by Mara McFalls

hey had just left the American Eagle swag
tent after picking up some free sweat
shorts and hipster graphic-print under-
wear. Strolling back up Main Street, they
passed people in mountain chic getups and tangelo
skin tones toting designer-label shopping bags,
fresh off the direct flight from LAX. The town was
choked with extra-long and leathered Expeditions
and nonchalance. It was opening weekend of the
2007 Sundance Film Festival in Park City, Utah.

Gretchen Steidle Wallace fit into the scene with
deceptive grace. Tall, blonde, and model beautiful,
she walked Main Street with a cellphone at her ear
and an entourage at her back that included actress
Mia Farrow, Oscar award-winning filmmakers, and
a former aide to Bill Clinton. She had come to
Sundance as producer of the film The Devil Came on
Horseback, a documentary about the genocide crisis
in Darfur, Sudan, scheduled to debut opening
weekend at the festival.

Despite keeping glamorous company and
wearing the Sundance uniform of Italian shearling,
Gretchen wasn’t celebrating the peak of her per-
sonal journey. The documentary was a byproduct of
a larger mission proving that when you listen to
your inner voice and follow it, extraordinary things
can happen.

Youthful impressions of poverty

The oldest kid of a naval officer, Gretchen had the
typical navy-brat childhood, moving every couple of
years from age zero through high school. She loved
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the adventure of near constant motion and was close
to her two younger brothers, especially Brian.

When she was nine, her family moved to Subic
Bay naval base in the Philippines, where they lived
in luxury among the monkeys and coconuts. Still,
what made a lasting impression on Gretchen wasn't
the exotic landscape, but the stark contrast with the
desperate poverty endured by the people living in
the area surrounding the base. At nine years old,
Gretchen knew that when she grew up, her work in
the world would in some way bring her back face-to-
face with the people she saw shuffling through the
garbage dumps and rivers of raw sewage.

Like many young idealists and over-achievers,
she ratcheted up a list of impressive accolades and
accomplishments throughout school and her early
career. At 22 years old, Gretchen was an associate
at an international investment bank that focused
on infrastructure development in poor countries.
But she knew she was playing it safe, sitting in an
office and tiptoeing around the edges of the prob-
lems she felt obliged to address. Before long, she
realized she had a fancy closet and impressive title
but had lost her way.

Spiritual transformation

Gretchen began to look inwardly to reorient
herself away from corporate America and back to
the higher purpose she had committed to long ago
and far away as a kid in the Philippines. She
hadn’t ever pursued the spiritual side of herself
with any real vigor besides going to a few yoga
classes and trying meditation. But now she was
ready. She found a spiritual community in
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