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Love 
 

For more than 20 years, I’ve been thinking about, writing about, love. Not the surface love we 

know and sometimes experience, a love too easily engaged and discarded. But the self-emptying 

love of Christ and the relatively few “saints” from all faiths who entered self-emptying love 

deeply and practiced it through extreme hardships and suffering. Our world has been wounded 

by violence and social exclusion of all kinds. Only through the power of vulnerable and naked 

love can we incarnate Christ’s new creation. We resist fully embracing Christ’s foolish way of 

love because we are reluctant to enter into an inconceivable mystery; we also fear the 

consequences of being in solidarity with all forms of poverty, which will cost us everything and 

demand some suffering on our part. Because radical love makes dangerous demands, we shun 

it. Before 1995, such a love was far beyond my consciousness. 
 

For the last five years in Haiti, I valiantly tied to live this self-emptying love, but virtually every 

day I failed in countless ways large and small. Contemplating self-emptying love is easy and 

often inspiring, but to actually live it, live it fully, seems beyond my reach. I feel I’ve emptied 

myself of so much, yet, in reality, I’ve so much more that needs to be sacrificed on the altar of 

authentic love of God and all humanity. Just a few days ago, I tried to escape the stuffy, dusty 

confines of my office for a little fresh air. Within two minutes of sitting down on a bench at the 

back of the property, a staffer approached me and said, “Mr. Gerry, I have a problem.” I didn’t 

need him to tell me what his problem was. It was the end of his shift and he probably needed 

money for the tap-tap ride home. He did. He needed about five bucks. I said OK, got up and went 

to my office for the money. I gave him ten 50-gourde bills. He thanked me. I decided to return to 

my office. I resented that “my time” on the garden bench had been interrupted. In stead of sitting 

and thinking about nothing, my head and heart were filled with the reality that I do not pay the 

staff enough and yet I need to cut their salaries during this time of financial crisis.  
 

This was, of course, a very minor episode, but it nonetheless illustrates I’m far from the kind of 

self-emptying love to which I aspire. Sure, I’m here in Haiti when I don’t need to be, but each day 

I put myself and my needs ahead of others and their serious needs. I am comfortable; those 

around me are not. Yesterday morning as I drove in the predawn darkness to Mass, I passed a 

woman defecating on the side of the dirt road. It really disturbed me. She probably has no toilet, 

no toilet paper, no bathroom. I see countless heartbreaking things every day…and do not 

respond. On Sunday on the way home from the supermarket where I bought (with my personal 

credit card) an $18 bottle of Italian wine and a $20 bag of frozen peeled shrimp, I passed a woman 

with one leg who was dressed in rags. She was seated atop a concrete road divider. Traffic forced 

me to be driving slowly enough to have paused an put a little money in her outstretched hand. I 

did not. 
 

Don’t call me—or imply that—I’m a saint. I’m just a flawed guy trying to be less so, a guy trying 

to be more fully attuned to the consciousness of God at all times.  
 

The kind of self-emptying, nonviolent love espoused by Jesus as manifested in a few heroic 

figures truly intrigues me. One such person, though never embracing Christianity, was a Jewish 



woman who died at the brutal hands of the Nazis in Auschwitz in 1943, one more victim of 

Hitler’s fear-driven hatred. Her name was Etty Hillesum. As a young nonpracticing Jewish 

woman, Etty was a philosopher and a seeker. Her intellectual attempts to understand the 

meaning of love eventually brought her to the heart of God…which totally transformed every 

fiber of her being. She became the love she had tried to understand.   
 

The details of that remarkable journey of transformation was recorded in Etty’s diaries and letters, 

many of which can be found in Etty Hillesum: An Interrupted Life and Letters from Westerbork [NY: 

Henry Holt & Co., 1996] 
 

Even in the unthinkable horrors of the concentration camp, Etty could write: “I live in constant 

intimacy with God.” [Page 44] Before her incarceration, she wrote: “The jasmine behind my house 

has been completely ruined by the rains and storms of the last few days, its white blossoms are 

floating about in muddy black pools on the low garage roof.” [Page xx] Here are more entries from 

her diaries: 
 

There is a really deep well inside me. And in it dwells God. Sometimes I am there, too. 

But more often stones and grit block the well, and God is buried beneath. Then [God) 

must be dug out again. [Page 97] 
 

But somewhere inside me the jasmine continues to blossom undisturbed, just as 

profusely and delicately as ever it did. And it spreads its scent round the House in which 

You dwell, oh God. You can see, I look after You, I bring You not only my tears and my 

forebodings on this stormy, grey morning, I even bring scented jasmine.... I shall try to 

make You at home always. Even if I should be locked up in a narrow cell and a cloud 

should drift past my small barred window, then I shall bring you that cloud, oh God, 

while there is still strength in me to do so.” [page 179] 
 

This morning I said to Jopie, “It still all comes down to the same thing: life is beautiful. 

And I believe in God. And I want to be right in the thick of what people call ‘horror’ 

and still be able to say: life is beautiful. [page 226] 

 

In his book Jesus and the Prodigal Son: The God of Radical Mercy, Brian J. Pierce, OP writes: 
 

Etty’s rootedness in God sets her free. Once she discovers the fountain of life-giving 

water, her heart expands to embrace the entire universe. Etty’s love knows no 

boundaries. Writing in her diary, she says, “German soldiers suffer as well. There are no 

frontiers between suffering people, and we must pray for them all.” [Page 156] Etty’s deep 

interior peace confounds those who live in a world void of any semblance of 

transcendence. [Orbis Books, 2016, page 167] 

 

Etty knows and lives the truth and beauty she discovered deep within her. Her horizon is so 

broad that even the horror of a concentration camp cannot defeat her. In contrast, I’m easily 

unsettled by life’s vacillations. I long for the inner stability and grandness that Etty knew. The 

road to that kind of inner peace is rough. It is the road Jesus traveled. We need to follow him for 

he showed us the way of radical love, a self-emptying love that gives everything away. Fr. Brian 



Pierce writes, “The crucified and dead body of Christ has been transformed into a gushing spring 

of life. This is what Etty Hillesum points to when she speaks of ‘the really deep well inside me.’” 
[Page 168] 

 

 
 

 

I return to Florida later today, on a 12:20pm flight to Ft. Lauderdale. I’ll be in Florida for ten days. 

 

 
 


