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Running on Empty 
 

“When we reach the end of what we know, that’s where we find God.” 

                                                                                     — The Cloud of Unknowing 
 

In Haiti I reached the end of what I know about God and life. In Haiti, I realized I really didn’t 

know anything. Yeah, I knew about television, I knew about filmmaking and photography, I 

knew about writing books and screenplays. But none of that matter in Haiti. In Haiti, I learned to 

live on the edge, to stare into the unknown. In a violent place of clinched fists, I learned to live 

with an open hand, stretched out in motion to another. In Haiti I learned to tend to what was 

truly needed in the here and now…mostly in the form of hungry, hurting kids. In Haiti, heaven 

and hell were right in front of me, embodied in the people I met every day. Some people helped 

me; some people threatened me. Some people gave to me; some people stole from me. I had to 

learn to love all of them, no matter what they did. That meant I had to learn to forgive…beginning 

with myself. 
 

In Haiti, every day was a crisis, a struggle to survive. I had to learn to live with uncertainty. I had 

to learn to slow down and simplify things. I had to learn to live with less…and all manner of 

insects. I had to learn a new culture, a new way of communicating…and seeing. I had to learn to 

bathe with cold water and to live with daily outages of electrical power. I had to learn to 

circumnavigate an intersection of burning tires. In Haiti I had to confront the reality and depth of 

racism…my own and America’s. 
 

In Haiti, all the things I knew about God were put to the test. Before Haiti, I wrote a lot in both 

my books and films about compassion and mercy and love. In Haiti, I learned I knew nothing 

about those three cornerstones of the message of Christ. Oh sure, I was compassionate, merciful, 

and loving…on the surface. Deep down, I wanted to choke some people; I even hated a few 

people. In Haiti, I saw how I did not know how to live some religious beliefs that didn’t work for 

me. Don’t worry, I’m not about to go to confession in the Journal. In the film I made on 

Haiti―Mud Pies & Kites―I said in the narration that Haiti was a school of love. I have not yet 

graduated. Though, mercifully, I did fall in love…and am now being domesticated.  
 

Before Haiti my life was very busy, feverishly so. Writing, filming, traveling, speaking. Airports 

became home. But I was empty inside, struggling to be something I was not. I was looking for 

myself, looking for something to complete me. I thought I had found God, found the “Answer.” 

Yet I did not feel whole, did not feel comfortable in my own skin. Beyond that, things I once 

believed were being called into question. In the external poverty of Haiti, I faced my own internal 

poverty. Haiti was one long desert of Lent for me  

 

Words from Paul Farmer 
 

A quote of Farmer from Tracy Kidder’s Mountains Beyond Mountains, “The idea that some lives 

matter less is the root of all that is wrong with the world,” became something of a shorthand 

for Dr. Farmer’s life in medicine and in advocacy for justice.  



The following from an essay by Paul Farmer that was published in the September 15, 2003 

edition of America magazine, a Jesuit publication. 
 

“Haiti is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. Over 80 percent of the 

population lives in poverty. Seven out of every 10 Haitians are unemployed. There 

are profound inadequacies in health care, education and housing. Haiti’s infant and 

maternal mortality rates are the highest in the hemisphere, and life expectancy at birth 

has dropped to below 50 years. More than a third of all children who live to see their 

first birthday show signs of severely stunted growth, a result of malnutrition and 

infectious diseases. A research center based in the United Kingdom recently 

developed what it calls a water poverty index, and ranked Haiti 147th out of 147 

countries surveyed. Contaminated water is probably the number one killer of Haitian 

children.” 
 

Beyond Our Borders 
 

“Compassion is a thread that binds together the deepest centers of life beyond the borders of race, 

gender, religion, tribe, or creature.” -Ilia Delio, O.S.F., Compassion 
 

“What we repeatedly think shapes our world. Out of compassion, substitute healthy thoughts for 

unhealthy ones.” -Jack Kornfield, The Wise Heart 
 

Check Your Pulse 
 

“If in the last few years you haven’t discarded a major opinion or acquired a new one, check your 

pulse. You may be dead.” -Gelett Burgess 
 

 
 

“What was ultimately treasonous about Jesus was his inclusivity. He ignored boundaries.” 

-Gregory Boyle, S.J. 
 

Love has no boundaries. 


