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A Furnace of Transformation 
 

This was written in 2010.  

Sometimes when I’m filming, something totally unexpected happens. In Cité Soleil, the largest 

slum in Haiti, I saw a little girl, perhaps five years old, walking through the trash. Flies and insects 

were swirling around her. When I realized she was on a journey to a quiet spot to pee, I was 

deeply disturbed. There should be no place on earth where an innocent, little girl should be forced 

to urinate in such a filthy place and in such a public manner. I filmed the little girl in December 

2009, just weeks before a deadly earthquake destroyed most of Port-au-Prince. Life in Haiti for 

the chronically poor was a nightmare before the earthquake. Life after the earthquake was a living 

hell.  
 

I began work on a film in Port-au-Prince, Haiti in December 2009. Just weeks after I returned 

home, on January 10, 2010, a devastating earthquake struck Haiti, demolishing most of the city, 

killing more than 300,000 people, and leaving a million-and-half people homeless. I returned to 

Haiti just days after the earthquake on a chartered plane filled with medical supplies and a team 

of doctors and nurses. I lived in one of the few hospitals that had not been destroyed. We slept 

on the floor and ate untoasted pop-tarts. During the first two days, the doctors performed more 

than 40 amputations. Before our arrival, some amputations were done without amnesia. The 

hospital was so crowded that some surgical procedures were performed outside on the side of 

the road that surrounded the hospital. Inside the hospital, the tormented sounds of painful 

screams rarely stopped. The carnage and suffering was beyond imagination. I left the hospital a 

few times with doctors who were setting up mobile clinics. The sight of so many corpses in the 

streets was truly upsetting. I felt as if I had landed in some horrendous netherworld of suffering 

and destruction…and there was no escaping it. I was haunted by the things I saw: the decaying foot of 

a little boy sticking out of the rubble of a collapsed grammar school, the charred skeletal remains of a man 

who was trapped in the entrance of a collapsed hotel which caught fire, a woman having the open, bleeding 

wounds of her amputated leg being treated by a team of Korean doctors, corpses that were lined up behind 

the hospital which had been eaten away by wild dogs. It was a non-stop nightmare. And I filmed it all. 

I came home with a severe case of post-traumatic stress disorder. 
 

Over the next year, I returned to Haiti at least a half-dozen more times to make a film titled Mud 

Pies & Kites. I even lived in a massive slum, without electricity or running water…and with rats. 

I filmed in many of the massive tent cities spread throughout Port-au-Prince that were crammed 

with displaced Haitians, people living in makeshift tents without any proper means for the 

disposal of human waste. Tents were everywhere. They lined the streets, filled the fields and were 

jammed into every open space. Infectious diseases, including cholera, spread like wildfire. 

Violence against women rose steadily; rapes were commonplace. Many people were forced to 

bathe in the streets without the benefit of any privacy. People face the painful scourge of hunger 

every day. Their days became an endless and exhausting search for food and water. In the 

dreadful Cité Soleil slum, the poorest of the poor ate “pies” made of mud and polluted water. 
 



From my perspective, Haiti was synonymous with suffering. I often found myself on the verge 

of tears. I was overwhelmed by a profoundly deep sense of sadness…and felt totally powerless 

to help even one person.  
 

But by God’s grace and with small band of dedicated supporters who cared deeply about the suffering 

children of Haiti just a short distance from our eastern shores, we found a way in May 2015 to create a 

home of hope and healing for dozens of abandoned children. For me Haiti became a school of life…and a 

furnace of transformation as I slowly learned to let go of more and more of the things I once thought were 

important. In letting of my attachments, I found a new freedom.  
 

Suffering is the one thing that all humans have in common. We have no control over suffering; in 

one form or another, it visits all of us. And suffering changes us and makes us look at life 

differently. Suffering is a great teacher; it wakes us up to reality. Haiti and her suffering people 

have taught me much about life. Haiti taught me how to live, how to love, how to be whole. Haiti 

taught me about faith, hope and patience. Haiti taught me about death and resurrection. 
 

When I look into the sad face of a starving child living on the margins of a horrific slum I find 

myself looking into the very mystery of life. Chronic poverty with its desperate and endless 

struggle for survival fills me with grief. Yet these dreadful and hopeless slums can be sacraments 

of transcendence that can unlock our unconsciousness and lead us to a place of authentic 

solidarity with the poor. 
 

The mystery of poverty and pain, the very mystery of life and death, is too deep, too sensitive, 

too fragile to be truly understood, let alone solved. But in these dreadful places of extreme 

desperation I often catch glimpses of hope and the quivering feeling that life is truly magnificent 

and precious. The cross is clearly visible in these nightmarish slums, but so is the joy of the 

Resurrection. 
 

Most of our kids come Cité Soleil. The massive slum reflects the divisions and unfairness within 

all the different societies that make up the global human family. It’s truly appalling to see, 

wherever you look throughout the world, how indifferent most people are to the tragic plight of 

so many of their neighbors. 
 

The early Christians believed that to be part of a community required one to suffer with those 

who are suffering. They saw themselves as individual members who collectively formed the Body 

of Christ. And to be part of a larger body meant they couldn’t live on their own or for themselves. 

They lived instead for the whole body. 
 

Thinking only for ourselves is essentially self-love, which leads either to the accumulation of 

goods for ourselves, without regard for the common good, or to living in solidarity with those in 

need. 
 

Our attitude toward the poor is linked to our attitude toward God. Sadly, our response to God’s 

saving love for us is reflected in our failure to love the poor and to serve and care for them without 



question and as our neighbors. The love of God and the love of neighbor cannot be separated; 

they are so mutually intertwined as to be one and the same thing. 
 

Jesus is not looking for us to give the poor our spare change – he is asking us to give our very 

lives. 
 

The radical message of Jesus clearly indicates that consuming more than we need is actually 

stealing from those in need, which is certainly a message our consumer-crazed society does not 

want to hear. 
 

Jesus never treated people as beggars. Instead he entered into solidarity with the vulnerable, as 

he did with the man born blind. Jesus shows us that charity is not just about giving, but requires 

that the giver and receiver become engaged in a human partnership of human dignity, part of a 

continuing process of creation, a striving toward a completeness that ensures bringing everyone 

together in caring about mutual dignity and respect for all…regardless of race or religion. 
 

Water for the thirsty, 

bread for the hungry, 

a strong hand for the uncertain: 

these are what Jesus promises 

and asks us to deliver. 
 

I better stop. As I was writing this, Dr. Stéphanie send me photos a big birthday celebration happening in 

Santa Chiara. Izzy, Johana, Dieuvenat, Fritzson, Peter, and Michaella all celebrated their birthdays in 

January. Here are some resurrection photos taken by Steph. 
 
 

 
While all the kids had their eyes closed during the prayer before the party, 

Moïse saw his opportunity to take popcorn off their plates. 



 
 

 



 
 

 
 

I’m sorry to report that two more policemen were killed on Tuesday. May they rest in peace. 


