
November 26, 2020 

A Bleak Thanksgiving 
 

In the past few weeks, I’ve been looking over Journals from the last two years for a writing project. 

I was surprised by the number of times the Journals featured entries about our dire financial 

situation, how we could not survive for another month or two. Seeing all these entries more or 

less at once, I felt like the little boy who cried wolf. Yet the actual reality is that from virtually the 

beginning nearly six years ago we have operated on a month-to-month basis. We have been at 

the edge of extinction so often it seems like our actual address.  
 

Last week, two people have generously responded to my pleas for help. A friend from Ft. Worth, 

Texas sent $10,000. A board member from Nevada sent $20,000. A few weeks prior to those two 

major donations, another friend from Ohio sent $10,000. Prior to that a Hollywood-based 

charitable foundation gifted us with a $30,000 grant to specifically pay down our $42,000 plus 

credit card debt. That comes to a total of $70,000 from just four sources in the last month. 
 

After receiving $30,000 last week, I took a deep breathe of relief, thinking that maybe we could 

make it through Christmas, even though it would not be possible to buy Christmas presents for 

the kids. This will be our 6th Christmas in Haiti…and the 1st in which we will be unable to give  

gifts to all the kids. 
 

On Monday, our bookkeeper, who has declined to take her pay for many months, sent me the 

updated bank and credit card balances following the deposit of the $30,000. To be frank, I was 

too tired to open it. Even though Tuesday was another long, difficult day, I opened her report. 

We had a combined $44,278 on deposit in both the SCCC and PetB accounts. Nice. But we also 

had a total credit card debt of $28,124. That left us with a combined balance of $16,154. 
 

Tomorrow, the bookkeeper must transfer $9,000 to our bank in Haiti for December’s payroll, and 

also transfer another $7,235 to Haiti for the balance of the school fees. That amounts to $16,235. 
 

So, basically our balance is ZERO…or more preciously minus $81. 
 

We have been here—in negative territory— many times before. I recall sending synopses of our 

bank balance to the board that indicated our balance was minus on many occasions. For instance, 

on January 20, 2020 we were (minus) -$6,606, and on March 10, 2019 we were (minus) -$28,341. 

Yet, we survived. But this seems much worse. The dramatic decrease in the money exchange rate 

is crippling everyone. We’ve lost 50% of our purchasing power. Put another way, everything we 

buy costs 50% more than it did a few months ago. The increase in the violence, kidnapping, and 

protests that clog major intersections with burning tires is beyond anything we experienced over 

the last six years. Things in Haiti seem to be spiraling out of control. NGO’s are fleeing Haiti. 

Volunteers to charitable organizations are no longer coming to Haiti. It all seems hopeless. I think 

2021 will see a bloody revolution that will destroy Haiti. 
 

Thanksgiving Day is not celebrated in Haiti. For me, everyday I must give thanks to God for all 

those who have made the Santa Chiara Children’s Center a beautiful, loving reality that since 



May 2015. Since then, we’ve served hundreds of children and provided a living for more than 

sixty impoverished families. If my dear friend Sr. Immacula, MC had not been transferred to back 

to India, she would tell me, “Gerry, just trust in God.” 
 

Please understand: in this Journal I’m not pleading for help. My limited donor base is exhausted.  

I am simply alerting everyone that the Santa Chiara Children’s Center is really no longer 

sustainable. Over the next six months we will be forced to dramatically downsize. This will be 

extremely painful. Our current budget of $350,000 a year must be slashed to $150,000 a year. We 

must find homes for more than 30 children. At least 30 members of our staff will need to be 

terminated. In January, every staffer who earns more than $150 a month will have their salaries 

slashed by 10%. In truth, we will not be able to meet payroll in January. Starting in January, I will 

cut my already low salary in half. This year I’ve personally donated $11,050 to the ministry, which 

was a good chunk of my income.  
 

This is the brutal reality. I knew this a year ago. I should have acted sooner. I do not think we can 

handle more than 20 children living with us. My main hope is the 40 kids who are enrolled in a 

private school (thanks to the generosity of a couple from Texas) can finish the school year.  
 

We are no longer able to pay for the three apartments we rent; one for male staff, one for female 

staff, and one for the family rescued from Cité Soleil. The family’s unit has about 10 months left 

on the rental agreement; the other two apartments have less than a few months left before the 

occupants must vacate them. 
 

We will have to let go of one of our two doctors. We will have to let go of one of our three nurses. 
 

We must cut one or two guys from our maintenance staff. 
 

Every day I’m confronted with multiple pleas for help. “Mr. Gerry, I don’t have money for the 

tap-tap ride home.” They need less than two bucks to get to their shack of a home. Staff members 

need help with their rent. Just in the last two years, Santa Chiara has helped at least six people 

with their rent. The rent for most of the poor runs from $500 to $1,000 a year. Just in the last few 

weeks one staffer needed help paying for medical care for his pregnant girlfriend who was 

coughing up blood. Two women staffers needed financial help paying for medical treatment for 

their kids. Two kids who once lived with us for a few years are now older teens who have asked 

me for help to pay for their continued education, as both are trying to complete high school. 

People from the neighborhood knock on the gate saying they are hungry. I can’t step outside the 

gate without someone approaching me seeking a few dollars. Inside our walls, the kids are 

constantly asking me for something…a toy truck, a doll, a cookie, an apple, some raisins, a cup 

of juice, a piece of bread. Last week, a precocious pre-teen girl asked me for a cell phone. 
 

We have one kid who needs surgery that will cost $1,000. The surgery has been delayed because 

I did not have the money. I learned yesterday that the surgeon now accepts a credit card. Do I 

help the kid by increasing my credit card debt? In fact, as I was writing this yesterday, the little 

boy was sent home from school because his hernia was causing him too much pain. We had to 

take him to the doctor, a trip that ate up over three hours and blew-up our plans for the day. Two 



months ago, the surgery would have cost $1,000. When it came time to swipe my credit card, I 

realized the exchange rate decrease had increased the cost to $1,538.88. Patrick said to me, “What 

do you want to do? I said, “Do I have a choice?” Of course not. The kid was in pain. I paid the 

bill, putting the surgery on my Pax et Bonum credit card. The surgery will be next Monday, the 

day before I return to Florida for seven days. Over the years, we literally have saved the lives of 

at least four seriously ill kids and one adult who was just hours away from death. If it were not 

for our clinic and medical staff, I would not have survived Covid-19. 
 

I guess I should mention that Patrick and Josette also had to take Vanderson to the skin hospital. 

The treatment and medication cost $100…in cash. They were in the hospital for about five hours. 

Patrick and I picked up Josette and Vanderson after I paid for Fritzson’s surgery.  
 

The overwhelming need is endless. I am just one deeply flawed person. I too am running on 

empty. I wish I could sit in Starbucks and sip a double latte. I wish I did not have to drive around 

Port-au-Prince with an armed security guard.  
  

I am the least qualified person on the planet capable of running an “orphanage.” I hate that term. 

I always insisted on calling Santa Chiara a “home for abandoned kids.” The emphasis has always 

been on the word “home.” A home of hope and healing that is animated by love, mutual respect, 

and non-violence. I don’t have the time or memory to list all the mistakes I’ve made over the last 

six years. The only thing I bring to the table is my desire to follow the directives of Christ that can 

be found in Matthew 25. What sustains this humble effort is my passion and love of the kids.  
 

I feel my passion is waning.  
 

I’m worn down.  
 

I endure periods of depression and deep sadness over my inability to care for the kids as I could. 
 

I lose my temper too easily. I’m sick of the mean-spirited gossiping and bickering among the staff. 

I’m frustrated by government rules which make it difficult for me to fire two employees who are 

undermining staff harmony by their cruel, false rumors and idle gossip. I’m saddened by the lazy 

employees who are not paying attention to the needs of the children. 
 

There is no escape from my 24/7 work life in Haiti. My work day in Haiti is from 4:00am to 

8:00pm…seven days a week. It is a rare day when I am able to take an afternoon nap. Back in June 

2018, I spent two weeks in Rome and Assisi, as two Franciscan priests essentially hosted me for a 

time of renewal as they feared I was heading for a case of burnout. I literally have not had a day 

off since then. In my monthly week in Florida, I relentless work on administrative chores; if I’m 

lucky, I share a meal with my friend Fr. Dumarsais and with Dr. & Mrs. Bowen or take a short 

early morning walk on the beach.  
 

I am feeling wobbly. The ship is sinking. 
 

The sliver of sunshine in this dark news is that the rent in our house in Haiti is paid in full for 

another four years. We have solar power and a big generator. We have two cars. We have beds 



and cribs for all our kids. We have a small schoolhouse. We have a medical clinic. By the way, if 

you visit the Santa Chiara website (www.SantaChiaraCC.org), you will find a short, three-minute 

wordless video featuring dramatic images of kids (and me) being treated in our clinic. The video 

was made by friend Jeff Fust, who was our film editor before I made Haiti the focus of my life. 
 

2021 has been a dreadful year for the entire human family around the world. Covid-19 has caused 

incalculable suffering. On Tuesday, over 1,900 American died from the insidious pandemic, 

which has taken 260,807 American lives. I have a friend from Michigan who wrote me yesterday 

saying how difficult the year has been on her family; she lamented not being able to help me more 

than she has. While my need in Haiti is overwhelming, so too the world-wide need in 

overwhelming. I’ve seen news footage of the incredibly long lines of cars with people in the 

United States waiting for hours for a free box of food from a food pantry that normally serves the 

poorest of the poor. With so many Americans having lost their jobs, with so many small 

businesses closing, the need for food has gone through the roof.  
 

When I began to follow the poor man from Assisi, the saint who roamed the streets of Assisi with 

his begging bowl, I have tried as best as I could to model my life on his example. I have become 

a beggar. Francis went to extreme ends to conquer himself. For instance, the old priest at San 

Damiano, who came to love Francis, grew increasingly distressed over how exhausted Francis 

was at the end of a long day’s work restoring the church. The priest was so worried Francis’ frail 

health, he began preparing hearty meals for him. But Francis saw this kind gesture as a temptation 

that could easily divert him from his commitment to true poverty. Francis realized that even a 

simple meal in the humble surrounding of the poor priest’s home could be as addictive and 

comforting as all the luxuries he had once enjoyed in his father’s house, and so he refused the 

food and opted instead to beg for his meals. Each day, Francis would take a bowl to Assisi and 

go door to door begging for scraps of food. When the bowl was filled, he would find a quiet spot 

to sit and eat the leftover morsels of food he had gathered. When the contents of the begging bowl 

looked like a nauseating and disgusting mess, Francis managed to see his poor meal as a 

sacrament of divine providence which he ate with joy.  
 

When I used to travel to cities across the country to give my “poverty and prayer” presentations at schools 

and churches, I was usually treated like royalty. I often had fine meals at fancy restaurants. If I didn’t stay 

at a parish rectory, I was housed in a nice hotel. Then I showed films featuring starving people. It was very 

easy to get used to the “royal treatment” and all the lovely amenities that were showered on me. Crazy. I 

remember once being treated to three nights in an extremely elegant hotel in Spokane, Washington. The 

shower alone was bigger than many of the huts where I had filmed. Yet, the room actually distressed me as 

it graphically illustrated the unfathomable gap between the pampered rich and the destitute poor. Now I 

experience that widening gap every day. I cannot get used to it.  
 

After writing this Journal, I was feeling a bit downcast, so I did something to make me happy. 

Dorothy Day said we will be saved by beauty. On Monday, before I knew the depths of my 

financial woe, I bought a rake and some fertilizer. Never before in my life before then have I 

purchased either a rake or fertilizer. I had spotted a dirt area in the yard that was once Giles’ 

toilet. We no longer have the dog. So, I had the idea of turning the ugly spot in the yard into a 



flower garden. I knew Mr. Rolland loved caring for the flowers in the yard. When, with the help 

of a translator, I told him about my plan for a special garden, he became very excited. I named 

him the Executive in Charge of Flowers. We found an old shovel and began turning over the 

hardened dirt. We took turns with the shovel. Vanderson picked up the stones dislodged from 

the dirt. The ground had been prepared for the transformation. Then I read the bank 

statements…and cried. I was so sad over the prospect of dramatically downsizing Santa Chiara 

it filled me with sadness. And so, Mr. Rolland and I got into the car and headed for a place that 

sells plants in Delmas, 95. We spent about $40 for about ten plants. Rolland said, “The kids will 

be happy.” On the drive home he said, “God you bless.” What he meant was that God blesses 

me. For those unaware, Rolland is Ecarlatte’s brother. She may be gone, but five members of her 

family are still with me and Santa Chiara. 
 

I sincerely wish all the Journal readers and donors a happy Thanksgiving Day. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Peter Francis at just a few weeks old 

 

 
On this day, I remember Tamysha. 


