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FEATURES / The Church of the poor

THE DINNER unfolds with what I’m 
tempted to call military discipline: 
first tea, coffee, biscuits, then into the 
main course (turkey, roast veg, 

mashed potatoes), then on to dessert – all 
unfolding in order, to schedule, from start to 
end. The timetable is mostly strict and entirely 
necessary: something close to a hundred peo-
ple will be served a full Christmas meal by 
time the evening draws to a close. Forty-seven 
volunteers assemble into half-a-dozen teams, 
each with their own tasks. It happens with 
what seems like preternatural smoothness. 
But then again; they do this twice a week.  

The Order of Malta, alias the Sovereign 
Military Hospitaller Order of Saint John of 
Jerusalem of Rhodes and of Malta, has been 
around in some form since 1099. Then, they 

were running hospitals in Jerusalem as the 
crusades swept in and out of the Holy Land. 
Approaching their first millennium, they have 
a more pacific approach to service: riding 
ambulances rather than warhorses. Their 
Companions – the all-volunteer charitable 
arm of the order in Britain – support initiatives 
from care homes to soup kitchens.  

In London, they host twice-weekly dinners 
from the parish hall of St James’s Spanish 
Place, Marylebone. Guests – usually homeless 
or precariously housed – receive a hot meal, 
table service, company if they want or need 
it; space if they don’t. Turnout at the Christmas 
dinner was stronger than usual (88 guests 
signed up in advance; 10 or so more, unreg-
istered, turned up anyway). It was 
correspondingly chaotic – the topic of more 

than one profuse apology on the part of the 
volunteers.  

Those volunteers were a mix of young and 
old; students and retirees predictably over-
represented – as were women compared to 
men – but running the gamut of profession 
and class. All were reliably friendly, dedicated 
to serving the guests, interested in their well-
being and their lives. We don’t know what 
people are coming to the dinners with, one 
volunteer said to me, we don’t know what 
they need. Organisers asked those serving 
not to overdo the Christmas cheer for that 
reason. It can be a difficult time of year, espe-

In churches across England and Wales, parishes and local groups who work with the homeless and the 
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Volunteering with the Community of 
Sant’Egidio, above, and at a Caritas warm 
space in Salford, Greater Manchester, right 
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cially for those without a home or a family to 
return to. If your life is hard enough, even 
kindness can cause tears.  

That’s no argument against it, of course; 
certainly not one the Companions are listening 
to this evening. With two volunteers to each 
guest, the hall whirls with the green of the 
companion apron, ferrying endless caravans 
of tea and coffee up and down the hall. An 
ad hoc choir supplies the diners with appro-
priately festive tunes; other Companions stand 
or sit with guests at table, talking through 
the night. At the exit, one team hands out a 
Christmas package: this year, warm, practical 
clothes. The gifts fit the climate; there are 
few returns.  

The hall gradually empties; and then, all 
at once, it’s over: there are chairs to stack, 
tables to wipe, food and drink to stow securely. 
By the end of the night, I’m exhausted. After 
all this, will the Companions be having a well-
earned Christmas break? Not at all, Kate, one 
of the organisers, says to me. We’ve got two 
more of these next week.  

 
IT STARTS AND ENDS in prayer; the rest is 
up to God. Sant’Egidio – formally known as 
The Community of Sant’Egidio – was founded 
in Rome in 1968 by a few dozen young people. 
Inspired by the Second Vatican Council to 
bring the teachings of the Gospel on serving 
the poor into action, Sant’Egidio spread 
quickly. First in other cities in Italy, then in 
other European countries, then even further 
afield, small communities centred on collective 
prayer and on work with the marginalised 
took root. Today, there are Sant’Egidio groups 
in 73 countries around the world. One of them 
is the UK.  

When Emanuela started volunteering with 
Sant’Egidio’s London community, their annual 
Christmas Eve meal consisted of three tables. 
This year, a decade on, they expect to serve 
at least 200 guests. Maybe more, she says to 
me: they don’t take a strict register, and they 
don’t know who will walk through the doors 
of St Cuthbert’s Anglican church in Philbeach 
Gardens, Earl’s Court. It’s important to the 
community that the Christmas Eve meal is 
held in a church – that’s how it’s done across 
the world, Emanuela tells me – but it means 
they’ll have to clean up quickly. Later that 
evening, there’ll be a different kind of service 
in the space. 

Emanuela will get there at eight or nine, 
ready to brief volunteers. The group has been 
getting ready for this since October. Eighty-
two people have signed up so far to help with 
the meal itself or with the cooking and prepa-
ration a day prior. It’s a lot of people to 
manage. Luck – or providence – means that 
Emanuela rarely has a problem. “Something 
happens,” she tells me, “the spirit takes over 
and things don’t go to plan on the best possible 
day.”  

Like most other initiatives that respond to 
the needs of the poor and vulnerable, the 
Sant’Egidio community’s Christmas meal is 
part of a year-round cycle of outreach work; 
a culmination in some ways, but not an iso-
lated event. And like other Christian initiatives 

I have learnt about this year, Sant’Egidio seeks 
to touch the hidden centre of suffering in our 
world: the human person. The homeless, the 
lonely and the isolated, especially the old, are 
at the core of its mission; for people in these 
groups, it is often a lack of relationship that 
is the greatest hardship. “A lot of our friends 
who come to the meal,” Emanuela tells me, 
“are people we already know well.” There will 
be many familiar faces in the church on 
Saturday. Sant’Egidio has been working with 
many of those expected to join them for this 
Christmas meal every week or every month, 
sometimes for years: “These people really are 
our family.”  

At the meal, guests – or friends – eat, 
drink, are entertained, and each is given a 
personal present to take away with them at 
the end of the day. What we want to say to 
them, Emanuela says, is: “You are Christmas 
… To us, you’re what Christmas looks like. 
And we want to welcome you like we’d wel-
come Christ.”  

At the end of the meal next Saturday, the 
tables will be folded up and the decorations 
packed away; but the good news, once it 
enters, won’t leave.  

 
AS THE PANDEMIC forced the rest of the 
world to go inside, the churches found them-
selves going out. With the onset of lockdown 
in the UK in March 2020, many of the habit-
ually homeless were sent to hospitals or 
emergency accommodation. Many, but not 
all. For those without government help – by 
choice or circumstance – the situation went 
from bad to truly desperate. As high streets 
ground to a halt, the small income those still 
begging on the street relied on dwindled to 
nothing. As many charities and support cen-
tres shuttered, those still living on the streets, 
or close to it, had nowhere to turn. What 
resources remained were quickly stretched 
to their limit.  

It was around that time, in the first frantic 
months of the coronavirus, that the Jesuit 
priest Fr Dominic Robinson received a 
phone call from Westminster City Council 
asking if he could help. That call was one 
of the seeds of what became Central London 
Catholic Churches (CLCC). First, a new pas-
toral care hub was organised in Trafalgar 
Square, offering showers and refreshments 
to those, homeless or not, who had been left 
behind by the tidal wave of restrictions. 

Then, as the lockdown eased, hot meals, 
advice and support from Catholic parishes 
in the area were offered. This brought CLCC 
back to Fr Robinson’s base, the Jesuit church 
in Farm Street, where a hot meal, a listening 
ear and a free haircut is offered every 
Wednesday and Saturday between noon and 
2 p.m. The meals are sourced from nearby 
Mayfair hotels; the listening ears from 
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n To volunteer with, or donate to,  
The Companions of the Order of Malta, 
follow this link: 
www.orderofmalta.org.uk/donate/ 
 
n To volunteer with, or donate to,  
The Community of Sant’Egidio London, 
follow this link:  
www.santegidio.org.uk/christmas 
 
n To donate to CLCC, please send 
contributions to the following bank account 
with a note indicating it is for the use of CLCC: 
Account Name: Farm Street Church, Sort 
Code: 60-02-20 Account Number: 04835891

GETTING INVOLVED
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around 50 volunteers hailing from parishes 
across central London; the haircut from 
Sebby the seminarian.  

Like the Companions’ cafe, the Farm Street 
lunches are a regular event that will carry on 
through the festive period. This Saturday, 
Christmas Eve, donors have been asked to 
contribute seasonal-appropriate food. It’s a 
complicated undertaking, pulling in resources 
and support from local businesses, some of 
whom might see homelessness in the streets 
around them as beneath or beyond their  
concern. 

“It’s about building a sense of the common 
good,” Ade, one of the organisers, tells me. 
That sense goes beyond hot meals, though 
those meals, especially the Wednesday night 
fish suppers from the Mayfair Chippy, are 
very popular indeed. CLCC also organises Job 
Fairs, where guests can be introduced to work 
opportunities: five were offered jobs by sym-
pathetic employers after the last one. It’s not 
about railroading guests into work, Ade tells 
me: “We want to let people come to it in their 
own time, at their own pace.” Be patient, don’t 
judge, don’t make assumptions.  

That’s one thing, Fr Dominic tells me, that 
Churches can bring to supporting the 
marginalised – bringing a human, humane 
response to the crisis that he sees getting worse 
by the month. It’s a response that can some-
times be hamstrung by inept government, at 

the council level or higher up. The Vagrancy 
Act 1824, which criminalised rough sleeping, 
reflects an institutional problem, he thinks. 
Policing the homeless comes at the price of 
making it almost impossible to build the kind 
of relationship that could transform their lives.  

It’s those relationships – with the homeless, 
with volunteers, and with other organisations 
– that CLCC is determined to build over the 
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long term. That’s nowhere more evident than 
in their Christmas activities. Their meals 
are being held on Christmas Eve partly 
because two of the many other London 
parishes who organise similar initiatives – 
St Patrick’s Soho and the Brompton Oratory 
– are having Christmas meals on the day 
itself. In parishes in every part of the UK, 
in doors and out of doors, in ordinary time 
and times that are anything but, the work 
of the Church goes on.

Volunteering with The Order of Malta
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