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A Chance to Grow 
 

In the familiar parable of the mustard seed found in the 4th Chapter of Mark’s gospel, Jesus 

compares the kingdom of God to “the smallest of all the seeds on earth,” yet the insignificant 

mustard seed grows into “the largest of plants,” whose branches attract all manner of birds and 

provide shade for all. The lowly mustard seed is very easy to overlook, yet it is filled with life-

giving potential. In Haiti, mustard seeds abound, in the form of neglected and abandoned people 

who are being swept away by the ill-winds of severe poverty. But each person, Jesus tells us, 

contains possibility and purpose. I can’t help think of all the small kids in Haiti who are not given 

a chance to grow into the person God created them to become. The Santa Chiara Children’s Center 

is a place where some of those who are small and forgotten are given a chance to grow. 

 

Panic Attack 
 

Yesterday morning around 7:15am, I had a PTSD panic attack. My vision became blurred, as if I 

were looking through a kaleidoscope. I kept trying to type, but eventually I had to sit with my 

eyes closed for 15 minutes. I had an appointment with the podiatrist at 9:15am. Before the attack, 

I realized I had less that 48 hours before departing for the airport for my return flight to Haiti. My 

“to do” list, which had grown to 81 items, still had 19 things to do on my last two days. I’m not 

sure what triggered the panic attack. Maybe I was nervous about the Zoom launch of my new 

book. Maybe it was from reading about the early days of Santa Chiara or being forced to talk 

about the horrific aftermath of the earthquake. Maybe it was listening to the endless dire warning 

about the coronavirus…and realizing that I had dodged the bullet. Immunity is not 100% certain 

for survivors. I heard there is even a chance to get Covid 19 twice. Yikes.  
 

After waking yesterday at 4:30am, I spent a little time reading Merton’s Asian Journal, which was 

his last bits of writing that was carefully turned into a final book by his closest associates. My 

own daily Haitian Journal consumes much of my daily life. I’ve been reading my journals from 

the first seven months in Haiti. Back then, I wrote them in notebooks. Whenever I was back in the 

States, I edited and typed them and sent them to handful of interested people as reports on my 

trip. Here is an example of one entry: 
 

July 6, 2015 at 6:35pm. Around five in the afternoon, an intense thunderstorm rumbled through 

Peguyville, accompanied by Sister Lightening. Immediately, many people, including us, rushed 

to get empty buckets to catch the free water. They will use the water to wash floors and flush 

toilets…if they have toilets. One young woman stood on the roof of her building totally naked as 

she leisurely took a long shower. 
 

But, for the most part, the rain only intensified the misery. The street vendors had to scramble for 

cover. Still, the rain cooled down what had been an intensely hot day. In this heat, it is hard to do 

anything. Most people in this slum do nothing. Most can’t find jobs. The unemployment rate is 

estimated to be a staggering 50 percent, though accurate figures are hard to find or verify. Such 

widespread idleness breeds all kinds of problems. Many men pass the day playing cards or 

attending cock fights. I read that 80 percent of the population lives below the poverty line, and 54 



percent of those people live in abject poverty. Every day is a struggle for survival. From my 

observation, most people work really hard to earn the little money they do. There is no such a 

thing, in the many slums at least, as enjoyable leisure time. Most of the poor are extremely 

uniformed about current events outside their own neighbor; they know virtually nothing of 

world events, such as the tragic war in Syria that has killed over 300,000 people and left millions 

to flee their homes and live as refugees. 
 

To give you a sense of just how deep and devastating the poverty in Haiti is, here are some 

statistics I unearthed during the early months of our mission in Haiti that shocked me and also 

let me know what we were doing was just a drop in the bucket in the face of overwhelming need. 
 

In Haiti there is 1 doctor for every 15,000 people. 
 

Poor sanitation and widespread poverty have led to young children being 15 times more 

likely to die from diarrhea and pneumonia than from HIV/AIDS. 
 

1 out 4 children are moderately to severely malnourished. 
 

138,000 children die of preventable diseases each year. 
 

 

10% of children will die before their 5th birthday, largely from treatable diseases. 
 

I don’t know how I survived coronavirus or Haiti. Actually, I do know: the grace of God. I guess my work 

is not done. I need help to continue doing it, to continue to give little kids a chance to grow. My survival 

means nothing if Santa Chiara does not survive. It pains me to have moved some kids out of Santa Chiara 

and have let some of the staff go.  
 

I’ve been in Ft. Pierce for 19 or 20 days, which is the longest I’ve been away from the kids. I was 

supposed to rest a lot. And that directive was before we knew I had survived Covid 19. During 

this time in Florida I went to the beach once…for 15 minutes. I took one bike ride…for 10 minutes. 

I promised Mr. Mackenson I would continue to work out in the Ocean Village exercise center. I 

never went. Yesterday’s Zoom book launch left me drained and so tired I never did the things I 

needed to do. So, today will be jammed packed with stuff that needs to be done.  
 

Because I will be leaving for Haiti at 4:30 in the morning on Thursday, there will be no Journal 

tomorrow. Thanks to a suggestion from Elizabeth and Doc Bowen, I will not be driving. A retired 

man who has a shuttle service will be taking me to the Ft. Lauderdale Airport and he’ll pick me 

up when I return. I’m glad to be free of the stress of driving and finding a parking space. 
 

One more thing: my friend Jeff Fust has posted the Zoom book launch on the Santa Chiara 

website. He has completely redesigned the website. People have told me it is much easier to use 

and donating is also much easier. So, if you missed the book launch you can check it out at 

www.SantaChiaraCC.org  
 

Please share it will your family and friends. If we all pull together, perhaps we can raise the funds 

to keep Santa Chiara open beyond August without and further downsizing.  

 

http://www.santachiaracc.org/


 
From the Zoom book launch for The Sunrise of the Soul. 

 

Please keep me and the kids and staff of Santa Chiara in your prayers. 


