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An Epic Love Poem 
 

On May 23, 2022 I was in Haiti. The night before I was up from midnight to well after 3:30 in the morning battling 

a severe case of diarrhea. I thought about a little girl in Haiti who just weeks before died from diarrhea. Hours later I 

was awake and moving slowly. I was searching for something on my computer when I came across a file labeled “An 

Epic Love Poem.” I opened it. It was not about a love lost or found; it was about how lost I was while trying to make 

a film about a mission serving the poor in the Skid Row downtown Los Angeles. Skid Row was a 50-block area where 

thousands of long-term homeless slept on the streets in tents or cardboard boxes. The year was 2003. The film was 

titled Rescue Me. The epic poem was not really a poem. Nor was it about homelessness. It was about filming the 

homeless. It was never intended for publication; it was simply an expression of my internal struggle to understand 

what I saw and felt as I filmed, which I had recorded in my private journal. It was my attempt to understand my inner 

artist. As I read it, in a flash I understood why I abandoned my lucrative career as a Hollywood television producer. I 

was searching for something I could not define and could never find in Hollywood. 

   

While editing Rescue Me, I watched the footage for endless hours. There was over 125 hours of material. I 

knew every inch of footage by heart. Yet for a long time, I had no idea how to organize the material into a 

story. Now, after watching the finished film four or five times, I am trying to understand how the film came 

to be the film it is. It never started out to be so long, so deep, so emotionally and spiritually charged. How 

did it happen? 

 

First and foremost, the Union Rescue Mission gave me the creative freedom and space to discover the 

hidden beauty of the URM and the people they serve. Not a soul asked me what I was doing or when it 

would be done. I just showed up, day in and day out for nine months, filming whatever caught my 

attention. I was given the gift of time…enough time to fall in love with the mission, the staff and the street 

people. 

 

The mammoth physical size of the URM, the broad range of services they offer and the complexity and 

severity of the problem of homelessness left me feeling so overwhelmed I almost walked away from the 

project after only one week in Skid Row. About a month into production, I was still totally befuddled as to 

how to proceed. The following entry from my journal gives a hint of my frustration: 

 

The film will feature a mixture of digital video, 8mm B&W film and still B&W photography. So far, I have shot about 

15 rolls of photographs, a little over 500 images. While working on When Did I See You Hungry? Each roll of 36 

photographs yielded at least a dozen quality images. In Skid Row, I am lucky if I capture 2 or 3 good images per roll. 

I know the reason why the yield is so low.  

 

As I traveled around the world for the global poverty book, I was able to spend time with my subjects. I talked with 

them, even laughed with them. More important, I listened to them. We established some kind of relationship, albeit 

brief or di fleeting. I blended in and I took in what I saw. It all just happened. Down on Skid Row, I am hunting for 

pictures. The people resent me and have no interest in talking with me. They are suspicious and angry. They see me 

as intrusive and are unable to accept the purity of my motives. As a result, the photos are rushed. Worse, some are 

simply stolen moments. There is no intercourse, no exchange of civility. As I traveled the world for When Did I See 

You Hungry?, I was able embrace the people and therefore able to capture their humanity and dignity. I am 

desperately trying to become one with the people of Skid Row, spending more and more time on the streets, trying to 

gain their confidence and respect. 

 



By the time filming was completed, I did gain the friendship and confidence of many of the street people, 

most notably a woman named Loretta who is featured near the end of Part One. 

 

My existential awareness of the mystery of evil was pulled more clearly into focus on the mean streets of 

Skid Row. The things I saw distressed me and I did not know how I personally should respond to the 

suffering I saw. Skid Row forced me to ask myself some troubling questions about the relevance of 

traditional Christianity in our society, which is deeply divided by social injustice.  

 

Thomas Merton wrote: “A poem is for me the expression of an inner experience, and what matters is the 

experience, more than the poem itself.” Merton saw the life of an artist as sharing himself with others. The 

year I spent in Skid Row was the most illuminating, most transformative experience of my life. The film is 

merely a reflection of my inner, spiritual experience. The people of Skid Row unmasked my own poverty. 

As all of us do, I deny my poverty but the poor gave me the hope and courage to face it. 

 

Skid Row actually taught me something about filmmaking also. When you are standing in the middle of 

Skid Row with a camera in your hands, surrounded by suffering and chaos, the creative moment goes by 

in a flash. You must be extremely aware and unobtrusive at the same time, staying open to some 

compelling, ephemeral collision of event and artist. Your entire being must interact with the people. Skid 

Row forced me to look beyond labels and concepts in order to discover the remarkable world before my 

eyes. The art of photography and documentary filmmaking is really the art of mindfulness. 

 

As I made the film, I abandoned myself to my first impressions. If something I saw deeply touched me, I 

knew the image I captured would convey to others the sincerity of my emotions. In Zen they speak about 

the “beginners mind,” which essentially is an empty mind—“empty” in the sense that it is free of 

preconceived ideas or answers, free from limiting self-centered thoughts. A “beginners” mind is ready for 

anything, open to countless possibilities, while the expert’s mind is closed to all but a few choices. Being 

empty and open is the essence of mindfulness. In Skid Row I learned how to be empty and open. 

 

As I approached the completion of the film, I worried a lot about the length, that it was far too long for 

people to sit through, too long to make it attractive to potential distributors, so long as to mitigate any 

chance it could find a TV broadcast slot. I worried also that my reflections (the interludes I called 

“Snapshots from the Streets”) were too deep, too spiritual…in short too hard and demanding for most 

viewers. Thomas Merton would have told me not to worry about anyone not willing to make the effort to 

discover the truth I discovered in Skid Row. 

 

Thomas Merton insisted that the artist should never preach, but he did believe the artist had a prophetic 

role to play in society. He insisted that art should not be contaminated by dogma. He felt the artist should 

work on the margins of society, distancing himself or herself from “the officially subsidized culture.” In 

Skid Row the “officially subsidized culture” says the homeless are lazy and they need to be pushed out of 

our sight. In centuries gone by, a monk would have made a film on homelessness…if film had been 

invented. A monk would have said such dire poverty is an injustice, a betrayal of the ideals of Christ, a 

crime against God.  

 

Even if he or she had no ties to conventional religion, Merton believed the artist was essentially a spiritual 

person. For Merton, the artist was a hermit, a pilgrim, a priest and a prophet all rolled into one. The artist 

is a unifier, showing how everything connects. In Skid Row, everything does connect...it is just very hard 

to see amongst the thicket of misconceptions and judgmental attitudes and the towering primacy of real 

estate values. On Skid Row, life is raw and real. 



 

Here is another entry from my journal; this one penned near the end of the editing process, some fifteen 

months after the project began. 

 

Making the film Rescue Me was a titanic struggle, a struggle which involved far more than trying to make sense of 

the plight of the poor of Skid Row and how best to tell the complex story of the Union Rescue Mission, but also just 

how to make a significant film on an insignificant budget. The creative challenges were enormous, finding a point of 

view and an authentic voice took a great deal of time. And time is money, and money was in very short supply. I was 

constantly confronted with the administrative reality that I had to be efficient, make the absolute most of my time and 

videotape. But I intuitively knew that I had to just hang out (with the camera rolling) in order to find out what was 

before my eyes. In the end, I ended up with around 125 hours of footage, far more than needed for a two-hour film. 

And as the footage piled up, the cost and complexity of viewing, transferring, logging, selecting and editing the 

material also swelled. 

 

The administrative need for efficiency conflicted with creative need for inefficiency, the need for spontaneous 

encounters, the need to catch some fleeting, haphazard moment that spoke the truth. For me, the pen and the camera 

are instruments of exploration, ways to get at and understand some aspect of life which befuddles me – such as 10,000 

homeless people in a fifty-block area of downtown Los Angeles who sleep in cardboard boxes or in overcrowded 

missions. 

 

For the artist, efficiency is a problem because it denies complexity. In the real world, simple and efficient do not exist. 

Life is filled with chaos and confusion, littered with accidents; in life, errors abound and failures are always around 

the next bend in the road. Life is rife with unresolved problems and riddled with nagging doubts and uncertainties. 

Life is blurry; art tries to bring it into focus. But it cannot succeed if the artist tries to simplify his or her craft in order 

to comply with an increasingly efficient, brand name art peddled by Hollywood and the commercial art world.  

 

I am still very conflicted over the film’s long length—three hours and twenty-four minutes (mercifully 

divided into two parts, each running a tad over one hour and forty minutes). There are days I feel as if the 

length is perfect, that the film is as long as it needs to be to tell the full story of the URM and provide a 

theological perspective that will compel the viewer to reach out to the poor. I take comfort in the fact that I 

was willing to cut more than an hour from the film, but the URM insisted that nothing be cut. Initially, all 

the Mission wanted was a simple 30-minute promotional film. They ended up with a never-ending saga. 

But there are also days when I have grave concerns about the long length of the film. I frequently find 

myself becoming either defensive or apologetic about the length. The faces of my TV friends register their 

skepticism when I tell them how long the film is. In the end, it is as it is and I cannot second-guess myself 

to death. Rescue Me is an epic love poem to the URM staff and the people they so nobly serve. 

 

Many of the URM staff who viewed the film told me that they saw the mission in a way they had not seen 

it before. Those comments reminded me of an incident in Thomas Merton’s life. In 1960, Merton worked 

with a photographer on a pictorial study of the Abbey of Gethsemani. When the book was published, the 

abbey that was captured on film surprised Merton, because on the pages of the book the abbey looked far 

different than the one Merton held in his mind. He wrote: “And now a man, an artist, comes along with a 

camera and shows us, beyond a doubt, that the real monastery, the one that is so obvious that we no longer 

see it, the one that has become so familiar that we have not even looked at it for years, is not only beautiful, 

but romantically beautiful. It is romantic even in the ordinariness, the banality that we ourselves tend to 

reject.” I think most of the URM staff could relate to Merton’s experience. As with Merton and the 

monastery, the URM had become all too familiar to the people working there. They more easily saw the 

problems and imperfections than the promise and beauty. We cease to see what we are familiar with; art 



refreshes our perception. Art is about seeing, about attentiveness, about mindfulness. Art transforms 

something ordinary and familiar into something wonderful. For Thomas Merton, the artist had the 

potential to portray the latent beauty and perfection of things. The artist strives to get to the core, to reach 

the intimate source of life and making it accessible through the symbolism of his or her art. 

 

Thomas Merton believed the artist should stand before the work before him in complete humility, stilling 

the classifying habit of his mind, embracing spontaneity, staying open to the kind of ecstasy experienced 

by “mystics, children, lovers.” Merton once suggested that 75% of the creative process was unconscious. 

“To be an artist,” Merton wrote, “you have to be constantly ready to mean more than you realize. If your 

work corresponds only to the present level of your thought – and to the ‘meaning’ accessible to your 

environment, you are not yet an artist.” Skid Row took me deep beneath my conscious (and judging) mind. 

Things drew together and connections were made in mysterious ways. The film emerged from the crucible 

of experience, which transformed my fledgling understanding of liberation theology into a deeply rooted 

conviction. Being one with the poor is not merely an ideal; it is an essential part of the Christian faith. For 

months on end, I stood silently and humbly before the people of Skid Row. Developed in the womb of 

silence, the film became a synthesis of prayer and poetry. The two primary interests in my life—art and 

contemplation—joined hands on this film. At the end of the film I say, “I too was rescued at the Union 

Rescue Mission.” Those words pulsate with multiple levels of meaning for me. 

   

A URM staff member, who was featured in the film, said, “I was on the streets for years. And I have worked 

here for years. I have seen it all, which makes it hard for me to understand how the film manages to make 

me cry as if I had never seen this stuff before.” He asked me how this could happen. My answer was simple: 

“That is the power of film. More than any other medium, film can powerfully convey emotion.”  

 

Postscript: Putting the power of film to the service of the poor was my sole mission for fifteen years; then I put down 

my cameras and began directly serving the poor in Haiti. After toiling for 22 years in the field of chronic poverty this 

is what I’ve come to truly believe: It truly cannot be God’s will for so many of our brothers and sisters to suffer and 

die from the cruel effects of chronic poverty. God wills the fullness of life and love for everyone, not just a select few. 

Jesus came to give good news to the poor. God wants our help in creating social and economic justice, insuring food, 

shelter, jobs, and humane living conditions for all. Of course, no one wants to hear this and very few believe it.   

 

Today will be Baby’s high school graduation ceremony beginning at 4:00pm; Steph and 

I will be taking her. 
 

On Saturday we picked up Steph’s Visa to travel to the Dominican Republic; it is good 

for one year. We plan to travel via plane to Santo Domingo in September for three days 

together away from Santa Chiara. 

 

 


