
March 8, 2023 

Moïse Has a Roommate 
 

A new child, still an infant, has been added to the Santa Chiara family…an 18-month-old girl, 

named Deena (not sure of the spelling, which is shortened version of her name). She is the 

daughter of a former staffer who was dismissed for inappropriate behavior. Deena will live in 

Moïse’s room. Gabens had the room repainted. He and Dr. Steph went shopping for new little 

beds. Deena cried constantly after her mother left her at Santa Chiara. She is seated next to Moïse. 
 

 
 

Me and Rome 
 

When I first came to Rome in 1995, I was overwhelmed by the beauty of the churches, the vibrancy 

of the streets and piazzas, the endless fountains, and the high degree of fashion sensibilities. As 

a visual artist it seemed anywhere that I trained my camera I could catch a stunning image. In the 

subsequent three or four years of annual visits, the city never failed to delight me and always 

offered me something new to photograph. But after visiting India, Rome had suddenly lost its 

appeal. I saw the filth, the decadence, the over-the-top materialism. I saw the homeless living in 

the shadows. On all the subsequent trips, I spent very little time in Rome and quickly scurried off 

to Assisi.  
 

All that is a prelude to my early morning thoughts on this Wednesday morning as I walked for 

my coffee…having overslept and missed morning prayer. Over the last few days many readers 

expressed their thoughts about my not yet final decision to cancel my week in Assisi. I 

appreciated all the input as it was not an easy decision for me to make. Today, March 8th marks 

one full week since I landed in Rome. It has taken that long to actually settle into life away from 

the demands and stress of running the Santa Chiara Children’s Center. Even in my monthly week 

in Florida I get no real rest or relaxations as the administrative chores are for me more taxing than 

driving the dangerous and lousy roads in Haiti. I vividly remember the week I spent in Merton’s 

hermitage back in December of 2000. On the 5th day of living in the isolated stillness and silence, 



I finally was able to settled down and enter fully into the hermitage experience…and it was time 

to leave. It takes time to settle into a new living environment. Yesterday (Tuesday) there was a 

breakthrough moment inside a basilica I had never before seen, even though it is only a fifteen-

minute walk from S. Isidoro. The cavernous space was near empty. The artistic expression of the 

décor was stunning.   
 

 
 

The many paintings in the dozen or so of the side chapels were exquisite.  

 

 



But what most captivated me was the unique stations of the cross. So many of the churches had 

graphic statues and paintings of Christ dying on the cross. (I will not engage in the misunderstood 

and real theological meaning of his torture and death.) Here is one station: 
 

 
 

The Basilica of St. Ambrose and St. Charles was not on my agenda for the day. I was headed for 

the Vatican. Yet, somehow, I was unable to leave the church. I headed for the exit twice but did 

not leave until I saw all the stations of the cross. Being a Christian all too often means carrying a 

cross. I kept circling the church, stopping at each side chapel, many of which had small 

confessionals near the altar. There were little signs on the altar railing indicating the day of the 

week a priest was available for confession between certain hours. I confess that the sacrament of 

confession is one I steadfastly ignore. Yet, for some reason, I was googling the days of the week 

in Italian to see the translation for Tuesday. One chapel indicated a priest was available from 

10:00am to noon…but I could see he not was seated in the wooden confessional. Every church 

has these free-standing confessionals…which I consider to be artifacts from the past. Here is a 

photo of two confessional from a church I visited earlier in the trip. 
 

 
 

The confessionals in the Basilica were smaller and not so elaborate.  



Why was I suddenly drawn to going to confession? I didn’t know or understand. I thought the 

priest took a little break. So, I waited for him to return. After about 15 minutes, I figured he wasn’t 

going to show up. The church had very few visitors, as it was not on the roads tourist tend to 

walk on their way of seeing one famous site (such as the Trevi Fountain or the Spanish Steps) 

after another. I headed for the door again. Needed to get to the Vatican. Yet again, I was drawn 

back into the church. 
 

 
 

As I starred at this station of the cross, 

I could feel Mary’s anguished as she tenderly held her son’s body. 

 
 

Jesus have mercy on me, a sinner.  



I continued circle the church. I was looking for a woman who was moping the floors, imagining 

what it would be like to spend your entire day in the gracious space, humbly mopping the floor.  
 

Near the main altar there was a door to the sacristy. It was slightly opened. I poked my head in 

and spotted a black man seated at a table. He did not notice me. He had on a coat and woolen 

hat. To his left was another door leader to another room. I could see inside it the woman mopping 

the floor. She saw me and waved in a manner that was telling me to stay out. I said, “Confessio.” 

I understood her to ask if I wanted to go to confession. I nodded yes…not sure why. She motioned 

for me to come in. I stepped into the large, empty sacristy except for the guy in the coat and hat 

engaged in whatever he was reading. I thought he was a worker. She motioned for me to walk 

over to him. He looked up and smiled. He asked, in English, if I needed something. He motioned 

for me to sit in a wooden chair next to his desk. I asked, “Are you the priest?”  
 

“Yes,” was his response. 
 

“Where are you from?” 
 

“Nigeria.” 
 

“Wow. I live in Haiti.” 
 

“Haiti! That is a dangerous place.” 
 

“I have an orphanage in a slum. We have 50 kids.” 
 

“This is very good.” 
 

I told him it had been a long time since I last went to confession and that I had no plans of going 

to before I entered the church. I waited to see if the priest would show up. He said, “The church 

is too cold. So, I sit in here with this small heater on the desk.” I could feel the warm of the heater. 

The next thing I knew, we were just talking. He said he has been in Italy for 15 years. On his desk 

was an opened book. It looked as if he had been studying as he waited for some soul to come in 

and unburden themselves of something. It seemed like a lonely job. In many of the smaller 

churches I saw priests waiting for anyone who wanted to go to confession. In a church 

administered by Carmelite priests near the Vatican I saw an older priest huddled near the altar 

with a young black man. They were in the midst of a deep conversation. Later I saw the man 

kneeling in prayer, probably praying his prayers of penance.  
 

Back to me and the priest from Nigeria. He had a warmth and gentleness about him. He did not 

seem puzzled or concerned that I would keep asking him questions rather than confessing my 

sins. Eventually he asked if I wanted to begin confessing. I said I was mostly burdened from older 

sins from which I had never sought absolution after turning my life around (again) a few years 

ago. His response was compassionate and perfect, saying that God did not care about my past 

sinfulness and seeks only a transformed heart and acts of charity. I shared the nature of my 

sinfulness, without getting into the gory details. He asked if I could say the “act of contrition.” I 

said I couldn’t unless he had a copy written in English that I could read. I could recall how it 



began, but not anything more. He smiled and said it was not necessary to say the actual words. 

He then gave me absolution. When he was done, I kept talking…about Haiti. Before leaving I 

showed him a photo of Steph and Moïse. 
 

I left the church with a strange but welcomed lightness of being. I felt as if visiting that church 

and talking with that priest was the reason I came to Rome. I smiled thinking now I could go 

home. 
 

 
The exterior of the Basilic of St. Ambrose and St. Charles 

 

I spent so much time in the Basilica that I felt I could never make it to the Vatican. Moreover, I 

really had no clue as to how far of a walk it was. I spotted a taxi parked near the church. I got it 

in. As we drove, I realized I would never have made it on foot. I had the driver stop a few blocks 

before the entrance to St. Peter’s because I wanted to stop in a bookstore. It only cost ten Euro. 
 

After getting out of the taxi, I took a few steps and the word “phone” strongly entered my 

consciousness. I put my hand in my jean jacket…my phone was NOT there. I turned, just as the taxi 

was starting to move. Thanks to the traffic, he was going very slowly. I ran toward the taxi, just 

as it started to move more quickly. I banged on the rear door. I driver stopped the car and looked 

back at me. I opened the door and the phone was on the back seat. I grabbed it and the driver 

speed away.  
 

I stood motionless. My heart was pounding. I had realized that just seconds later I would have 

lost the phone…and never seen it again. It would have been a catastrophe. Not just because of all 

the information, contacts, and photos in it, but because I would not be able to call Stéphanie. I felt 

“hearing” the word phone was a moment of grace. It was also grace that did not allow me to leave 

the Basilica of St. Ambrose and St. Charles.   
 

The reason I wanted to go to the Vatican was not to see again inside St. Peter’s for the last time. I 

went to see the massive refuge statute that Pope Francis had commission and was installed 

outside the church in 2019. I will share photos of it in a subsequent journal. I was delighted the 



Jesuit priest I met on Monday night told me about it and urged me to go see it. It was a good thing 

I had not intended to enter St. Peter’s as the line to get in was insanely long and new security 

procedures made the wait to enter even longer than normal. Instead, I walked to another 

bookstore out side the older wall of the Vatican.  
 

 
 

I was looking for a book by one of the friars living at S. Isidoro. His last name began with “S.” I 

did not see it in a section of books on St. Francis. But I did spot another book written by another 

author I knew. 
 

 
 

At the first book store, I purchased to books and an icon of St. Clare of Assisi (Santa Chiara) which 

I liked very much and want to bring back to Haiti. After the second book store I took a taking to 



Piazza Navona, which I have always liked. I took photos of the fountains, visited two churches, 

and had lunch at an outdoor restaurant.  

 

 
 

(I will share more photos of the piazza, the churches, and the Vatican in a subsequent journal). 
 

As I walked home, I thought that this was the last time I would be able to stay at S. Isidoro…but 

it would not be the last time I could visit Italy. When Steph gets her Green Card, we will go to 

Italy. When we leave the airport, we would take the train to the main train station in Rome and 

catch a train to Assisi. We would skip Rome. What I realized this trip was NOT the last time I 

would come to Italy…it was merely the last time I would be able to stay at S. Isidoro. I really 

needed this one last visit to the place that changed the direction of my life…and there was no 

reason to cut it short by going to Assisi.  
 

Last night Fr. Hugh and I sat in the cloister area after dinner. We talked for about an hour. I told 

him that as soon at Steph gets her Green Card, we are going to visit him in Ireland. He hope that 

would happen. From Dublin is a short flight to Paris. Steph speaks French. We could take a train 

to Assisi…as I once did that back in 1995.  
 

This morning before finishing this long and unexpected candor in this Journal, I wrote to Rita in 

Assisi and cancel my reservation for her apartment.  


