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The Road to Holiness 
 

Ten years ago, in August 2010, I spent two weeks living in a slum in Haiti. I wanted to intentionally 

immerse myself into the life of the poor as a means to discern God’s will for the balance of my life. At the 

time, my life was in shambles after a false accusation led to my losing my first ministry, The San Damiano 

Foundation. What follows is from the beginning of a book which I never finished. 
 

After five full days, I was ready to give up. Life in the slum was just too damn hard, too harsh. I 

was emotionally and physically drained. I didn’t think I could survive another day. I’ve filmed 

in slums like this all over the world, but to live in one is another story…a horror story teeming 

with rodents, roaches, ants and mosquitoes. Life without running water and electricity is 

exhausting and brutally difficult. The stench of human waste and rotting garbage is inescapable 

and nauseating. Violence and corruption are commonplace. The slum that had been my home is 

in the earthquake-devastated city of Port-au-Prince, Haiti. This profoundly impoverished area is 

known as Girardoville. Access to the heart of the slum is limited to one unpaved, bumpy, 

downhill road that is almost impassable. The grueling physical journey out of the slum is 

symbolic of the even more challenging journey out of the hopelessness of the place and a city 

where death and disease still linger in the toxic air that reeks of death. 
 

On August 16, 2010, during the night of my sixth day in the slum, I became very sick. I awoke in 

the middle of the night and was shivering even though the night air was still very warm. Despite 

my shivering, I was running a fever and was wet from perspiration. Worse, I could not stop 

coughing. I became anxious when I realized there was no way out of the slum at night, that I had 

no access to help. When people get sick here, especially at night, they die. It is that simple. 

Residents of this slum have nowhere to go for help; even if they did, they have no money to pay 

for medical treatment. Curable illnesses, such as malaria and pneumonia, quickly turn into death 

sentences. I was more fortunate. My fever ran its course within two days, and I was able to find 

a pharmacy outside the slum and purchase medication for what I assume was a bronchial or lung 

infection that dogged me for the rest of trip. 
 

In this place of overwhelming need, I faced my own emptiness and limitations. In a sea of black 

faces, I faced my own dark side, my own deep poverty and loneliness, my own weaknesses and 

doubts. 
 

In the deeply dysfunctional capital city of Haiti where extreme chaos and suffering are woven 

into the fabric of daily life, I found beauty, grace and a new way to look at life. I saw the futility 

of my own self-centeredness. In a broken place, I caught a fleeting glimpse of the wholeness 

where the unity of being resides, where there is no division between body and soul, faith and 

actions. In the harshness of daily life in the slum I came to see how hauling water could become 

an act of love that bound me to myself, to another and to God. In this slum, my understanding of 

myself, my life and God were stretched way beyond the boundaries I had previously experienced. 

This slum became a place of personal Transfiguration and a way through a dreadful personal 

crisis. 
 



Mysticism and mercy help us to learn to love beyond our present capacity. The mystic is simply 

a person who has experiential knowledge that God dwells within them, in the deep recesses of 

their soul, hidden but truly present. Mercy is a ray of light and love in the midst of darkness and 

despair. Mysticism and mercy form the bridal chamber of love. 
 

I believe my spiritual life is essentially a journey in which I move from what I am to what I will 

become. I’m just beginning to learn that life is a journey to weakness. The saints truly learned to 

live when they began to explore their own weaknesses. By God’s unmerited grace, every 

experience of weakness is an opportunity of growth and renewed life. Weaknesses transformed 

by the reality of Christ’s love become life-giving virtues. 
 

I’ve come to believe that the emptiness I’ve often felt stemmed from not realizing I was created 

for communion with God. Thomas Merton said it best: “We all exist solely for this – to be the 

human place God has chosen for his presence, his manifestation, his epiphany.” St. Catherine of 

Genoa expressed the same stunning idea by saying: “My deepest me is God.” If I’m not growing 

towards unity with God, then I’m growing apart from God. I need to be still, to be humble in 

order to move into a greater union with God. Only in stillness and humility can I enter into a 

dialogue with Christ. I need to bring to Christ what I am so that in time I might become more like 

what He is. To become more like Christ is a life-long, hard task which requires us divest all traces 

of ungodly behavior. The spiritual life, for Christians, is a grinding process where we eventually 

are ground into God. 
 

In following Christ, I’ve seen with my own eyes in so many unrelentingly bleak places around 

the world how life is filled to overflowing with pain and struggle. Following Christ leads to the 

Cross, and it doesn’t offer an easy way around it. It’s all about surrender. To become a disciple of 

Christ, to become fully human, means accepting a spirituality of the cross and renouncing a 

spirituality of glory. Christ humbled himself in order to love me. He gave of himself in order to 

love me. In turn, I must give of myself in order to love Christ and all of creation. 
 

I’ve filled up many frames and minutes of my films, many chapters and pages of my books, with 

words about poverty. So much of what I have written is merely empty rhetoric because I really 

was far removed from the brutal reality of chronic poverty, experiencing it from behind the safety 

of a camera and the shelter of a hotel. Even living for two weeks fully immersed in the life of the 

poor in a Haitian slum was not a true experience of poverty because I had a plane ticket out and 

a credit card in my wallet; I could go home or to a hotel whenever I wanted to escape the misery 

and protracted trauma. But it did give me a much clearer idea of just how terrible the lives of the 

poor are. Life in the slums and tent cities of Haiti is saturated with violence and boredom. Basic 

human dignity is snuffed out by the constant struggle to survive each day. It’s hard to imagine 

living a life without hope, and having to face on a daily basis absolute insecurity and complete 

vulnerability. How can we truly know and understand what it is like to live with constant 

degradation, desperation, uncertainty and hopelessness? After being home for only three days, I 

had already begun to slip back into my comfortable and orderly world where I do not have to 

give a thought to food and water…even though, by the standards of my society, I am a poor man. 

The mere fact that I had options places me far above the Haitians with whom I was living. 
 



Haiti was born and bred in hatred, oppression, deprivation and despair.  Empires came and went, 

flourished off that small island parcel, once paradise, today hell. The long history of violence and 

neglect has left Haiti so spent, so exhausted, so completely without any resources, that truly 

impoverished Haitians have barely a glimmer of hope or a vision of how to change their 

sorrowful plight. The poor of Haiti have been maligned, forgotten and neglected for so long it 

seems it has taken nothing short of a cataclysmic earthquake claiming tens upon tens of thousands 

of lives for the world to focus on this tormented sliver of humanity and become aware of the 

torturous conditions so many endured before the earthquake.  
 

Today the necessities of life are far beyond the reach of most Haitians, and the consequences of 

this reality are dire. Humans have a need to work. Combined with love, the need to work is 

essential. Works gives us a creative release and helps us feel valued and useful. Ideally our work 

should help us make the world a better place. It should connect us to the world beyond ourselves 

and contribute constructively to the well-being of our neighbors. Through our work we become 

co-creators with the evolving world in which we dwell. But there is no meaningful work in Haiti. 

Deprived of the deep need for fulfilling work that will liberate their creative potential, many of 

the poor have become apathetic as their dignity and giftedness have been stripped from them. 

The menial work they do find does not validate them or bring them any satisfaction or joy. The 

work is pure drudgery performed solely for a sinfully meager amount of money that can barely 

purchase the bare basics for survival. Life in the slums slowly sinks into a state of total 

dysfunction, despair, and anomie…and the slum becomes a womb that gives birth to an array of 

deviant behavior and violence. People in these kinds of massive slums around the world suffer 

from a deep sense of alienation, as they are cut off from any form of connectedness to the world 

and society surrounding the slum. Escape is not possible; hope is dead.  
 

During my fourteen-day-long trip (in August of 2010), I took about a thousand still photographs 

as I thoroughly documented life not only in the slum where I lived but also in two small tent 

cities. From my perspective, after three previous trips to Haiti, including one just days after the 

earthquake that demolished Port-au-Prince, and two subsequent trips (in October and December 

of 2010), the situation in Haiti seemed to be getting worse. One year after the earthquake, there 

were still a million homeless people in Port-au-Prince. Tents were everywhere. They lined the 

streets, filled the fields and were jammed into every open space. Many tents had become frayed 

from the intensity of the sun and the nightly rain storms. Infectious diseases were spreading like 

wildfire. Violence against women was rising steadily; rapes were commonplace. Many people 

were forced to bathe in the streets without the benefit of any privacy. The poorest of the poor ate 

cakes made of mud and polluted water. At night, kids chased the rats away with sticks. And the 

rubble from the collapsed buildings was everywhere. Traffic was a nightmare thanks to roads 

cluttered with potholes and debris from fallen buildings. 
 

By simply being in Haiti without any agenda, without the pressure of trying to make a film, I 

gained a clearer sense of perspective…about myself and life. In the slum, I saw how defenseless 

and vulnerable we all are, how precarious the human situation is. Every day people die from the 

icy cold of indifference and loneliness. But poverty is more than a lack of food and work…and 

options. Poverty is a destructive force that destroys the unity of the human family by dividing us 



into camps of those who have and those who don’t have. And between the rich and the poor, 

there is an impenetrable wall that separates us. That scandalous wall must come down. 
 

Contemporary society, with its ever-accelerating pace of life, is becoming increasingly 

fragmented and superficial. We’re in such a hurry we don’t take time for simple acts of kindness. 

For the most part, sadly, people worship on the altar of self-interest. Today, more than one billion 

people are undernourished, and one child dies every six seconds because of malnutrition. In light 

of such an overwhelming (and under-reported) disaster, compassion compels us to put the 

common good ahead of greed and profits.  
 

The structures of poverty and oppression are so deeply engrained that it will take more than 

occasional and random acts of kindness to uproot them. Unless there is a global movement 

toward working in solidarity for the common good of all we are doomed. But that kind of shift 

in understanding and consciousness is extremely difficult in our current environment because 

politics has become so riddled with rancor and divisiveness that a union of hearts working 

together for the good of all is virtually impossible, the mission of a fool. Moreover, thoughtless 

religious fundamentalism is fueling hatred and violence and reducing the wisdom of loving your 

neighbor to just the person living next door to you, as long as that person doesn’t subscribe to a 

faith you consider evil. Our definition of neighbor has been far too narrowly defined. Our 

neighbor includes everyone, and loving our neighbor excludes no one. 
 

Extending compassion to all people, even our enemies, is the very heart of the Christian faith. 

Jesus makes it abundantly clear that compassion is to be our central spiritual practice. And 

through compassion, we are better able to control greed and work together for the equitable 

distribution of the resources of God’s creation through the fullest utilization of humanity’s 

creative ingenuity, so that one day soon there will be no hunger on planet Earth, and that 

everyone will be able to fulfill the basic human desire to live fruitfully. 
 

 


