
October 28, 2020 

In a Dark Place 
 

Confession: Since I returned to Haiti on October 10th, I’ve been in a dark space. Before Tuesday 

morning (10/27), I had not been to morning Mass at the Missionaries of Charity. I wouldn’t call 

the darkness depression. The darkness was more a matter of feeling crushed by the overpowering 

problems, by the constant struggle, by debilitating insufficiency of funds, the violence, and the 

staggering weight of debt. For well over two years, my attendance at daily Mass had become 

habitual. Sure, there were mornings, many of them, when I was too damn tired to push myself 

out the door. The only times I missed Mass was if I did not immediately get up when the alarm 

rang at 4:00 in the morning and I fell back into a deep, much needed sleep or if the writing of The 

Sunrise of the Soul was feeling so inspired, I elected not to stop.  
 

When I got back, not going to Mass every day was not easy. I felt guilty. But after not going for 

three or four consecutive days, skipping Mass became easier. I had lots of practical reasons for 

not going. I felt the early more time crush of having time to myself while being mindful of the 

6:00am departure time was becoming stressful. I felt it was better for me to have a more relaxing 

morning. When Fr. Tom was in the States, the fill-in priests, except for Fr. Hugo from Mexico, 

were not very inspiring. Ok, they were flat our boring. The many nights of rain left the dirt road 

down the hill a river of mud. Also, at this time of the year, it is still very dark at six in the morning 

and I really don’t like driving at night. The increased level of violence and kidnapping made not 

venturing out in the darkness both practical and prudent. When I ran into Fr. Hugo at the market 

on Tuesday and he told me Fr. Tom was back in Haiti, I knew I had to go to Mass on Tuesday 

because I really needed to talk to Tom about “the darkness” that was enveloping me.  
 

I arrived at the Sisters at 6:10am. When I entered the chapel, it was empty except for one older 

sister who always sat on the back bench. I do not know her name. I heard she was from Iowa or 

Idaho. I’d guess she is in her late 70’s. She is slightly hunched over. She was assigned to Haiti 

about a year ago. Before that she was in Miami. Ever since Covid-19 hit, visitors were not 

permitted to attend the liturgies. I was the lone exception. So, for most of this year I sat on the 

back bench not far from the old sister. In all that time, she never said a word to me. She was 

always the first in the chapel. She sat in silence on the backbench reading. When I entered the 

chapel, she sometimes would turn me and smile or lift her hand in greeting. Seconds after siting 

down on Tuesday morning, the sister leaned over toward me and said, “Gerry, it is good to see 

you. It has been many weeks since you’ve been here. Just yesterday, the sisters spoke of you and 

we wondered where you were and hoped you were OK.” I told the sisters some of the practical 

reasons why I had not been coming, the muddy roads, the darkness, the rising violence, sick kids. 

But then I said, “But in truth, I’ve been in a dark place. I’m not sure I can continue my work in 

Haiti.” I mentioned the money problem. I asked her about Sr. Francesca. I was happy to learn she 

was doing better, but too weak to attend daily Mass.  
 

The sister returned to her reading. I was reading when she again leaned toward me and said, 

“Gerry, I will pray God gives you what you need to care for the poor children.” I thanked her and 

again we both returned to our reading. Once again, she leaned toward me and told me that she 



had been reading one of my books. She said, “You have really traveled a lot.” I told her that when 

Sr. Immacula told me she had been transferred to Guwahati, India she was amazed that I had 

been to the city in India. I told her that I have Sr. Immacula picture on the wall and that when I 

feel “down,” I look at it an imagine her offering me words of encouragement. I also told her I 

tried calling Sr. Immacula but she was not home. She said Sr. Immacula was stuck in India 

because the train north to Guwahati (which I once took) was not operating for some reason.  
 

So, after a year of silence, the old sister and I had three short conversations in 20 minutes. It was 

nice. During the prayers of petition after the homily, the old sister voiced a prayer for my health 

and the support needed for Santa Chiara. When Fr. Tom entered the chapel, he was surprised to 

see me. He shook my hand. During his homily he pointed to me and said, “Our good friend Gerry 

is a writer. I’m not a writer. I think the subject of his next book should be based on the bent over 

lady from yesterday’s Gospel.” I nearly fell off my chair. Why? Because before going to the sisters 

that morning, I had decided to end my new book (Reading Thomas Merton and Longing for God in 

Haiti: Learning Wisdom in the School of My Life) with a reflection on that Gospel reading (Luke 

13:10-17). 
 

After Mass, Fr. Tom and I spoke (and laughed) for at least thirty minutes. I shared with him the 

litany of problems and my being in “a dark place.” Since Fr. Tom returned to Florida 16 days 

earlier, he said, “Every morning I sit alone in my chapel reading your book [The Sunrise of the 

Soul].” He basically told me to live what I wrote, to offer the struggle up to God. Of course, he 

made fun me, said many things that made me laugh. He was both irreverent and wise. He said 

the smartest thing I do is the week in Florida. He told me to remember what we both learned at 

the St. Francis Inn years ago, that it is imperative to take a day apart each week from the work 

with the homeless to stay connected to God in stillness and silence. He said, “You need that week 

away in Florida to slow-down and maybe prevent burnout.” 
 

On my previous trip to Haiti in September, I began feeling that my daily attendance at Mass was 

becoming a burden. The ritual became lifeless. While I was clinging to the liturgy, I was tempted 

to let it go. I did not. Yet upon my return, I did let go. While the Eucharist had been very important 

to me, I suddenly became incapable of appreciating it. Grace actually exists in that very 

incapacity. It is grace and grace alone that can rekindle the faith and hope I had in the Eucharist. 
 

It is grace that has allowed Haiti to grab hold of me and bring me closer to God. 
 

Another confession: Lately, my behavior in Haiti has been irascible. I’ve been easily irritated and 

testy. I snap at the staff and yell at the kids. (One staffer said of this behavior: “You have reason,” 

which meant my outburst were warranted.)  I often lose my temper. Of course, I feel dreadful 

after each outburst and have to apologize to staff and kids alike. On October 15th, the Church 

celebrated the feast of St. Teresa of Avila. My friend Robert Ellsberg wrote: “Teresa could be at 

turns charming, imperious, irreverent, and impossible, depending on the circumstances and 

provocation.” That is comforting to read. But it is not a license to be irascible. My heart and soul 

need to be flooded with a spirit of calmness and peace. Fr. Tom ended his homily by saying to 

the sisters and me: “The Lord needs us to build a better world.” Amen.  

 



God needs you too, dear Reader, to also continue your best efforts of building a better 

environment in your family, community, and workplace. Every act of kindness and compassion 

brings you closer to the reality of God. 
 

My flight to Florida departs at 10:26 this morning. If all goes smoothly, I should be back in the 

tranquility of Hutchinson Island by 3:30 in the afternoon. The “snow birds” from the northern 

States should soon be arriving in Florida.  

 

Surprise 
 

Yesterday at noon, I check my AOL e-mail address which I rarely use. I saw an email from JetBlue 

telling me I could check in for my upcoming flight to Ft. Lauderdale. I thought: How strange. 

Check is 24 hours ahead of departure time. I thought maybe they changed it to 48 hours before 

departure, as I was sure I was leaving Haiti on Thursday. When I open the email and tried to 

check in I was shocked to see I was leaving this morning. Instant panic. Could I be ready in time? 

I had things planned for Tuesday afternoon and Wednesday. 

 

A Sad Sorry…with a Hint of Hope 
 

On Saturday night, three girls engaged some very negative behavior which threatened their 

future at Santa Chiara. Two of them were older and one of them habitually misbehaved and 

disrespected the staff. The youngest of the three is Walencia. Wally turns 10 on November 8th. My 

original plan was to send Wally to her mother. Then I realize this was the equivalent of a death 

sentence for Wally. Emmanuella intervened in the story. Emmanuella is the Oskar Schindler of 

Cité Soleil. She scoops up sick or abandoned or abused kids and brings them to me. She advocates 

for and protects struggling mothers, do what she can to get them the resources she needs. I really 

have no idea how many of our kids (and staff) were rescued from Cité Soleil by Emmanuela.  
 

On Monday afternoon, I spoke with Wally. Patrick translated. I told was I was going to give her 

another chance if she wanted to stay at Santa Chiara. She did. She promised to behave and obey 

the staff. A few hours later, I saw Wally slapping her little sister. One of the staff tried to stop her. 

Wally picked her sister up and began running away. I yelled: “Wally!” She stopped in her tracks 

and put the baby down. A staff member picked up the baby. I had Wally spend time on the back 

steps. I called Patrick and said she had to be removed. Yesterday I was more merciful. 
 

I knew on Tuesday that I had to deal with these girls. This is when Emmanuella entered the story. 

Emmanuella does not speak English. She told Patrick that Walencia was “acting out” because she 

misses her father. I knew she missed her father because Wally tells me all the time. Her father is 

a very dangerous man. He was a leader of one of the gangs in Cite Soleil. He spent five years in 

prison. Emmanuella felt it would be helpful if she could bring Walencia to the slum so she could 

visit her father. I said absolutely not. I was not going to endanger Emmanuella or Walencia’s life. 
 

Patrick helped me talk with Wally. I told her that it was my intention to return her to her mother. 

But because I care so much about her, wanted to give her one more chance to change her behavior. 

I asked her if she wanted to stay at Santa Chiara. She said she did not know. This surprised me. 



She that if I was making her leave, she wanted to go to her father not her mother. I asker her if 

she knew her father had been in jail. She did. I said it was not safe to be where her father is. She 

said he would have her stay with a relative of his. I explained that wherever he sent her, she 

would be back to living in poverty. I told her that her father could not travel outside the slum 

because the police would arrest him.  
 

I told Wally it was not her fault her father was in trouble and that her mother was unable to care 

for her. I said that at Santa Chiara she is safe, she is not hungry, she goes to a very good school, 

and there are people her who care very much about her, adding that I’ve tried to be a good father 

figure. In the end of a long and as gentle a conversation as we could have, Walencia still seemed 

very withdrawn and uncertain. I told her to go play and she could tell me later what she wanted 

to do.  
 

I spoke with Patrick and Emmanuella. I asked them to see if they could contact the father, tell him 

the situation and ask him to at least call her once a week. I said to make sure the father 

understands how much his daughter loves him and misses him. 
 

About an hour later, Wally knocked on my door. I opened it. She came in. We stood silently in 

the kitchen for a few seconds. Then she said, “Yes.” I asked her what she meant. She said she 

wanted to stay with me. We hugged. There was another knock on the door. It was Patrick. I told 

him Wally had just told me she wanted to stay at Santa Chiara. He said, “Yes. I just had her speak 

with her father on the phone. He told her to stay with us.”  
 

Patrick then told me about the conversation he had with the father. The father wanted me to know 

how grateful he was for all that I do for his daughter, adding, if I need anything from him just 

ask. I said to Patrick, “Like if I want someone whacked, he’ll take care of it.” He laughed. But that 

was about what it meant. The father is a notorious gang leader. He has done some dreadful things. 

The father said that in his line of work, he knows he can be killed at any time. So, he is grateful 

that his daughter is safe and being well cared for. He said that if other gang leaders knew where 

his daughter lived, they would come to Santa Chiara and kill her. Patrick told the father that he 

was at Santa Chiara every day but Sunday. (Patrick never misses church on Sunday.) He told the 

father he could call him anytime he wanted to speak with his daughter. The father ended the 

conversation by saying that Emmanuella was a wonderful, caring woman, and he really 

appreciated her help. 
 

While the story had the best outcome possible, it is so sad to see this little girl being so sad about 

being separated from her father. We then called the older to girls to the second floor. Long story 

cut short…they were each given another chance to correct their behavior. They were happy. 
 

I had planned today’s Journal to consist of some wonderful photos of Brenda’s cooking class on 

Sunday when she taught the kids to make cookies. But it is already too long and I don’t have the 

time to edit the photos…I need to get ready for my surprise trip to Florida. I’ll send the cookie 

making photos from Florida in a day or two. 


