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A Christmas Story in June (Part One) 
 

In the middle of writing my first book on St. Francis of Assis, I was struggling with the saint’s 

love of poverty and his desire to live among the poor. Voluntarily entering into poverty seemed 

a bit crazy. We need money. Nobody wants to be poor, or even be with poor people. As I was 

trying to understand this as I wrote in the comfort of my home, I received an invitation to make 

a film at the St. Francis Inn that was located in a dreadfully poor section of Philadelphia.  
 

The St. Francis Inn is located only a few miles from the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall. The 

distance between center city and Kensington may be geographically short but its worlds apart 

socially and structurally. The Kensington section of Philadelphia is known as the Badlands…the 

place hardly calls to mind the spirit of brotherly love to which Philadelphia lays a special claim. 

Kensington is a place of drugs, despondency, and death. The mean streets are littered with throw-

away people, people who are marginalized, ignored, and forgotten, people whose lives are lived 

in fear, in overwhelming want, and without hope. 
 

It was at the St. Francis Inn back in winter of 1997 that I began my on-going education about 

poverty, about prayer, and learned what it means to be totally dependent upon God for 

everything. Making my humble little film, titled We Have a Table for Four Ready, about the Inn 

changed my life. The film aired on many PBS stations, and as a result the film generated enough 

funds to build a larger kitchen and add a little chapel on the second floor where the homeless 

could have a peaceful space for silence and prayer. That experience led me to dedicate my life to 

putting the power of film at the service of the poor. The Inn taught me about poverty and prayer.  
 

At the end of 2005, I returned to Philadelphia in order to see what else the St. Francis Inn had to 

teach me as I made a second film about The Inn, which was titled Room at the Inn. Even after 

spending most of the previous five years living among the poor around the world and with those 

truly wonderful men and women who have dedicated their lives to serving the poorest of the 

poor, I still struggled mightily with the subject of poverty, both material and spiritual, and its 

meaning for my life. I come back to Philadelphia because I still had much to learn. I arrived just 

a few weeks before Christmas, a time when we celebrate the incarnation of God, a God who chose 

to be born into poverty. It was a good time to be among the poor, to come to a place where Jesus 

in the form of a homeless person can find room at the inn. 
 

As was my habit, I kept a diary as I filmed. Here are two short entries. 
 

Sunday, December 4th - 9:35pm, Philadelphia: It’s been a long, cold day and I’m tired. 

But I’m thrilled to be here…in fact, there is no other place on earth I would rather 

be…with the exception of Assisi. On Sunday, the main meal is served from 11:30am to 

1:00pm. The people on the long line waiting for a table endured the bitter cold as the 

temperature never rose beyond the mid-thirties. Close to 300 people entered the Inn for 

lunch. Infants, kids, adults and the very old were all bundled up, many with woolen 

hats and hooded coats.  
 



After the meal, I filmed some of the abandoned buildings in the blocks surrounding the 

Inn. Some streets look like war zones. Later in the afternoon, I went to Center City to 

grab a few shots of Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell.   
 

Friday, December 9th - 6:05am, Philadelphia: This morning, I woke up at 5:15am. I 

looked out the window and was greeted by a winter wonderland. It was snowing like 

crazy. While the coffee was brewing, I stepped outside the front door in order to see how 

much snow had fallen overnight. All dressed in white, Hagert Street never looked so 

beautiful. The street was silent and empty…except for one solitary figure standing on 

the corner, his back leaning against the wall of the Inn. For me, a man standing alone on 

a corner at 5:15am during a snow storm symbolized the loneliness we all know. The 

infancy story of Christ tells us we can have hope and joy, can overcome our immense 

loneliness and can find unity, integration, solidarity and reconciliation of all with all. 
 

At night, I often scribbled notes and ideas for the filmscript. 
 

As the guests enter the dining room you can clearly see how destitution grinds people 

down. Sadly, we tend to think of the homeless as social nuisances. Jesus had a different 

point of view and suggested that the poor are portals to God. 
 

The Inn is theologically situated in the biblical conviction of the poor being a profound, 

redeeming revelation of God’s presence and grace. But our culture tends to separate us 

from the poor who live out of sight in hidden pockets of despair and want. We are 

blinded to the needs of the poor by our own desire for property, comfort and acquiring 

more material goods for ourselves. At its root, there is only one reason for the existence 

of poverty: selfishness, which is a manifestation of a lack of authentic love. 
 

Peter Maurin, co-founder with Dorothy Day of the Catholic Worker, said: “On the Cross 

of Calvary Christ gave His life to redeem the world. The life of Christ was a life of 

sacrifice. We cannot imitate the sacrifice of Christ on Calvary by trying to get all we can. 

We can only imitate the sacrifice of Christ on Calvary by trying to give all we can. What 

we give to the poor for Christ’s sake is what we carry with us when we die.” 
 

“Anyone who has really understood that God became human can never speak and act in an 

inhuman way.” -Karl Barth 
 

To be continued in tomorrow’s Journal. 
  

 

 

 

 
 
 


