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Looking Back, Looking Ahead 
 

“I am not alone in my tiredness or sickness or fears, but at one with millions of others 

from many centuries, and it is all part of life.”   

-Etty Hillesum 

An Interrupted Life and Letters from Westerbork 
[Henry Holt and Company: 1996]  

 

Perhaps you, dear Journal reader, are wondering why I’ve focused the last few days on 

photographs from 2015 and 2016. During these busy days in Florida I can’t stop thinking about 

what will happen by the end of August when Santa Chiara runs out of funding without a 

significant infusion of cash. The decisions that will have to be made are truly painful. It haunts 

me. When I stumbled upon the flash drive containing those old photos, I was transported back 

to those innocent days when my heart was truly opened to the suffering of children as it had 

never been before and I had the naïve notion to try to do something about it, even though I had 

no idea how to care for physically and emotionally deeply wounded kids. In the humble 

apartment in the midst of a small slum, the initial outreach to the children amounted to little more 

than making sandwiches. Soon a few kids were sleeping on the floor. It did not take long before 

I needed more space. Kids were coming—often on their own—to us hungry and naked. 
 

At the time, I had no computer with me, nor did I have my good camera equipment. I filled up 

pages of a journal with my daily impressions. When I got back to California, I summarized the 

notes, often written at night by candle light, into a polished story of the unlikely undertaking. 

Written from my heart, the stories of the kids and details of the long days filled with endless 

obstacles entered the hearts of my small circle of sensitive friends and supporters who felt 

compelled to help me help the kids. I simply wanted to care for kids by giving them a safe place 

to hang out while their moms struggled to earn a few pennies by spending the day on the streets 

under the scorching sun as they tried to sell their meager wares, such as fruit or toothbrushes. It 

never entered my mind that a woman would drop off her young child in the morning and never 

return. I had no glue what it meant to be a white person in a sea of black faces. I did not realize I 

was a symbol of hope for hopeless moms, that I would offer their children what they could not. 
 

I had filmed atrocious poverty all over the world. Living among the poor was extremely different 

than photographing the poor. In Haiti, I saw and experienced profound poverty up close and in 

a deeply personal way. In my films and books, I talked about people having no running water. 

But I had not experienced what that meant: that is, the physical effort of hauling heavy buckets 

of water to their shacks. I saw and experienced what it was like to live with constant need. I saw 

and experienced what it was like to struggle to survive each day. I felt the exhaustion of each day. 

I felt what it was like to live with mice and rats. I experienced what it was like to live without a 

refrigerator or stove. I felt the pain of severe poverty and overwhelming want. I saw what it was 

like to see a woman face a dreadful decision: do I feed my child or send her to school. I saw death 

take a person because they could not afford common medication, such as an antibiotic.  
 



For me, the last five years and two months has been a time of intense transformation. Haiti has 

broken my heart and changed me in unimaginable ways. Of course, I’m deeply concerned about 

the kids whom I will have to move to another “home.” It pains me to let go of staff that have 

worked by my side for years, many of whom have become more than friends. Drastically 

downsizing Santa Chiara to 15 kids and perhaps a dozen staff will also crush me. I can’t imagine 

my life without Santa Chiara.  
 

The painful reality is that I failed to see this day coming and to take steps to avoid it. Sure, I can 

offer excuses, such as the relentless challenges of each day monopolizing all my energy and time. 

I did too little too late to forestall the inevitable. It hurts to know I’ve failed the children and the 

staff. 
 

During these years in Haiti I lived a radical trust that God would provide what we needed. Every 

year of our existence blessed us stunning support just as we were about to collapse. For the first 

three years, we lived on a month-to-month basis. I still hope that unforeseen help comes to 

prevent the inevitable. Still, even if it does, I need to slowly, carefully, thoughtfully, and 

methodically downsize to a sustainable level. I pray for the chance to do that.  
 

No matter what happens, I will not leave Haiti. Haiti still has more to teach me. I’ve been a lousy 

student in the school of my own life.  
 

Of course, these five years brought an enormous and painful change to my personal life as 

Ecarlatte’s mental illness careened out of control and threatened not only some kids but also the 

survival of Santa Chiara. Forcefully removing her from Santa Chiara as the Board directed was 

the most painful day of my life. I have not written about her recent invasions of Santa Chiara and 

how she made it to my office as I was in the very early days of recovering from my recent life-

threatening illness. It was so deeply distressed by the incident that I was finally pushed to hiring 

an armed security guard to prevent her from gaining future access to the compound. She still 

terrifies me, Billy, and many of the staff and children.  
 

Mercifully, a sliver of light is breaking through the depressing darkness of Ecarlatte’s plummet 

into madness and irrationality. I’ve been graced with a friend who brings me joy and helps me 

smile. God always provides, often in unexpected ways. 
 

My recent brush with death has also given me a new outlook on life. I now better understand that 

suffering is an essential part of life; it has the potential to guide us to a new life. It is the story of 

death and resurrection. When I was so seriously sick, I really thought I was going to die. I did not 

cry out to God to heal me. I simply told my creator that my kids still needed me, that I had more 

to do to secure their future. In truth, I was ready to go. I was not frightened by my death. My only 

concern was for the children. 
 

Today, of course, is Independence Day in America. There really is no such thing as independence. 

We are all connected. I’m dependent upon God and each of you. No matter what happens in the 

future, God is in control and I will submit to God’s will. I will care for as many or as few kids as 

God gives me the grace and resources to handle. I take comfort in knowing I did the best I could 

over these last fives years and I forgive myself for all my failures and pledge to do better in the 

future.  


