Haiti – Light and Dark
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When I decided to become a part of the Haiti mission team, I thought I knew what to expect, after all, I’d heard all about Haiti from church members returning from prior mission trips.  But once we arrived in Port-au-Prince, I realized one thing – I really didn’t have a clue about Haiti or its people. 
I expected poverty, had heard about the pervasive smells of charcoal and urine and had read about the crowded streets.  I knew as “blans” we would be in the minority and I guess I expected that we would be treated as outsiders. So what truly caught me by surprise was not only our acceptance by the Haitian people but the open-armed welcomes we received as we traveled day by day  - starting at St Joseph’s with Michael greeting each of us with a glass of cold water as we arrived from the airport, to sharing communion with our Christian brothers and sisters at College Bird Methodist Church, continuing with the embrace each and every one of us received from the cook at the Light and Peace Mission as she came out to greet us and thank us for coming, and so it went - on and on. The beautiful people of Haiti opened their hearts and souls to us in a manner that is on so many levels foreign to both our culture and our day to day lives. 
Our theme for the week was Light and Dark and those extremes play off each other everywhere you turn in Haiti, for Haiti is a land of extremes - mountains and sea shore, wealth and abject poverty, tropical beauty and desolation, an island surrounded by water but lacking clean water so necessary for life.  The dark side is evident everywhere - in the filth, garbage and sewage in the streets due to lack of sanitation, the masses of humanity living in hovels that can hardly be considered shelter, in the sickness that abounds due to the lack of health care, the hunger which is evident as a toddler quickly gobbles down his bowl of rice and beans, in the numbers of children in the hospitals and orphanages who have been abandoned because their parents are unable to care for them.  The list could go on and on and would for most of us be cause for great despair. 

For the people of Haiti these are everyday crosses to bear, and bear them they do, relying on their deep faith in God to get them through each day.  This faith is probably the greatest example of light in Haiti - Jesus - the light of the world is ever present in their lives squeezing out the darkness.  
That light shines brightly in the staff and patients at Grace Children’s Hospital as they raise their voices in praise to God; in the neighborhood health workers who risk their own health and safety to bring care to those in need; in Pastor Ron, Pastor Nicoli and the teachers and clinic workers at Light and Peace Mission, and in the Mami Georgette and nannies at Our Fathers House Orphanage working together to provide a better future for the children of Haiti; in the women of rural Haiti who fight to pull their families out of poverty with the help of  ICC’s enterprise loans; in Viergenia, ShiShi and others in Jolietrou working to get the rural clinic equipped and operating; in the American doctors and nurses traveling to Haiti to care for children and adults at 3 Halos Clinic and in Sandy, house mother at Angel House Orphanage; in the sisters and aids at the Missionaries of Charity Orphanage as they care for such an overwhelming number of sick and orphaned children; in David and Clarisse at Wings of Hope as they love and care for children with handicaps of all types; in Keith Mumma of ICC through his faithful service to the children of Haiti for over 20 years; in Michael and the boys of St Joseph’s as they share their home and their talents so lovingly with others.  
But, I found the light shining most brightly in the eyes of the children of Haiti – the light of hope in the eyes and extended arms of the little ones as we walked into rooms of sick children at the hospitals. It broke my heart to see how starved, not just for food, but for attention and physical contact these children were - some sick, some dying and some healthy but abandoned - but at the same time it gave meaning to my being there.  Maybe just for a short time I could make a difference to a child or two that would have been left unattended and unloved otherwise. 

At the Missionaries of Charity Hospital and orphanage, I never made it beyond the hospital section.  As I walked into a room filled with little cribs, with perhaps six mothers sitting on the floor holding a child and socializing, I noticed a little girl sitting all alone in the crib in the back corner.  I walked back to her crib and started to talk to her - and of course she couldn’t understand me - she just sat and looked at me for a few seconds with her puffy eyes and finally slowly began to raise her hands. Unlike all the other children, she had a kerchief tied around her head, and as I picked her up and held her, I realized that the kerchief was wet – it was a cool compress on the head of a child who was running a fever.  She just melted into my arms – bringing back memories of holding my own children and grandchildren  – and I could only think of how alone this tiny little girl must feel to be sick and feverish and not to have a mother or father there to hold and comfort her.  We walked and we sat and rocked as I hummed to her in my own unmusical style – but she didn’t care - and soon she was sound asleep in my arms.  Eventually I put her back into her crib and changed her diaper and she rolled over and went back to sleep. I don’t know her name – her ankle bracelet was so smudged that it was unreadable – but I will always remember that little waif and how she touched my heart and hopefully, for just a little while, I was able to touch her’s and give her some comfort. 
I not only saw but experienced the light of God’s love in and through the children of Haiti – and I hope that I was able to give back to them just a little of the wonderful gift that they gave to me, for I came home enriched in ways I can’t put into words.  One thing I do know for sure from my journey -- I will return to Haiti, its wonderful people and especially to its children.
