
March 17, 2023 

An Unexpected Kindness 
 

"Joy does not come from the things one owns!” -Pope Francis [July 6, 2013] 
 

This is a little story that I had not planned on sharing, except with Steph and Fr. Hugh. I certainly 

had no intention of writing about it. It is, at least in the beginning, a story about coffee. Somehow 

it went from strong coffee beans to kind human beings.  
 

I don’t function without coffee, lots of coffee, first thing in the morning. Back in those frenetic 

days when I was flying to far off places to make films on global poverty (at least 20 international 

flights in 15 years) and also traveling all across the United States for speaking engagements (260 

events in 12 years), my biggest concern was where would I get coffee at five in the morning. In 

many places, this simply was not possible.  
 

In Rome, you can’t toss a rock without hitting a coffee bar…or a pizza joint or fountain or a statue. 

The friars do morning prayer before doing coffee. This is unthinkable for me. But in Rome, do as 

the friars do. After morning prayer (and Mass most mornings) breakfast is self-serve. On my first 

morning at S. Isidoro, one friar showed me how to use the expresso machine. I listened attentively 

while knowing I would never be able to master the machine. With 14 guys all looking to make 

coffee or tea, I knew I’d gum up the works and so on day two I hit the streets right after morning 

prayer. I remembered one place less than two blocks from the friary where I used to go. 
 

For those not familiar with Rome, coffee bars can be an intimidating experience, even in the 

tranquility of Assisi. Most Italians take their coffee (and a pastry) standing at the bar. Most just 

have a short shot of espresso. Some opt for a cappuccino or a latte. Bars also serve café Americano, 

which is just simple coffee in hot water…unthinkable for Italians. In the mornings, all the bars 

are busy. You rub elbows while downing your coffee. If you want to sit at a table, the price of the 

coffee is doubled. I always liked the experience of having coffee at a crowded bar. But not so 

much this time. I felt rushed and not really having enough caffeine after having two cappuccinos. 

After three mornings at the first bar, I found a second one which was not quite as busy and the 

servers were friendlier. I went there for four days in a row. But I always felt I wished I had more 

coffee. 
 

On the same street as S. Isidoro, on the next corner, there is a new ultra luxury hotel. The area is 

off the famous Via Veneto, which screams money. There are many very expensive hotels rubbing 

up against each other. La dolce vita—the sweet life—is on full display in the area. The new hotel 

just up the block from us opened in December. On the corner they have bar unlike any of the 

others. It does not feature a “bar” where patrons stand. There is a large round table. Atop the 

table are covered plates with a variety of pastries. In the window there is a display of treats that 

each look like a work of art. I peeked into the window many times during the first week, but felt 

it was a little too fancy and expensive for me.  
 

One morning it was very chilly. I decided not to walk the extra two blocks to the bar I usually hit 

in the morning. I decided to treat myself…and sit down for a coffee or three. The barista was a 

young woman, whom later I learned was just 19 years old and a recent high school graduate. The 



first thing I observed was the exchange she had with an American who would be leaving Rome 

that day. The American was guest at the hotel and seemed genuinely pleased by the young 

woman’s graciousness. She said to him that it was a great pleasure for her to talk with him and 

that she learned things from him. He was very complimentary to her also. On the streets in Rome, 

people pass each other by without any greeting. In Haiti, people in the streets always 

acknowledge someone passing by. In fact, in a doctor’s waiting room if a patient arrives, all those 

seated say good morning to the new person entering the space. The kind of exchange I witnessed 

between the young barista and the American gentleman probably in his 50’s seemed very unusual 

for Rome. I can’t ever recall talking with any barista in Italy. That was about to change. 
 

I very much liked sitting and slowing having two cappuccinos and one small croissant. I retuned 

the next morning and was warmly greeted. I heard someone order a café Americano with two 

shots of espresso. I asked the young lady about it. She made me one. I began a new routine. First 

a café Americano with two shots of espresso and then a latte with two shots instead of the 

cappuccino. The latte was served in a small glass; it had less milk than a cappuccino and no foam. 

Buy the forth day, I learned the barista’s name. Not sure of the spelling or even the correct 

pronunciation, but it sounded like Carolinda. I told her about Haiti and Santa Chiara. I felt she 

had never heard of Haiti and seemed very shocked by the level of violence and sad about the 

plight of poor children. She said she was from Poland. She wanted to help the poor in Africa. I 

told her about my many trips to Africa. She said she wanted to study Polish history. I learned her 

mother was very religious. She told me about the church her mother loves, not far from the 

Vatican. She said most teenagers have little interest in religion. She has some interest, but not as 

serious as her mom.  
 

One day, I gave her a printout of Joe Heil’s piece from Notre Dame magazine. She was so amazed 

that I gave her the few pages of paper you would have thought I gave her a book or some nice 

present. She said she would take it home and read it. The next morning, she said she read only 

half of it because she had to translate it for her mom. By this time, Carolinda was giving me 

sample treats to eat. There was a very elegant woman who was the supervisor of the “bar” and 

the formal dining room where most of the hotel guests had breakfast. I sat alone in the “bar” 

every morning. In addition to my two coffees, I began asking for a take-out cup of coffee, which 

I drank in my room at the friary. Three coffees and one pastry should cost 16 euros. The 

supervisor, whose name is Belinda, never charged me more than eight euros. One morning, 

Belinda asked me if I wanted bread. They felt one small croissant was not enough. I said sure. She 

brought me toasted sourdough bread…and did not charge me. By the third week, no matter how 

much coffee I had or food I ate, they only charged me four euros. I took Carolinda’s photo and 

sent it to Steph. The next morning, Carolinda asked if I showed her picture to my wife. Carolinda 

cringed when I said I had shown my wife because she felt she look horrible.  
 

Her comes the reason I am writing about this. On Thursday morning, Belinda was off. They 

seemed understaffed. A man who was the overall boss was in charge. It was clear he was aware 

that I had been coming every day. I told him what a great job Caolinda does, saying she was 

“terrific.” As I was finishing my two coffees and toast, Carolinda said she had never been to 

Assisi. I told her, in detail, the significance of Assisi…and St. Francis of Assisi. She said her mom 



loved Assisi. By the time we finished talking, she said she would go to Assisi. I told her I would 

bring her my second book on St. Francis if she wanted it. She did not want to trouble me about it. 

In the end I said I would bring her a copy of the book. I walked to the cashier section, figuring I 

would finally pay the correct price. I told the boss I had three coffees and toast. Before he could 

tap the computer screen, Carolinda appeared and spoke to the boss in Italian. I said to him, “What 

is she saying?” She said, “Nothing.” The boss said, “There is no charge today.” I resisted. I wanted 

to pay. He said, “For us it is a pleasure to see you come every day.” 
 

I returned to the bar. Carolinda was preparing my “to go” cup of coffee. I stood next to her and 

said, “You’re a bad girl.” She smiled and I left with my coffee. 
 

As I walked home, I was very touched by the unexpected kindness that I had received. I did not 

understand it. I think many of the upscale guests don’t take much notice of those who served 

them. I saw the way some came down to the bar for a coffee to take back to their rooms. Carolinda 

was always courteous but many of the guests really did not notice.  
 

Every encounter we have with another human being is an opportunity to be kind and share the 

overflowing love of God in our hearts not with words but by the gentleness of our spirit’s touch.  
 

It has taken until this third and final week in Rome, to slowdown, mentally and physically. I am 

no longer rushing off to see things. I’m moving toward stillness. I’m seeing beauty everywhere. 
 

I hope Carolinda goes to Assisi. She told me that she hasheard that everyone who goes to Assisi 

is somehow changed. I told her about Johannes Jørgensen who left Denmark and traveled to Italy 

with the idea of dispelling the darkness of Christianity. He had once called Catholicism the 

superstitious church of the south. When he reached Assisi, something happened…he fell in love 

with St. Francis and discovered a mystical Christianity. I said far less than that to Carolinda.  
 

Jørgensen was born in 1866. In his 20’s he developed many radical social views and hung out 

with a circle of cultural and radical artists. He was fascinated by the Russian nihilists of the time. 

He pursued a life of pleasure and married. But he found no lasting happiness. His melancholic 

temperament did not allow him any comfort within the sphere of cultural radicalism. He was 

drawn to new expressions of spirituality such as pantheism’s worship of nature. 
 

In 1894, Jørgensen met a young Jewish silversmith named Mogens Ballin who had converted to 

Catholicism, though he experienced many internal battles and little spiritual comfort. The two 

new friends were searching for something deeper. They entered the Basilica of St. Francis 

together. For Johannes it was the first step of what would come to consume most of the rest of his 

life as both man and a writer. He soon converted to Catholicism and spent the rest of this life 

living in Assisi. He wrote the second modern biography of Saint Francis (after Paul Sabatier’s 

1894 bio of the saint from Assisi), which was published in 1912 and set modern Franciscan studies 

into motion. Jørgensen wrote biographies of many other saints was nominated for the Pulitzer 

Prize for Literature four times.  
 



Oh boy…this is how my books and films became so long. When I sat down at my computer after 

breakfast yesterday morning while sipping my “to go” coffee, I somehow went from a 19-year-

old Polish girl in Rome to a long-dead Danish writer whose life dramatically changed in Assisi 

and whose example I was crazy enough to follow. An old priest I knew in Assisi when I was 

struggling to write The Sun and Moon Over Assisi told me all about Jørgensen, whom the priest 

knew when he was a young priest. In fact, the old priest had a photo of Jørgensen on the wall of 

his office. He removed it from the wall and handed it to me, saying, “Keep praying, keep writing.” 

The photo still hangs in my office in Florida. 
 

I did more writing than praying. Maybe I should reverse that trend. 
 

Anyway, I enjoyed writing this. I have not enjoyed writing the proposal for the United Nations. 

It is tedious, time-consuming work. Twice this week I was scribbling away at one in the morning 

and still getting up before six in the morning. This week I also had a one-hour zoom call with a 

group of people who are trying to update and consolidate the Pax et Bonum Communications 

and the Santa Chiara Children’s Center websites in hopes of launching an effort to get me some 

speaking engagement this year in order to once again speak about the plight of the poor and shed 

a light on the mission in Haiti. I told Steph the other day I was calling from the SCCC office in 

Rome. Suddenly week three is all work.  
 

After today, St. Patrick’s Day, which is akin to a high holy day hear in the Irish house in Rome, I 

only have four days left before my flight back to the States. I am very eager to get back to Haiti. 

Though yesterday I read an article about a Dominican priest who was murdered in Algiers by 

Muslim extremists. The article also mentioned the Cistercian monks who were slaughtered 

slaughter by Muslim extremists. The superior of the monks urged them to leave Algiers because 

of the danger and return to France. The monks elected to stay thou fully aware of the danger. It 

was said that the monks and the priest had to be mad to stay. But they stayed because of Jesus 

and no other reason. They were not masochists or had some suicidal perversion. The Dominican 

priest who was a bishop was asked why he stayed despite the threat of violence against 

foreigners. He said, “Is it not essential for a Christian to be present where there is suffering and 

destruction?”  Unsaid was monks and the bishop stayed as a witness of God’s reconciling love in 

Jesus Christ. The monks said they wanted to stay because they shared some of the same values 

as the Muslims: prayer, belief in God, fasting, and giving to the poor. Being with Muslims made 

the monks better Christians,  
 

Of course, people are always suggesting I leave Haiti or at least cut back the amount of time I 

spend there every month. I stayed for nearly eight years because I love the kids. And now I stay 

for my wife as well as the kids. The time will draw nigh when I will physically need to spend less 

time in Haiti…but that time is not yet come. The reward becoming a better human for going to 

Haiti is worth the risk posed by the gangs. I cannot let my Haitian family suffer without me. 
 

I apologize for filling four pages with words instead of photographs. Here are a few fun photos 

from Rome, including a wonderful park not far from the friary, The Borghese Gardens where I 

gone a few times on this trip. I wish my kids in Haiti could visit such a wonderful park.  

 



 
 

 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 


