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Iwonder if the prodigal son had blistered feet.
And I wonder if Vincent Van Gogh, if he were

alive, would come to Yemen to paint them.
You likely know Christ’s parable of the prodigal.

A young man abandons home, taking his inheri-
tance early. He lives wildly, then winds up alone
and broke and eating in the company of pigs.
When he finally returns home, hoping to be just a
hired hand, his lovesick father runs, ridiculously,
likely almost tripping on his robe, to meet him in
the distance. He throws his arms around his son.
And he throws a party.

It’s a universal story. Ernest Hemingway tells it
well in The Capitol of the World while writing
about a runaway teenage son. After a lengthy
search, the longing father takes out a Madrid
newspaper ad. “Dear Paco, Meet me in front of
the newspaper office tomorrow at noon. All is
forgiven. I love you.” The next day 800 men
named Paco are at the office wanting to restore a
broken relationship.

It’s Rembrandt who painted a scene of the
prodigal being held in his father’s arms. The
painting has such impact, Catholic priest and
scholar Henri Nouwen once travelled to Russia
just to see the original. He stood in front of it for
four hours, then noted it shows humanity’s

“yearning for a lasting home.”
Van Gogh painted similar themes. And I’m re-

minded of this whenever I drive the dusty and
busy streets of Yemen and slip Don McLean’s
song “Vincent” into my tape-deck. The lyrics ex-
plain how Vincent painted “weathered faces lined
in pain.” He put “frames around ragged men in
ragged clothes.” He “tried to set them free.”

You have to be here to appreciate the imagery.
You have to see Yemeni feet. They are not Paris
feet. Or London or New York feet. Yemeni feet are
not Toronto feet. They are not even Hamilton
feet. For one, they’re all in sandals. Riding a mo-
torcycle? Working in construction? Going to the
mosque? Sandals. And not surprisingly, like
poorer feet of the ancient world, Yemeni feet
walk, long distances sometimes, in sandals that
are battered and torn. Yemeni feet are scarred.
They’re bruised. And dirty. 

So, in Yemen, Van Gogh could find inspiration
to paint the prodigal son’s feet. And there’s some-
thing very Easterish about this. Because after Je-
sus finished eating and laughing with his friends,
after he hung out with the hookers, and tax col-
lectors and other prodigals of his time, to make
his lasting point unmistakenly clear, Jesus
washed their filthy feet and went off to die for
them.

How interesting, then, in this Muslim country
where there is not one Christian church for 20
million Yemenis, there are everyday pictures that
are so biblical, and so much more vibrant than in
the planet’s more sophisticated places. It’s
something I’ll keep in mind tomorrow morning
when my family joins a couple of  hundred other
expatriates in an Easter service on a nearby, rocky
plateau, as the sun rises.

The other thing one can’t help but ponder is
Van Gogh’s disillusionment. As a young man, be-
fore becoming a painter, he wanted to, in his
words, “sow the words of the Bible” to the poor in
London’s slums, in the grimy coal mines, in near-
by farm fields. Later, painting the realness of such
men and women, he said, “Christ is more of an
artist than the artists; he works in the living spirit
and the living flesh; he makes men instead of
statues.”

Yet this gifted and spiritually rich man, who
was born this week in 1853, died young and hope-
less by committing suicide. Why?

Putting aside the 19th century’s lack of treat-
ment for mental illness, one can’t help but con-
clude that the deeply depressed Van Gogh could-
n’t absorb the rejection of having his work (worth
a fortune today) go unrecognized. Apparently no-
body understood, or could be bothered to under-
stand, the different language of his colours, the
strange composition of his brushstrokes, no mat-
ter how true and loving they were.

Rather than stopping, even briefly, to look at
what was a unique window into eternity, people
simply walked by. Blindly. Like some do with
Christ. It’s something to think about. Tomorrow.
Or any day.

Thomas Froese is an editor at The Yemen Times.
He appears every other Saturday. E-mail:
140765@sympatico.ca
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The word Mussala stands out clear-
ly on the building that takes up the

whole block on the south side of Wil-
son between Catharine and Mary
streets. A passerby might wonder
what it means. Is it a synonym for
mosque? 

The parking spot labelled For Imam
Only raises the same kind of question.
Is an imam the same as a minister or a
rabbi? 

The new paint job on the building —
white with bright green trim — could
stir up curiosity too. Are those colours
of special significance for Muslims? 

What to do but place a call to the
Muslim Association of Hamilton. This
led to an arrangement to visit the
Mussala and talk with the both the
imam of the Wilson Avenue Mussala
and the imam of Hamilton Mosque on
Stone Church Road on the Mountain. 

The answers to these initial ques-
tions came quickly: A mussala is a
prayer hall, a place of worship. An
imam is a spiritual leader, roughly
equivalent to a pastor, a priest. The
green and white paint has no official
significance, but is traditional. 

Later, on a tour of the building, I
noticed the floor in one of the 

rooms was also white and green. 
More answers followed more ques-

tions: the Wilson Street Mussala has
about 200 members and 700 to 1,000
adherents. Somalia, Sudan,
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia,
Pakistan, Iraq, Egypt, Kuwait, and
Saudi Arabia are among the countries
represented in the congregation. Ap-
proximately 20 per cent of the congre-
gation is Canadian-born. Most of the
members/adherents of this mussala
live in the downtown area. The imams
were definite that non-Muslims are
welcome at prayers. 

The question of the place of women
came up. Ten to 20 women attend
prayers daily and about 100 to 200 on
Fridays. The Koran and the Second
Hadith both state that the sexes
should be separated or the women
should be behind the men during
prayers and worship. The intent is to

avoid distraction from the focus on
spiritual matters. 

The role of the mussala in the local
area was discussed. Visits to the hos-
pitals and jails; counselling for all
members, especially the youth; being
part of the interfaith community and
meeting with peers from the other re-
ligious traditions were all mentioned. 

I asked two more questions: What is
it like being a Muslim in Hamilton? Is

Canada what you expected? 
The answers came back with con-

siderable emphasis: “We feel wel-
comed.” “Ninety-five per cent of the
population treat us with respect and
courtesy.” “We highly value our free-
dom in Canada to worship openly and
follow Muslim traditions.” 

During our time together, I felt I was
getting a helpful review of some of the
things involved in being a Muslim.
Friday prayers must be attended. A
head cover at prayers is strongly rec-
ommended. Shoes must be removed
inside the mosque. Ritual cleansing or
“ablutions” is required before engag-
ing in prayer and worship. A Muslim is
characterized by five central require-
ments: prayer five times daily, alms,
not lending money and charging in-
terest (usury), witnessing faith in Al-
lah and his prophet, Mohammed, and
the Hajira (pilgrimage) to Mecca once

in a lifetime, if circumstances and fi-
nances make this possible. 

As a conclusion to my visit, both
imams, Sayed Masood and Abdoul-
raugh Sanni, invited me on a tour of
the building. I observed members go-
ing through the ritual cleansing of
washing their hands three times and
their arms three times, rinsing their
mouth three times and so on through
all the major body parts. I was invited

to take part in the afternoon prayers
session, right after the sun reached its
zenith. 

As our tour continued, we chatted
about the weather as cellphones rang,
By the end of my visit, I felt a sense of
kinship with the people I had met and
their intent to live lives with a spiritual
focus. 

I’d like to live in a downtown where
the call to prayers from a minaret fills
Wilson Avenue on a Friday, where
church bells are heard on Sunday,
where Jews attend the synagogue of
their choice on a Saturday, and Uni-
tarians march to city hall any day of
the week in support of some impor-
tant issue of social justice. 

Cities, like Heraclites’ river, are al-
ways in flux. The centre of Hamilton
had its era when the Irish dominated.
Its Italian, and Portuguese phases are
still ongoing. We are now, however,
entering a time when a new wave of
immigration is becoming more visi-
ble. 

The recent interfaith service at
Christ’s Church Cathedral on James
Street North and the multi-religious,
national memorial event for victims of
the tsunami catastrophe give grounds
for hope that downtown Hamilton,
and Canada as a nation, may make a
significant contribution to our world,
becoming a place where many tradi-
tions peacefully co-exist. 

— David Hillen 

David and Janet Hillen write about life
downtown. Living Downtown: Famil-
iarity Breeds Content, a collection of
their columns, is available and at most
local bookstores.

The feet of ‘ragged men’,
Vincent Van Gogh and the
story of the prodigal son

all come to mind as 
Easter dawns in Yemen

BY MARY FERNANDO 

Iwrite regarding the editorial of
March 19, which appeared under

the headlines, How much is enough,
doc? 

My husband and I have practised
medicine in this province for more
than 15 years. We plan on staying in
this province and raising our children
here — whether or not this new con-
tract is in place. 

However, The Spectator asks an im-
portant an important question: How
much is enough? 

Enough to keep me here? This con-
tract is enough — not because it is a
good one but merely because this is
my home; I was staying here anyway. 

However, this new contract will not
be enough to stave off the coming se-
vere physician shortages we will face
in the fours years of this contract.

These are the facts: 
❚ In the next five years, 20 per cent

of our physicians will retire. 
❚ In 2002, Ontario trained hundreds

of physicians but began 2003 with a
net gain of only two new physicians
for the whole province. 
❚ In the same year, B.C. and Alberta

gained hundreds of new doctors. 
These are the reasons: 
❚ For 15 to 20 years, Ontario has be-

come less and less competitive in the
market for physicians. 
❚ We lose the physicians we have

and the physicians we train to many
other provinces and countries. 
❚ In fact, in the ’80s, we gained a

large number of physicians from oth-
er provinces and countries and now
we lose them to these same places. 
❚ Ontario is seventh in Canada in

terms of physician fees, but if we fac-
tor in the higher taxes and higher

overhead we are closer to last. 
So, as these facts and figures clearly

indicate, the four years covered under
this contract are potentially disas-
trous in terms of physician shortages. 

The key issue for many physicians
when asked to vote on this new deal is
simply this: will this deal make On-
tario competitive enough to compen-
sate for our present shortages and the
20 per cent loss from retirement? The
simple answer is no. It will not.  

The key issue here is competitive-
ness — there is a robust market for
physicians and this new deal does not
make Ontario a winner in that mar-
ket. 

This leaves the question of why the
OMA put such a deal in front of its
members? I think there are many
opinions but the most realistic one is
that the OMA fought hard and long
for this deal and the government sat
stubbornly at the table. This is why
the OMA believes is the best it can do. 

Many physicians have sat through
so many of these “best we can do” ne-
gotiations that we know the drill. This
time, however, the stakes are so much
higher because patients will pay a
very high price for this deal. Please
note that the figures floating around
are grossly inflated-if those figures
were realistic it would be quite a raise
indeed. 

This brings us to my last point. The
physicians of this province have a re-
sponsibility to health care that must
be much wider in scope than just our
own patients. I know that I will stay
and my husband will. This is fine for
our patients. What about the patients
who wait unethically long times to see
other doctors? 

A patient of mine was diagnosed
with prostate cancer and waited one
full year before his first treatment.
What about the patients — we call
them orphan patients — who have no
doctor at all to look after them? A col-
league has a closed practice— it is full
to the brim — but she took on a new
patient a few weeks ago: the woman
was 27 weeks pregnant and had not
found even one doctor to look after
her. 

The doctors of this province have a
responsibility to all patients whether
they are our patients or not. We must
speak up for all patients and ensure
that they all have care. This new deal
will see an upward climb in the physi-
cian shortages we face and for that
reason alone I say it is a very bad deal. 

So, how much is enough? This doc
has a simple answer: it will be enough
when Ontario is competitive and can
get enough doctors to treat the pa-
tients of this province.   

Mary Fernando MD lives and practises
in Ottawa. 

Shortage of
Ontario MDs 
to continue
in bad deal

A privileged look behind the mosque doors
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The worn feet of a Yemeni man in the historic quarter of Sana'a, Yemen. Columnist Thomas Froese finds, at Easter, the biblical imagery to be striking, especially
since there is not one Christian church for 20 million Yemenis.

Biblical images on Sana’a’s streets 
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New deal does not make
Ontario a winner in

robust market for doctors

By the end of my visit,I felt a sense of kinship with 
the people I had met and their intent to live lives 

with a spiritual focus.
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