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My Unbelief 
 

The novelist Graham Greene once said to a Spanish priest, “I don’t believe my unbelief.” Wow. 

That perfectly expresses my state of being in my atheist days. I couldn’t believe in God. But I so 

dearly wanted to believe. My doubt was like a parched desert. There was no nourishment, no 

comfort, no solace. Just dryness and thirst. Doubt, I see now, is part of faith. Graham Greene’s 

acceptance of Catholicism was tepid, but he felt he “must always keep a foot in the door” of the 

Church. Greene’s priest friend said to him, “I don’t ‘believe in God, I touch him.” Another 

wonderful summation of faith. In Haiti, I often sense the presence of God. I feel on a deep level, 

that God is leading me, providing for me, and protecting me. When I look at a suffering Haiti, 

especially old people and kids, I feel I am looking at them the way God sees them, that is with 

mercy, compassion, and kindness. I have a hard time saying “no” to a person in need. Of course, 

I’m in need.  
 

When my ministry was making poverty films. I often joked, “I make films no one wants to see 

with money I don’t have.” Now I care for kids no one wants with money I don’t have. I call that 

faith. Belief is not part of the equation.  
 

The opening line of his novel The End of the Affair, Graham Greene writes: “A story has no 

beginning or end: arbitrarily one chooses that moment of experience from which to look back or 

from which to look ahead.” My story began late in life. I was 48 years old when I sat down in an 

empty church in Rome. I did no enter the church to pray. I simply was looking for a quiet, cool 

space to sit and rest, as I soaked in the beauty of the sacred space. Without warning, an empty 

church and an empty man became a meeting place for God to mysteriously slip into my life. In 

that transformative moment, I went from doubting the existence of God to knowing on a deep 

level that God was real and that God loved me. In a flash, everything changed.  
 

I had been drawn to Italy in 1995 by the life of St. Francis of Assisi. While I did not believe in God, 

the lives of the saints greatly attracted me and sparked my imagination. I wanted to understand 

how St. Francis could believe that poverty was our highest calling. I followed St. Francis by 

writing about St. Francis. In following him, I eventually had to walk down poverty road. 

Returning to the faith of my youth was not easy. So much about the Catholic Church really 

bothered me. The Church’s attitude toward celibacy for priests, their suppression of women, their 

rejection of gays, their shunning of divorced people, was going to eventually spell doom for it—

growth is not possible when you turn your back on large swaths of humanity. Yet, my brain 

seemed wired for Catholicism. While I was naturally enticed by Buddhism, I felt that as I moved 

toward God, I had to stick with what I knew, that is Catholicism. I pretty much ignored the 

hierarchy of the Church, though I was encouraged by the life and witness of Pope Francis, who 

embraced simplicity, comforted the poor, and cared for creation. Inside the Vatican, however, 

there is significant force of prelates who oppose him at every turn. 
 

The message of Jesus and the example of St. Francis convinced me that growing closer to God 

required letting go of all that I had thought was important to me. That was scary. The saints 

walked away from everything, leaving family, friends, and jobs to embrace a radically new way 



of living. I did not think I had the bravery of Dorothy Day or Oscar Romero. I could film the poor, 

but living among the poor was a bridge to far to cross. Until I did. 
 

In order to understand St. Francis’ love of poverty, which made no sense to me, I traveled to a 

slum in Philadelphia to spend time with Franciscan friars who served the homeless. It was an 

eye-opener. The humble soup kitchen, the St. Francis Inn, dramatically changed my life, my point 

of view, and put me on a course to the worst slums in Africa, Central and South America, the 

Caribbean, Mexico, The Philippines and India. Poverty Road made me into the person I was 

created to be. I became a wounded healer.  
 

As the world has been brought to its knees by Covid-19, it is clear that we are living in a loaves 

and fishes’ moment. The need is overwhelming. But there are only a few loaves of bread and a 

few small fishes to feed a hungry world. This common need pushes us to accept the common 

good, to look out for the weakest among us, to strive for the health of the whole.  
 

Individualism is dying. A new reality is slowly, painfully being born. Love your neighbor. It is 

that simple, that hard. Your neighbor is not just the family living next door to you. Your neighbor 

is everyone. Your home is all of creation. All members of the animal kingdom are your sisters and 

brothers. The key to this new reality is mercy and forgiveness. I am learning to forgive myself, 

which makes it easier to forgive others, including those who have hurt me the most. We are all 

children of the living God. We are all united in a bond of love. Let’s live that reality.  
 

Amen. 
 

 

Very high winds and rough seas yesterday morning. 

 


