A Heart for Haiti

by Lois Spender
I’ve always admired people who have a passion for mission, because I never really understood what it was.  And when asked why I wanted to go to Haiti, my only answer is that I knew my spiritual development would remain shallow unless I took this step; so to Haiti I went.

My expectations were pretty low, since I had never even experienced a soup kitchen or ASP home-building, and therefore had no reference point at which to begin.  I did know that the Haitian people were extremely poor, somewhat forgotten by the international community and in desperate need of care and hope.  I naively looked forward to providing both.

What I didn’t expect, however, was how much the Haitian spirit would touch my soul...how their devotion to God and their fellow-Haitians would teach me the value of commitment, how their strength and courage would show me perseverance, and how their compassion and appreciation would make my heart cry to go back.  I didn’t expect to fall in love with Haiti, but I did!
I didn’t love Haiti at first.  Upon getting off the plane the smell of smoke and urine overpowered any desire to like the place, and the crowd of porters clamoring for our business made me hesitant to get comfortable.  The drive through the crowded, rutted streets to get to our guesthouse added to my discomfort.  I knew then that it was going to be difficult to look beyond the poverty and filth to get to the heart of Haiti.
I think the first pang of affection for the Haitian people came when I attended worship at the Port-au-Prince Methodist Church.  For the first time in my life I was a minority, but was not treated as such.  The congregation welcomed our team with open arms and voices and taught us what true worship sounds like as they sang familiar hymns in their native Creole.  Truly inspiring was the passion and exuberance with which they sang; I was beginning to see the love of God as center in their lives.  
The walls around my heart came away further when I went with a team of health professionals to a community health center. These street clinics provide much-needed inoculations and health education in neighborhoods of abject poverty.  It was there that I saw young mothers (some as young as 14-15) wanting desperately to keep their children healthy but not having any resources (monetary or educational) to do so.  I watched as each mother in turn gently placed their baby in the “swing” to be weighed, tipped them back to allow the nurse to put a drop of medicine in their mouths, and then listened intently as the volunteer explained the benefits of proper nutrition. I felt a kinship with these women, one that transcends language and station.
Each day, as we visited clinics, schools and orphanages of Haiti, I grew closer and closer to my new-found friends...to Pastor Ron who has devoted his life to sharing the hope of Jesus in rural churches and schools as well as the orphanage where Trinity parishioners sponsor many of its children, to Michael who for 25 years moved from his home in the states to manage the St. Joseph’s Home for Boys and provides shelter and education for 20 homeless boys, to Verginia who along with several others in her rural mountain community began a health clinic to bring much-needed medical care to 12,000 people who otherwise would not have it.  Then there was David who assisted at the Wings of Hope orphanage for severely disabled children, and Gregory who grew up at St. Josephs and now works at the home and helps boys just like him...the list goes on.
But the pivotal moment of true, unadulterated affection came when I met Swee, for it was through his eyes I saw the true heart of the Haitian people.  It was through his belief in the touch of a stranger that I saw Jesus.  Swee was the little boy who desperately grabbed my legs when I passed him in the hallway of Mother Theresa’s Orphanage.  He was emaciated, to say the least, but found the strength to let me know he wanted to be held.  Upon picking him up, he wrapped his scrawny arms around my neck as I said “bon jou – m’relle Lois, como ou relle?”  With little breath and barely a sound, he whispered “Swee”, I think, because it was hardly audible.
I spent the good part of the morning with Swee, singing to him, walking around the orphanage with him, swinging on the rusted swing set with him.  It was hard to get a reaction, his affect was flat.  Yet, when I pushed him higher and higher on the swing he giggled with delight; I giggled back.   And when he sat on my lap as we swayed on the glider swing, he fell fast asleep, probably deeper than he had slept in awhile.  And I fell in love, in love with this beautiful little boy who so desperately needed to know that someone cared about him, a little boy who trusted a complete stranger to do so.  
Leaving him was probably the most difficult thing I have ever done, for as our pastor said "I left a part of my heart in Haiti."  And I did.  Yet, I know that I will be back to visit that part of myself again.  I know that the part that remains with me has been changed forever.  For I learned in one short week what it looks, smells, sounds and feels like to do without, to trust in the One who provides everything…and to love like I've never loved before.  I will be back...to get my heart.  
