
July 6, 2020 

Memories of Italy 
 

During these quiet days of isolation and solitude, I’m reflecting on my life’s journey for the last 25 years 

since my flash of insight in an empty church in Rome. Often over the years since then I’ve scratched my 

head at the wonder of all my global travels, asking how and why all this happened, how my life became 

focused on the suffering endured by millions upon millions of people living in dire, unrelenting poverty. In 

writing about those early years when Rome became my home away from home, I recently came across an 

entry in my private journal that spoke volumes to me. Rather than write about Ft. Pierce or Haiti today I 

decided to share that journal entry with you. 
 

Roma v. Sluma 
 

June 7, 2000, Rome, Italy. During my annual visits to Rome since 1995 to teach my month-long 

course at the Pontifical Gregorian University, the streets of this vibrant city never failed to excite 

me. I loved just walking around the city, taking in the sights and sounds. I loved Rome’s style 

and grace...and its flair, which all too frequently bordered on excessive. During all those visits, I 

walked the streets for endless hours, always seeing more and more. The pulsating energy of the 

city energized me. The art, history, and beauty of the city inspired me. The people and fashions 

were an infinite source of fascination. 
 

But none of the allure of any of these things interested me this time. I walked the streets for about 

four hours during each of the three full, free days I had before the pilgrimage began. I walked 

from Sant´ Isidoro to the Vatican at least six times, always taking different routes, never retracing 

my steps. As I covered the familiar ground an unfamiliar feeling shadowed my steps: apathy, 

detachment, dislike. 
 

Today, as I walked down the Spanish Steps, stepping past hordes of tourists soaking in the sun 

and quickly licking giant scoops of melting, delicious gelato, I asked myself why I was not feeling 

my usual sense of excitement over the visual feast spread before me. I did not understand my 

lack of enthusiasm for a city that has never failed to inspire and invigorate me. Then it hit me: 

crazy as it might sound, I’d rather be walking in the slums of Nairobi or Manila or Calcutta. 
 

After spending so much time in the slums of so many impoverished cities, I was able to see below 

the surface of the glamour and style of Rome. I also saw clearly the huge gap between the “have’s” 

and the “have not’s.” The slums showed me the true face of humanity; Rome showed me the 

masks that cover our humanity. In the slums, I saw real life, laced with struggles and simple 

pleasures and extraordinary acts of kindness; in the slums I felt the love and mercy of God. In 

their poverty I saw my poverty. In their need I saw my abundance. The poor showed me the 

beauty of simplicity and the power of love. They showed me what real courage and determination 

was. In Rome, I saw how truly superficial life can be, people hurrying from here to there in hot 

pursuit of money, power, sex, fame, glamour, personal gratification; store after store enticing you 

with things you really do not need in order to deaden the pain you are hardly aware exists 

because you are so busy. Cell phones, short skirts, silk ties, gold jewelry, diamond rings, leather 

purses, antique furniture, luxury cars, fine wines, gourmet delicacies...so many goodies on 



display, creating so many desires, so much anxiety. Life is blur, a merry-go-round of sights and 

sounds. I’ll take the reality of the slums. 
 

For St. Francis of Assisi, the essential ingredient of Gospel poverty is “living without grasping.” 

For most of us today, our lives are marked by a hunger to grab all we can. 
 

 
 

 


