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Advent Reflection: The Heart of All Reality 
 

During my quiet time this morning [during Advent 2015], my mind drifted back to my first Christmas in 

Haiti. I was in Haiti during Advent of 2010. I lived in a slum without running water or electricity…and 

with rats. It was the most frightening experience of my life. The following reflection comes from my film 

Mud Pies & Kites, which I narrated. I wrote most of the reflection here in Haiti, just down the road in the 

Girardoville slum. 
 

Across America the year ends in a flurry of shopping, even during stressful economic times. 

Advent helps us see the need to pause and contemplate the deep and magnificent meaning of the 

Incarnation: that God, in a supreme act of Self-emptying love, became poor for us, entering fully 

into our flawed humanity in order that we could have the chance to enter more fully into God’s 

perfect divinity. Advent was the perfect time to be in Haiti. 
 

The primary motivation for God’s incarnation is God’s goodness, not human sinfulness. The 

Incarnation is a dynamic expression of God’s overflowing love and mercy, as well as a revelation 

of God’s poverty and humility. Through the Incarnation we find redemption and completion, 

making it the heart of all reality. Christmas is a time for us to see more clearly our own poverty 

and weakness in order to better receive the gift of God’s transforming love. 
 

In Haiti, it was easy to see how Christmas is a time for us to emulate, as best we can, God’s love 

and goodness by sharing the mercy and compassion we have experienced through our lived 

experience of Christ’s birth in the stable of our humble hearts. 
 

In the slums of Haiti, I am stripped bare of all pretentions, all sense of superiority. And I stand 

amid the swirling, turbulent world of overwhelming want, feeling the pain and not knowing how 

to respond. But God says let my eyes, my hands, my mouth become your eyes, your hands, your 

mouth. With my mouth, give a smile to each sad face. To the person who has become hardened 

and hopeless, give them my heart. 
 

This is the gift of Christmas: the heart of God born afresh within each of us. 
 

As “The Song of Zechariah” says: “In the tender compassion of God the dawn from on high shall 

break upon us, to shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death, and to guide 

our feet into the way of peace.” 
 

In Advent, we live in the expectancy of a changed world, a world of universal sufficiency and no 

hunger, a world of peace and nonviolence, a world where the reign of God is fully manifested. 

But such a changed world is still a long, long way off, a seemingly impossible dream, especially 

here in Port-au-Prince. 
 

(At this point in the film I appear on camera discussing the spreading deadly cholera epidemic as people 

line up for water which they hauled back to their tents or shacks.) 
 

The chronically poor living in the slums and tent cities are constantly on the move but never going 

anywhere. Just up and down back and forth the same roads every day in search of whatever is 

needed just to survive. They walk, they haul, they jam into tap-taps. Constant movement, 

incessant noise. Every day is a wearisome, endless struggle, without a hint of comfort or 



relaxation. Congested streets. Maddening traffic. Dense pollution. Smoldering heaps of garbage. 

The tension is unrelenting. (This is still true today, except the tents are gone.) 
 

Every day is a fresh new challenge…to do the same thing: find whatever is needed to survive that 

day. The effort that goes into just making a few pennies to buy the barest of essentials is extreme. 

Every day is exhausting. And the night offers no relief. The misery just gets darker. 
 

Pain still abounds nearly a year after the earthquake. Violence lurks around every corner. Grisly 

crime and corruption are commonplace. Rubble from toppled buildings is everywhere. Back-

breaking labor paying only pennies. Hunger and illness inhabit most homes, shacks and tents. 

(This also is still true today, except the rubble is gone.) 
 

Yet there is tenderness, smiles and faith…and even hope in the face of utter hopelessness. The 

people keep going, keep struggling to inch ahead, to care for their families…and to prepare to 

celebrate the birth of Christ. 
 

It would have been utterly impossible to imagine as I penned those words that five years later, I would be 

living part-time in Haiti operating a children’s center out of a nice property. It is overwhelming for me to 

realize and ponder what has happened in the dozen years. God’s grace is truly an astonishing power. After 

all, out of nothing came the ever-expanding universe and the absolute wonder of creation. So, taking a 

knucklehead former TV producer and professed atheist and spinning him around and setting him on a 

course to care for impoverished, unschooled kids in Haiti was a breeze for God. Nothing is impossible for 

God. We just need to say “yes” to what God has planned for us. Thank God Mary said yes. 
 

I read this in Florida just before returning to Haiti a few days ago. The day before, I saw a piece 

in the The New York Times that caught my attention. Haiti. Here it is:  
 

Natalie Kitroeff, is the New York Time’s bureau chief for Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean who 

recently reported from Haiti about the crisis. An editor for paper interviewed Kitroeff. I found her answers 

succinctly and accurately summed up the situation in Haiti over the past few months. Of course, the Journal 

readers know most of this, but it is still an interesting summary of the situation. I did not include the 

questions to save space…and they are not needed. It seems to pair nicely with the reflection. 
 

Gangs have been around in Haiti for decades. But they became particularly brazen under Moïse. 

After his assassination, a new prime minister, Ariel Henry, took over, but he was never confirmed 

by the Parliament, and a lot of people viewed him as illegitimate. The institutions of the country 

were gutted. The gangs stepped into that power vacuum, and the state has lost its ability to secure 

the most basic arteries in the country. 
 

To understand the current situation, we can look at two major events. In July, rival gangs fought 

over control of Cité Soleil, the largest slum in Haiti, where about 300,000 people live. A war broke 

out between them that lasted for about a week and resulted in hundreds of deaths. Gang members 

burned down entire neighborhoods. Women were raped as a tool of war. It was horrific. 

Thousands of people fled the slum, and many of them have been living as refugees elsewhere in 

Port-au-Prince, the capital. 
 

Then, a few months later, Henry, the prime minister, raised the price of fuel, which sparked 

protests that plunged Haiti in near anarchy, and one of the gangs blocked the port through which 

most of the fuel comes into the country. That turned a bad situation into a crisis. Haiti doesn’t 

https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/FHUPQyTRujBCimKPi5ET8g~~/AAAAAQA~/RgRlZdxSP0TlaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vMjAyMi8wOS8xNi93b3JsZC9hbWVyaWNhcy9oYWl0aS1wcm90ZXN0cy1mdWVsLXByaWNlLmh0bWw_Y2FtcGFpZ25faWQ9OSZlbWM9ZWRpdF9ubl8yMDIyMTEyNyZpbnN0YW5jZV9pZD03ODY1MyZubD10aGUtbW9ybmluZyZyZWdpX2lkPTcwNTUxNTEyJnNlZ21lbnRfaWQ9MTE0MzI3JnRlPTEmdXNlcl9pZD1iMThmOTJhYmFiZjQwMzMzNGNjNTJhZWMxODViNDJhNlcDbnl0QgpjgVJXg2NDwua0UhZub3JtaWxlcGF0dGlAeWFob28uY29tWAQAAAAA


have a functional electrical grid, so everything runs on diesel generators. When there’s no fuel, it 

impacts almost everything. Gas stations were closed. There was no trash collection in much of 

the capital, so it piled up in the slums. The water utility lost its ability to pump enough water and 

aid workers couldn’t bring in water to areas blocked by gangs, which medical experts believe was 

a major contributor in the cholera outbreak. 
 

I flew into Port-au-Prince. The airport is still functional. And it’s located right by Cité Soleil, the 

slum. From the plane you can see this sprawling shantytown. You see the sun hitting off the 

corrugated metal shacks. When I was there, there were thousands of refugees sleeping on 

cardboard and cement right next to the airport. There weren’t a lot of people in the street, either, 

and there was only black market fuel. 
 

People also drive really fast. You generally drive in a bit of a panic in Port-au-Prince through 

these windy roads that go up and down hilly streets because of fear of kidnapping by gang 

members. (This really is my experience.) Kidnappings, targeting both rich and poor Haitians, 

happened at a rate of four a day last month, according to the U.N. That feeling of the potential 

for something to happen at any moment hits you from the minute you leave the airport. 
 

Hunger has always existed in Haiti. In Cité Soleil this year, it reached famine-like conditions for 

thousands of many people. Some people said they drank rainwater. Others said they boiled 

leaves. Generally, I found that regular Haitians feel a lot of solidarity with each other. A lot of 

people will tell you that they survived with the help from their neighbors. One young woman 

told me she fled her house after neighbors told her that gang leaders were coming to rape her. 

People are helping each other survive. 
 

It’s hard to describe how bad the situation is. For example, when I was in Port-au-Prince there 

were children recovering from gunshot wounds sleeping in a massive makeshift camp. During 

this rainy season, people’s homes get completely flooded and they can’t sleep at night. Streets 

become trash rivers and people are walking through them barefoot. (This is very true. However, the 

people in the camp were forced out last week and a metal fence now surrounds the park that became a refugee 

camp.) 
 

Many wealthier Haitians tend to spend a lot of time in Miami, which is only about a two-hour 

flight away. Some experts say that the rise of these gangs have been facilitated and funded by 

these elites, because they are using the gangs to achieve their own aims such as fomenting chaos 

when it suits them, mobilizing or suppressing votes and paying the gangs off to facilitate the flow 

of goods. 
 

Many rich Haitians travel around in armored vehicles and have security details. But nobody is 

exempt from the violence and the chaos and the potential that you can drive right into it. 
 

I talked to a Haitian who said he was a U.S. military veteran who had fought in several wars. I 

asked him, How does Haiti compare to a war zone? He said, “In a war, you know who’s shooting 

at you.” I think about that all the time. (I think about it all the time also. When I drive out of the gate, I 

understand I might not return. It is sobering.) 
 

 

Sometimes when I drive to the Publix supermarket in Ft. Pierce, I think of my drives to the Caribbean 

Market in Pétionville and I am thankful I don’t have to scan the road ahead of me looking for someone with 



a gun. I enjoy walking around Publix without Officer Richard following me. When I am in Florida and 

know that Stéphanie is in the car in Haiti driving to a hospital with sick kids my worry level rises and I 

anxiously await a call upon her return home. This is the stress everyone in Haiti lives with, day in and day.  
 

I wish all the Journal readers a fruitful Advent and peaceful preparation for the coming celebration of the 

Incarnation. This Christmas we all need to make God’s love more visible. 
 

Yesterday a Journal reader sent me a link a BBC report on Haiti. I did not have the time to click 

on the link, but this summary says it all…especially the last sentence. 

 

 
 

I’m glad some word about the horrific state of affairs in Haiti is getting more coverage. 
 

Yesterday, I finally had to deal with a long-term dental problem. In the beginning of the year a 

had a problem with a back upper tooth. I went to the dentist in Haiti who cares for our kids and 

some of our staff. He speaks enough English for us to communicate. He carries a gun under his 

white dental jacket. But things have gotten so bad, the dentist now had a security guard with a 

riffle outside his second-floor balcony office door. He fixed the problem…but not completely. It 

gave me trouble ever sense…tolerable trouble. I thought about seeing a dentist in Florida, but the 

thought of spend time filling out pages of forms before even seeing a dentist was more than I 

could handle. A few days before returning to Haiti, I had a bad toothache. Every time I ate or 

drink something I felt I had hit a nerve. Biting down on the tooth was painful. I thought about 

finding a dentist who would treat an emergency. But in the end, I decided to tough it out and see 

the gun-toting dentist in Haiti. I want him to just pull the tooth, that I had plenty of other teeth to 

last me for whatever chewing time I had left. He ignored my dental advice…and simply fixed the 

problem, after he cleaned my teeth. He also gave me a prescription for a month wash which I 

must us twice a day for a month…if I remember. The cost: $85 and no forms to fill out. 

 



I was so happy afterward, I kept telling Steph that I couldn’t believe this nagging problem that I 

endured for almost a year was fixed. She gave me a lecture on how I do not take care of myself, 

that I don’t go to the skin doctor or find a new asthma doctor. She usually comes into the dental 

treatment area in case any translation was needed. I told the dentist that my wife the doctor 

elected to stay in the waiting room so she could watch the World Cup match on TV. 
 

Yesterday was also a big day because the kids returned to school. I took 338 photos of them 

getting ready to leave at 7:00am and the walk to the school. Don’t worry I will not share all 338 

photos. In tomorrow’s Journal I will share Part One: “Getting Ready.” And on Thursday I will 

share Part Two: Walking to School. I enter the school yard with them and continue photography 

their interaction with the teachers and principle. I will only share 10 to 12 photos each of the two 

days.   

 

 

Getting all these kids up, fed, dressed, and out the gate by 7:00am is a herculean task. But the staff 

was up to it and all the kids co-operated. They were excited to return to school. 

 

 

 


