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A Change in Plans? 
 

As I traveled back to my American residence, I knew I had to make a big decision before I 

returned home to Haiti. It was weighing on me. A few months ago, two seemingly disconnected 

events happened that pointed me in same direction…going to Rome and Assisi in March 2023.  
 

On the night of August 2, 2022, I was licking my wounds from an especially bad day in Haiti for 

me personally. I needed an escape from my inner turmoil. It was in my emotional fragility that I 

had the idea to watch The Loneliness & Longing of St. Francis of Assisi. The first 35 minutes 

completely arrested my attention and transported me back to all the time I spent in Rome and 

Assisi, as well as all the places that St. Francis loved throughout Umbria and Tuscany. 
 

I had not watched the film since it was released a full seven years earlier. Most of the essential 

footage was filmed in Italy in 2008-2009 during two prolonged trips. But due to a perfect storm 

of unfortunate events, the film was not completed and released until the summer of 2015. The 

original screenplay for the documentary film on the life of St. Francis, which was written in 2010, 

gave birth to a more detailed book of the same title which was published in 2014. After the film 

was released, I never really looked at it again. 
 

After writing my two books on St. Francis, both of which won major awards, my Franciscan life 

began to lose its edge. St. Francis was becoming more of a memory rather than a motivation. I 

needed a Franciscan retreat, which was not possible in Haiti. After seven years of essentially 

living in what had become a war zone, I was so overwhelmed by the events of my daily life of 

running a home for 50 abandoned kids in a slum in Haiti that I became disconnected from the 

spiritual stimulus for my abandoning my film-making ministry that documented the plight of the 

chronically poor around the world to actually living among and serving the desperately poor in 

Haiti. 
 

Since the assassination of the President in July 2021, Haiti has been in a long, slow slide into 

anarchy. Heavily-armed gangs ruled the country. They slaughtered innocent people. They 

kidnapped people. Homes and businesses were burned to the ground. They blocked the roads 

from the port, thereby cutting off the supply of fuel, food, and goods. There was a severe fuel 

shortage. The price of virtually everything skyrocketed. The poor were being choked to death. 

Mountains of rotting garbage were rising throughout the city. By the spring and early summer of 

2022 Haiti had become a living nightmare. People feared leaving their homes. Burning tires 

formed blockades at key intersections, stifling movement and commerce. Each day was a struggle 

for survival. 
 

While watching the film, I saw with more clarity than ever before that St. Francis is a gift to the 

world to help us see a better way to live and love. After more than seven years in Haiti, I needed 

that gift more than ever before, as I was slowly losing hope not only in the survival of Haiti but 

of my very faith. My two books on the beloved saint had become dusty history books for me. The 



lessons I had learned as I wrote those books were fading from my daily reality. I needed a 

Franciscan renewal as I move forward in the last and final phase of my life.  

 

In my impulsive manner, I began to wrote a third book on St. Francis. I poured whatever time I 

could squeeze out of my days in Haiti and Florida working on the book. The writing became a 

personal pilgrimage for me. I did not want to offer a reheated Francis. My two previous books on 

the saint from Assisi, as well the film, were written from a place of relative privilege. The new 

book will be written from a much lower place, from a place of depravity and desperation, a place 

of utter chaos and constant turmoil. Haiti is on the far periphery of human life. The Santa Chiara 

Children’s Center is essentially a field hospital for poor kids. From inside Santa Chiara, I saw the 

rawness of life where peace and hope were unknown…and decapitating people had become a 

sport. Writing a new book on St. Francis of Assisi became a much-needed retreat. It was a book I 

desperately needed to write…and to live. 
 

Because the inspiration for the new book came while watching my film, the original focus was on 

the longing and loneliness we all feel at various times and with varying intensity. The book 

version of The Loneliness and Longing of St. Francis had rocky road along the path to publication. 

The manuscript I submitted to the publisher contained 157,794 words (just under 400 pages in 

book form.) The publisher was willing to accept the book for publication, but the word count 

could not go over 75,000 words. The page count of the published book could not go beyond 225 

pages. My initial reaction was it would be impossible to cut nearly 50% of the book. Doing 

something that was impossible never stopped me before, so with the skillful help a free-lance 

editor, I decided to try cutting the book. Thirty-three drafts later, the word count dropped to 

88,777 words. The editor was pleased with the work I did. She became my advocate as she lobbied 

hard to get the publisher to accept my revised draft in which I had cut 42% of my book. She won. 

The published book contained 287 pages. I had learned how to compromise. But it hurt…and still 

does. 
 

Since early August, I spent endless tedious days transforming the screenplay format into a prose 

format. I began to see how I could sprinkle in detailed material from the book version into the 

manuscript. I immersed myself fully into the film and book. I was eventually drawn to the 

material dropped from the book in order to get it published. I was also drawn to the revised and 

updated version of The Sun & Moon Over Assisi. I had forgotten how much new material I had 

written for the new version, which was published by a small, independent publisher in Arizona 

who did not have the resources to effectively promote the book. Sales lagged.  
 

Suddenly, I had a canvas larger than the film version of The Loneliness and Longing of St. Francis. I 

began being troubled by having the words “loneliness” and “longing” in the title. Then a new 

idea hit and took root. I realized that both my two books and the film were rooted in a pilgrimage. 

Most of the film was shot on a month-long pilgrimage to Italy with 40 Franciscan priests and 

nuns. The first book featured numbered “Pilgrimage Diaries” which became the heart and soul 

of the book. The original draft of the second book had numbered clusters of thoughts titled 

“Thoughts from My Pilgrimage Diary” which had been cut from the book. A new title for the 

new book emerged, On Pilgrimage with a Saint and a Sinner: An Author and Filmmaker’s Encounter 



with St. Francis of Assisi. I was jacked. This is what I needed: to go on pilgrimage through my own 

Franciscan books and film.  

 

On Pilgrimage with a Saint and a Sinner 

 
An Author and Filmmaker’s Encounter with St. Francis of Assisi 

 

While all this “secret” writing was happening, I was also putting the finishing touches on the 

Merton book and spending time working remotely with the editor and the book designer. In 

addition, I wrote a long essay of Haiti which will be published in the Winter edition of Notre 

Dame Magazine. During the whirlwind of writing, I sent digital copies of the Haiti essay and the 

two other pieces that Notre Dame Magazine had published (the Van Gogh essay and the story 

about the homeless woman in Manhattan) to a friend in Rome. He is a Franciscan priest and 

former Provincial of the Irish Province of the OFM’s. He is currently the guardian of Sant’ 

Isidoro’s in Rome. I first met him in 1995 and we quickly became friends. Those who have read 

The Sun & Moon Over Assisi know him as “my private chaplain” based on a story about him in 

the book. He told me that when his term as guardian ends in June, he will be returning to Ireland. 

He said if I wanted to come and stay for a week, I needed to do it before June.  
 

I was hyped to return to Rome and Assisi just days before my 76th birthday in March 2023...28 

years after the experience inside the empty church in Rome made me a pilgrim, traveling with St. 

Francis to the poorest places on earth.  
 

But in the days before returning to Florida, I began to have doubts about going to Italy. The time 

was quickly approaching when I had to start making firm plans and booking flights. I had 



delayed booking the flights because I was not sure if Steph could come because it was so hard for 

Haitians to get a Visa to visit any anywhere. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that 

as much as I wanted to show Steph all the things I love in Italy, the purpose of the trip was not 

sightseeing but to return to the places where my life had been changed, and to dig deeper into 

the Franciscan charism. I saw how as I would read some passages from the first two Francis 

books, I had a fresh understanding of how the vision of story of St. Francis life and its meaning 

us…or me. I was coming to the realization this was a trip I needed to make alone. I was torn about 

this. But once I was committed to going alone, I began to look at the calendar from late February 

to mid-April, to see when I could best handle my administrative SCCC chores and be away for 

three weeks. Two weeks in Italy. Ten days in Florida; five before traveling to Rome and five after 

I return from Italy. I discussed the possible dates with Steph. I felt as if a solo trip to Rome was 

what I should do…and Steph was supportive of the idea. 
 

But then I laid down on the couch to rest…and maybe fall asleep. There was no sleeping. I found 

myself visualizing the trip to Rome, beginning with the trip for West Palm Beach to Charlotte, 

North Carolina and the direct flight to Rome. It is a long, grueling, overnight trip. After clearing 

customs, I need to get to Rome, either by train or taxi. I figured I would spend a week at Sant’ 

Isidoro. I knew every inch of the place. Over at least nine trips to Rome, either for a pilgrimage 

or to teach at the Pontifical Gregorian University, I estimate I live at the friary for a total of at least 

six months. The dozen or so priests who live there have things to do most of the day, including 

my friend. I have already spent endless hours in the main library. I would walk around Rome 

every day, visiting churches I have seen, including the St. Peter’s inside the Vatican, dozens of 

times already. I began thinking, I would spend less time in Rome and more time in Assisi. Even 

that idea seemed flawed.  
 

It was slowly dawning on me as I laid on the couch that for the new writing on Francis, it wasn’t 

necessary to be in Assisi. The entire trip, including two nine-hour flights, was going to take an 

enormous amount of energy. Then an alternative popped into my mind: spend 7 to 10 days in a 

monastery. Last year I did a Zoom presentation sponsored by Mepkin Abbey in South Carolina. 

The Trappist monk who hosted the event was wonderful. At the end of the event, he said some 

very kind words about my work in Haiti. A few weeks ago, I sent him the final draft of the Merton 

book in hopes he would pen an endorsement blurb. What he wrote was terrific. I wrote to him 

about the possibility of spending a week at the abbey, which has a retreat center on the grounds. 

The place is beautiful; it even has a botanical garden. I have been talking about the need for 

stillness and silence…and those are the main ingredients of Trappist monastery. Suddenly a 

transatlantic flight to be in noisy Rome seemed ill-suited for what I needed. 
 

For a few years, I have harbored a hope to see Assisi one more time. The only reason it seemed 

imperative to do ASAP was the fact that my friend in the friary would be leaving Rome in June. 

After he is gone, I would have no way to stay at Sant’ Isidoro again. I do want to go to Italy one 

more time…but I want to go with my wife. That would be great. I spent a little time yesterday 

(three hours) inside the new Francis book. It is, for me, an exciting project. But going on a 

“pilgrimage” by myself is not necessary.   
 

The flight from Palm Beach to Charleston, South Carolina in under two hours. I would be out of 

Haiti and Florida and in a beautiful, prayerful space. Down the road, when Steph gets a Visa, we 



can go to Rome for a few days then take a train to Assisi for a week. Just us, walking, talking, 

having fun in a place that is very meaningful to me. Without Rome and Assisi in 1995, I would 

never have embarked on a life among the poor, first filming their plight, then living in a slum. I 

am going to talk about this in depth with three people to hear their feedback. Then I will make a 

final decision. I suppose this Journal was just thinking out loud on paper. 

 

Most of my first full day in Haiti was devoted to going through the mail that arrived while I was 

in Haiti. I was surprised to see a small donation from Puerto Rico; it was from a graduate from 

Notre Dame…he read about Santa Chiara in the university’s magazine. We received just over 

$20,000 in donations. The sounds like a lot at this time of the year…and it is. However, $15,000 

came from just two people. We now need $30,000 a month to operate Santa Chiara thanks to the 

skyrocketing prices for everything thanks to the gang’s chokehold on the city and cutting off the 

supply of fuel. The mail also included a small package for an occasional donor from upstate New 

York. It contained a used book on St. Francis and a hand-written letter. 
 

Dear Gerry, 
 

I am not sure what it is about reading your journal that so affects how I choose to live, 

but it does. It reaches something very deep inside me that your humanness, ALL if it, 

doesn’t seek an escape hatch and over and over you carry it, face it, speak honestly about 

it, grapple with it…and then leave me with photos of sunsets that ever restore your faith 

and dedication to Creation. The situation you find yourself in, as Haiti descends beyond 

our imagining seems to be the exact stage for your smile, your love, your kindness. So, I 

won’t add my concerns for you to the pile you receive from your readers and donors.  
 

(I omitted the part of the letter in which talks about the book she sent me by a French 

Franciscan priest that I greatly admire; I had two of his books but not the one she sent.) 
 

May you find the silence you need to listen, always, amidst your demands, it inspires 

beyond words. May you know today you are loved, prayed form sent healing wishes 

and cared about more than you know. I know you are finishing your new book (I look 

forward to it) but I smile, for some of us, you are living with God in Haiti and we are 

reading you. Blessings, Gerry, always. I can’t help but cry over the state of things where 

you are, and know working daily steadily to demonstrate Christ’s love every day in the 

only response. 
 

Here is my response which I sent on Thursday morning: 
 

Your wonderful, hand-written letter and the Leclerc book were waiting for me at the 

post office upon my return to Florida late yesterday afternoon. 
 

I was too tired to open until just a few minutes ago. 
 

It touched me deeply. 
 

I am so tired of all the violence, anger, strife, suffering, scarcity of food, fuel, and 

essential supplies that I want to give up and never return to Haiti again. Some days I 

wish the donations would stop so I would have a good excuse for leaving. 



 

There are many days when I want to stop writing the journal. 
 

Your letter renews my faith and gives me courage. 
 

I think I want to share in the Journal without mentioning your name.  
 

I have two Eloi Leclerc books...but not the one you sent. He is terrific. 
 

Thanks too for the donation and prayers. 
 

You have blessed my day. 
 

Peace and love, 
 

Gerry 

 

I shared the women’s letter not to pat myself on the back. It was this sentence that spoke loudly 

to me: “May you find the silence you need to listen, always, amidst your demands, it inspires 

beyond words.” A person in need of stillness and silence would not go to a busy big city and a 

medieval town crowded with tourists. They would go to a monastery. 

 

 
 

Please forgive the length of this Journal. If I had more time, it would have been shorter.  


