait
in the cell
who wait
in prayer

Who wait without
knowing
what they wait for
or why

bless them.

Who wait
when they
should not wait
who wait
when they should be
in motion

Who wait
for the night
to end
bless them.

Who wait
for news
who wait
for the phone call
who wait
for a word
who wait
for a job
a house
a child

bless them.

bless them.

who wait
for one who
will come home
who wait
for one who
will not come home

Who wait
for the end
of waiting
who wait
for the fullness
of time
who wait
emptied and
open and
ready
who wait
for you,

bless them.

O bless.

bless them.

