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Unchecked Human Exploitation 
 

History teaches us that pandemics change the world. Covid-19 will have a dramatic global 

impact. Seán McDonald, who is a Columban priest who works to raise awareness of the 

connection between justice and peace issues, environmental sustainability, and theology, writes 

in the 27 June 2020 issue of The Tablet: 
 

People are shocked and traumatized by the pain and death of loved ones and the 

economic chaos that Covid-19 is causing. But the connection between the destruction of 

the natural world—which, in little more than two decades, has given us Covid-19, SARS, 

MERS, Ebola, HIV, Zika, and H1N1—and the pandemic, is often neglected. Large-scale 

deforestation, habitat degradation, intensive agriculture, illegal wildlife trade and 

climate change have all contributed to biodiversity loss and will make the rise of new 

pandemics more likely. 
 

For a long time, we have known that viruses and pathogens have leapt from other 

species to the human population. The destruction of biodiversity means that this 

happens more frequently now than in the past; worst still, unless we address the loss of 

biodiversity, pandemics will happen at an even greater rate in the future. [Page 4] 
 

In discussing Covid-19 in an interview for The Tablet, Pope Francis mentioned the Spanish phrase, 

“God always forgives, we forgive but, sometimes, nature never forgives.” 
 

Everything is connected. Seán McDonald writes: “…the ‘common home’ humankind shares with 

the whole of creation faces a single and complex socio-environmental crisis, and requires a true 

ecological conversion.” [Page 5] 
 

What we do to the natural world will have consequences. We must change our ways of relating 

to the natural world.  

 

Don’t Give Up 
 

I took Walencia (aka Wally) to Mass yesterday at the Missionaries of Charity. She knows many 

of the words of the liturgy and loves singing. She is able to follow the English words in the 

songbook. In his homily, Fr. Tom spoke about the “noontime devil” that confronts all of us, 

especially those in religious life, priests like Tom and the MC sisters. The “noontime devil” 

whispers: “Give up.” Meanwhile Jesus says, all the time, “Hold on. Keep going. Hold my hand, 

don’t let go. Don’t give up.” 
 

Lately, I often think—and, unfortunately, sometimes verbalize in front of the staff—I can’t 

continue in Haiti. It is too frustrating, too annoying, too threatening. Over the years, Fr. Tom and 

I have often spoken about the frustrations and perils of being a “blanc” trying to help 

impoverished Haitians. But those chats were usually brief, held outside the sisters’ chapel after 

Mass, when both of us needed to get going. On Friday, during our leisurely talk on my balcony 



during his visit to Santa Chiara, we were able to dig deeper into our mutual challenges that others 

in the States, our families and friends, are unable to understand or appreciate.  
 

Before Fr. Tom’s visit on Friday, Santa Chiara nearly blew-up over a personnel issue. The woman 

Billy fired on Thursday showed up on Friday with some piece of “official” paper, some kind of 

notice that had my name on it. None of the English-speaking male leaders were at work. One was 

sick, one was off, the third was out on a special assignment for another organization. So, 

communication was nearly impossible. I asked the one staffer who spoke a bit of English to tell 

me what the paper was about. I was told it was a notice saying I had to go to the police station. I 

exploded. I crumbled up the paper and threw in the waste paper basket. I then heard that the 

fired woman was in one of the apartments we rent in a building adjacent to us. I pulled the paper 

out of the wastepaper basket. I stormed out of SCCC and marched down to the apartment 

complex. I confronted the woman. Mackenson was there. He speaks a fair amount of English. I 

had him tell her I needed her to rescind the complaint she filed or I would close Santa Chiara. She 

was unresponsive. I returned to Santa Chiara. 
 

I ordered all the employees except the cook and the teacher to leave Santa Chiara. I said they were 

all fired and Santa Chiara was closed. They looked stunned and confused. I made it clear through 

the one person who understood English that all of the staff had to go to the apartment and 

confront the woman. They had to tell her that she needed to retract whatever it was she said to 

the police or all of them would lose their jobs and Santa Chiara would close. I could see from 

above (at the back of our property) the ensuing commotion and loud talking. Everyone was 

shouting at each other and the fired women. 
 

Without my knowing, someone called Mr. Robenson, our security guard who was off, and told 

him about the paper and my heated response to it. Robenson hired a motorcycle taxi to get him 

up the hill to us as quickly as possible. I filled him in on what had happened. On Thursday he 

wanted to go to the police and file a complaint about the fired woman saying she had threatened 

to kill him. I asked him not to go to the police because I did not want to harm the woman and 

because SCCC had not completed (after four years of delay) our official recognition as an 

orphanage. Robenson said had he filled those papers, we could have had the woman arrested. I 

said I just wanted to negotiate a peace agreement.  
 

The woman somehow slipped out of the meeting. When Robenson came to the gate to tell me, we 

spotted her walking up the dirt road. He ran after her. She returned with him. They had a long 

discussion in the shade. Robenson came to me and said she wanted $570 in cash to forget her 

complaint. I said that was crazy. She threatened to kill you and other staffers…and we can’t fire 

her. Robenson told me that she was entitled to be compensated for being terminated, even if the 

termination was justified. He also said the “official paper” was not from the police department; 

it was from a government agency (a tribunal) that arbitrates workplace complaints. He said it was 

not serious, nor did I have to attend, adding that I could designate someone, such as Billy or 

Patrick, to appear at the arbitration hearing. He said I need not worry, that he could fix it. 
 

I told him to offer the fired woman $300. He came back to me and said she wanted $360, which 

actually was the legal amount I was obligated to pay her. (She makes $120 a month. She has been 



with us for three years. I was required to give her one months salary for every year she had 

worked, hence the $360 fee.) I said OK. In fact, I told him to tell her I would give her $400. 

Amazingly, she turned it down, saying she wanted to see Santa Chiara closed. 
 

To put this in context, the fired woman’s daughter was very sick a year or so ago. She was 

hospitalized in serious condition for at least a few weeks. Santa Chiara covered all the child’s 

medical expenses. Now the woman wants to see the place closed. 
 

Robenson said the woman was a simple, uneducated lady. She was part of a click that 

systematically spreads false rumors and lies about me and others in leadership. The core member 

of the click told the woman what to do, to file a report. It was all meant to cause me trouble. They 

believe I have an inexhaustible supply of money. They do not believe we are out of funding. They 

just want to grab all they can from me. Their goal is to sow division among the staff. The leader 

of this “click” has been with us since the very beginning. She is related to one of the key leaders 

of Santa Chiara. She was once a supervisor, but I had to demote her. She has been bitter ever 

since, undermining all we are trying to do. Every week some staffer complains about her. Nurse 

Rose has repeatedly told me she should be fired. Robenson said she is a cancer on the ministry 

and that we will never succeed as long as she is here part of the organization. I never know what 

to believe. I failed to take any action as the “evidence” and complaints mounted. I even heard 

that when she was a supervisor, she systematically stole from us. This, of course, cannot be 

proven, but many people believe it to be true. Again, to put this in context, the woman needed 

money to pay her rent. I think she was short some $700. I gave it to her as a loan. We deducted a 

small amount from her salary every month as part of her payback plan. Before she paid all the 

money back, I dismissed the balance owed. I think the canceled balance owed was about $300. I 

have treated her with kindness and respect.  
 

There came a point, after at least an hour after the lockout, that I had to let the staff back in. During 

the lockout, I was stuck watching three infants, praying I wouldn’t have to change any diapers. 

Robenson said three of the main members of the click should not allowed back in. I left the 

decision to him. All but those three entered. I had Robenson explain to the three others that they 

were suspended during an investigation into their destructive actions. Because they are paid at 

the beginning of the month, their two-week suspension was paid. Of course, I have no intention 

of letting them back in. I was simply trying to defuse the situation and give us time to figure out 

the financial cost of terminating them. 
 

When I picked up Fr. Tom, the first think he said was that he had had a very stressful day. The 

cause of the stress was problems with some of his employees he had to let go because he too was 

running out of money because of plummeting exchange rate and his inability to give his 

“begging” missions across the States because of coronavirus restrictions. I told him my tale of 

woe. He said Haitian workers could be all smiles in front of you then turn and stab you in the 

back. He said, “You can’t trust anyone.” I wish I had all the money that had been stolen from Tom 

over the last 30 years in Haiti.  
 

Later that night, a trusted staff said to me, “Nobody loves you. Nobody likes you. They just want 

you money and your help.” This is part of the loneliness Peré Tom often speaks about. To work 



on behalf of the poor in Haiti, as Christ would want, is demanding and draining. During the 

prayers of petition after the homily, Fr. Tom said, “Yesterday I was graced with the chance to 

visit Gerry’s children’s home. Lord, give Gerry the strength and courage to not give up.” 
 

When I got home after Mass, I was confronted with a medical emergency and had to rush a 

woman staffer to the hospital. She was in such pain, I had to all but carry her to the car. She cried 

in pain after every bump in the road I hit. When we arrived at the hospital it was closed. In Haiti, 

it is best not to get sick on the weekends. I drove her back to Santa Chiara. No one knew the phone 

numbers of our two doctors and two nurses. I went to the home of one of the doctors. She said 

she would come to Santa Chiara as soon as possible. I moved the sick woman upstairs and gently 

lifted her onto the exam table. Her stomach really hurt. She never stopped moaning in pain. I put 

my hand on her belly…as if I knew what I was doing. I was just comforting her. The doctor and 

nurse arrived at the same time. They gave her some medication. I must bring her to Grace 

Hospital on Monday morning. At first, they thought it was a bad case of constipation. But upon 

further examination, they believed she was pregnant. They had some go buy a pregnancy test 

which confirmer their suspicions. Before taking her to the hospital yesterday I told someone I 

though she was pregnant. They said no way. I’ve accompanied so many pregnant women in Haiti 

over the years, I knew the signs. 
 

After the diagnosis, and without my knowledge, they placed blanket on the marble floor of the 

blanket and had the mom-to-be lay down on it. When I saw this, I moved her to the lazy boy in 

my office where she sleep for five hours. 
 

Before going to bed on Friday night, I wrote this line in my private notebook: “I’m tired of doing 

the impossible for the ungrateful.” On Saturday, I had to try to imagine what it was like for the 

two women I had helped but then turned on me and soured on Santa Chiara. 

 

 

  

 


