
December 19, 2020 

A Lost Advent 
 

This six-year long soap-opera of Journal really began in earnest in Advent 2015. Before then, the 

“journal” was in effect a monthly report of my time in Haiti, written in California from notes I 

made during my monthly visit. The actual “Haiti Journal” began as a daily spiritual reflection 

sprinkled with stories of the kids we encountered and their miserable living conditions. I 

intended to end the daily journal (which was sent to less than 70 people) after Christmas. When 

I mentioned this in what I assumed was the last daily journal, many readers urged me to 

continue…which took me by surprise. So, I kept it going, virtually a journal sent every day since 

then. I bring this up because this Advent has practically been devoid of Advent reflections. 
 

Yesterday morning before Mass began, I scribbled this in my little, black notebook: “This Advent 

I’ve done little to prepare my heart for the coming birth of Christ. Christmas is less than a week 

away and I’ve no sense of anticipation. It will be the 73rd Christmas of life, my 6th in Haiti. It seems 

like it will be just another day of fleeting moments of sweetness and lingering moments of 

bitterness.” 
 

Christmas in the States and around the world will be different this year. So far in 2020, 311,764 

Americans have died from Covid-19. Their families will feel a deep void in their lives this 

Christmas. Social distancing during the current surge in the virus will change the nature and size 

of Christmas celebrations, which will be muted in many ways.  
 

My lackluster feelings about celebrating the coming Incarnation of God in our flawed, weak 

humanity has nothing to do with coronavirus. I feel consumed my momentous decisions about 

the future of Santa Chiara and my own personal future. In yesterday’s Gospel reading, we heard 

how Joseph was upset by the news Mary was pregnant and he had nothing to do with it. He was 

preparing to quietly help her and also distance himself from her. Joseph was breaking up with 

Mary. Before he executed his plan, Joseph was asleep when an angel appeared to him in a dream. 

The angel urged him to take Mary into his home because the unborn child in her virginal womb 

was conceived by the Holy Spirit. Joseph did as the angel wished. The rest is history. 
 

In effect, Joseph put the decision in God’s hands. I need the grace of Joseph in the coming personal 

and ministry decisions I need to make.  On a personal level I need to decide about the adoption 

of the five kids with my last name who truly believe I am their father. Should I let the lawyer 

move forward or just let it go. Also, for the past 14-months I’ve had a wonderful friendship with 

one of the women on our staff. It began on October 4, 2019, which was the feast day of St. Francis 

of Assisi. She brightens my days. She has had a private English tutor for the last year. We can 

now have long conversations in English. (Some highly attentive readers have guessed her 

identity.)  
 

I wasn’t looking for a relationship. It had only been six months since Ecarlatte moved out of Santa 

Chiara after three years of physical separation under the same roof. My intention was to fly solo 

for the rest of my life, which now seems unlikely. I know in my heart I can’t leave the kids or my 

lady friend. I’m just afraid to commit to spending the rest of my life in such a hostile place. I’m 



really tired of the daily grind and the constant frustration of trying to get things done. The 

unceasing concern about the funding is a huge burden.  
 

Life in Haiti is becoming increasingly more difficult. Before arriving at the MC sister’s gate, I 

drove past a line of well over 100 people lining up and waiting for the distribution of food from 

the sisters. The long line of people, including many women holding infants, was very sad to see. 

After Mass, the house superior was telling Fr. Tom that the day before over 1,000 people showed 

up for the special distribution of food for Christmas. Sister said she had given out 400 certificates 

to people who qualified for the special Christmas food distribution. However, people made 

copies of the certificates for their desperate friends. She said this had happened in the past, but 

never before in such huge numbers. She said she might not have enough food for the people 

currently on the line. 
 

Before Mass, I read Robert Ellsberg’s “Blessed Among Us” column in Give Us This Day. It rattled 

me. It told the story Alicia Domon and Léonie Duquet, two French nuns who were martyred 

during Argentina’s “dirty war” waged by a military dictatorship from 1976 to 1983 which killed 

thousands of civilians and countless others who “disappeared” after being abducted by the 

military and were never seen again.  
 

At first, the two nuns were engaged in traditional ministries. But in 1969 they moved out of their 

convent and into an urban shantytown to share their life with the poor. Sr. Alicia wrote: “I didn’t 

come here [to the shantytown] to tell the people what they had to do but in order that we could 

help each other and share in life’ joys and sorrow.” This was the line that rattled me. From the 

day I first began Santa Chiara, I had no interest in telling anyone what to do. I wanted the Haitians 

to run the place. I would offer guidance when needed and raise the funds to better serve the kids. 

I shared in the many sorrows the kids and staff endured over the years. But, for me there was real 

joy, other than seeing the kids evolve. I see now, that none of the staff have any interest in running 

the place. Few in supervisory roles have any passion for the work. Most are here for the food and 

monthly pay check. Little else is of interest to them. We make changes and improvements to the 

physical infrastructure when we have the funds to do so. The physical plant has greatly 

improved. But caring for the children only makes small, incremental improvements, all of which 

are instituted by Nurse Rose who would show up here everyday even if I had no money to pay 

her. Perhaps I’m being too harsh. Many of the women do care about the children. The kids do 

feel loved and wanted. But the women lack the educational skills to do things in a more 

enlightened way. In the slums, kids are routinely slapped and emotionally abused. Parenting 

skills are in short supply.  
 

A person wise in the ways of Haiti told me, “The people do not know how to care for themselves.” 

They have never been shown or encouraged to take responsibility for themselves. If you stop 

helping them, many Haitians can become vicious or even violent. Fr. Dumarsais once told me 

that people will not respect or love me more if I give them more. He told me not to do it for them. 

“Do it for Christ.” He also once told me that my staff will never understand or appreciate the 

sacrifices I make for them or that I’m putting my life on the line for them. 
 



Here is a painful truth: many people in Haiti make money off the back of children. The Haitian 

government does not really care about kids. They raise money from adoptions. I was told I 

shouldn’t worry about adoptions. Tell the government they can take all the kids because I’m 

leaving. They will never take the kids. They can’t take the kids. They don’t want the kids. They 

don’t care about the kids. They just want money from you for giving you the right to care for the 

kids. 
 

I thought about the two French nuns and the courage and deep faith it took to move from the 

relative comfort of the convent to a slum…to be one with the poor. My living quarters may not 

be very good by American standards, but here in the rough and tumble neighborhood where I 

live, my space is palatial. I wanted to be one with the poor. To a degree I am. But I am also very 

separated from the poor and their daily struggles, from their joys and sorrows. Heck, I would not 

want to live in any of the three apartments I’m renting for some of the staff.  
 

Back to the two nuns. Ellsberg writes: “On December 8, 1977, she [Alicia] and eleven other women 

were seized. Her housemate Sr. Leonie was also picked up. Though neither of them was ever seen 

again, later reports confirmed that they had been tortured and then tossed from an airplane over 

the Atlantic Ocean.”  

 

Mufflers, Generators, Stealing, & Shootings 
 

It was day of a parade of frustrations. When I left the MC sisters after Mass my car sounded like 

an old truck. The loud noise sounded like it had something to do with the muffler. When Patrick 

came to work, he took the car to a street mechanic who welded the muffler problem. It only cost 

about $15 to fix. Later in the day, there was a problem with the generator. Billy took the day off 

for some personal business, so no one knew the number of the company where we bought the 

generator and with whom we have a service contract. The solution was for Patrick to drive to the 

place which was located on the road to downtown. It was at least a 20-minute drive. I told Patrick 

that time was of the essence as it was already 3 o’clock and it would be quicker to get the phone 

number off the internet. He found the number, but all he got was a recording to leave a message. 

So, it was off we went. Traffic was unusually bad. But when we approached the road we had to 

take, there were absolutely no cars. We knew something was wrong, as this road was always 

busy. It was like a ghost town. No cars, no pedestrians. When we arrived at the store, the gates 

were closed and locked. All the businesses were closed. We found out there had been a massive 

gunfight which cleared the street for a few miles We were the only car on the road. We speed 

away. 
 

We had to do something. We could not go through the weekend without power. Patrick started 

calling people, trying to find an electrician who could drop everything and come. Our first two 

choices could not come. I told Patrick to call Mackenson and have him have the gas generator 

hooked up so I could have power to my office. The electrician search ended because Patrick’s 

phone had used up all its battery power. When we got home, he used the office phone and found 

a friend. While Patrick drove to pick the guy up, I investigated why the gas generator had not 

been hooked up. I was told we had no gas. We have a rule that the gas jugs are always filled in 



case of a gas shortage we would at least have enough gas to get to a local market. Because of the 

remoteness of our home, a car with gas is essential to our survival. Mackenson returned with a 

yellow jug used for diesel fuel. I asked where the red gas jugs were. He said they were missing. I 

asked who took them. He didn’t know. It was clear someone stole them. I had him clean out the 

diesel jug and we drove to the nearest gas station to fill it up. Later when I told Patrick about this, 

he said he has been asking about the red jugs. No one took the unitive to replace the missing jugs 

and fill them up with gas. This is the kind of laziness and incompetence that I face on a daily 

basis. 
 

Meanwhile, the electrician, who was an old guy, took about 90 minutes to get the power fully 

restored. The problem was not in the new generator, which I was relieved to hear. It was in some 

piece of equipment in the control room. It cost $100 to repair. But it was a temporary solution. 

There is a major problem with the inverter. I knew about this. An electrician submitted an 

estimate ($800) to rewire the control room and how the energy is sent to the house. I approved 

the work, but the staff failed to notify him…and so we face a sketchy weekend. 
 

A few days ago, the US Embassy in Haiti issued this warning: Level 4: Do not travel to Haiti due 

to crime, civil unrest, kidnapping, and COVID-19. ... Security Alert: U.S. Embassy Port-au-

Prince, Haiti (10 December, 2020) 
 

 
This is a common sight in Haiti. As are heavily armed soldiers. 

 



 
Armed soldiers breaking up a protest on December 10th  

 
 

Today news is spreading that 61 people were found dead in a hotel in Delmas 19. No information 

as to the cause of deaths. The hotel was no far from where we were today. It is really a crazy time 

in Haiti. 


