
June 25, 2022 

Notre Dame Memories 
 

Tuesday, June 21, 2022, 12:44pm, Port-au-Prince, Haiti. I head back to Florida on Thursday. As I 

was organizing things for the trip, I thought about taking a blank notebook to jot down thoughts 

while waiting for the flight and during the flight. I had given away all my simple school 

notebooks, so I looked for a more formal hardcover notebook. I spotted two on the bookshelf. 

One brought a smile to my face, accompanied by warm memories. The leather covered book was 

heavy. The cover was as hard as a rock. The notebook weighed about as much of a 600-page 

hardcover book. I purchased it in Rome 20 years ago at the Cartoleria Pantheon…a specialty 

paper shop near the Pantheon. I visited the shop on every trip to Rome.  
 

 

 
 

Only the first three pages of the blank notebook had hand-written entries, all written in the 

aftermath of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti. The first entry said: “I’m a homeless man seated at the 

off-ramp of the highway of life.” I became lost in some of the scribbled thoughts. The notebook 

was too precious to me to take on a JetBlue flight. I closed the leather book and opened the simple 

black hardcover lined notebook. The first entry was made in 2002. The first 18 pages had notes, 

most about future film projects in Peru and Tanzania. There was one entry that was different 

from all the rest. Here it is: 
 

Sunday, Sept. 19, 2004 – 7:45am, LAX (Los Angeles Airport). On board United Flt 104 to 

Chicago. Going to South Bend, Indiana for a conference on migration and theology at 

the University of Notre Dame. Screening Endless Exodus on Tuesday at 3:45pm.  
 

The next four pages contained notes on ideas for future films. Then came this from ND. 
 

400 people at the conference yet I felt alone…and sad. 
 



Then there was note on meeting Fr. Peter Phan who asked me to send him my film Holy Pictures. 

He was a Vietnamese born American theologian from Georgetown University. I recall really 

liking him and having a wonderful conversation with him. We shared a taxi to the airport after 

the conference and he invited me to show a film at Georgetown, but a time was never arranged 

due to my heavy travel schedule. In the years following, we exchanged a number of letters and 

emails. I read two of his books, The Joy of Religious Pluralism and Christianity with an Asian Face.  
 

Back to the notebook: 
 

Post screening: President of Notre Dame, while processing out of the basilica following 

a Mass celebrated by the Cardinal from Honduras, grabbed my arm and said, “Thank 

you, Gerry.” 
 

I was surprised that I recalled the presidents name, Fr. Jenkins. I did a google search and sure 

enough he was appointed president in May 2004. Not mentioned in the notes was what happened 

after Fr. John Jenkins grabbed my arm. Cardinal Maradiaga paused when he reached my row and 

shook my hand. He had attended the screening of Endless Exodus. I was so stunned that I have no 

idea what he said to me. 
 

But being greeted by the President of Notre Dame and the Cardinal from Honduras was not the 

highlight of my time at Notre Dame. The next entry looked as if it was written on the trip home, 

probably at the airport waiting to board the plane for Los Angeles. I entry was carefully printed. 

Here it is: 
 

A 48-year-old diocesan priest from Chicago came up to me on Tuesday morning. He 

said he was looking for the chance to talk with me. 
 

I recall that he came up to me during a coffee break and asked if I was Gerry Straub. When I said 

“yes” he said, “I’m not interested in migration or theology…” I interrupted him and said: “Well 

looks like you’re in the wrong place.” He said he had driven from Chicago just to talk with me. 
 

He told me that three years ago, he was spiritually in a place of great turmoil and doubt. 

He was on the verge of not only leaving the priesthood but also abandoning his faith. 

He “accidently” came across [my book] The Sun & Moon Over Assisi.” He had to tell me 

the great impact the book had on him. Within a short period of time, he read it five times. 

He said, “I just wanted to tell you your book saved my vocation. Thank you.” 
 

I was on the verge of tears. I had been feeling that perhaps my work was in vain. That 

too few people read the books, see the films. That perhaps I should give it all up and try 

to make some money. I think God was telling me not to worry about the size of my 

audience or my financial struggles. 
 

There are more details that I recall. When the priest approached me, he was dressed in plain street 

clothes; I had no idea he was a priest. He looked a bit out of place. After our conversation, I 

stepped outside and sat on a bench under a tree. I cried. I spent five years toiling in absurdity 

while writing that first book on St. Francis. My television friends thought I had lost my mind, 



walking away from a big-time producing job to write about a long-time dead saint. In that 

moment, I knew that all those years of research and writing were worth it. A life had been 

changed by my words. I’ve never forgotten that priest…or the gift he had given me.  
 

Eighteen years after those wonderful few days at the University of Notre Dame, it is truly 

amazing that the university’s excellent magazine published an eloquent profile of my humble 

work at the Santa Chiara Children’s Center in Haiti written by Joseph Heil. And if that was not 

enough, the same Spring 2022 edition of the magazine published a story I wrote about my 

experience of being granted permission to spend time alone in the hotel room where Vincent van 

Gogh died in the village of Auvers-sur-Oise in France. And they just agreed to publish the story 

of my encounter with a homeless on the steps of St. Francis of Assisi Church in Manhattan. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


