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After a Long Silence, Henri Speaks 
 

Back before I began my first ministry of “putting the power of film at the service of the poor,” I 

made a film for a Catholic film & television production company operated by an Order of priests. 

They were headquartered in Hollywood and had a long history in media. I convinced them to let 

me make a documentary film set in a L’Arche community in Tacoma, Washington. L’Arche, of 

course, is the legendary ministry that serves people who are physically and mentally challenged. 

It was founded by Jean Vanier, a man who once was revered as a living saint but following his 

death we learned how deeply flawed he was; we were shocked by his sexual abuse of women 

who worked for him. I read all of Vanier’s books and they had a huge impact on me. It was 

through L’Arche that I was introduced to the books by a Dutch-born Catholic priest whom many 

considered to be among the most elite of spiritual writers of the last century: Henri Nouwen. I 

consumed many of Nouwen’s 39 books on the spiritual life that sold upward of seven million 

copies worldwide. His deeply personal writing which revealed his own struggles with all aspects 

of life resonated with people across the religious, spiritual, cultural, and political spectrum. 

Nouwen believed that what is most personal for us—our brokenness, our insecurities, our doubts 

and fears, our jagged edges, and inner conflicts—are what is most universal. He died in 1996; his 

literary legacy still guides countless writers, readers, teachers, and seekers.  
 

That said, ever since the founding of Santa Chiara in 2015 and living in Haiti 70% of time, I rarely 

read any of Nouwen’s books…I suppose because they no longer really speak to me. Besides, I 

had no time. Yet, in Haiti, I do have one Nouwen book that is a collection of his letters on the 

spiritual life. During his lifetime Nouwen received over 16,000 letters from friends and admirers. 

He kept everything and responded to all who wrote to him. Managing correspondence was an 

integral part of his working day. His letters are stories, almost works of art. He was a careful and 

generous writer. He gave of himself fully to all who encountered him.  
 

Last Wednesday morning, after working from 4:30am to 7:15am on my Journal and a budget-

related document, I had a little time before I had to get ready for a visit from one of our doctors 

for a scheduled injection and to receive a visitor who would be coming at 9:00am. I stood in front 

of my bookcase looking to see which book would jump out at me for a little time of reading and 

reflection. I passed over a pantheon of my favorite writers…and stopped at Love, Henri, which is 

the book consisting of Nouwen’s letters. I skimmed the book as I looked for the text I had 

highlighted. There were less than ten pages that were marked. The paucity of yellow highlighted 

text was due to the fact that I never finished reading the book. I knew this because the was a 

receipt from a restaurant in Burbank, California that I often frequented for breakfast, always 

taking with me a book to read while waiting for the food to make it’s to my table. The receipt 

served as a bookmark. It was sitting between pages 15 and 16. It was dated October 21, 2016. I 

had a latte and a cheese omelet on a croissant. Not long afterward I moved to Florida to 

dramatically reduce the travel time to Haiti. Since then, it looked like whenever I opened the 

book, I just skimmed until something caught my interest.  
 



The Foreword of the book was in the form of a letter to Henri written by Brené Brown (The Power 

of Vulnerability and The Atlas of the Heart). Brown quotes Nouwen as saying he wanted to “live 

vulnerable with the vulnerable.” That phrase stopped in my tracks. I suddenly realized that in 

Haiti I live a vulnerable life among very vulnerable people. Not understanding why or how, that 

reality has changed and enlarged my heart. Every day in Haiti, anything can happen, most of it 

not good. Every day, I want to get the hell out of Haiti and go walk on the beach that is a two-

minute walk from my little apartment on an island of the coast of Ft. Pierce, Florida. My heart 

won’t let me leave, won’t let me abandon by abandoned kids or the staff who, for the most part, 

only see me for what I can give to them. They don’t care about me; they don’t even know me. 
 

Every day in Haiti, I must push aside my fears, my anxieties, my doubts, my pain, my loneliness, 

my inner struggles, and just be present to the moment. Doing so is often hard because I don’t take 

the time to be still, to listen to God and my heart because there is no time, no time for 

contemplation, no time for prayer. No time to feed my own soul. As Brown writes in her letter to 

Henri, we have “no time for connectedness with God.” We only have time for our smartphones, 

which we use to “schedule quality time with people we love using calendaring apps.” We become 

anxious over inability to enter into personal quiet time.  
 

Brown tells Nouwen: “…every one of us across all of the false divisions of religion, race, gender, 

orientation, class and country—we all crave the ability to touch love and be touched by love.” 
 

Love is all we want, all we need. Yet we are starving for love. Most days, I feel unloved by the 

people I live with and serve. Some days, I doubt God’s love for me…for anyone. The world has 

become very, very cold, very unloving and inhospitable. We struggle to earn another’s love, to 

prove we are lovable and capable of loving. It is all a big, fat waste of time…time we supposedly 

don’t have. 
 

At this point as I was writing this, I had a dreadful thought: No wonder my books are so long…just look at 

this long-winded windup to deliver a few quotes from the prodigious pen of Henri J.M. Nouwen along with 

a few (?) words of fresh commentary. OK, let’s go. Henri speaks: 
 

“My recent illness has really has really convinced me of the importance of not judging or 

condemning, not even our own past, and of looking at people with immense compassion and in 

the way Jesus looked at the adulterous woman and made her discover her own goodness through 

the eyes of Jesus and thus find a way to ‘sin no more.’”  
 

Being so deathly sick with Covid, truly feeling as if I was about to die, really opened my eyes. I was different 

for many months…more compassionate, more patient, more tolerant. But slowly, I lost the sense of inner 

calmness, taking things as they came, and began to worry about the financial viability of Santa Chiara and 

was becoming more agitated by the malevolent and divisive conduct of the staff, including the most 

important staffer. It became harder to look past the hurtful gossiping, the stealing, the spreading of false 

rumors, and the malice so deep in some hearts that some staffers were willing to destroy Santa Chiara to 

satiate their own woundedness.  

 



“Somehow, true ministry is letting other people drink the water that overflows from your 

fountain. Burn-out seems to happen when you let people drink your fountain dry and, so, have 

nothing left to give.” 
 

I know this to be true. Yet more often than not, I don’t do anything to replenish my inner fountain. When 

you are running on empty it is like trying to find gas in Haiti during the frequent gas-shortages. You watch 

the gas gauge move toward empty as you frantically driving around in search of gas station with gas. When 

you find one, the line is so long you fear getting at the end of it because you think the gas station will run 

out of gas long before you reach the pump. When I feel I’m slipping badly into burnout…I often look for an 

encouraging word in a book. I was surprised how Henri’s letters were speaking to me, to my wounded heart. 
 

This next quote comes from a letter Nouwen wrote to an assistant at a L’Arche community in France who 

was struggling with self-doubt and self-criticism. The man had written had written Henri saying, “It 

almost horrifies me to know that I am incapable of loving those people for who they are….” 
 

“As I reflect on your struggle, I simply want to ask you to be very, very compassionate with 

yourself. The older we become, the more we realize how limited we are in our ability to love, how 

impure our hearts are and how complex our motivations are. And there is a real temptation to 

want to look inside of ourselves and clean it all out and become people with a pure heart, 

unstained intentions and unconditional love. Such an attempt is doomed to failure and leads us 

to even greater despair. The more we look into ourselves and try to figure ourselves out, the more 

we become entangled in our own imperfections. Indeed, we cannot save ourselves. Only Jesus 

can save us. That is why it is so important to remove your inner eye away from the complexities 

of your own broken heart towards the more pure but broken heart if Jesus. Looking at Him and 

His immense mercy will give you the ability to accept your own imperfections and to really let 

yourself be cared for by the mercy and love of Jesus.”    
 

My heart is not always pure. Lord have mercy. My intentions are often tainted. Lord have mercy. My 

imperfections are numerous. Lord have mercy. 
 

“It is the primal experience of feeling not safe and not feeling unconditionally loved. Somehow, 

we got the message that love needs to be earned and that we are only worth loving if we prove 

this to others, and thus, whatever we do and whatever we accomplish in life, we continue to 

wonder of people truly love us and if God is really there for us with His unconditional love.” 
 

This is it about Henri…he makes all that is going on inside ourselves very universal and shows us that we 

are not alone in our inner turmoil and discord. So much of what screws us up is seeking love outside of 

Love…in a bottle, in a drug, in sex, in overwork, in fantasies, in the relentless pursuit of entertainment to 

distract us from ourselves. It is very painful to believe that if anyone really knew you that they would not 

be able to love you. This too is an insidious form of poverty: I am worthless. 
 

Henri experienced periods of profound depression and hopelessness to the point it left him with “physical 

and emotional exhaustion” that overwhelmed him to the point he “could no longer run away from it and 

had to live it through.”  

 



“…this is very hard for me. Our Lord is pruning me, purify me, simplifying me. I have to let go 

of so much so that Jesus can become my only desire.” 
 

None of us really wants to be pruned, purified, and simplified. It sounds too painful. We don’t want to let 

go of anything…even our sins. 
 

“One thing that seems very clear to me is that even when you live a very intense type of service, 

you keep at least one hour a day free for prayer. My sense is that, if we are no longer centered by 

Jesus in prayer, it becomes harder and harder to experience Him in the people we work with. … 

I think it is very important that you ‘spoil’ yourself—spend some time with Jesus and Him alone. 

… Somehow the marketplace and the soul have to stay together.” 
 

In one of his books, Nouwen wrote: “Prayer is the bridge between my unconscious and conscious 

life. Prayer connects my mind with my heart, my will with my passions, my brain with my belly. 

Prayer is the divine instrument of my wholeness, unity, and inner peace.” 
  

The paucity of my prayer life concerns and frightens me. I know I need to do better. 
 

I really believe that it is possible for you to develop a simple life of prayer that can give you that 

‘holy indifference.’ By that, I mean the place where you feel so truly safe and so well held that the 

ups and downs of your life aren’t able to distress you or excite you. I have personally found much 

help in spending every day a little time just repeating in my mind a sacred text such as the prayer 

of St. Francis, ‘Make me an instrument of your peace…’ When I let these words enter deeply into 

my consciousness, something new in me happens and I am moved beyond the places where 

exultation or depression dwell.” 
 

Wow. For me the sacred mantra is the Jesus Prayer.  
 

Santa Chiara is an instrument of peace doing the best we can to bring hope and healing to our wonderful, 

beloved children.  
 

I know this has been a rather unusual Journal, but it seemed to write itself and, in the process, brought me 

to a very peaceful state in which I was able to appreciate all the good being done at Santa Chiara. 
 

Update: A few days ago, I mentioned the thugs with guns at our gate demanding that we hire 

three people. We scheduled a meeting with the “leader.” Gabens felt it best I not attend. He and 

the social worker meet with him. We said we could not and would give them money or hire any 

of their family members. What we could and will do is send two of their children to public school 

and pay all the fees, tuition, books, and uniforms. Amazingly, a peace agreement was 

consummated. It will cost us about $400. The beauty of this is the benefit will redound to two 

kids, not the gang leader or members. Technically, they are not a gang. They are “neighborhood 

leaders.” As I type these closing words it is 2:15pm on Thursday afternoon. Police sirens have 

been wailing nonstop for at least 15 minutes. Something bad is happening somewhere nearby. 

Also, the guys now spend about three hours a day searching for gas. The price of a gallon of gas 

has tripled. Moreover, we must pay cash. Our cash supply is rapidly diminishing. 


