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The Preferential Option for the Poor 
 

My ministry, covering 22 years under three iterations, has been devoted to the poor. In order to 

learn about the poor, I had to go live among the poor. As the famed liberation theologian Gustavo 

Gutiérrez, a Dominican priest from Peru, has suggested, in order to understand the poor, you 

need to be one with the poor, sharing in their suffering. Spending time among the poor, I was 

able to see—with my heart—their humanity and dignity, and better understand the 

circumstances that forced them to live in a prison of suffering and overwhelming want. 
 

 

Photo of a cross given to me by Fr. Gustavo Gutiérrez, O.P., 

who is known as the father of liberation theology. 

The first thing I put on a wall in my new home in Florida was the crucifix. 
 

Back in 2004, I was graced to spend an evening with Fr. Gustavo in his room on the campus of 

the University of Notre Dame. I was at the school to give a talk and show clips from my early 

films. I bring this up only because on Saturday afternoon, Dr. Steph received a call from Aristide’s 

secretary informing her that the former President would like to meet me in his office today at 

2:30pm. Of course, I will mention Santa Chiara, but what I wish to talk with him about is 

Liberation Theology and its core teaching of the Preferential Option for the Poor. It was Liberation 

Theology which animated Aristide’s life as a priest and compelled him to enter politics. Of course, 

this put him at odds with the ruling elite in Haiti and drove him into exile. 



“A concern for where the poor are to sleep will make us realize that it is in fact not possible to 

separate love of God and love of neighbor; that is, that we must live both aspects as intertwined 

with each other. When we experience things at their root, we are helped in seeing the unity of our 

life is not created by a fine, balanced formulation of ideas, but by taking the path of practicing 

love of God and love of neighbor in one and the same act. This alone will lead us to life. The 

journey is a costly one but also full of hope, because on it we gradually become compassionate as 

the God in whom we believe is compassionate.” 

-Gustavo Gutierrez 

Gustavo Gutierrez: Essential Writings 
Edited by James B. Nickoloff 

[Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996 - page 182] 

 

“To walk according to the Spirit is to reject death (selfishness, contempt for others, covetousness, 

idolatry) and choose life (love, peace, justice). To renounce the flesh and live according to the 

Spirit is to be at the service of God and others.” 

-Gustavo Gutierrez 

We Drink from Our Own Wells: 

The Spiritual Journey of a People 
[Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1984 - page 70] 

 

“The happiness instilled in the human heart 

by the presence of the love of God 

engenders thanksgiving and openness to others. 

In the Magnificat, confidence in and surrender to God 

are interwoven with readiness for commitment to 

and proximity with those of God’s predilection: 

the lowly and the hungry.” 

                                             -Gustavo Gutiérrez, OP 

 

A Flashback: March 25, 2018 (Palm Sunday) 

Sixty Starfish 
 

In yesterday’s Journal I wrote about Archbishop Oscar Romero and how his association with 

liberation theology had sidetracked his path to canonization until Pope Francis, who also was 

influenced by liberation theology, elevated him to sainthood. One of the great honors of my life 

was having the chance to spend an evening with Fr. Gustavo Gutiérrez, the diminutive 

Dominican priest from Peru who is known as the father of liberation theology. We spent a couple 

of hours in his room on the campus of the University of Notre Dame. Part of our time together 

was spent watching my film When Did I See You Hungry? Fr. Gutiérrez was so impressed with the 

film he wanted to have a Spanish version of it produced. I’ve read most of Gustavo Gutiérrez’s 

books, and the lessons he has taught me have animated my poverty films and my ministry. 

Though in his late 80’s (he turns 90 on June 8th), Gustavo Gutiérrez still splits his time each year 

ministering to the poor of the slums of Lima and teaching at the University of Notre Dame.  
 



I should point out that many high-ranking church officials with a more conservative view have 

condemned Gutierrez’s Gospel vision of solidarity and liberation for the poor. About 45 years 

ago, Gustavo Gutiérrez coined the term “liberation theology.” During the last dozen years of 

Pope John Paul II’s pontificate, bishops who endorsed liberation theology and sided with the 

poor and oppressed in their fight against inequality and unjust political, social, and economic 

structures were systematically weeded from the church hierarchy and replaced with men who 

believed that liberation theology smacked of Marxism, and that poverty can only be eradicated 

by a ruling class with a social vision. Pope Francis, in a highly symbolic gesture not long after 

being elevated to the papacy, invited Gustavo Gutiérrez to the Vatican, where he warmly 

embraced the Peruvian priest who had influenced his life and ministry. 
 

I found Gustavo Gutiérrez’s humility, transparency, and wisdom disarming and inspiring. In the 

early days of my return to the church, I was drawn to the mystical dimension of Christianity and 

the social justice aspect embodied in liberation theology and Gutiérrez’s stunning idea of the 

preferential option for the poor. Gutiérrez insists that spirituality involves the praxis of putting 

into action the faith we have in Jesus' proclamation of a new world. Gustavo Gutiérrez suggested 

that in order to understand the poor you need to be one with the poor, sharing in their suffering.  

… 
 

A dozen years ago I attempted to write a book about the role poverty played in my personal 

spiritual transformation. The book, titled A Pen and a Camera, was never completed. Here is an 

excerpt from the beginning of the manuscript:  
 

In April of 2003, I met Fr. Gustavo Gutiérrez, OP, on the campus of the University of 

Notre Dame. There I was, a guy who spent a few years of his life producing spicy soap 

operas, being handed a hand-carved crucifix from a priest from Peru who spent his 

entire life serving the poor. How a son of Hollywood met the father of liberation 

theology is a story so implausible that not even a Hollywood writer could have made it 

up. I was on campus to screen my film on global poverty, When Did I See You Hungry?, 

and to speak about why I gave up my lucrative television career in order to document 

the life of the poor around the world. How I went from the glitterati of Hollywood to 

the most horrific slums on earth is a story laced with one highly unpredictable turn after 

another, each taking me deeper into the bloated belly of crippling poverty, and deeper 

into my own inner poverty. Along the way, my entire being was transformed. A Pen and 

a Camera is the story of my journey and my transformation. 
 

While filming poverty around the world, I met many wonderful priests fully living the self-

emptying love of Christ, and they all were drawn to the prophetic writings of Gustavo Gutiérrez. 

I was learning about liberation theology and the “preferential option for the poor” from priests 

who were actually living it.  
 

In an essay in the book In the Company of the Poor: Conversations with Dr. Paul Farmer and Fr. Gustavo 

Gutierrez, Fr. Gutiérrez writes: “…poverty for billions on this planet means an early death. We 

need to be clear, then, that poverty is an evil. I do theology as one who comes from a context of 

deep poverty, and thus for me, the first question of theology is how do we say to the poor: 'God 

loves you?’ The preferential option for the poor ... displays the universality of God's love for all -

http://www.amazon.com/In-Company-Poor-Conversations-Gutierrez/dp/1626980500
http://www.amazon.com/In-Company-Poor-Conversations-Gutierrez/dp/1626980500


- a love that, in a world structured to the benefit of the powerful, extends even to the least among 

us. In fact, Jesus shows us that God's love is clearest there. Like a mother who tends most tenderly 

to the weakest and threatened of her children, so it is with God’s care for the poor. The call of the 

gospel is for us to do the same, to make the same option, to show that God’s love is universal by 

focusing our attention on the most threatened among us. Only when we opt preferentially for the 

poorest and weakest can we even begin to display universality - anything less is tainted with the 

exclusive ways of present social structures. But God’s way - placing the poor first among all - 

makes clear to us how un-universal our love often is.” 
 

One time, after a long lecture and discussion on the complexity of social justice, someone asked 

Gutiérrez: “Given magnitude of poverty and injustice on this earth, given all the discussions 

about the complex systems that must be changed to make much difference in bringing about a 

more just world, and given my own limits as one human person, what really can I do?” Gutiérrez 

answered something to this effect: “Do this at least, have one concrete poor person or family in your life. 

Never let your response to poverty and injustice be only a theoretical ideal. Always be concretely involved with 

someone who is physically poor, even if it is only one person.” 
 

Helping just one person isn’t going to anything to change the draconian systems that cause 

poverty and injustice—but it can make a big difference to that one person. And that is enough. 

The level of childhood suffering because of immoral, unjust poverty in Haiti is so staggering it 

seems futile and even foolish to try to combat it. What we are doing in Haiti is just a drop in the 

ocean of suffering countless kids endure, many of whom will needlessly die before the reach the 

age of five. If I were consumed with the totality of suffering, I would be suffocated and defeated 

by despair. I have to be content with doing the best I can for the 60 kids in our care. I can’t solve 

the overwhelming poverty in Haiti, but I can, with your help, make a difference in the lives of 

those 60 kids. To be honest, we can’t do everything we want to do for even those 60 kids. But we 

can make sure they are safe, feed, clothed, modestly educated, and receive whatever medical 

treatment they need. All we are doing is picking up 60 starfish who were washed ashore and 

throwing them back into the ocean where they will have a chance for survival.  
 

The film When Did I See You Hungry? was based on my photo/essay book of the same title, which 

was published in 2002. In the stack of mail that arrived while I was in Haiti was a letter from the 

publisher of the book informing me that the book was now “out of print,” which means they are 

no longer selling it or listing in their catalogue, and the rights to the book revert to me. This is the 

most salient sentence on the letter: “This letter will serve as formal notice that we do not intend 

to reprint the book and will bring our publishing relationship to a close.” The letter also indicated 

they had 323 copies of the book left in stock, which they were offering to sell to me for $1.00 per 

book. It will cost a lot more than a buck to ship even one copy of the heavy book. I might buy 50 

copies. The rest will simply be destroyed. Sad. 
 

“Commitment to the poor is an indispensable requirement for truly living in detachment 

from material goods.” 

-Gustavo Gutierrez 

We Drink from Our Own Wells 
[Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1985 - page 124] 



Threatening Gesture 
 

The total cost of repairing my Subaru was $520 in cash and credit. On Friday, I was out running 

errands and I heard a similar sound when I hit bumps or craters in the dirt road. An ominous 

clanking sound. On Saturday morning, Michel pulled the front wheels off.  
 

 
 

When I took the above photo, I wanted to joke that it was too early for spring cleaning. Of course, 

I knew it was the shock absorber. On Sunday morning it was no longer a joking matter. The 

wheels were still off and many parts were inside the car. Gabens left me an audio message on 

WhatsApp. It was not good news. The car needed new shock absorbers. Michele told Gabens it 

would cost $380 to replace. There was a place downtown that was open on Sunday until noon. 

Cash only. I gave Michele four one-hundred-dollar bills…and off he went on his motorcycle. 
 

I was upset. With Steph translating I told Michele I should not have bought that car. He said it 

was in good condition we bought it six weeks ago…but the roads are bad. I needed to buy a 

bigger, sturdier SUV. The Subaru might be fine in America, but not in Haiti, not in my 

neighborhood where there are no good roads.  
 

Even though it was nearing the hottest point of the day, I decided to take a walk. I needed to get 

out. I took five tweeners and teens with me: Bency, Naïve, Izzy, Ally, and Dieuvenat. When we 

made it all the way up to St. Clare Church, I took a road down that I never take. We encountered 

a group of guys sitting around a small table in the street. One guy was seated on a motorcycle. 

He began speaking to me. Assuming he wanted something, I motioned I had nothing. I kept 

walking. Then he began to speak louder, calling me a “blanc.” When I looked back at him, he 

used his index finger to cross his throat. The message was clear: give him something or he’s slit 

my throat. I kept walking. He kept yelling. When we got back to SCCC, I asked Bency to talk to 

Robinson, our security guard, and tell him what the man said. Basically, he was telling me he was 

hungry. Normally, a person asking for money for food, touches his or her stomach. As I kept 

walking (not knowing what he or the other guys were saying) they thought I was ignoring them. 

They said that it was a good thing the local gang leader was not there, otherwise my walk would 

have ended. Both Robinson and Dr. Stéphanie confirmed that the area surrounding the church is 

controlled by a gang. Not the notorious type of gang that kidnap people; these guys just control 

a specific area. The church is a good distance away from us.   


