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Looking Back 
 

We look at scenes of refugees jammed into crowded, filthy camps around the world and shake 

our heads in disbelief and offer some uninformed comments about it, but we really can’t 

understand, can’t even imagine it. Then we go back to our own lives. This Journal began 6½ years 

ago (in May 2015) as monthly reports to the few people who knew about and supported my crazy 

idea to open a day care center in Haiti. At the time, I was living in a small apartment in a small 

slum. I had no electricity for up to 12 hours a day. I had no internet. I wrote about my experiences 

and feelings in notebooks. When I had power, I began organizing and typing the notes into 

something readable. When I returned to Florida, I put the writing into a polished document. 
 

The June 2015 Journal was 19 pages long, containing 7,188 words and many photos of Baby who 

had kidney surgery that month. The cover page featured a photo of a stained-glass window in 

Assisi of St. Clare of Assisi. The Journal was essentially the story of establishing a beachhead in 

Port-au-Prince gently putting my feet into the trouble waters of poverty will creating a home. Our 

first home was in Peguyville. The Journal documented my first impression of entering the small 

slum where the second-floor apartment was located. The house was surrounded by shacks. I 

wrote:  
 

“As I made the walk down the long, twisting alley, boarded on both sides by very 

impoverished dwellings, to the building where we would be living, I became 

increasingly more nervous with every step. The place seemed dark and ominous. I was 

overcome with a feeling that I could not live here. It felt dangerous…at least for a white 

guy.”  
 

That rough and tumble neighborhood was my home for six months. The Journal introduced my 

neighbors, a family consisting of an unmarried couple with a 9-year-old daughter named Sabine 

and a 5-year-old son named Sonson. They lived (actually squatted) on the top floor of an 

unfinished building. Their “home” had a roof, but no side walls. The woman was pregnant. The 

girl was always hungry. The father often hit the girl with his belt. Sabine was the first kid we fed. 

I often made her ham and cheese sandwiches we she devoured. The woman had a baby girl, 

Adele. Months after her birth, Adele needed surgery. She was the first child I escorted to the 

hospital and covered all the expenses. The mother still works for us, but all three children are no 

longer living at Santa Chiara because od reasons that are not germane to this reflection.  
 

The June Journal was sprinkled with humor. Back in 2010, in the aftermath of the earthquake I 

was filming, I met a waiter at the old, wooden Kinam Hotel. He was studying to become a priest. 

Six years later he had abandoned that dream. He often drove me around in his beat-up old car. 

He was a dreadful driver, prone to taking insane risks and speeding. At one point during a drive 

somewhere I said to him, “So you decided not to become a priest because you felt your true calling 

was to be a race car driver.”  
 

The July 2015 Journal was 30 pages long containing 5,835 words and a dozen photos. It too had a 

cover page. It was a detailed story of my daily life in Haiti. I doubt it was sent to more than 20 



people. I confess for me the “mission” to Haiti was rooted in my evolving spiritual life and the 16 

previous years of documenting the plight of the intensely poor around the work in over 20 

documentary films. I soon discovered that living with the poor was very, very different from 

filming the poor. I experienced the pain, the struggle, the frustration, the anger on a deeply 

personal level. No having electricity or running water was no longer an abstraction, it was my 

new reality.  
 

My computer in Haiti does not have the August and September Journals. The October Journal 

was also 19 pages in length, containing 9,625 words and many photos. The humble apartment 

was truly become a home for neglected kids, five of whom from one family (including twin 

toddles, both boys…who walked around the slum wearing only torn t-shirts, naked from the 

waist down) spent every night. A dozen or so kids came every day for food and games. It was a 

beehive of activity. I had no car, so I walked perhaps ten blocks (all uphill) for food each day. 

Without electricity most of the time, we could not keep food that needed refrigeration very long. 

Here is one short account from the Journal.  
 

Sunday, October 11, 2015 at 7:20pm. This afternoon we met a woman with three kids, 

all girls between the ages of 4 to 11 (I would guess). She was recently evicted from her 

home because she could not pay the rent. Her husband abandoned her and the children 

leaving her without any means of support. A woman down the alley from us, a lovely 

lady who is a teacher, offered to give the woman the space behind her small cinder block 

home where she could pitch a tent. We offered to help her get the tent. The woman and 

her daughters came to our place to get some fresh clothes and any shoes or sneakers that 

might fit. When they entered the house the looked dejected and sad. You could see the 

fear in their faces. We pulled out a suitcase stuffed with clothes. Each girl got a backpack 

and a dress, as well as sneakers or sandals. They left with smiling faces. They will be 

back at any moment for some dinner…and they will spend the night sleeping on the 

floor in our dining room. So, tonight the Inn will be filled with eight kids and one 

adult…. There will be long line for the bathroom in the morning. 
 

And so it went. Step by step, day by day, evolving into a ministry of service, albeit very small and 

virtually insignificant one to the overwhelming poverty that surrounded us. When I looked back 

on those early Journals yesterday morning, I shook by head in disbelief that we survived and 

grew into what we have become. Of course, the Journey was filled with personal, deeply 

emotional heartache for me. The end of my nightmare marriage that crumbled under the weight 

of my Haitian wife’s devastating twin mental conditions that ruined her life and threatened to 

destroy the beauty that had been created. I was forced to continue her vision by myself, as I could 

not abandon the children. Her dream, became my reality.  
 

The biggest step in our evolution came in December 2015 when we moved from the small 

apartment to a larger, walled property containing two buildings. More and more kids came for 

the day. But shockingly, within a short period of time, mothers who dropped of their kids at six 

in in the morning never returned to pick them up. Suddenly, the “day care” center had 22 kids 

living with us.  



The December Journal became a journey through Advent in preparation for celebrating the 

Incarnation of God. It was 152 pages long. By December, I had the ability to actually begin sending 

a daily Journal to friends and supporters in America. I doubt more than 40 people received them 

each day. Shortly after Christmas, I announced that the daily Haiti Journal would come to an end. 

It was simply too much work for me. I was really surprised by the response to that announcement. 

There was and outpouring of requests begging me to continue. The lives of the children had 

entered the reader’s heart. They wanted to hear about my spiritual journey. And so, I kept writing 

and writing and writing, day in and day, for 6 ½ years. Over that time, perhaps I only missed 

sending a journal less than a dozen times. I can even recall the struggle to write while battiling 

Covid in May 2020, dragging myself and my oxygen tank to my desk.   

 

 

This photo of Christella was taken on October 9, 2015. 

She is still at Santa Chiara. 

 

When I woke up yesterday morning, writing about the early days of Santa Chiara was not on my 

mind. I heard a snippet of news regarding the desperate Haitians camped out in squalid 

conditions under a bridge in Texas. This what I heard: there are about 15,000 Haitians with only 

22 toilets. This deeply saddened me. The process of retuning them to Haiti had begun. I saw 

footage men and women holding young kids deplaning from the first of three planes that had 

land in Port-au-Prince. I turned the TV off and sat in silence. 
 

There was much I wanted to say, but knew I couldn’t. For more than six years, the Journal, for 

the most part, shared stories of the children who entered Santa Chiara. Most of the kids had very 

troubled lives. They suffered from abandonment and abuse. Some were very sick. One died inside 

out home. Another child died when her deranged mother took her from us and failed to give her 

the medicine she required to survive. The Journal documented my struggles to live on the 

periphery of life. The thousands upon thousands of pages of the Journals throughout the years 

often included spiritual reflections. I came to Haiti primarily because it was where my spiritual 

journey was bringing me. Over all these years, I have steadfastly resisted (with one or two 



exceptions) offering any political commentary during the dark, tormented years of the last 

American presidency. And so, I knew I did not want to bring the politics of immigration into the 

Journal. I can only share my sadness over what is happening to my fellow Haitians and wish I 

could see just a little compassion be part of the resolution to their plight. These are essentially 

good people just trying to escape from the hell of Haiti and find a safe haven for their families 

and a chance for a better life. The American dream is in the hearts of the poor around the world. 

We once were a beacon of hope and freedom. Now we are a nation divided, incapable of true 

dialogue and mutual respect for each other.  
 

I am just one weak, wounded 

old man 

doing what I can 

for the kids and staff 

at Santa Chiara. 
 

May God have mercy on all of us.   

 

 

 

 
 


