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Haiti has been much in the news this year. And the news was not good. Surrounded by warm, blue Caribbean waters, this once beautiful country was hammered again and again by an unrelenting series of destructive hurricanes, exacerbating the misery of people already suffering in the throes of unbelievable poverty. The news of the recent collapse of a church-related school, killing nearly a hundred people – many of them children – brought another heavy load of grief.

Haiti is a small country, sharing the island of Hispaniola with the Dominican Republic. It is rated as the poorest nation in the Western Hemisphere. More than 80% of its eight million people live in poverty, most of them in what we may call abject, grinding poverty. The devastation occasioned by the recent hurricanes cruelly worsened what were already appalling conditions. Mudslides and widespread flooding have ruined much of the crop production. The awful results: shortages of food and starvation.

In October I was privileged to spend some time in Haiti. I must say, the poverty there is about the worst I have seen in all my years of globetrotting. The infrastructure is completely dysfunctional. Electrical power and clean water are scarce. Without a high clearance four-wheel drive you don’t get anywhere. Once the “pearl of the Caribbean,” Haiti has been totally devastated by deforestation and habitat destruction, and turned into a dump. Birds are rare – a disturbing experience for me, as I am an ardent birdwatcher. Unlike everywhere else in Middle America, I did not see a single vulture or swallow or swift in the sky. Instead of the tweeting of songbirds, only the crowing of a rooster woke me up in the morning. Little kids catch or shoot the remaining birds (even the very small ones) for food. I found it difficult to be in Haiti and not be overwhelmed by feelings of sadness and helplessness.

Amidst all the despair the good news is the abundance of Christian schools in Haiti. There are hundreds and hundreds of them. Most of these are small, church-related, and plagued by lack of resources. During my stay in Haiti I worked with an organization called CRECH.  CRECH stands for Consortium for the Reinforcement of Christian Education in Haiti. CRECH is connected to and supported by about 40 organizations. Currently its primary focus is on the development of curriculum to meet some of the educational needs of students in Christian schools throughout Haiti. 

Besides providing consulting services, I had the opportunity to keynote the FORUM, an annual convention of Christian educators. Nearly 300 participants were in attendance, from all over the country. Given the difficulties of getting around in Haiti, the number of participants testified to the deep desire to promote Christian schooling.

As I see it, the Christian school movement in Haiti offers more than merely a glimpse of hope for this very poor, suffering country. Why? Because Christian schools in Third-World situations operate in such dire conditions that they cannot help but have an impact on the societies in which they find themselves. Christian schools can serve as effective channels for the Gospel that calls us to make all things new. Christian schools can educate children who will grow up equipped and eager to address the needs of their society.

But the challenges are many. I mention just three. First, there is the monumental difficulty of keeping the schools functional. To do so requires, at least for now, a good deal of foreign investment. The risk is that such aid creates dependency. However, when carefully orchestrated, foreign assistance can lead to self-sufficiency.

Another major problem is the lingering dualism pervading much of Christian schooling in Haiti (and in most other places in the world, as I have discovered). Somehow a worldview that seeks to subject all things to the Kingdom rule of Christ does not yet prevail. The tendency is to restrict the Gospel to church affairs and a personal religion that orients the Christian life to the life hereafter. The key problem of dualism, then, is that it leads to world flight. Fleeing the world is a vision that has immense power to attract people in their powerless poverty. But it does little to improve their present situation. Much education will be needed to help the Haitians see that the pain of everyday life – the poverty, hunger, suffering and misery – is not something to be escaped, but to be confronted. 

And finally, there is the all too common problem of division and discord among Christians. Ecclesiastical and theological disagreements, turf protection, power struggles, little kingdom building and personality conflicts are the order of the day, as they are almost everywhere else. The sad but obvious fact is that the splintering of efforts leads to ineffectiveness. If somehow the Christian education community can unite and become mobilized for action, the future of Haiti will look better than it does today. For that to happen, I fear, many more hurricanes will first have to come across Haiti. 

In spite of the obstacles and challenges, we remember that the longest journey begins with one small step. A small step here and a small step there, and who knows what the power of the Lord will do? Who knows, maybe the Spirit of God will break through the despair in Haiti and prepare a bright, new day.

Meanwhile, please remember, in your prayers and with your gifts to appropriate agencies, the people of Haiti. Pray that the promise of Christian education may be fulfilled. Pray that it may happen soon.
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