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A Blanc in Haiti (Part Two) 
 

 
Visitors to my office. (September 2020) 

 

In God’s Hands 
 

Taking a deep breath after two weeks of internal turmoil. I feel more settled, but there is still an 

undercurrent of unrest. Yesterday Baby (Orlane) and I went on our usual Sunday morning outing, 

our father and daughter time together to shop for our personal food shopping for the coming 

week. I also buy food for Jarline’s grandmother and sisters who live in the apartment adjacent to 

us. Normally we drive to the Caribbean Market in Petionville. Not yesterday. I just did not feel 

up to the 30 to 40-minute drive; I was also concerned about protests, even though Sunday 

mornings are usually immune for violent protests. I opted instead to go to a new market much 

closer to Santa Chiara in Tabarre, not far from the US Embassy. The shorter drive of about 20 

minutes takes us through a very poor area that has less traffic and is less prone to protests. The 

drive is far less tense than the drive to Pétionville.  
 

As I drove to and from the market, my attention was drawn to the vendors who line a long stretch 

of a narrow road. I felt the harshness of their lives, spending long hours under the blazing sun 

selling small amounts of fruit and vegetables or used clothing. They barely eke out enough money 

to survive. I want so much to walk the street and photograph the gritty people sitting on the 



ground grinding out a living. The future for the chronically poor Haitians seems so bleak, so 

hopeless. Yet day in and day out they go about doing what needs to be done to get through that 

day. For them, tomorrow is in God’s hands. I need to embrace that level of trust. I’ve got today 

to make a difference in the lives of our kids and staff. 
 

This morning the death toll in America from COvid-19 rose to 200,686. America is still grappling 

with the ramifications of the dreadfully sad passing of Ruth Bader Ginsburg. 
 

September 21, 2020 

 

 An Undercurrent of Unrest 
 

Something is still wrong. Yesterday there were three or four incidents during which I lost my 

cool, raised my voice, and truly expressed my frustration and even anger over the way things are 

done at Santa Chiara. As a friend in Haiti often says, “You have reason,” was very applicable in 

all the explosions. After the last incident, I found myself slipping back in my resolve to keep 

pressing forward. My heart was beating far too quickly. I started counting the days left before I 

returned to the solitude of Florida on September 29th. I am fundamentally unfit for my job in Haiti. 

I am not an administrator.  
 

One of our kids, a 10-year-old girl named Naïca, had worms in her poop. Yesterday, I was giving 

out lollipops, when she approached me. She was crying. I put my hand on her shoulder and asked 

what was wrong. She kept sobbing. I asked the kids. They pointed to her behind and giggled. I 

had one of the older girls bring her upstairs to the medical clinic. The nurse found the problem 

and gave Naïca medication. Some months ago, Naïca had maggots in her head. It was torture. It 

took me days to get her proper treatment. I mention this just to point out that in the midst of the 

personnel problems, we still have to deal with the normal challenges that so many kids throw at 

us each day. It is an exhausting mission. Last night, I found myself wishing for just one day of 

peace, one day without infuriating incidents. The inner calmness I seek is not materializing. I’m 

too easily agitated. I am still an emotional yo-yo…even when it comes to Jarline. 
 

The need for a place to live outside of Santa Chiara is intensifying.  
 

I fear my Merton book—Reading Thomas Merton in Haiti—is stalled and perhaps dying. Sad. 
 

This morning I woke up to the news that the death toll in the States from Covid-19 had risen to 

201,068. 
 

September 22, 2020 

 

To Do List 
 

The real core of my problem, my exhaustion, is how extremely frustrating it is to get anything 

done in Haiti. The work ethic of some of the staff in leadership positions left a great deal to be 

desired. For two years I’ve been struggling to get one key person to create a “to do” list and to 

try to plan ahead, creating daily, weekly, and monthly calendars. It never happens. So, this week 



I took matters into my own hands and created a “to do” list that contained 29 items, including 

one important legal item that we began four years and never completed.   
 

At the end of the list, I wrote something to my two top assistants to make it clear that I was fed 

up with how Santa Chiara was run. I wrote:  
 

Let me make this clear: SCCC is a Haitian operation. If Haitians cannot run it effectively 

and efficiently than I will simply close it. I will no longer tolerate bullshit, gossiping, 

laziness, lying, stealing, disrespect of people in management, thoughtless spending, lack 

of planning, and endless excuses for why things do not get done. 
 

It was not my frustration that pushed me to write those harsh words. It was my anger. For sure 

the gossiping, laziness, lying, and stealing are making my life and ministry more difficult. The 

staff does not seem to respond to kindness. Screaming seems more effective. But my rising anger 

is hurting me, disturbing my peace. 

 

Cherish Others 
 

Haiti breeds humility. Humility was the core virtue in the life of Christ, who always put himself 

last. Putting others first and placing less importance on ourselves should be central in the life of 

a Christian. This requires us to resist the impulse to put ourselves first and instead to sit at the 

back of the bus, or take the seat at the table that is the furthest from the host. Not easy. Old habits 

and patterns of living make it difficult for us to shift to a new way of being, a more Christocentric 

way of living where our egos and self-constructed self are in steady decline. Humility helps us 

live more and more by the Spirit of Christ and take up a life of following the words and deeds of 

Jesus. 
 

I recently came across the following from a Tibetan text called The Eight Verses for Training the 

Mind: 
 

Whenever I am in the company of others, 

May I regard myself as inferior to all 

And from the depths of my heart, 

Cherish others as supreme. 
 

In all my actions may I watch my mind 

And as soon as disturbing emotions arise, 

May I forcefully stop them at once, 

Since they will hurt both me and others. 
 

When my angry emotions arise and disturb me, I need to squash them. 

 

Last Place 
 

Last place is where the poor are. Where the poor are is where the work is the hardest and the pay 

is the lowest. Last place is populated with people who don’t count, unknown people, people who 

toil in the shadows for a scrap of bread. Last place is a place of poverty and pain, a place of 



overwhelming need. Jesus chose last place over a place of power. Jesus lost himself among the 

lost and the lowest, avoiding the elite of his society.  
 

To live among the people of last place is to encounter the weakness of God, the weakness of the 

annihilated Jesus who was nailed to a cross. In last place, my weaknesses are revealed, my 

distance from Christ uncovered. In last place, I see how much within me needs to be purified. In 

last place, I slowly see my good deeds are not enough. I need to give God the entirety of my being, 

give all of my love. I am still holding back much of what I must let go of to share more fully in 

the life of God. This stuff, life in last place, is not easy. In last place, my soul speaks to God. In last 

place, my words are turned into silence. In last place, I enter the mystery of God.  
 

Yet, every day in Haiti, I want to get the hell out of Haiti. Every day in Haiti, I know I can’t leave. 

This is my cross. Confession: my days are often filled with confusion and doubt…and, sadly, 

depression. My patience is running thin. I easily become angry. This pushes me more deeply into 

prayer. 
 

Jesus asks us to follow him. This is the last thing we want to do. Following Jesus leads to the cross. 
 

Last place is a very uncomfortable place. 
 

September 23, 2020 

 

Pouring Juice and Killing Bugs 
 

Yesterday I was more relaxed and at peace than I’ve been in a long time. I drove to the Caribbean 

Market by myself. I didn’t need much, just a few things to get me through the last four days before 

returning to Florida. I was a bit nervous about encountering protestors, but the drive to and from 

the market was problem-free. Many kids were in an out of my office. I poured many cups of juice. 

I gave out apples. I killed a lot of bugs…sorry St. Francis. 
 

After writing the previous paragraph, I pushed myself away from the computer and slowly made 

my way to the kitchen to get a second mug of coffee. It was 5:50am. It was still dark. As I walked, 

I wondered why I was obsessed with writing this private journal. 
 

I like these quiet, solitary pre-dawn hours. I have a need for them. I have not been going to daily 

Mass. I had thought I’d go every other day in order to conserve my energy. But I simply do not 

have the drive or desire to push myself out the door by 6:00am. I miss Sr. Immacula. The new 

regional superior seems a bit dour. I have not spoken a word with her; I’ve never seen her smile. 

Fr. Tom has been away. The replacement celebrants are not very nourishing. Heck, they are flat 

out boring and uninspiring. I come and go without uttering a word to anyone. For more than two 

years, I never missed daily Mass. I was hungry for some form of fellowship. I needed some 

spiritual conversations in English. Now, suddenly, the experience is empty and not worth the 

effort to get to the Sisters before sunrise. 
 



Sad to say, I’m still vacillating a bit about my future with Jarline. Perhaps this has something to 

do with the uncertainty about the survival of Santa Chiara. Everything is day to day. And every 

day is exhausting, a daily grind  
 

Meanwhile as I muse about these things, the American death toll is now at 204,057. In the last 

day, 1,034 Americans died. This is stunning. As the country spins wildly out of control, the 

political talk is sheer madness.  
 

September 25, 2020 

 

Three Hats 
 

Not long after writing the above, I was in the kitchen cleaning the coffee brewer, when this 

thought blew through my mind: one of the benefits of being a grandparent is that you can play 

with your grandkids, enjoy them, and spoil them—and then you leave, go home, and leave the 

tough work of being a parent to your child. At Santa Chiara I am both a granddad and dad. Plus, 

I’m the boss. Three hats, one head. I don’t want to be the boss of anyone or anything. I like the 

grandfather role, dispensing hugs and toys. I’m not up to being a dad, dealing with a child’s 

shifting moods and disciplining bad behavior. 
 

After finishing my kitchen chores, I went downstairs. Baby Ruth was in rare form, climbing all 

over me. Soon a platoon of toddlers surrounded me, immobilized me. I held Clare Marie in my 

arms; her bright smile melted me. Some of the little people picked flowers for me. After about 30 

minutes of being tugged at, I sought the sanctuary of my office.  
 

September 25, 2020 

 

A Place of Forgiveness, Pain, and Conflict 
 

Earlier I mentioned that I went to morning Mass at the MC sisters because I was seeking a sense 

of fellowship. It was more than that. I wanted to be part of their community. I wanted Santa 

Chiara to be a family, which is the most elemental form of community. It is disappointing that 

Santa Chiara, despite my wishes and efforts, never really became either a family or a community. 

It is a collection of individual adults, all with different dreams and goals. The common thread 

among them is poverty. It is also a collection of “clicks,” each with negative assessments of the 

other clicks and the people who comprise them. Instead of the pulling together for the common 

good, they spread nasty gossip about each other.  
 

Community is a place where we learn to care for each other, which makes community a place of 

forgiveness. Community is a place where the ego dies, which makes community a place of pain. 

Because each of us carries our own inner conflicts into community, community becomes a place 

of conflict. The values of the world are in conflict with the values of community. In community 

we learn to move from independence to togetherness. In community we give others the space to 

grow into what they were created to be. I’ve spent enough time inside religious communities in 

the States and especially in Italy to know how community is supposed to work. It doesn’t always 

work thanks to human weakness. 
 



I’m on a solitary journey amidst lots of people who see me as an important figure in their survival. 

They depend on me. I’m far from the experience of community for which I desired. Perhaps this 

is a good thing even though at the moment I feel isolated and very alone. Jarline is a lifeline from 

complete lonesomeness. Still, I often think I’d prefer a more solitary life. Three more days to 

Florida and blessed aloneness.  
 

September 25, 2020 

 

Out of Balance 
 

Yesterday, a series of things pushed me into a dark place. I became overwhelmed by sadness. I 

wanted to flee Santa Chiara. I steeled myself by focusing on the fact that I only had three full days 

left before I could escape to the solitude of my place in Florida. I was beating a quick retreat to 

my office, when I crossed paths with four of the older girls who stopped me. It turned out that 

they did not want the food that was being served for lunch. I unexpectedly invited them to come 

upstairs where I prepared a special lunch for them. I had them sit at the dining room table and 

served them. I pretended I was a famous chef and they were in my restaurant. It was fun. They 

loved it. Without realizing it, serving the girls lunch and making them feel special (which they 

are) was a way for me to beat back the blues. 
 

It is only through loving and serving your brothers and sisters that real peace can be found. 

Sustaining that peace requires the delicate balance between prayer and helping, between time 

alone and time for others. I think the core of my problem of late is that I don’t take time for myself, 

that is time to do nothing but relax and rest. Most of my “alone time” in my office in Haiti and in 

my apartment in Florida is spent working. The pressure to raise funds is constant. The 

administrative chores are endless. Keeping track of the cash and checking account in Haiti is all-

consuming. The credit card was rejected again on Thursday because we failed to notify the 

bookkeeper of recent charges. October’s payroll will be delayed a few days because I don’t have 

the funds; hopefully donations awaiting my return to Florida will cover the payroll. When I’m 

not consumed with Santa Chiara stuff, my focus is on writing a new book.  
 

All of this is a formula for burn-out.  
 

In Haiti, I can’t just get in the car and drive someplace pleasant or go out for lunch or dinner 

because the streets are unsafe thanks to protestors who set cars on fire or kidnap people. Tension 

is constantly in the air. Last night, I heard gunfire that sounded very close to us. It has been nearly 

a year since I spent a day at a beach club about two hours north of us, as the road to it was 

extremely dangerous. Inside Santa Chiara, everyone, kids included, are always tugging at me for 

something. The kids want a cookie or an apple or a doll or a toy car; the adults need money for a 

tap-tap ride home or money for rent or money for a doctor visit for their child. On my last trip to 

Florida, I never even went to the beach even though it is a three-minute walk from my apartment. 

I was too busy working my way through a long “to do” list that had to be handled in too brief of 

a time period. 
 

Doing good is not good if your life is out of balance. My life is way out of balance. 
 



Etty Hillesum wrote: “Every moment gives birth to a new moment, full of fresh potential, and 

sometimes like an unexpected present…. One must not cling to moments of malaise…because in 

doing so one may prevent the birth of a richer moment. Life courses through one as a constant in 

a great series of moments, each having its own place in the day.” That insight was clearly 

illustrated in the brief moment when I encountered the four hungry girls and turned it into 

something fun.  
 

September 26, 2020 

 

A Plague to Be Avoided 
 

“Prayer, love, spirituality, and religion are about ridding yourself of illusions. When religion 

brings that about, that’s wonderful, wonderful! When it deviates from that, it is an illness, a 

plague to be avoided. Once illusions have been abandoned, the heart is unobstructed, and love 

takes hold. That’s when happiness occurs. That’s when change takes place. Only then will you 

know who God is.”  

-Anthony De Mello 

Walking on Water 
[Crossroad Publishing: 1998, vii] 

 

I feel as if I’m walking on broken pieces of glass. I still harbor many illusions that need to be 

shattered.   
 

September 27, 2020 

 

After taking many hours to prepare yesterdays and today’s journal, I questioned whether or not I 

should actually send them. I feared that exposing so much of my fear, doubt, and anger might not 

be in my best interest. For me, looking back over the entirety of the private journal was a positive 

experience. It helped me better understand the last year of uncertainty. It also showed me how over 

time things did change for the better. My ex-wife no longer lives in Haiti, no longer harasses me 

or threatens any of the staff or kids. We discovered the theft of funds. The culprit, whom I loved 

and trusted, is gone. A new dedicated, smart, thoughtful, prayerful, compassionate man is in 

charge. The ship is being righted and on a better course. Many of the more troublesome staff are 

gone, replaced by more educated and passionate people who truly care about the well-being of the 

children. Even Bency is improving her behavior. The new leadership team has greatly reduced my 

level of stress. I can be in Florida without worrying that the ship may be sinking. For sure, each 

day we still face a tsunami of problems; however, we are better equipped to carefully handle them. 
 

In the last year, we survived the bloody protests and daily kidnappings, the brutal assassination 

of the president of Haiti, an earthquake, and a hurricane. We are still standing…and changing and 

growing into something more beautiful for God.  
 

I am at peace. 
 

May God give you peace. 


