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Immeasurable Goodness 
 

What we are doing in Haiti is very narrowly focused; that is, we are relieving the immediate 

suffering of a few dozen abandoned, hurting, and hungry children. While this is important to the 

children we are serving, it not addressing the long-term systemic causes of the suffering. For that 

to happened would require the collective effort of all of us. I’ve seen this before. I made three 

films on homelessness in America: in Philadelphia, Detroit, and Los Angeles. In each of those 

films I documented the heroic work of individuals and communities dedicated to easing the 

suffering of the homeless in their immediate area. As essential as those efforts were, they too did 

not address the systemic causes that helped create the problem of mass homelessness. Those 

causes include racism that capitalistic ethos of “me first.” 
 

There are so many good people in this world, so many people who would really like to help 

others in need, but the resist. But we’ve been taught to look out for ourselves, that everyone is 

selfish. We’ve grown up in a society that rewards selfishness, that the core of our capitalistic 

society rewards individual selfishness at the expense of the collective well-being of our planet 

and society. This idea has sunk so deeply into our consciousness that we’ve become cynical of 

other people. This manifests itself when we stop to help a homeless person, to perhaps give the 

person a bottle of water on a hot day. In reaction to our small act of compassion, many will say 

that by helping the homeless we are helping to create an excuse for the homeless to stay homeless. 

I often heard when I was filming the poor that people who help the homeless are in effect 

condoning homelessness. Back then I had no idea how to respond to someone saying that the 

homeless want to be homeless, it is their choice. This sentiment still stuns me. For sure, among 

the homeless are many people with mental illness. If you are not mentally unstable when you 

become homeless, a few weeks on the streets will make you crazy. In a similar fashion, many 

Americans want to thwart undocumented migrants approaching our southern border because 

they are coming to steal from us. 
 

We live in a time that is increasingly becoming more tribal and divisive. We are suspicious of 

everything and hold tightly to the illusion of separation. Many Americans still think that being 

poor is a character defect and not an economic condition. The truth is that the poor suffer 

everything in a disproportionate way; they feel the sting from Covid-19 to low wages and a lack 

of opportunities to inflation to climate change induced drought, and natural disasters more 

deeply than the rest of us. This is especially true for people of dark skin because racism is in our 

marrow…and the ugliness of white supremacy is coming out of the shadows. As Fr. Greg Boyle, 

SJ has said in his book The Whole Language: “We’ve come to see that inequality is not a defect in 

the system. It is the system.” Two years of living through a pandemic has exposed extreme 

inequalities of income and wealth—and in some cases dictates who lives and who dies.  
 

Africans who were attending universities in Ukraine were treated very differently from white 

refugees fleeing the brutally destructive and wholly unprovoked and unjustified invasion from 

Russia that deliberately targeted civilians and even hospitals.  
 



This is reality. We must live in it and find a wise path to change it. We must stop the otherizing 

and demonizing those who look, believe, and love differently than we do. As Arthur Chan points 

out: “Diversity is a fact. Equity is a choice. Inclusion is an action. Belonging is the outcome.” At 

Santa Chiara, our kids know they belong, that we are a family that faces the peril of life together. 
 

Somedays, when the problems in Haiti seem to be multiplying, I’m tempted to say what we are 

doing is pointless because when our kids reach the age of 18 there will be nothing for them, that 

they will face a corrupt system of government and corporate greed which does not value them 

and is intent on pressing them down. We are keeping them alive so they can face the slow death 

of poverty. Of course, I must quickly banish that thought. I must remain hopeful that perhaps 

they will become the change that is needed, that they will make a difference in the life of their 

families, their communities, as they foster the importance of compassion, of reaching out a hand 

of help to those in need, that their hearts will be enlarged by the truth of nonviolence and the 

merit of compassion…and they will put into practice what they have seen and felt: unconditional 

love. For sure, what we are doing is a drop in a huge bucket of woe. But perhaps it will create a 

ripple effect that promotes change. 
 

In Haiti and America and around the world, 

we must move from 

individual acts of goodness 

to societal acts of transformation. 

I believe this will be best accomplished 

through more mystical expressions 

of all faiths that will 

replace fear with love, 

withering judgment with tenderness, 

and vindictiveness with kindness. 
 

As Pope Francis says, “the only future worth building includes everybody.” Within everybody 

there is an immeasurable goodness which needs to be discovered and drawn out…and spread 

throughout the world. Each of us has something they can contribute to the well-being of someone 

in profound need and in doing so nurture an expanding human kinship 

 

 


