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Father Angel
Garcia Rodriguez
(right) jokes with
homeless people
eating a free din-
ner at the Robin
Hood restaurant
in Madrid. 
— AFP photos

Waiters clear
plates and serve
dishes during a
free dinner at the
Robin Hood
restaurant in
Madrid.

It is early evening at a restaurant in central
Madrid and Jose Silva sits down for a meal of
rice, meatballs and vegetables as waiters flit

from one table to another. All very normal,
except for one crucial detail: Silva, 42, cannot
afford to pay. He lives rough under the platform
of a cable car station in Madrid’s sprawling Casa
del Campo park, one of dozens of homeless peo-
ple who have started dining for free at the “Robin
Hood” restaurant that opened this week. The
project is the brainchild of the “Messengers of
Peace” association, led by Angel Garcia, a 79-
year-old rebel priest with a thick head of white
hair and kindly smile known for his charity work
and alternative church.

By day, the restaurant charges regular cus-
tomers for breakfast and lunch with an 11-
euro ($11.7) menu, subsidizing the same meal
for the homeless at night, even if the associa-
tion will likely have to step in with some funds.
Garcia has plans for three more such eateries
in Madrid and other parts of Spain, where one
in five people live close to the poverty line
after a devastating economic crisis.

‘Dignity’ 
“It’s really good,” says Silva as he cuts up his

meatballs, sporting a “GAP” sweatshirt he got
as a handout-a welcome improvement, he
adds, from the cold sandwich he usually has
for dinner at the nearby Catholic church of

Father Angel, as Garcia is known. Once fin-
ished, he walks out of the warm eatery with its
interior brick wall and chandeliers, back into
the December cold. As he leaves, others enter
the 50-seat restaurant, some parking their trol-
leys in front of the bar at the entrance before
sitting at tables with white tablecloths and red
napkins. “It’s about giving more dignity to the
people who need it,” Garcia tells AFP days
before the restaurant opening, sitting dressed
in a smart suit in his San Anton Church in
Chueca, the capital’s gay district.

Next to him, homeless or cash-strapped
men and women drink hot coffee and munch
on pastries for breakfast. They will likely come
back later, when the church serves sandwich-
es, soup and fruit for some 200 people every
evening. “Up until now, people would queue
in the street to get dinner, in the cold and rain,”
says Garcia. “So we asked ourselves why we
couldn’t do this in a restaurant.” And “Robin
Hood” was born.

An alternative church 
The restaurant runs two services for the

homeless, enough for 100 diners who come
from the crowd that normally gets food at the
church. The church itself has become an institu-
tion since Garcia took over last year with the
firm belief it should be open to anyone, from
any religion. Not only does it serve the homeless

food on pews covered with white cloths, but it
also broadcasts the Pope’s appearances on tele-
vision screens, as well as football matches. Last
year’s nativity scene featured a figurine of Aylan
Kurdi-the three-year-old Syrian boy whose life-
less body washed up on a Turkish beach and

caused a global commotion-as baby Jesus, to
emphasize the plight of refugees. Garcia himself
baptises the children of same-sex couples,
which has earned him a steady stream of visitors
from all over the country, on top of those who
regularly go to mass. “More than 1,000 people

come through every day,” he says. The associa-
tion, meanwhile, goes far beyond running the
church and new restaurant. Horrified by the
treatment of children in orphanages, Garcia
founded “Messengers of Peace” in 1962 in his
mid-twenties, with a view of creating welcom-
ing homes for abandoned kids. 

From there, the association grew and start-
ed looking after young people with AIDS or
addictions, disabled children, women who suf-
fered domestic violence and the elderly.
Funded by a mix of donations, subsidies and
income earned from some of its ventures, it
also provides humanitarian aid abroad and
employs close to 4,000 people, with 4,200
more helping as volunteers.

Over the years, the softly-spoken Garcia has
accumulated a legion of stories, like the time he
met Spain’s dictator Francisco Franco in his con-
stant search for funds... and made him cry. “He
asked us what ‘Messengers of Peace’ did, and I
said it was for children whose parents had
abandoned them, or weren’t married or in
prison,” he recalls. 

“I saw some tears-he was old by then, this
was two or three years before he died-and he
told me ‘I was one of those children, because
my parents separated’. 

“It’s moving to see an old man recognizing
he was one of those children, especially
dressed in military garb as he was.” — AFP

In Madrid, the homeless dine out... for free

A waiter clears plates and serves dishes during a free dinner at the Robin Hood restaurant
in Madrid.

Lisa Ludwinski expects to sell more
pie at her Detroit bakery during the
holiday season, and not just to peo-

ple enjoying it themselves. She antici-
pates that customers will buy pieces of
pie for strangers through the shop’s “Pie-
it-Forward” program. Ludwinski, owner
of Sister Pie, launched the program last
fall. Shoppers buy a coupon for a free
slice of a pie, and the coupons get hung
on a wall. Anyone who visits can take one
down to get some pie.

“It’s a way to provide pie for a variety
of people - people who are hungry or
people who have never been to our pie
shop before,” said Ludwinski, whose spe-
cialties include Salted Maple and
Cranberry Crumble. Although the pro-
gram runs year-round, Ludwinski has
found that customers are more enthusi-
astic about it during the holidays.

Pay-it-forward programs seem to gain
momentum around Christmas.
Customers at Starbucks and Dunkin’
Donuts around the country have made
headlines in recent Decembers by buying
coffee for the person behind them in line
- leading to chains of hundreds of free
drinks in streaks that can last for hours.
Most people - even those who don’t
donate to charity - value generosity, and
paying for someone’s coffee is an easy
way to express that, said Patricia Snell
Herzog, an assistant professor of sociolo-
gy and criminal justice at the University of
Arkansas in Fayetteville who co-authored
“American Generosity: Who Gives and
Why” (Oxford University Press, 2016).

“It just makes you feel good,” she said.
“It’s like smiling at someone. You’re pass-
ing on visible goodness.” Also, nobody
wants to be the person who breaks the
chain, she said. “It’s put right in front of
you. This person in line is being really
generous. It makes you feel called to
respond,” she said. 

MaryJo Dunn was amazed when an
anonymous gift that she made in honor
of her late son became a pay-it-forward
phenomenon at the First and Last
Tavern in Glastonbury, Connecticut. On
Feb. 20, what would have been Luke’s
second birthday, Dunn bought a gift
card and asked the manager to give it,
along with a note explaining the date’s
significance, to a family having lunch at
the restaurant.

National media
The family that was chosen was cele-

brating their son’s birthday; they insisted
on reloading the card and giving it to
another family, said Molly Shanahan,
creative director for the restaurant.
Diners continued to load the card
through the next day. “It took off,” said
Shanahan. “It created this energy. It
inspired people. It was a flame that ignit-
ed the whole place.”

For Dunn, whose son died of cancer
in 2015, the outpouring made a bad
day more bearable. 

She and her husband, Shane, rou-
tinely buy coffee and doughnuts for
others and give the recipients printed
cards asking them to “pay it forward in

memory of Luke.” They find that these
small gifts not only keep Luke’s memory
alive but inspire others to perform “ran-
dom acts of kindness,” she said. “We are
so happy that people continue to do
this. It definitely lightens our hearts.”

Mason Wartman also has seen how
powerful pay-it-forward opportunities
can be. He has given away more than
70,000 slices of pizza paid for by the cus-
tomers of his Philadelphia restaurant,
Rosa’s Fresh Pizza. 

The effort started a couple of years
ago when a customer learned that
homeless people occasionally visited the
eatery, which sells pizza for $1 a slice.
The customer offered to pay in advance
for a slice to be given to someone in
need. He also told Wartman about an
Italian custom called “caffe sospeso,” or
suspended coffee: Someone who has
had good fortune pays for an extra cup
of coffee to be given later to someone
down on his luck.

Wartman decided to keep track of the
prepaid slices with sticky notes, which
soon covered the walls of his restaurant.
After the pay-it-forward program was
featured on local and national media, the
sticky notes became unwieldy and
Wartman created a button on the cash
register to record the free slices.
Customers like the program because
they can see it helping others, he said.
“It’s very transparent,” he said. “My
employees never ask, would you like to
donate today? It’s just out there.
Everyone knows what we do.” — AP

By Faten Omar

Kuwait Times caught up with British musician Sami Yusuf
just before his concert yesterday at Sheikh Jaber Al-
Ahmed Cultural Centre. Yusuf was named the “King of

Islamic Pop” by the Al-Jazeera network and listed by the BBC as
one of the ‘30 Most Famous Britons’ in 2009. 

Kuwait Times: Tell us about yourself. How did you get into
music?
Sami: I come from a family of musicians; I entered the music
industry when I was 14 years old. When you mix music with
commercialism, it turns out to be fake. Coming from a cultural-

ly rich family, I decided that I didn’t want to pursue such music.
When I was 21, after the September 11 attacks, I felt the need
to sing for a purpose and reflect the Muslim community. I felt
the desire to defend my religion and explain that what hap-
pened wasn’t a particular religion’s fault. It was a calling from
God for me to be what I’m today.

KT: How do you feel about performing live in Kuwait at the
Sheikh Jaber Al-Ahmed Cultural Centre?
Sami: I am very honored to be the first artiste to perform at
the Sheikh Jaber Al-Ahmed Cultural Centre. This isn’t my first
time in Kuwait - I have been visiting since 2005 for the Hala
February festival. 

KT: What message do you want to convey to the world
through your music?
Sami: My music is the message - I love my religion. I do not see
music as a tool but as a gift from God. It is connected to the soul.
In my previous album, the message was to preserve our tradi-
tions. In order to go forward, we have to preserve the past and
our identity. The terrorist groups are modern-day groups and
know nothing about our traditions - they have destroyed books
that carried the traditions of Islam. Art alone can portray how
peaceful Islam is. Truth is always connected with beauty - all
mosques depict beauty. ‘God is Beautiful and He loves beauty’.

KT: Whom would you like to work with in the future?
Sami: I will be more than happy to work with anyone who
strives to deliver the right message without worrying about
commercial considerations.

KT: Tell us about your new album.
Sami: My new album is a collaboration of one thousand
Islamic songs from India to Andalus. It took me a year to
research. 
I discovered that people are thirsty for tradition and it was No.
1 on iTunes and in the Western world. I felt I needed to show
another side of tradition, particularly to modern youth who are
religious but are detached from roots and traditions. 

KT: In your view, what are the main reasons for the lack of
solidarity and cooperation between the Muslim nation?
How can we unite our ummah again?
Sami: Islamic traditions are dead, but in my opinion, the most
important thing to do is to preserve our tradition. If we do not
preserve it, we might lose our identity. We live in this era, so we
have a responsibility to preserve traditions and pass them to
the next generation. 

KT: Tell us about your upcoming projects.
Sami: I work with Spirit foundation. We are trying to get songs
from the ‘Barakah’ album into schools, not only in Arab coun-
tries, but also in British schools. Every school has music classes,
so instead of singing the usual songs, we are trying to intro-
duce some songs that were famous in the past. I dream of run-
ning an institute in the UK to teach people about traditional
art, maqamat, Islamic music and music from all over the world.

‘Art alone can portray 
how peaceful Islam is’

Photo shows British musician Sami Yusuf. — Photos by Yasser Al-Zayyat
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Giving chains: 
Holiday customers

enjoy paying it forward 


