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Amounting to Nothing 
 

Just a few words [not true] about the Beatitudes Center’s zoom event with Fr. John Dear and 

Trappist monk Br. Paul Quenon. I first met Fr. John Dear back in 2001 at a book publisher’s 

convention in Chicago. I was totally out of my element among all the famous, best-selling authors 

of spiritual books. I was on a long-line of people waiting to have John Dear sign their copy of one 

his books. When I told him my name, he said something like: “You’re Gerry Straub…why are 

you on line for me to sign my book when you were just named the winner of the Best Spirituality 

Hardcover Book of the Year. That’s like wining the Oscar for Best Picture of the Year.” I had no 

idea. I had been wondering around the cavernous convention center and was oblivious to the 

news of my big win for The Sun & Moon Over Assisi or that the publisher was frantically looking 

for me. I hustled back to my publisher’s booth…were suddenly I had to autograph copies of my 

books. For me, it was a surreal experience. The book even took 3rd place in the history category. 
 

John and I talked a lot in Chicago. After the convention, we kept communicating via e-mail and 

phone calls. He visited my home in Burbank whenever he was in Los Angeles. It was because of 

John Dear’s friendship with Martin Sheen that the award-winning actor agreed to narrate my first 

film for my fledgling new ministry, the San Damiano Foundation that attempted to put the power 

of film at the service of the poor. John invited me to spend time with him in his hermitage in the 

desert of New Mexico. While I was there, he received phone calls from some pretty famous 

people, including Archbishop Desmond Tutu, whom he called “Archie.” He later said all of 

Tutu’s friends call him Archie. Tutu later nominated John for the Nobel Peace Prize. I answered 

the phone once…and the caller was a famous Buddhist teacher, Pema Chödrön. I had read a few 

of her books. John’s circle of friends included Thich Nhat Hanh, another person I greatly admired. 

John once offered me advice the famous Vietnamese monk gave him: Practice Laziness. The point 

was I was working too hard, as was John when Thich advised him to slow down. Recently John 

told me that Pope Francis called him. Hard to top that.  
 

Along the way, I made a film about John’s nonviolence mission. Titled The Narrow Path, I filmed 

him in his hermitage, walking in the desert, and giving talks in Los Angeles and Phoenix. A photo 

I took of John walking in the desert was on the cover of his book A Persistent Peace, which was 

praised by both singer Joan Baez and Rabbi Michael Lerner. On the last page of the book, Loyola 

Press inserted this message: You’ve Read the Book, now See the Movie. (I had to dig out the book as 

I had forgotten the title.) At the end of the book, on pages 428-429, John listed the names of a few 

dozen people, including many very famous names for whom he thanked for helping him on his 

journey. I was stunned to see my name on the list. I guess I never made it to the end of the book. 

He had told me all the stories in it already. We spoke a lot when he left the Jesuits. Forced out 

would be more truthful then left. When it comes to peace and nonviolence, John never lets up.  
 

We once did a joint appearance at a university in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. The host introduced us the 

prophet of peace and the prophet of the poor. Backstage, John and I were pretending to be 

throwing up. I can not recall what happened that night…beyond the vegetarian meal we had 

before the event.   
 



Fr. John Dear is the only friend of mine who visited me in Haiti. He was my personal teacher on 

the importance of nonviolence, which is woven into the life of Santa Chiara. The great Jesuit 

priest, prophet, poet, and peace activist Fr. Daniel Berrigan was John’s long-time mentor and 

friend. He tries to be funny (and he is), but it only masks the depth of his understanding and 

wisdom. He also was arrested over 70 times and served more than a year of his life in prison. If 

all that was not enough, John was close friends with Paul Farmer. I am always amazed when John 

calls me, which he pretty much does every month.  
 

In Haiti, I fall far short of the saintliness of Fr. Tom and Fr. Rick. Likewise, in the shadow of Fr. 

John Dear I fell like a goofball playing at trying to be good. Brother Paul’s message was that we 

need to aspire to become nothing…to be useless. It would take many pages to explain it.  
 

Yikes. I set out to write about Brother Paul. John and the monk have been friends since the mid-

1980’s. John went on retreat every year at Gethsemani Abbey. I liked Br. Paul from the moment I 

first met him. In each of my three visits to the monastery (including the week I spent in Merton’s 

hermitage) Br. Paul always took time to talk with me. His presence on the Zoom event radiated 

a sense of deep, inner peace…and wisdom. He said the only miracle he saw in over 60 years at 

Gethsemani was his staying. The titles of his books are all very interesting…and intriguing. His 

memoir was tilted In Praise of the Useless Life. The title of his Zoom presentation was “The Art of 

Amounting to Nothing.” 

 

 
 

Brother Paul spoke of Benedictine spirituality (including the 12 degrees of humility) in which one 

ascends by descending. Quoting a 12th monk, Br. Paul said, “Humility is the root of all virtue.” 

Think about that. It is very true.  
 



He said, “God creates a humble heart.” How? Because a broken heart in a “prerequisite for 

prayer.” Not an angry heart or a heart in despair. My heart has been broken many times in 

Haiti…and it always proved to be a blessing. If I had become angry at the all the times I had been 

stabbed in the back by people in Haiti I had helped or loved, or had despaired because of being 

hurt so badly, I would have caught the next plane for Florida and never returned.  
 

God prepares us to receive divine love by seemingly hiding his goodness. And the monk offered 

this striking statement penned by Merton: “From the poverty of God comes everything.” This is 

really deep and immensely profound. After seven years in Haiti, I catch a glimmer of the poetry 

of that reality.  
 

Something Brother Paul said inspired me to write (on a large manilla envelope): Unasked for gifts: 

the sky, the sun and stars, fresh water rivers, the ocean deep, butterflies and humming birds.   
 

Paradoxically, through meditation we come to the understanding that God hides himself so that 

we can love God truly and firmly. The monk spoke poetically about poverty of spirit. 
 

After Br. Paul’s wisdom and eloquence, Fr. John asked the monk a few questions, then he opened 

it up for questions from those attending. There were only two questions. I think everyone who 

heard John and Paul were steeped in nonviolence and meditation. I think they were moved by 

the monk’s words and poetry and were still absorbing all that had been presented. So, John Dear 

spoke about me, referring to me as his friend, and Santa Chiara. In his second answer to a question 

about aging and death, the monk said at the only thing different about him at 81 years old, is that 

he more easily gets “cranky.” As that word was stuck in my head (for good reason), I said, “I 

turned 75 yesterday. And I can relate to Brother Paul’s crankiness. I too find myself getting more 

cranking mostly because I live with 50 kids and after seven years, they more easily make me 

cranky. [While I did not mention this on Zoom, I said more than once on the last trip: “I’m sick of 

this place.” That illustrates my level of crankiness. Yet, I stay.]  
 

Because I had nothing to say, I tried to be funny. But as the words tumbled out, I knew I was 

going to quickly become serious. Picking up on something Br. Paul said about Thomas Merton 

telling the novice monks the only real reason for them being in a monastery was because of the 

truth they knew within them; if they entered the monastery to become holy, things would not 

work out for them. I said something like: “I’m in Haiti because of the truth and not for results. 

People always ask me about what will happen to Santa Chiara when I am no longer around. The 

question baffles me. Each day is a struggle for survival.”  
 

I spoke from my heart about the harshness of life for the poor in Haiti―lack of running water 

and electricity, the dirt roads, persistent hunger, no jobs―but when I talked about the violence 

(gunfire most nights, kidnapping, people being decapitated) I began to choke up. I could feel the 

stress of life in Haiti inside of me. I’m not exactly sure what I said (it was as if the words just came 

out without my assistance), but it was something like: I wish I could do more for the kids to 

ensure they get a college education, but the best thing I can do is show them God’s love by loving 

them, to make them feel they are special, wanted, and loved. Beyond that it is all in God’s tender, 

loving hands. 



 

I recall saying something about leaving the heights of television production to descend into the 

bloated belly of poverty where life is real and raw…and where I discovered the truth.  
 

When I stopped talking, John told them about my daily Journal from Haiti, mentioning that he 

reads it. (He gets it, but he doesn’t read it too often…which is fine. He calls me once or twice a 

month…that is more than enough.) He said people should subscribe to it. He asked me tell 

everyone the website’s address. I said I didn’t know it. (Clearly, I’m not good at promoting my 

own work.) He asked me to look it up and share it via an on-screen chat. I did. I’m so non-

technical, it took me two attempts to communicate the information.  
 

For me, it was a wonderful 90-minute diversion from the stress of Haiti and the work I had to do 

in Florida. Earlier in the day, I found repetitions in two poems in my new book. The book designer 

will not he happy to hear this news on Monday morning because it will seriously change the flow 

of the pages. It is really hard to concentrate on the writing (or proof reading) when I am in Haiti. 

By Saturday night, I had only opened half the envelops with donations and less than half of the 

dreaded business mail. Ugh. Moreover, a major rain storm slammed the island late Saturday 

afternoon preventing me from walking. Thank you, Brother Rain and Sister Wind for giving me 

an excellent excuse for not exercising. Hey, I lost 8 pounds over the last three weeks in Haiti…no 

need to be obsessive about walking.   

 

Afterward: I wrote all of that on Saturday night. On Monday, John sent me a recording of the 

Zoom event. I watched the entire thing. I was surprised to see that when I was speaking my image 

filled the screen. As I was speaking, I only saw John Dear. Along with the other attendees my 

image was just in a little box at the top of the screen. 

 

 



I transcribed what I said. It stunned me. I was struck by my gestures, by the emotion is my voice. 

The pain I hold inside me manifested itself when I twice became close to choking up. I’m not 

going back to change what I wrote on Saturday. He is the transcript of what I said. 
 

When Brother Paul talked about getting cranky, I turned 75 two days ago and living with 50 kids, 

crankiness is becoming more of an issue for me. … The things that Paul said about nothingness 

and nonviolence rang true. I’m in Haiti because of the truth I believe. I am not there for results. 

One of the things that kinda bothers me is that people are always asking me what’s gonna happen 

when you’re not around, who’s gonna take care of these kids. Every day is just such a horrific 

struggle. Every night I hear gunfire, people are shot, burned to death, have their heads chopped 

off. It is just an insane place. I can’t really think about these those things [how will SCCC survive 

without me.] Sometimes I feel like I haven’t done enough, that I could do better and that too gets 

back to the idea of always having to have some tangible result, such as these kids are going to 

school, that their gonna do better. But after seven years I’m realizing that I’m there for the truth 

that God loves these children and its my job to simply love them. All of them have been 

abandoned, some have been abused. We deal with so many issues. … I have a new book coming 

out soon, A Journey to Meekness. It is simply a collection of poetic prayers and reflections. I don’t 

call it poetry. I’m not a poet. It is written in poetic form. … Paul spoke about ascending by 

descending. I had reached the heights of show biz. I did a lot of filming and public speaking for 

many years, but I’ve kind of disappeared now. I’ve gone down deep into the bloated of poverty 

and felt what it really is like, really like―the pain the people suffer and endure. Life for the poor 

is a daily, continuous struggle for survival. Life has become more real for me. I come to Florida 

for one week every month to handle the business side of ministry. After three days in Florida, I 

can’t wait to get out. Even though I do enjoy not being shot at, not smelling burning garbage, and 

having some hot water and air conditioning. Most of my neighbors have no running water, no 

electricity. There is dust over everything because the roads are dirt, unpaved. So much hardship. 

Yet after a week in Florida, I can’t wait to get back to Haiti, to get back to where life is so real and 

raw and in the midst of the suffering the people [long pause] can smile and be happy. 
 

Brother Paul said he was very touched by what I had to say. Perhaps my life in Haiti had illustrated the 

Art of Amounting to Nothing. I’m too tired to explain.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 


