
August 23, 2022 

Extreme Madness 
 

Yesterday morning I was seated at my desk working my way thought the editor’s corrections of 

my Merton book, Reading Thomas Merton and Longing for God in Haiti. My phone rang at 8:37am. 

It was Steph calling via video on WhatsApp. I had been working on the manuscript since well 

before sunrise. On Sunday, I worked on the book from before sunrise until nearly nine at night. 

When the call came, I was only on page 187 of the 350-page manuscript. It is most likely that all 

four extra days in Florida will be consumed with completing the editorial review, tracking down 

source of quotes and correcting little mistakes. I am not complaining about all the work. For me, 

it is not work…it is a joy. I am so grateful that I followed my intuition to return to Florida a few 

days early. 
 

Stéphanie seemed a bit upset. I had already forwarded to her two responses to Monday’s Journal 

featuring all the kids at the celebratory exposition of their craft creations. One reader wrote:  
 

 

Look what you started!!!!!! The children and teens at Santa Chiara are happy and experiencing 

joy, and creativity and fun and team work and love and attention such a dichotomy to American 

teens. What a upside down world… 
 

I quickly learned what the problem was. Steph began by saying there would be massive protest 

throughout the city on Monday in response to something dreadful that happen in area not far 

from us in which we frequently drive through. A mother and her two older teenage daughters 

were driving to an Adventist church when their car was surrounded by gang members. They shot 

the three women and then set their car on fire, cremating the remains of the victims. Normally, 

the father would have been in the car. He is alive because he wasn’t in the car. In the same area, 

three more people walking on the street were shot. Steph said she cried when she heard about 

the killing of the women in the family. Here is the family. The father is a lawyer. 
 

 
 

This easily could have been Steph and I driving to a store in the area. It is not too far from 

Aristide’s home. The point is that anything can happen to any of us when we leave Santa Chiara. 



I worry every day about Gabens driving to and from work and all the time he and Michel spend 

on the streets getting supplies, food, and fuel.  
 

I had to pause after the phone call…and pen these futile, sad words and look at the photo of the 

family who did not deserve such a brutal fate. I could not begin to comprehend the grief and 

torment of the father who lost everything in one act of extreme madness. I’m sure he wishes he 

had been with them, because without them he is lost.  
 

Haiti needs help. Real help. Not words. Haiti needs some form of dramatic intervention to stop 

the gangs. Clearly, the police, the military, the government are all impotent when it comes to 

stopping the madness of the gangs controlling the city and deciding who lives and who dies. The 

living are slowly being choked to death by high prices and food and fuel shortages that are a 

direct result of the unchecked violence.  
 

I am sorry I am not in Haiti to comfort my wife. It is hard for me to go back to writing about 

Merton when Haiti is suffering. All these things confuse the hell out of me. 
 

“There is only one true flight from the world; it is not an escape from conflict, anguish, 

and suffering, but the flight from disunity and separation, to unity and peace in the love 

of other men.” 

Thomas Merton 

New Seeds of Contemplation 
(New York: New Directions, 1961), 78 

 

Merton reminds us of the importance of compassion:  
 

“I cannot treat other men as men unless I have compassion for them. I must have at least 

enough compassion to realize that when they suffer they feel somewhat as I do when I 

suffer. And if for some reason I do not spontaneously feel this kind of sympathy for 

others, then it is God’s will that I do what I can to learn how. I must learn to share with 

others their joys, their sufferings, their ideas, their needs, and their desires. I must learn 

to do this not only in the cases of those who are of the same class, the same profession, 

the same race, the same nation as myself, but when men who suffer belong to other 

groups, even to groups that are regarded as hostile. If I do this, I obey God. If I refuse to 

do it, I disobey God.” 

Thomas Merton 

New Seeds of Contemplation 
(New York: New Directions, 1961), 76-77 

 

Merton urges us to see others as ourselves. Each of us suffers. Compassion invites us to create an 

oasis of peace for another who suffers, through our own relationship with God. 
 

At The Santa Chiara Children’s Center, we are trying to create an oasis of peace. The barbaric, 

insane events of Saturday not far from us and the exuberant, joyful events of Sunday bring the 

need and importance of our humble work into sharper focus.  
 

BREAKING NEWS… follows: 



Gabens called me late yesterday afternoon to report how bad the streets were, with spreading 

protests featuring burning tires at key intersections and throwing rocks. People have reached the 

boiling point about the lack of gas, the continued violence, killing, and kidnapping, as well at the 

steep rise in the price of virtually everything. (We are truly feeling the financial pinch.) Gabens 

could not make it to work. He stayed home and worked on preparing tomorrow’s Journal which 

tells the story of Sunday’s big celebration of the children’s creativity and drive. Steph already had 

told me that most of the night staff could not make it two. Many of the day shift will just stay. 
 

I am so grateful for the financial support we received from our faithful Journal readers. 

 


