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This van pulls into a Toronto encampment as
darkness falls. Inside the work of a mobile
outreach team

Ve'ahavta, a Toronto-based Jewish humanitarian organization, uses two outreach vans that travel through downtown Toronto and
Scarborough.
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Ve'ahavta's outreach van arrives at Dufferin-Grove Park. The Toronto-based Jewish humanitarian
organization has been helping people living in poverty since 1997 through its mobile outreach efforts and
dedicated volunteers.
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It’s already dark by the time Ve’ahavta’s outreach van reaches the edge of the park.
Two quick honks of the horn and the vehicle is parked, and outreach workers begin
unloading supplies and setting up a table. “Street Outreach” is announced as the
volunteers get to work, distributing food, clothing, and other essentials to the
people living in tents nearby.



They’ve parked beside a small group of people huddled around a fire. The light
casts shadows of tents scattered throughout Dufferin-Grove Park. Slowly, a line
forms.

“A line-up is a better sign than people not coming up to the van,” said Natalie
Fingerhut, an outreach worker with Ve’ahavta. “We worry when we don’t see
them.”

An outreach worker hands out meals from the back of the Ve'ahavta outreach van, as they hand out hot meals and
essentials like clothes to homeless people in Toronto.
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Her colleague, Carol Dixon, added, “There is always the chance some people did not
make it through the week.”

The team of four — two workers and two volunteers — splits up duties: three
work outside, welcoming people to the back of the van and serving hot meals,
snacks, coffee and hot chocolate. One volunteer is inside, carefully listening to each
person in line, gathering details about what they need and in what size. Bins are
neatly organized with winter coats, boots, hats, gloves, hygiene supplies, harm
reduction kits, and sleeping bags. The volunteer assembles personalized bags based
on each person’s requests.

One of those waiting in line is Bee Jae, a young man who has been homeless since
December 2023.

He’s not shy about requesting what he needs: boxers, socks, shirts, and towels. To
him, the van means “fresh clothes to put on to go to work,” he said. Jae commutes
six days a week from his tent to his job at a warehouse.



Outreach workers chat with a client as the The Ve’ahavta outreach van hands out hot meals and essentials like
clothes to homeless people at Dufferin Grove Park at in Toronto.
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His tent is not winterized, and getting ready for work means waking up in the cold
and changing into his work clothes while shivering. “You’re waking up cold and
going under your blankets just trying to warm up,” he added. “Then you gotta
change out of your clothes and be even colder before getting dressed for work.”

Ve’ahavta, a Toronto-based Jewish humanitarian organization meaning “you shall
love” in Hebrew, has been helping people living in poverty since 1997. The
organization relies heavily on volunteers to staff its outreach efforts, which include
two vans — referred to as the “Mobile Jewish Response to Homelessness” — that
travel through downtown Toronto and Scarborough. Each van carries 150 hot meals
and essential supplies each night, operating from 6 p.m. to midnight, six days a
week, and during the day on Sundays.

Before packing the vans, volunteers and paid interns — part of a separate program
that helps clients gain job skills and credentials in a commercial kitchen or
warehouse setting — work together to make hundreds of baked goods, in the
morning. They also prepare any other donations they receive, like pre-packaged
foods or homemade baked goods, for packing.

“In a two-hour shift we can bake 300 muffins or cookies,” said Sandi Smith, an
architect based in Toronto, who has been volunteering with Ve’ahavta for more than
three years, primarily as a kitchen volunteer. “By now, we’ve got it down to a fine
art.”



Aline-up forms as the Ve’ahavta outreach van hands out hot meals and essentials like clothes to homeless peoplein
Toronto.
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An additional 300 hot meals are cooked in the afternoon. Volunteers along with
paid interns in the warehouse program work to collect, clean, process, vacuum-seal
and store clothes in the nine-bins-tall shelving that lines the warehouse walls. Each
night, volunteers stock the van, loading bins of clothes and supplies, and bags of
food in containers.

While some volunteers commit to a single shift, others dedicate themselves for
months at a time. Jenny Hazan, Ve’ahavta’s vice president of communications,
pointed out that the six-hour van shifts can be physically demanding. “It’s not for
everyone,” she said, noting the effort needed to get in and out of the van, carry
heavy objects, and work late into the night. “The organization is always in need of
volunteers,” she added, encouraging those interested to sign up for either a single
shift or a recurring schedule through Ve’ahavta’s website.

For Smith, the experience of seeing the faces of those receiving food and supplies is
what makes the work meaningful. “It’s that much more important that I show up
every week to make sure the food is there for the people on the street,” she said.

Toronto the Better

As part of the Star’s ongoing Toronto the Better initiative, this year we’ll
highlight the people and organizations making a difference in the GTA and
share volunteering opportunities that can inspire real change. Know of a
person or group deserving of the spotlight? Email torontothebetter@thestar.ca



Reagan McSwain is a Toronto-based general assignment reporter for the Star. Reach him via
email: rmcswain@thestar.ca

This one simple habit could improve your health and happiness in
2025. Here’s how

They support the dying, rescue hawks and build homes. Here’s why
they’'ve done it for decades — and what they get out of it

Inside this Toronto hospital’s palliative care unit, a choir sings
songs of comfort from Bob Marley to Elvis
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