
July 26, 2022 

A Guest Writer 
 

While I was in Haiti, Santa Chiara received a donation from Steve Zahn. It was made via PayPal; 

they sent me a notice. I had no idea who the donor was. PayPal does not indicate a donor’s 

address. I wrote Steve and thanked him. I also asked how he heard about Santa Chiara. He sent 

this response on July 18th, which he gave me permission to share: 
 

Gerry, 
 

I am a 1986 ND graduate and I read about you in the recent ND Magazine. I discovered 

your journals shortly after and I have enjoyed following you and SCCC ever since. You 

are indeed creating a little bit of heaven in the middle of hell. God bless you for what 

you do. 
 

The stories that most captivated me were those about Dr Deluc. There are few with more 

humility and generosity than him. God pours out of him and his life's work inspires 

me.  I would appreciate it if my donation goes to him. 
 

I am an active volunteer with prison and homeless ministry in Sioux Falls spending 

much of that time at a facility called The St Francis House - a transitional homeless 

shelter a bit different, and not as rough as, the St Francis Inn. Still a place to help the lost 

with perhaps nothing more than a smile or a word of hope. I thoroughly enjoyed your 

Christmas in June journals and would love to find the movie you made about that 

facility. 
 

You recently journaled: "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." I hear it and I believe it. God wants us to 

accompany the poor and embrace their dignity. In fact, we need it more than we 

realize!  Because God is most abundant in those places and the greatest witness to faith 

comes from those on the margins. Father Greg Boyle once said "The truest measure of 

compassion lies not in our service to those on the margins but in our willingness to see 

ourselves in kinship with them."  In my volunteer work I try to build relationships. I find 

that when I do that, I often receive more grace than I offer. A story - I make and serve 

waffles every Wednesday at St Francis House. I asked one man in line if he had been 

outside yet as it was a beautiful morning. He said - No, I just got up because I knew you 

would be here, you would smile at me, and make me a waffle.  Great! 
 

Like you I cannot understand why Christians are not up in arms about society's timid 

interest in service to the poor. How can we ignore those on the margins (individuals, 

groups, nations) when the command to do so is the most consistent and common theme 

in the Bible (Isaiah 1:17, Matthew 25:35 to name a couple)? I tire of battling apathy and 

indifference. I just do what I can. Your work gives me hope! 
 

Lots of ramblings - that's enough. Prayers for your safety and success.   
  

Steve 
 



I loved that he took the time to share his personal story of service to the poor. Steve wrote again 

the next day, July 19th, in response to a Journal about my trip to Santo Domingo with Steph. 
 

Gerry, 
 

I am so happy you and your wife were able to get away to the DR for a few days. I look 

forward to additional stories you will share. 
 

But I heard another message in those journals. While I heard the enjoyment of the trip, I 

also heard a longing to get back to SCCC. Perhaps some guilt of going when so many 

suffer in Haiti? 
 

Maybe I’m wrong?  I apologize if I am projecting myself into your post.  But this is a 

feeling I struggle with often. Not from trips. Just being home in my comfortable 

suburban setting while I know of suffering and loneliness is just a few miles away. When 

I am enjoying a beer on the deck or a round of golf, I sometimes think that if I was 

downtown instead, I could help one more person. I should be there. 
 

But then I remind myself that I am not God. I give what I can and enjoy God's gifts to 

rest and to be able to give again later. Taking care of myself and my family is important 

as well. I read an interesting perspective on this: having two coats when some have none 

is not the main problem. Wanting three coats is the problem.  
 

There is so much to do.  So many people “with no coats”. 
 

Looking forward to the Friday journal. 
 

Steve 
 

I immediately wrote him back. 
 

You got it exactly right, Steve. 
 

I felt guilty enjoying so much when my brothers and sisters in Haiti are suffering. 
 

Some years ago in the Journal, I wrote that the poor never get a vacation from the misery, 

struggles, and hardships of their lives. 
 

Back in May 2020 I had covid in Haiti. I was really sick...over 70 and had asthma. I was 

on oxygen 24 hours a day for seven days. 
 

The Missionaries of Charity thought I was going to die...they called for a priest to give 

me the Last Rites. The sisters got me the oxygen. I elected to stay at Santa Chiara. 
 

Just two weeks before I got sick, I hired a young, woman doctor who lived near us. She 

stayed with me around the clock. She believed I would die...I was that sick. 
 

She spoke English...and we slowly became friends. Just friends...as we both were seeing 

someone else.  
 

But in the Summer of 2021, we realized we just liked being with each other. We each 

ended the relationships we were in. We were married on December 18th. 
 



We spend 24 hours a day, 7 days a week inside SCCC. Not the best place to start a 

marriage. Steph had never been out of Haiti. We really needed this break, albeit a 2-day 

honeymoon. 
 

Gerry 
 

I felt I needed to tell him about my marriage, as I sensed we were going to be become long-

distance friends. Steve wrote again the next, offering a comment on the Journal. He also shared 

some photos from the shelter where he was preparing food for the poor. 
 

We continued to exchange emails every day. He mentioned a film of mine he wanted to see but 

was unable to find. I gave him a link to the Pax et Bonum Communications website. I told him 

not to order any films. I told him to just let me know which of the two-dozen films I wanted to 

see and I would mail them to him for free. Of the four he picked, three were probably my three 

most favorite films.  
 

In another email, Steve shared with me the news he had received an award for his service to the 

poor. I told him the Notre Dame Magazine had accepted another story from me, the one about 

me encounter with a homeless woman in Manhattan nearly 30 years ago. Here is his response: 
 

That was a great story!  Thanks for the early read.  I have two things to share about it. 
 

1.  Years ago a friend gave me a blank journal with no instructions. I had no idea what 

to do with it. I had some pamphlets with wise sayings in them. For some reason, I 

decided to find the best and write them in the journal. Now 9 years later I have 174 pages 

of insightful, clever, moving thoughts from podcasts, readings, movies, etc. You made 

my journal with this: indifference to the misfortunes of others (is) the greatest of all sins. 

Here is good example from a few years ago: Make somebody smile every day. But just 

remember - you are somebody too. 
 

2.  I have a story as well.   
 

I went to a local Panera Bread several months ago. On the corner I drove past a lady, 

probably mid-30s, sitting with a cardboard sign saying "Anything helps" or something 

like that. Sometimes I stop to help but I was in a bit of a rush so I went inside for 

lunch. When I came back outside, she was still sitting there. She looked lonely and 

tired. So, I got into my car, pulled away a bit and parked and watched her for a while. 

As people drove up to the stop sign next to her, some ignored her but some rolled down 

their windows to give her some money. In those cases, she would take the money, the 

window would roll up and she would sit down again. No, or few, words were 

exchanged. I watched this play out a few times, prayed about it and decided I could not 

let this continue. I could not let her simply remain anonymous. 
 

I drove back to the parking lot.  I got out of my car and walked up to her.  When she 

caught me out the corner of her eye, she stood up to meet me. As I approached her, I 

pulled out a $20 bill. When we met, I said Hi my name is Steve, what is your name?.  She 

told me that it was Bella. I offered her the money saying "Does this help?" She stood 

there, looked at me, the money, me, the money and then grabbed me and gave me the 

largest, deepest hug I had received in some time.  It truly felt like God was saying Thank 



You. She released, crying a bit and said - "You have no idea how humiliating it is to sit 

here and just take money from people!" 
 

So, we talked for a few minutes. I found out that she was staying at a local homeless 

shelter.  I told her that I have a disabled friend who eats lunch there often - (she is in a 

wheelchair and gets herself there every day. She is amazing). Bella said that she knew 

Kayla and immediately the walls went down between us because she knew she met 

someone who cares. I found out that she was a veteran just like me. She was struggling 

with PTSD and the VA. And I learned a few of her dreams.   
 

I gave her a gift that day. And it wasn't $20. It was the gift of my audience. The gift of 

my time. In fact, I just let her share and said very little. I wanted her to feel great about 

herself.  
 

God gave me a gift too.  His grace. And a bit of joy that day.  I haven't seen her since. 
 

Steve 
 

Our daily exchange of emails (I haven’t shared them all) was interrupted by my trip back to 

Florida. 
 

Travel days are rough for me. Just had the chance to read this story. Wonderful. 
 

I have three or four similar stories. One made it into my book The Sun & Moon Over 

Assisi. It was about a homeless man who always sat on the steps of the Pontifical 

Gregorian University. I gave him a pastry every day and soon learned his life story. He 

was in the navy in Russia.  
 

As soon as I can, I'll send you the films. 
 

Peace and blessings, 
 

gerry 
 

OK…I’ll cut to the chase. Steve sent me the following on Saturday. I wrote him and asked if I could put in 

the Journal. He said sure.  
 

Gerry, 
 

I made an error in a quote I shared with you.  I noticed it after I hit send.  Now, after reading your 

recent commentary on the situation in Haiti, including your last several journals, I feel I need to 

treat my error as more than just a typo. 
 

The correct quote is “The problem is not having a coat when others have none. The problem is 

wanting two coats.” 
 

Getting it right makes all of the difference. The quote encourages us to enjoy God’s blessings 

despite the inequities, use them for good and resist hoarding at the expense of others. However, 

now I’m wondering about even the correct quote.   
 

Your summary of the situation in Haiti is heartbreaking. In large part because most of it is 

avoidable. I can hear your pain. And, Gerry, I sometimes feel the same despair, maybe if only on 

a smaller scale. 
 



Even in Sioux Falls we needlessly cause similar problems. The southern sections of the city enjoy 

great wealth while many of the northern and inner-city areas are destitute. Yes, some money 

flows from south to north, maybe with more generosity than in other communities, and then the 

southern people feel great. Their Christian duty served.  Help the poor! 
 

But there is another, deeper, poverty. Those in the south enjoy a wealth of free time to spend in a 

variety of relationships, some important but some less so, and all mostly focused on their own 

limited and isolated tribe of family and close friends (important blessings from God I might add). 

However, the north is starving for relationships and plagued with broken families and general 

instability. They are preyed upon by society’s greed with drugs, alcohol, poor food options, 

substandard housing. They are waiting for God to come to them in the presence of 

others.  Despite pockets of great faith in the poor community, they feel forgotten and abandoned. 

I hear that from them. There is often a feeling that the Christian God must only be for white rich 

people. Being white and educated must be a sign of favor from God. They wait for Hope.  
 

For sure, people need money and food and other material items. But they also, maybe more 

importantly, need to be loved and know that God loves us all equally. We can survive unbearable 

circumstances due to a lack of things. But not when we think we mean nothing.  Fr Boyle believes 

that is the reason for gangs and their violence.  He said “(gang) behavior is the vocabulary of the 

deeply wounded and of those whose burdens are more than they can bear” 
 

The poverty of healthy relationships and support often depresses me. Because its solution needs 

no money, no wealth.  Just time.  Compassion. Love Your Neighbor. I feel stressed when I am not 

there serving. It’s not healthy for me.  
 

One time I listened to an analysis of the Gospel of Luke.  Luke 4:18 was discussed: Jesus said “The 

Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has 

sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed 

go free” 
 

I’ve always understood, and anybody I know would understand, “poor” to mean lacking 

material goods. So, give them money, food, etc.  No problem. But, as I understand it, “poor” is 

our translation of a Hebrew word: ‘Ani. ‘Ani definitely includes poor wealth but it is much 

broader to include poor in health, poor in social status, etc.  Then Luke immediately describes 

Jesus’ interactions, his relationships, with the ‘Ani - the lame, prostitutes, tax collectors, the people 

in northern Sioux Falls, etc.  I’ve never heard that described in church. I rarely hear churches 

challenge us to go beyond donations of material goods or simple volunteering vs building 

relationships.  To embrace the ‘Ani. That is a shame.  
 

In Haiti, you are right there with the ‘Ani. Those kids, their parents whom you bring close to 

SCCC, certainly need material things and safety. But the best thing you and Stephanie and Dr 

Deluc etc give to them is your time and presence. That’s how God’s grace enters into this world. 

And His grace might be our most important possession.   
 

I hope that wasn’t too much. I’m thankful to be able to write it out and you are very kind to let 

me share. Continued prayers for all.  Please rest and enjoy FL.   
 

I think I found a new brother. 


