
7 E. Baltimore Street
Baltimore, Maryland 21202

443-451-1900
www.WorldRelief.org

By Halley Greene

Haiti 
learning group



2     HAITI LEARNING GROUP

Session 1: What is a Learning Group?

The Purpose
The purpose of a Learning Group is to create an environment that moves a group of people towards
action as an expression of faith. It is an experiential opportunity – an opportunity to engage with
one of the great causes of our day and to live out the calling God has placed upon His Church.

God hears the cry of His children, and time and time again He acts on their behalf. He hears Hagar
and Ishmael’s cry in the desert and rescues them, promising to make Ishmael into a great nation.1

He hears the Israelites crying out in Egypt and frees them from the yoke of bondage, declaring, 
“I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out...and I am 
concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to rescue them.”2

When David is surrounded by enemies, he cries out to the Lord, and the Lord hears him. “In my 
distress I called out to the Lord,” David declares. “I called out to my God. From His temple He heard
my voice; my cry came to His ears.”3

The Lord provides a continuous supply of flour and oil to the widow at Zarephath and her family,
and when her son falls ill and dies, He hears Elijah’s cry: “O LORD my God, have you brought
tragedy also upon this widow I am staying with, by causing her son to die? O LORD my God, let 
this boy’s life return to him!“ The Lord hears the cry of desperation and gives new life to the boy.4

Scripture is rife with such incidents. The Psalms alone are filled with cries of anguish heard by 
the Lord.

The Lord is merciful, and He calls upon His people to demonstrate His mercy. When He gathers the
Israelites at Mount Sinai, He reminds them how He brought them out of Egypt, freeing them from
oppression, and He commands them to do likewise for the widow, the orphan, and the alien.5 He
proclaims the year of jubilee, the seventh year when all debts are canceled, and declares,

If there is a poor man among your brothers in any of the towns of the land...do not be
hardhearted or tightfisted toward your poor brother. Rather be openhanded and freely lend him 
whatever he needs...There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore I command you to 
be openhanded toward your brothers and toward the poor and needy in your land.6

Christ continues to command us, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful,“7 and “be My 
witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”8

Churches around the world are rising up to answer the cry of the poor, the hungry, the oppressed 
– just as our Lord has answered this cry throughout all of history.

A Learning Group assumes such action on the part of the Church. But in order to respond to the cry,
we must first hear it. And we must recognize our own desperate cries. Such are the aims of this
four-to-six-week Learning Group experience.
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The Structure
Each Learning Group session is designed with four main components:

1. Learning component
2. Discussion component
3. Prayer component
4. Application component

You are invited to use these components in whatever order or manner you would like. Our personal
recommendation is for each group member to read the learning component first on an individual
basis, gathering together afterwards to discuss what they have learned and how they have been
challenged. Everyone is encouraged to pray between sessions as well as to pray corporately during
each session.

The application component is intended to bring home a particular aspect of each session in a
more personal way, encouraging you to identify with and walk alongside the poor, the suffering,
and the oppressed. Discussion components will include questions about the application experience,
so you are encouraged to participate in the application after the rest of the session in which it
is included.

You may decide to meet once a week, once every other week, or once a month depending on your
group’s schedule. The sessions are designed to be flexible. You may also want to pair the Learning
Group with other learning materials or experiential components within your church. 

We would love to hear of any creative ways you find to use it, as well as to receive any feedback
you have on the overall experience.

World Relief Church Engagement
7 East Baltimore St
Baltimore, MD 21202
mycause@wr.org



4     HAITI LEARNING GROUP

Session 2: Introduction to Haiti
Haiti is the poorest nation in the Western Hemisphere.1

Most of Haiti’s population lives on less than $2 a day.2 In the United States, a cup of coffee typically
costs more than $2.

“Our people do not think about tomorrow,” says World Relief Haiti Country Director Dr. Hubert 
Morquette. “We do not plan for the future; we live from day to day. We are a people in survival mode.”

Haiti’s turbulent history, characterized by brutal dictatorships and violent coups, has no doubt 
contributed to the harsh conditions within the country. As far back as the 16th century, the nation
has been marked by revolt.3

History of a Nation

First Independent Black Republic

In 1492, Christopher Columbus landed on the island of Hispaniola – present day Haiti and the
Dominican Republic. Within 25 years, the native Taino Indians had been crushed,4 and by the
18th century, Hispaniola had been repopulated with African slaves predominantly from Congo
and West Africa.5

In 1697, Spain ceded the western third of Hispaniola to France, later to become the nation of
Haiti. The world’s richest colony,6 Haiti had its largest sources of income in forestry and sugar-
related industries.7

In the late 1700s, Toussaint L’Ouverture led the largest slave revolt in all of history.8 An esti-
mated 500,000 slaves9 joined him in guerrilla warfare tactics,10 and in 1804, his successor
Jean-Jacques Dessalines11 declared Haiti the first independent black republic.12

More than 20 years later, France demanded reparations from Haiti totaling 150 million francs –
the equivalent of 21.7 billion dollars at the turn of the 21st century and totaling more than twice
the total value of Haiti at the time it was imposed – to make up for the losses of French plantation
owners. In exchange, France would recognize Haiti as an independent nation.13

It took Haiti 100 years, the temporary closure of public schools,14 and several high-interest loans
from French banks to finally pay off the debt.15

U.S. Occupation

Between 1908 and 1915, a series of dictators wreaked havoc on Haiti, and the nation plummeted
into poverty.16 At the brink of World War I, the strong German presence in Haiti17 worried the U.S. 
government which had recently invested large sums in the nearby Panama Canal. So in 1915, 
fearing German occupation of Haiti, the United States invaded the small nation and instilled a 
number of reforms, including a new constitution granting white people the right to own land.18

U.S. occupation did not last long once the Great Depression struck. By 1934, the American military
had withdrawn, and Sténio Vincent was president, followed by another series of power struggles,
coups, and violent upheavals.19

“We do not 

plan for the future; 

we live from 

day to day. 

We are a

people in 

survival mode.” 

– Dr. Hubert Morquette
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Duvalier Regimes

In 1957, François “Papa Doc” Duvalier – a Vodou practicing doctor – became president on the platform
that he would put an end to the mulatto (people of mixed African and European descent) elite supremacy
and put power in the hands of the black masses. After a failed coup attempt on his regime, Duvalier began
a reign of terror, establishing a paramilitary group called the Tonton Macoutes to eliminate any opponents.

Duvalier later declared himself president for life, further promoting corruption, human rights 
violations, and therefore international isolation. Under his brutality, many of the upper elite and
Haitian professionals fled the country, and a small black middle class began to emerge. 

Before he died in 1971, Duvalier ensured the continuation of his regime by declaring his son
Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier the next president for life. “Baby Doc” ruled with relatively less
tyranny than his father and was able to reestablish international ties. However, the Tontons Macoutes
continued to grow under his reign, as did unemployment, poverty, and lack of political freedom.20

Exacerbating the general state of poverty, in 1982, U.S. agencies informed Haitian peasants their
Creole pigs – owned by about 85% of rural households – had swine fever.21 All of the pigs were killed
and later replaced by Iowan pigs that could not survive without special shelters, imported grains,
and clean drinking water – a luxury for even most Haitian people.22 One source states a loss of 
approximately $600 million in capital for Haitian peasants and a decrease in protein consumption.23

Around the same time, AIDS began taking a devastating toll on the Haitian population. In the
midst of deplorable living conditions, the people began a series of nationwide protests, leading 
to Jean-Claude Duvalier’s flight to France in 1986.24 Duvalier and his associates were later 
accused of embezzling an estimated $500 million during his last decade in power.25

Aristide: A Volatile Democracy

In the midst of much political instability, Jean-Bertrand Aristide became president in 1990 in what
has been lauded Haiti’s first democratic election.26   As a leftist Catholic priest, Aristide preached 
liberation theology, applying the Gospel to the redress of poverty.27 Once president, therefore, he 
implemented a number of reforms in favor of the poor. But after less than a year in office, Aristide
was ousted in a military coup that reestablished a reign of terror.28

In response, the United States and the United Nations placed an embargo on Haiti, pushing for Aristide’s
reinstatement, which finally took place in 1994.29 In the interim, an estimated eight thousand people were
killed, and an ensuing public health crisis claimed many more lives.30 Tens of thousands of Haitians
fled for refuge in the U.S., most being returned to Haiti or drowning in their efforts to escape.31

After the U.S. military enforced the return of Aristide to power in the 1994 “Operation Restore
Democracy,”32 food aid, loans with prohibitive stipulations, and free-market reforms took place 
that further spiraled Haiti into dependence and, in the long run, destitution.33 A history of similar 
circumstances provided the backdrop to these conditions...

In 1986, loans from the International Monetary Fund required the removal of tariffs on imported rice.
“Miami rice” flooded the Haitian market at low, heavily U.S. subsidized prices, undercutting and 
ultimately demolishing the local rice market.34 Imported food aid continued to weaken the local 
economy. The weakened state of the local market later contributed to the 2008 food crisis,35 when many
Haitians began eating mud cakes for nourishment.36 Meanwhile, in the years leading up to the crisis, the
2006 U.S. Farm Bill provided $13.4 billion in subsidies to U.S. agricultural businesses and farmers.37

Photo from Wikipedia.

Photo from Wikipedia.
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Aristide’s second term was almost as short-lived as his first term, with René Préval – Aristide’s
Prime Minister – elected as president in 1995.38 During this time, unemployment lingered at 80%,
corruption continued to run rampant, and hundreds of Haitians continued to lose their lives in 
sinking refugee boats.39

Five years later, in highly contested elections, Aristide once again became president.40 Armed gangs
in Cité Soleil – the largest and most dangerous slum in Haiti41 – backed Aristide’s government and
wreaked havoc in the streets,42 a fight for the rights of the poor gone awry.43

Once again facing violent uprisings and now lacking international support, Aristide was forced into
exile in 2004.44 Some say France’s failure to provide a peacekeeping force during this time was
linked to Aristide’s recent demand for restitution of the reparations paid to France in 1825.45

Restitution was never made, and Aristide left behind a divided nation marked by civil unrest, 
contested leadership, tyranny, and violent gang activity. After a period of interim government, 
Préval became president again in 2006.46

The Story Behind the Story
Although Haiti’s history of tyrannical rule and violent uprisings have contributed to the harsh conditions
within the country, so have an ongoing series of trade policies and exploitation of cheap labor. In
many cases, what has superficially appeared to be international assistance to Haiti has resulted 
in greater calamity for Haitians and increased profit for businesses.

Motivated by cheap labor and tax breaks, assembly companies have established a multitude of 
offshore facilities in Haiti and managed to avoid tariffs on goods going both in and out of the 
country. Baseball manufacturers – producing the icon of America’s favorite pastime – are chief
among those exploiting Haitian labor.47

Profiting from a series of laws establishing duty-free access and Free Trade Zones, U.S. corporations
have lured farmers from the Haitian countryside into the capital city Port-au-Prince, thus spurring
the development of squatter slums such as Cité Soleil48 – dubbed one of the poorest and most
dangerous places on earth.49 Duvalier established the first Free Trade Zone in the 1970s, followed
by 17 more under Aristide’s leadership.50 These Free Trade Zones release international companies
from implementation of labor and environmental policies, as well as exempt them from paying
taxes, tariffs, and full utility costs.51

The United States government has enacted numerous trade policies, including the Caribbean Basin
Economic Recovery Act and HOPE Act,52 for the purpose of creating more jobs for Haitians. These
acts have increased tax breaks for U.S. investors in Haiti and expanded duty-free access to the U.S.
market. However, critics say that few Haitians have actually profited from these measures.

The same companies receiving tax breaks for offshore manufacturing are the ones receiving duty-
free return of products to the U.S. market.53 And these companies don’t pay much more than the
minimum wage, totaling $1.75 a day as of 2008.54 In the 1980s, the real wages of Haitian apparel
workers decreased by more than 50 percent, while assembly exports from Haiti to the United
States drastically increased.55

“Religion that 

God our Father 

accepts as pure 

and faultless is this: 

to look after orphans 

and widows in 

their distress 

and to keep oneself 

from being polluted 

by the world” 

– James 1:27

Mud cakes are dried in the sun 
and sold for consumption.

Photo:
http://wiseeats.wordpress.com/about
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The Current State of the Nation
The ongoing power struggles, violence and corruption in Haiti have led to a nation ravaged by poverty.

Widespread unemployment haunts the people of Haiti. More than two thirds of the Haitian labor
force does not have formal jobs56 and those who are employed typically make less than $2 a day.57

In the face of such poverty, an estimated 173,000 children become domestic servants,58 and others
become so desperate they turn to prostitution.59

The massive deforestation of Haiti – caused by international industrialization and a local population
desperate for cheap energy sources60 – exacerbates the damage of even minor storms. Without
roots to hold it in place, topsoil is stripped and chronic flooding wreaks havoc on the people, their
crops, and their homes.61

Without proper nutrition, the efficacy of anti-retroviral drugs (ARVs) tends to decrease and HIV 
progresses more quickly in the body.62 Such factors are significant in a nation suffering from wide-
spread malnourishment and reported to have the highest HIV/AIDS prevalence rate – 2.2% – in the
Western Hemisphere.63 The disease has also left more than 150,000 orphans in its wake.64

Although HIV/AIDS continues to be a major problem in Haiti, the infection rate has been on the 
decline over the past few years65 due to innovative strategies, increased access to ARVs, prevention
education, and a committed people. Treatment programs in Sub-Saharan Africa therefore look to
Haiti as a model for success.66

For the many people already living on the margin, when natural disaster strikes, the effect is 
exponential. Haiti is plagued by hurricanes and tropical storms. In 2008 alone, four major storms 
hit Haiti67 – three within a two month period.68 An estimated 800,000 people were affected, with 
almost 23,000 homes destroyed and more than 84,000 homes damaged.69

On January 12, 2010, Haiti was rocked by the worst earthquake the Caribbean has experienced 
in more than 200 years.70 The tremors demolished the already weak infrastructure and affected 
an estimated three million people. In the first weeks after the quake, even basic necessities such
as food, water, and medical aid were scarce.71 Haiti will likely be recovering for years to come.

Discussion Questions
1. What stood out to you most in what you learned about Haiti this week?

2. What similarities and differences do you see between what you know about the situation in   
Congo and the situation in Haiti?

3. The Bible says the poor will always be with us (Mt 26:11, Mk 14:7). It also says, “And what does 
the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” 
(Micah 6:8). How do you respond to those Scriptures in light of what you have been learning?

4. What do you know about liberation theology? How do you think it agrees or disagrees with 
Jesus’ teachings?

continued
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5. Have you ever had to live in “survival mode”? If yes, what was the experience like? What did
God 
teach you in that time?

6. Do you see ways how you as an American consumer may have unknowingly contributed to 
the state of the people in Haiti? How does that make you feel? How can you respond in a 
godly manner?

Application

$2 a Day Challenge

Over 80% of Haiti’s population lives on less than $2 a day.72 Two dollars a day for food, housing,
school, transportation, medical emergencies, and all other expenses.

The $2 a Day Challenge invites you to experience a bit of what life is like for the vast majority
of Haitians by eating on less than two dollars a day for one week. No other living expenses –
just eating. And as an added bonus, you may learn to cook healthy meals on less than $2
a day!

The challenge has three simple rules:

1. Spend only $2 per day per person on all food and drinks.
2. Only eat what you buy during the week of the challenge – no stocking up the week before!
3. If you spend more than $2 one day, deduct the amount you went over from the next day’s 
expenses.

Eating basic food like pasta, rice, eggs, potatoes, and beans can help you meet the challenge. So
can buying in mass quantity or exchanging meals with friends – just be sure to subtract the total
you spend on bulk purchase from the rest of the week’s spending.

Some websites that may help are:

http://www.5dollardinners.com/
http://www.2dollars.org/what.html
http://onedollardietproject.wordpress.com/recipes/

Journal throughout the experience, and at the end of the week, come together with your 
Learning Group to share what you have learned, what questions have been raised, what you
struggled with, and how you felt about the challenge. And you can exchange recipes if you
came up with any especially good ones!

If you would like to take the challenge even further, you can set a goal of spending less than 
$2 a day on all goods and services. The website http://www.aidemocracy.org/2DollarDay.php
sets guidelines for this challenge, as well as ideas for how to make an impact as you partici-
pate in either of the challenges, such as submitting a press release or editorial about the chal-
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lenge or writing to Congress.
$2 a Day Resources

Average Price for Basic Foods
Slice of bread, whole wheat, store brand - $.11
Slide of bread, white, store brand - $.06
Slice of bread (homemade, see recipe) - $.03 to $.05
Black Beans - 1/4 cup uncooked dry - $.08
Rice, White - 1/4 uncooked, 5 lb bag - $.09
Onion - $.30
Salt - $.69 for enough for the entire week
Oats (½ cup dry oats) - $.09
Raisins (2 T) - $.12
Eggs - $.15 each
Milk, ¼ cup - $.06
Carrot (one large from 1 lb bag) - $.08
Peanut butter (2 T) - $.13
Butter (1 T) - $.10

Sample Shopping List
Potato (5 lbs) - $2.66
Bread (2 loaves homemade) - $.60
Peanut butter (one 16 oz container) - $2.00
Black beans - $1
Carrots (1 lb bag) - $1
Eggs (1 dozen) - $1.99
Salt - $.69
Lentils - $.85
Oats - $2.99
Onions (2) - $1.20

Meal Ideas
Breakfast:
Option #1 – Oatmeal
¼ cup dry oats with 2 T raisins = Total Cost $.21
With ¼ cup of milk = Total Cost $.27

Option #2 – Wheat Toast and Egg
2 slices of wheat toast with 1 teas butter
And 1 egg (any style) = Total Cost $.42

Option #3 – Eggs and Toast 
2 pieces of white toast with 1 T butter
And 2 Eggs (any style) = Total Cost $.52

Lunch / Dinner:
Option #1 – Peanut Butter Sandwich
2 pieces of homemade wheat bread (or store bought white bread)

“He upholds 

the cause of 

the oppressed 

and gives food 

to the hungry.” 

– Psalm 146:7

continued
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With 2 T peanut butter = Total Cost: $.31
Option #2 – Egg salad sandwich
One egg, small portion of mayo, dream whip, and salt with
2 slices of homemade bread     = Total Cost:  $.42

Option #3 – Rice and beans
½ cup rice
¼ cup of dry black beans with
Half onion, salt and cumin       = Total Cost: $.42

Homemade Bread Recipe
Ingredients:
2 ½ Cups warm water
1 packet dry yeast
1 oz sugar or honey
2 lb flour
1 pinch of salt

Baking Instructions:
Put half of the water into container and add yeast and either sugar or honey. Take another container
and put in 2 lbs of flour. Form a crater in the middle and pour the water with yeast into it. Add a pinch
of salt. Knead dough and keep adding water until dough has a thick consistency.

Place the dough on a counter top and let it stand for about 1 hour. Kneed it again to let air out and
shape into a loaf of bread. Let stand for another 45 minutes.

Bake in oven at 375º F for 50-60 minutes or until the internal temperature is about 200º F. 

Prayer Points
• Pray for an international awakening, acceptance of responsibility and godly response to the 
current state of Haitians.

• Pray against the widespread corruption in Haiti, that people would turn from darkness and 
Satan’s strongholds would be broken.

• Pray for transparency and favor towards Haitians in foreign investments and trade policies.

• Pray that the people of Haiti would experience Christ’s redemption in all aspects of life – physical 
as well as spiritual.

• Pray that the many children in Haiti orphaned by AIDS or other causes would know God as Father 
and Protector.

• Praise the Lord for the decreased HIV/AIDS prevalence rate in Haiti. Pray that it would be sustained.

• Pray that God would break hearts in your congregation for the people of Haiti and raise voices to 
speak on their behalf.

Consider donating 

the money you 

save on groceries 

during the 

challenge to Haiti 

through an 

organization like 

World Relief.
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Session 3: The Church in Haiti

History of the Church
When Spanish colonists arrived in Haiti in the early 16th century, they brought
the religion of Christianity with them. They were followed by French Catholic 
missions and eventually Protestant missionaries who helped establish schools and
education.1 In the slave revolution of 1804, however, all white people were either
killed or banished from Haiti, thereby severing relationships until ties with the 
Vatican were reestablished in 1860.2

During this time period, Vodou grew as a public religion, incorporating practices 
of both Catholicism and African animism. The Vodou spirits, the lwa, became 
associated with Catholic saints – thus the beginning of the intermingling of
Catholicism and Vodou in Haiti. Though the Catholic Church attempted to oust
Vodou in the 1940s by destroying places and objects of worship, the religion only
became stronger in the face of adversity. By the 1950s, the Catholic hierarchy had
become more tolerant of some Vodou traditions in Haiti.3

Protestantism has remained strongly opposed to anything related to Vodou. 
According to scholar Alfred Métraux, however, many Protestant conversions are
“often no more than the expression of an exaggerated fear of spirits” and are 
“inspired by illness, since illness is the commonest manifestation of a loa’s [sic]
ill-will or anger.”4 In such cases, when conversion does not lead to freedom from
pain and suffering, people may quickly return to Vodou practices.5

Today, many Haitians are practicing Vodou and Catholicism alongside one another,
and, in fact, are often devoted followers of both. An estimated 96% of Haitians profess
to be Christians, yet roughly half the population practices Vodou.6 In many ways,
Vodou and Haitian culture are considered synonymous – to be Haitian is to be a
follower of Vodou. With this mentality, people are less likely to think of the spiritual
implications that may come with practicing Vodou.

Vodou
Contrary to what many people think, only 5% or less of Vodou is considered black
magic and intended to cause harm. The majority of Vodou practice seeks healing and
good, though often in the form of pacifying spirits, casting spells, creating potions, and
calling on the help of the lwa spirits.7 The religion tends to appeal especially to the
disadvantaged8 because, as Alfred Métraux claims, Haitians seek “remedy for ills,
satisfaction for needs and the hope of survival” in the practice of Vodou.9

Haitian Vodou originates from African tribal beliefs carried over with slaves from
Benin, Nigeria, Senegal, Guinea, Congo and Angola.10 Adherence to the beliefs of
their homelands enabled slaves to preserve their heritage, as well as to resist in 
the face of forced baptism and ordinances forbidding the practice of African religion.
Tribal practices are also believed to have served as a unifying force that stirred
slaves to action during the revolutions of the late 18th and 19th centuries.11
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In Vodou services, the lwa spirits are believed to sometimes take over a person’s
body and deliver messages or act for good or evil upon others. Ceremonies are
also characterized by dancing and animal sacrifices for the purpose of giving life 
to the lwa. Sacrifices and other services offered by the Vodou priesthood often
incur fees, a formidable reality for the vast majority of Haitians who already live in
poverty and lack provision of basic needs.12

The Vodou religion contends that the lwa spirits determine the events and 
characteristics of one’s life, leaving no room for one to act upon circumstances. 
If something is going to happen, it will happen despite your attempts to change
the outcome.13 In this fatalistic worldview, power – no matter how acquired 
– is considered a sign of spiritual favor. And victimization is considered a 
consequence of being in the wrong and out of favor with the spirits. Therefore, 
although oppressors may be feared by the people, they are not necessarily 
considered morally wrong and often have monarchical power.14

“With this kind of mentality,” said the 2006 Micah Challenge Coordinator in Haiti,
“the first challenge will be to see ourselves differently.”15

Current State of the Church
The troubling union of Vodou and Christianity in Haiti results in part from a lack of
theological training. “We are seeing lots of conversions but there is very little solid
teaching,” shares World Relief Country Director Dr. Hubert Morquette. “We are 
told that 42% percent of Haitians call themselves evangelical Christians – but it
doesn’t seem to be having much impact on our society. It is time for us to make 
a real difference.” 

Some argue the perpetuation of Vodou is also due in part to its successful 
assimilation of Haitian culture. One scholar, Leslie Desmangles, states: “[Vodou] 
is interwoven completely within the fabric of Haitian life.”16 Since 1966, however, the
Catholic Church has gradually incorporated more of the Creole language and Hait-
ian culture into liturgy and begun focusing more on the welfare of the poor.17

With the rise of liberation theology in the Catholic Church and the resulting “Christian
base communities” in the late 1960s, “the focus of Church evangelism had shifted
from concern about spiritual and educational well-being of the urban elite to the
collective well-being of the nation, particularly its poor.”18 The establishment of
Christian base communities enabled lay people – typically peasants living in rural
areas, where priests were not as readily available as in urban areas – to discuss
the Bible, hold mass, and worship on their own.19

Liberation theology has helped move the Church in Haiti towards seeking justice
and caring for the poor and oppressed. Strictly speaking, liberation theology is
based on Marxist political theories, including the belief that violent class struggle
and self-actualization are essential. It views theology from the vantage point of 
the poor and oppressed, considers sin as the cause of poverty, and regards Jesus’
mission as a political one of bringing justice to the world.20

“With this kind 

of mentality, 

the first challenge 

will be to 

see ourselves 

differently.”

– Haiti 

Micah Challenge 

Coordinator
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Many Christians are skeptical of liberation theology because it can emphasize a
“Social Gospel” at the expense of a focus on God’s Word. But liberation theology
has also led the Catholic Church to be more involved in improving the lives of the
poor, rather than remaining ominously silent in the face of political repression and
economic hardships. In this regard, the school of thought has had substantial
benefits.

Evangelical churches in Haiti are typically conservative and have been less involved
in political or social protest.21 In many cases, Haitians – including church leaders
– see themselves as poor and having nothing to offer. Consequently, they may 
regard care for the most vulnerable outside of their families as the responsibility 
of external parties. 

However, World Relief is seeing more and more evangelical churches changing in
this regard and embracing the call of the Church to serve the most vulnerable, while
remaining faithful to Christian orthodoxy. The Haitian Church has demonstrated
openness to the challenge of taking on this expanded role.

Haitian life and community promote the centrality of the local church in numerous
ways. When major life events occur – whether birth, death, marriage, or otherwise
– the church is the central gathering place where Haitians seek God’s blessing.
Baptism and first communion are also considered some of the most important 
occurrences in the life of a Haitian child – yet another illustration of the importance
of the church in the lives of Haitians.

The evangelical Church’s local radio presence has further increased its influence in
society. Prominent Christian radio stations promote discussion of theological and
sociological issues from a Christian perspective, alongside sermons, prayers, and
church announcements.

In response to the massive earthquake that struck Haiti on January 12th, 2010,
the Haitian Church’s resilience and perseverance has been a shining light. On
any given day, local churches partnering with World Relief were serving hot
meals to up to 15,000 people in the quake-ravaged capital and outlying areas. 

One church began feeding 6,000 people and keeping records of their names and
circumstances before any relief agency had arrived.

The pastor of another Haitian church shared in the aftermath of the earthquake
that he prays, “Lord, it is the time for change in Haiti! We’ve known so much sorrow,
so much pain...but I believe this is the time for a big change in our country.”

In many ways, the Church in Haiti is shining brighter than ever. In the days to come,
Haiti has a unique opportunity to do more than return to its previous state. It has
the opportunity to reclaim its identity as a people created in the image of God and
destined to carry out His great purposes.

“Lord, it is 

the time for 

change in Haiti! 

We’ve known 

so much sorrow, 

so much pain...

but I believe 

this is the time 

for a big change 

in our country.”

– Prayer of a 

Haitian Pastor 

after earthquake
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Discussion Questions

$2 a Day Challenge 

1. What challenges did you face while living on only $2 a day? Were there any 
days when you did not meet the challenge? If yes, why do you think those days 
were more difficult?

2. How did you feel physically, emotionally, spiritually and mentally during the $2 a 
Day Challenge?

The Church in Haiti

1. In many ways, Vodou is synonymous with Haitian culture. Are there any ways in    
which your culture has influenced your religious beliefs or liturgical practices,   
such that some may see the two as synonymous? If yes, how?

2. In describing Christianity in Haiti, Alfred Métraux claims, “Conversion…is often 
no more than the expression of an exaggerated fear of spirits.”22 Have you seen   
similar attitudes towards conversion in your culture: conversion motivated by a 
desire for blessing or freedom from pain, suffering and fear of death? Please 
describe.

3. How has your understanding of Vodou changed during this study?

4. Vodou followers rely on and worship many spirits, but they believe there is one 
God above all.23 How is this in opposition to God’s commands and Jesus’ 
teachings? Read Alfred Métraux’s account of a spirit mounting Ludalise, included 
as Appendix A. Consider verses such as Mk 5:1-20, Lk 4:33-35, 13:10-13, Jn 
10:21, and Ex 20:3. Based on what you are learning, how do you feel led to pray 
for the Church and people in Haiti?

5. It is important to understand the ways of people in another culture so we can 
respect them and develop relationships filled with Christ’s love. However, it is 
also important that we focus on “whatever is true…whatever is right, whatever is 
pure”24 and that we “test everything [and] hold on to the good.”25 How can we 
reconcile the truth of Christianity with the Haitian culture that is so thoroughly 
intertwined with Vodou?

6. Do you believe the Church is responsible for addressing the welfare of the poor 
and oppressed? After initial discussion, consider verses such as Is. 58, Is. 
61:1-2, Mic. 6:8, Mt. 25:31-46, Am. 2:6-7, Lk. 11:42 for further reflection.

7. What can the Haitian Church offer to churches in the United States? What can 
the U.S. Church offer to churches in Haiti?

“...whatever is true, 

whatever is noble, 

whatever is right, 

whatever is pure, 

whatever is lovely, 

whatever is admirable 

– if anything 

is excellent 

or praiseworthy 

– think about 

such things.”

– Philippians 4:8
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Application
Write a short one-to two-page story of how your faith may have developed if you
had grown up in Haiti. Include details such as what your family may have been like,
what events, viewpoints, or values may have shaped your beliefs, how the Church
as an institution or encounters with foreigners may have influenced you, when and
why a crisis of faith may have occurred, etc.

If you would rather, draw a timeline or pictorial representation instead. Whatever
you create, be sure to bring it with you to the next Learning Group session to share
with others and discuss how you felt about the exercise. 

Prayer Points
• Pray that hope for healing and life in both Haiti and your home country would rest in 
Christ alone.

• Pray for Haitian pastors to lead their congregations with solid Biblical teaching. Pray 
for godly leadership to rise up in the Church.

• Pray for the global Church to reach out to the poor and suffering. Pray for courage to 
speak out against oppression.

• Pray against Satan’s strongholds in Haiti, against the demons waging war for the 
souls of Haitians. Pray for spiritual freedom and renewal.

• Pray for the void of Vodou worship to be filled with God, and for the demonstration 
of God’s power over the power of Vodou.

• Pray that Haitians who have turned from Vodou would know Christ as enough, even 
when others are participating in Vodou ceremonies. Pray they would have a Christ-
like influence, be affirmed in their Christian heritage, and experience healing of 
broken relationships.
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Session 4: The Life of a Child in Haiti

Life Before Five
Almost 40% of the Haitian population is below the age of 15, with a median age
of 20 years.1 These statistics are due in part to the prevalence of AIDS, which 
has left over 200,000 children without one or both parents, and has resulted in 
an estimated 5,000 babies being born with the disease each year.2

Before the January 12th, 2010 earthquake, proper treatment for infants with HIV
was growing but was still very limited; in 2006, only 300 HIV-infected babies
received proper care.3 The recent earthquake has further disrupted antiretroviral
treatment for both children and adults.

Almost one-quarter of children under the age of five in Haiti are malnourished,
with even higher percentages in rural areas.4 A significant reason for this has
been parents' lack of access to basic health knowledge and health centers.
Again, the earthquake has only exacerbated the problem and made it even 
more difficult for parents to care for their children. Many children in Haiti die from
preventable illnesses such as malaria, diarrhea, and pneumonia before their fifth
birthday. The leading cause of death for children under five is diarrhea.5

Lack of immunizations also contributes to the high rates of child deaths.6 

Unfortunately, in the midst of political turmoil, the Haitian government has 
been unable to give due attention to childhood immunization,7 and only 33% 
of children under the age of one have received all of their vaccinations.8

It is hard to imagine, but Haitian parents tend to have many children in part 
because they anticipate that some of their children may die.9

Life After Five
For children in Haiti who survive beyond the age of five, each day is a struggle for
survival. A 2006 report from the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) states 
that as a result of ongoing crises, the number of vulnerable children in Haiti is 2.85
million out of a total of 3.8 million children under the age of 18.10 These children are
often victims of poverty, violence and exploitation. The frequent natural disasters that
strike the country - including the devastating January 2010 earthquake - are harsh
setbacks for families trying to escape poverty, and greatly increase the vulnerability 
of children.

Restaveks
In the face of extreme poverty, parents will sometimes send their children to live 
with others in hopes of providing them with a better future. Parents in rural areas are
especially likely to send their children away to live with relatives or other people in
cities. These parents are told that their children will have access to education, health
care, and an overall better quality of life in the city.11
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The vast majority of these children, however, never experience the fulfillment of such
promises. Instead, they become domestic servants, called restaveks, with many
barely receiving sufficient food and shelter. They work long hours and few get any 
education at all, let alone proper health care. These children often also become 
victims of abuse and sexual exploitation.12 Approximately 300,000 children are
restaveks – many are virtually child slaves.13 Thousands more are trafficked to the
Dominican Republic for similar purposes.14

Fleeing abuse in these situations, many children end up living on the streets where
they are exposed to even more dangers: rape, gang activity, drug addiction, and
harsh living conditions. These children are at increased risk of turning to prostitution
or gangs as a means of survival.15

In the capital city of Port-au-Prince alone there are an estimated 2,500 children living
on the streets, most of whom were previously domestic laborers.16 An average of one
child a week is reported to be murdered on the streets of this city.17

Education
Few Haitian children have the opportunity to attend school, so false promises of
education are a major factor in luring them into the city and becoming restaveks.
Many schools in Haiti are private and require school fees that are difficult for the
average Haitian living on less than $2 a day to pay. 

In rural areas, schools may be too far away to reach without transportation – a lux-
ury for most Haitians. Children are also typically needed to help at home – to care
for siblings, fetch water, gather wood or charcoal, prepare food, and help with other
household work – in order for the family to simply subsist. Such needs frequently
prevent children from attending school.18

With an undeveloped educational system, the few schools there are in Haiti tend to
be overcrowded and dilapidated, with untrained, underpaid teachers.19 An estimated
400,000 school-aged children in the nation do not attend school20 and approximately
one-third of youth between ages 15 and 24 are illiterate.21

Those children who have the privilege of attending school are frequently unable to
complete the academic year because of national insecurity, lack of funds for school
fees, or the need to send other siblings to school.22 Girls in particular are unlikely to
complete their education.23

When tropical storms strike Haiti, schools and other infrastructure are destroyed, di-
minishing educational access even further.24 In the midst of such setbacks, less than
two percent of children in Haiti finish secondary school.25

Since the January 2010 earthquake, educational access has further deteriorated as
approximately 90 percent of schools in Port-au-Prince and 60 percent of schools in
the South and West Provinces were damaged or destroyed. Estimates indicate that
approximately 500,000 children no longer have classrooms.26

“It is the 

curse of 

humanity that 

it learns to 

tolerate even 

the most horrible

situations by 

habituation.” 

– Rudolf Virchow
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AIDS
Faced with utter destitution, some teenage girls in Haiti resort to prostitution out of
desperation for food or other basic necessities. Others, desperate for education, sell
their bodies in order to pay for school. Transactional sex is more common when youth
are living on the streets without other means of income. Aid agencies are concerned
that the destitution resulting from the earthquake may force more women and girls
into transactional sex. 

Sexual violence also runs rampant in the streets, where gangs roam. In some areas,
more than half of girls and women have been victims of rape.27 Even for youth 
protected from these high-risk factors, there is enormous peer pressure to have sex
before marriage, often with multiple partners or at an early age. All of these factors
and socio-economic pressures increase vulnerability to contracting HIV/AIDS.

After heterosexual sex, the second most common way in which HIV/AIDS spreads in
Haiti is from mothers to children during pregnancy, the birth process, or breastfeeding.
Without intervention, 30% of babies with HIV-positive mothers will contract the 
disease.28 It is currently estimated that there are 12,000 pregnant women with HIV 
in Haiti,29 which translates to 11 HIV-positive babies being born in the country each
day.30

Once a child in Haiti has AIDS, receiving treatment can be challenging. Cost may 
be prohibitive and access to medication is limited. Of the 17,000 children living with
HIV/AIDS in Haiti, antiretroviral treatment is available to only a small minority.31

Without treatment, the Haitian child living with AIDS has just a 30% chance of 
surviving a year.32 Due to the massive disruption of medical services following the
Port-au-Prince earthquake, continuing treatment has become more challenging.

For children and youth living in poverty, keeping medication clean and dry can be 
difficult. It is also often challenging to maintain proper nutrition and a daily medicine
regimen, both of which are needed for the medication to be effective.33

Lack of knowledge and communication about HIV/AIDS helps fuel the spread of the
disease. Only 20% of youth in Haiti know how to protect themselves from AIDS.34

Stigma against the disease is a significant barrier to spreading knowledge – people
are often unwilling to discuss sex or HIV/AIDS, especially with youth. Myths about the
disease and how it is spread also hinder prevention efforts. It is commonly believed
among those who practice Vodou that illnesses come from the spirit world.35 The lack
of education, treatment, and preventive measures, as well as excessive poverty, all
contribute to HIV/AIDS being one of the leading causes of death in Haiti.36

Hope
Despite the stark picture of daily life for a child in Haiti, there is hope. 

The Church in Haiti is confronting major social problems head-on. In the aftermath of
the earthquake, local churches were serving hot meals to thousands of people every
day. Some see the destruction of the January 2010 earthquake as an opportunity for
Haiti to chart a new course.

“I know 

Jesus will 

come back. 

But in the 

meantime, we 

have to work 

for Him.” 

– Dr. Hubert 

Morquette



19     HAITI LEARNING GROUP

Local churches partnering with World Relief are supporting at-risk children, spreading
life-saving health messages, and serving as health posts where mothers can receive
vaccines, food supplements, and nutrition advice for their young children.

Between 2006 and 2008 alone, the nationwide percentage of children dying from 
primarily preventable diseases decreased by approximately 12%.37

Youth are leading the way in World Relief Haiti's HIV/AIDS prevention programs.
Thousands of youth in church- and school-based youth associations are spreading
values-based, HIV/AIDS prevention messages to their peers and getting ready to
manage community events on their own.

Change is taking place in Haiti. As the Church embraces its God-given role to care
for the most vulnerable, it has the potential to reverse the ravages of poverty, disease
and oppression in Haiti.

Discussion Questions

The Church in Haiti

During the week, you created a rendition of how your faith may have developed if
you had grown up in Haiti. Read your story aloud to the group or show your picture
or timeline. Once everyone has shared, discuss the following questions together.

1. Were there common themes between people’s stories? If yes, what were they? 
Why do you think there were or were not common themes?

2. How did you feel while writing your story or drawing your picture or timeline?

3. How do you think your personal experiences influenced what you wrote? Is your  
faith journey similar to what you wrote?

The Life of a Child in Haiti

1. How do you feel after reading this section? Was anything you read surprising to  
you? How can Christians have hope in a world filled with stark realities?

2. What do you think God desires the life of a child to be like? Consider verses 
such as Matthew 18:1-6, Matthew 19:13-15, Luke 2:52, and 1 Timothy 4:12.

3. What does it mean to you when you hear that a child or youth is “vulnerable”? In 
what ways are children in your community vulnerable? How is this similar to or 
different from vulnerable children in Haiti?

4. Do you think the state of children or adults is a better indication of the state of a 
nation? Why?

5. During this session, what have you learned about the life of children who are 
restaveks? A United Nations expert on slavery, Gulnara Shahinian, considers 
restavek to be a modern form of slavery.38 How is restavek similar to or different 
from forms of slavery you have learned about previously?

“Jesus said, 

‘Let the little 

children come 

to Me, 

and do not 

forbid them; 

for of such 

is the kingdom 

of heaven.’”

– Matthew 19:14

continued
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6. Do you think restavek is a modern form of slavery? Why or why not? Why do you 
think much of the international community considers restavek to be slavery?

7. Many Haitians believe illnesses come from the spirit world. Why do you think 
they believe this? Do you believe there are any ways in which illnesses come from
the spirit world? How can physical and spiritual views of illness be reconciled?

8. Do you see any similarities between the life of a typical child in Haiti and the life 
of a typical child in your community?

9. Have you ever worked with underprivileged youth? If yes, what challenges, 
frustrations, and joys have you experienced working with them?

10. Do you believe children can make a difference in their worlds while they are 
children? If yes, how? If no, why not?

Application

During the Group Session
Consider the many challenges you have learned about that children and youth in 
Haiti face on a daily basis. Children have many influences in their lives, both positive
and negative. By participating in the following activity, we hope you will gain a new 
appreciation for the lives of children in the United States and around the world.

Refer to Appendix B for the “Snakes in the Grass” activity, an exercise used by World
Relief to help children explore the realities of the many competing pressures in their
lives. This activity is from the Let Your Light Shine: Caring for Children Affected by HIV
curriculum created by World Relief and a consortium of other Christian organizations.
When setting up the game, you may want to use tape instead of chalk depending on
where your group is meeting.

At Home
You can be a positive influence in the life of a child, like the players in “Snakes in the
Grass” who called out correct directions. Ask God to show you a child or a caregiver
in need in your own community and pray about creative ways you can reach out to
him or her. This person may be in your church, at work, in your neighborhood, or in
your wider community.

Once God puts someone on your heart, reach out to that person this week and be
ready to share about the experience in next week’s group session.

Some ideas you may want to consider:

• provide a meal for a single mom and her family
• play a game or do a craft with a child
• give caregivers a break by babysitting for an evening
• help a child with his or her homework
• play a pick-up game of basketball with a neighbor child
• volunteer to carpool one day for a group of overstretched parents 

“It takes 

a village to 

raise a child.”

– African proverb
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Prayer Points
• Pray for God’s protection of and provision for children in Haiti, especially for those 
living in the streets or separated from family during the January 2010 earthquake.

• Pray for the reunification of families separated during the earthquake. Pray also that 
children and their families would receive the physical and emotional care they need.

• Pray that more Haitian churches would reach out to children with godly influence, 
care, and love.

• Pray that caretakers would have mercy on the children living with them.

• Pray that parents would have the wisdom and perseverance of Christ, and that they 
would not be deceived in how they provide for their children.

• Pray that God’s influence in the lives of children would overwhelm evil influences.

• Pray that God would raise up godly leaders in each generation.

• Pray that access to education and good health care would improve for mothers and 
children.

• Pray that the government would take a greater positive role in the lives of children.
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Session 5: Lasting Change
You have heard the cry of the suffering around the world, in your own community and
perhaps in your own life. These cries are a constant reminder of the brokenness 
in the world: broken relationship with God, with one another, with creation, and 
with ourselves. 

Our fragmented relationships result in manifestations of poverty such as deprivation,
depression, dependency, isolation, humiliation, and injustice. The Bible is full of 
examples of this brokenness and all around us we see further evidence.

It is tempting to feel hopeless or overwhelmed by the situation. Christ even said,
“The poor will always be with you,”1 which could leave us wondering why we should
try to address the plight of poverty at all.

But there is hope! Christ redeems and transforms, and He longs to bring reconciliation
and renewal to the world.2 He has called His Church to join Him, so we must believe
His promise to uphold the cause of the needy.3 We must believe that “He longs to
be gracious” and “rises to show compassion.”4

In order to have any hope of helping others be transformed though, we must first
be transformed ourselves. Unless we are reconciled to God, we cannot help others
be reconciled to Him.

God’s Character
God commands that because the poor will always be with us, we must “be open-
handed toward [our] brothers and toward the poor and needy in [our] land.”5 The
Old Testament is full of similar commands and laws benefiting the most vulnerable.6

Scripture makes it clear that God detests oppression and tightfistedness. His anger
rages against Israel for four great sins, one of which is “[trampling] on the heads of
the poor...and [denying] justice to the oppressed.”7 For such sins, He compares 
Israel to Sodom, accuses the nation of having blood on its hands, and refuses to
listen to His people.8

In contrast, when God’s people care for the most vulnerable, they are blessed 
and bring glory to His name.9 Our prayers are heard when we follow the example 
of Christ in preaching good news to the poor, binding up the brokenhearted, 
proclaiming freedom for captives, and comforting those who mourn.10

Christ’s preaching of good news to the poor takes place in both word and deed.11

He proclaims the Truth by healing and setting people free as well as by speaking.
In many instances, the people praise the Lord and begin to recognize Jesus as the
Christ not by His words, but by His actions.12 People cannot bear to remain silent
about the Christ when He heals them.13 Shouts of jubilee in response to Christ 
resound with both “You are the Son of God!”14 and “I was blind, but now I see!”15

“The Lord 

longs to 

be gracious 

to you; 

He rises 

to show you 

compassion.” 

– Isaiah 30:18

Photo by Matt Smith.



23     HAITI LEARNING GROUP

God’s People – The Church
Paul exhorts Christians to have the same attitude as Christ and to be imitators of
God.16 As we saw above, a vital part of Christ’s character is His love for the most 
vulnerable. He has compassion for the hungry17 and is moved to act on behalf of 
the suffering.18

God serves as a refuge for the poor and needy.19 As the Psalmist attests,

He upholds the cause of the oppressed and gives food to the hungry. The LORD
sets prisoners free, the LORD gives sight to the blind, the LORD lifts up those
who are bowed down...The LORD watches over the alien and sustains the
fatherless and the widow... 20

God’s mercy and compassion were incarnated in Christ. He became poor that we 
might become rich.21

As followers and imitators of Christ, we are called to do as He did: we are to take
the nature of a servant22 and lay down our lives on behalf of those in need.23

According to Isaiah, in order to be light in the darkness, we must “spend [ourselves]
in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed.”24 By seeing the good
deeds of those who follow Christ, others will come to praise our Father in Heaven.25

This teaching is exemplified in the parable of the Good Samaritan. A man traveling
the treacherous road from Jerusalem to Jericho is robbed, stripped naked, and
beaten almost to death. Three men traveling the same path see the man lying on
the side of the road, nearly dead.

The man who loves his neighbor in this parable is not the priest or the Levite, both
of whom meticulously keep the law but pass by the man on the side of the road.
The man who loves his neighbor is the Samaritan, who, out of mercy for the
wounded traveler, stops to help him. He bandages the man’s wounds and ensures
he gets proper rest and care.

Jesus commands us to follow the example of the Samaritan, to “go and do likewise.”26

In the same breath, Jesus tells us the second greatest commandment is to love our
neighbors as ourselves. In case the people have not yet understood, the Apostle
John defines such love again as having compassion for those in need and acting
on their behalf.27 Faith without action is dead, and love without compassion is no 
love at all. 

So by the power of the Holy Spirit dwelling within us, let us remove all hindrances
and learn to do right28 – let us “not hide from [our] own flesh,” but “break every
yoke”29 – that we may walk together with the Lord30 and that His name may be glori-

“...if you spend 

yourselves in 

behalf of the 

hungry and 

satisfy the needs 

of the oppressed, 

then your light 

will shine in 

the darkness...” 

– Isaiah 58:10
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fied.
World Relief’s Motivation
God’s call on the Church is clear throughout the Bible. World Relief’s aim is to help
churches respond to this calling. More specifically, its mission is to empower the local
Church to serve the most vulnerable and to see them transformed economically, so-
cially, and spiritually.

World Relief believes true transformation involves the restoration of relationships 
with God, creation, community, and self.31 The Great Commandments focus on right
relationship with God, others, and self: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and love
your neighbor as yourself.” And as early as Genesis, God stresses the importance
of mankind’s relationship to the earth: “fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the
fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on
the ground...I give you...everything that has the breath of life in it.”32

These relationships quickly fall apart after Adam and Eve sin against the Lord. They
hide from God (broken relationship with the Lord), are embarrassed of themselves
in their nakedness (broken relationship with self), and cast blame for their sin (broken
relationship with one another). The ground from which they must eat is cursed and
they are banished from the Garden of Eden (broken relationship with creation). Soon
afterwards, their son Cain kills his brother Abel and the story of brokenness continues.33

Transformation and the reversal of the world order come from Christ alone, yet God
has given His Church “the ministry of reconciliation” and is “making His appeal through
us.”34 The Church is to be an agent of God’s peace, justice, and love in a broken world.

World Relief thus focuses and depends upon the local Church and strives to 
positively impact the beliefs, values, and behavior of everyone involved – churches,
individual beneficiaries, and staff alike. Doing so involves a recovery of identity and
dignity as people created in the image of our Father. 

World Relief’s Strategy
Devastatingly, “a lifetime of suffering, deception, and exclusion is internalized by
the poor in ways that result in the poor no longer knowing who they truly are or why
they were created. This is the deepest and most profound expression of poverty.”35

Our own views of the poor often contribute to their view of themselves. When we do
not expect them to have anything of value to offer, when we believe we know best,
or when we are so busy working to achieve goals that we fail to listen to them, we
send the message that they do not matter.

World Relief has learned that the best way to prevent these messages from being
sent is to empower local churches and communities to be the agents of change. 
Indigenous leadership is typically better positioned than an “outsider” to facilitate
lasting change. After all, the people living within a community – with generations 
of knowledge and understanding of the local context – are much more intimately 
familiar with the challenges and the resources at hand than any outsider could be.

“Who knows more

about living water, 

the person who 

opens the water 

tap daily without

much thinking, 

or the thirst 

tortured traveler 

in the desert 

in search for 

a spring?”

– Father 

Joseph Neuner
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In places where there is a strong church presence, World Relief often begins the
empowerment process by sharing biblical teachings about the role of the Church
with pastors, lay leaders, and other community members. Local staff then work 
together with these groups to identify strengths and resources already existing in
their communities, as well as to develop skills in leadership and discipleship. In
many cases, interdenominational committees form to address concerns within their
communities and to spread messages of hope and healing.

Where there is not a strong church presence, World Relief works with groups in the
community to address felt needs. It has even happened that these groups develop
into cell churches and catalyze a vibrant church movement among the poor. 

One of World Relief’s key values is sustainability – it longs to see transformation
continue even after World Relief has exited the community. This requires that
churches, communities, and individuals fully own the process.

An important component of World Relief’s strategy is therefore to rely upon volunteers.
By training volunteers to train others, the reach of programs grows exponentially. In
2008, for example, World Relief mobilized approximately 65,000 volunteers to serve
more than 2,700,000 of the most vulnerable people in their communities.36

The Transformation Tree
Transformation involves changing inwardly, which, by the power of God, finds expression
in transformed worldview, relationships, and well-being. World Relief communicates
the concept of transformation through the metaphor of a fruit-bearing tree. 
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The fruit, whether good or bad, represents consequences (what is seen). Consequences
are a result of behavior (what is done), symbolized by the branches of the tree. 
Behavior, in turn, results from values (what is best) – the trunk of the tree – and
values are anchored in beliefs (what is true), represented by the tree’s roots. 

The tree must be planted in the soil of God’s grace for it to produce lasting fruit.
And for development to be transformational and sustainable, it must be concerned
with the whole tree, from the level of beliefs all the way up to consequences. World
Relief’s strategy does just this, working with local churches to affect outcomes at
each level. Worldview, values, and behavior are just as important as – and intimately
connected to – changes in well-being.

It is at these deeper levels that consciousness is tapped, identity is formed, dignity
is restored, and transformation is achieved.

Discussion Questions

The Life of a Child in Haiti

1. How did you reach out to a child or caregiver in your community last week? 
What impact did it have on you? Did you see any immediate impact on the 
person you helped?

2. Did you feel led in any way to make a long-term commitment to reach out to 
children or caregivers in your community? 

Lasting Change

1. Did you learn anything new about God’s character during this session? 
If yes, what?

2. What verses can you think of that support the statement that mankind’s relation-
ships
with God, others, creation, and self are broken? Can you think of any verses that 
refute this statement? If yes, how do you reconcile the two?

3. When you hear “the poor,” what are the first words that come to your mind? 
What do these words reflect about your view of the poor?

4. The beginning of this lesson states that fragmented relationships result in 
manifestations of poverty such as isolation, humiliation, depression, and injustice.
In what ways do you see manifestations of poverty in your life? 

5. Refer to the sidebar on the left. Why do you think only six percent of American 
Christians tithed ten percent of their income in 2004?

6. Bryant Myers, author of Walking With the Poor, attests that the non-poor are 
impoverished as well. Like the poor, they believe a set of lies about themselves 
– they just believe a different set of lies.37 Do you agree with this statement?
What lies do you think the non-poor believe about themselves?

Christian Generosity

2 Corinthians 8 says that in the

spirit of sacrifice, we are called

to give beyond our ability. Paul

goes on to say that God has

blessed us so that we may bless

others, bringing glory to His name.

In 2007, Christians around the

globe gave only two percent of

their income to Christian causes.

Only six percent of American

Christians tithed ten percent of

their income in 2004. If American

church members alone had

given ten percent of their income

that year, an additional $164 

billion would have been available

to the Church. According to one

source, * $46 billion given each

year between 2006 and 2015

would eliminate starvation and

malnutrition, provide education

for every child, and make clean

water and sanitation available 

to everyone.

Information from Generous Giving, The Barna
Group, and the Borgen Project.

* The Borgen Project qtd. in Rosenberg, Claude
and Tim Stone. “A New Take on Tithing.” Stanford
Social Innovation Review. Fall 2006.
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continued
7. Based on your previous knowledge and what you have learned in this session, 
how do you think God views the poor?

8. Read the parable of the good Samaritan in Luke 10:25-37. Which of the men do 
you think you are most like – the Levite, the priest, the Samaritan, or the man 
lying in the ditch? Why?

9. Do you believe word and deed are one in the same? Why or why not?

10. Have you ever felt belittled, or seen someone else feel belittled, when receiving 
something? Why do you think the action resulted in feelings of belittlement?

Application
You have learned about the transformation tree World Relief uses to communicate
the importance of values and beliefs in transforming behavior. Now you have the 
opportunity to consider how your own beliefs and values have affected your behavior
and brought about certain consequences in your life. 

In order to create your own transformation tree, follow the steps below:

1. List the main truths and lies you tend to believe about yourself at the bottom 
of a sheet of paper. Draw a faint outline of a tree across the entire length of 
paper with the truths and lies at the roots of the tree.

2. On the other side of that same sheet of paper, at the top, list the major 
consequences or realities of your life that either concern or excite you. Draw 
a faint outline of a tree across the entire length of paper with the 
consequences and realities at the top of the tree.

3. On the first side of paper, work your way up the tree from each truth and lie. 
Ask yourself every time what value the truth or lie has instilled in you; what 
behavior that value has resulted in; and what consequences that behavior 
has led to.

Our lives tend to develop from the bottom of the tree upwards, but oftentimes
we have difficulty recognizing the lies by which we live because they have 
become so thoroughly embedded in our thinking. For this reason, it will be 
helpful to work down the tree as well in exercise #4. You may also want to 
ask friends and family to help identify lies that may be influencing your thinking.

4. On the second side of paper, work your way down the tree from each reality 
in your life. Ask yourself every time what behavior has resulted in that 
consequence; what value has led to that behavior; and what truth or lie you 
believe that has created that value.

As an example, if someone worked down the tree starting with the reality 
that he does not have much time with family, he may realize the lack of time
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continued 
together is a consequence of working late on a regular basis. Perhaps he 
works late because he values making a lot of money, which may result from 
the belief that money brings happiness. It is quite possible someone 
would never have acknowledged such a belief, but by working downwards 
from the top of the tree, suddenly the belief becomes evident.

In contrast, if someone already acknowledges the belief that money brings 
happiness, he could work his way up the tree and see how the consequences
in his life align with that belief.

5. Now consider how the trees would look different if all of your beliefs aligned 
with biblical truths. With a different colored utensil, cross out every lie at the 
bottom of each tree and replace it with a contrasting Scripture. 

For example, if you tend to believe that you are ugly, you could replace the 
lie with Psalm 139:14, “I am fearfully and wonderfully made.”

6. Work your way back up both trees, using the Scriptural truths you have 
found to determine what values, behavior, and consequences you would see 
if you lived by those truths.

BELIEFS

VALUES

BEHAVIOR

CONSEQUENCES
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continued
After you have completed your transformation tree, reflect on the following questions
and be prepared to discuss some of them in the next Learning Group session:

• What kind of fruit is in your tree?

• Where do you think the lies in the roots of your tree have come from?

• Are you at all surprised by what you see in your tree? If yes, which parts of
the tree tend to surprise you – the roots, trunk, branches, or fruit?

• How do you view the overall state of your well-being based on the fruit in your tree?

• How can you start replacing the lies you believe with Scriptural truths?

• Galatians says the fruit of the Holy Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.38 Do you see much fruit of the 
Spirit in your trees? Try adding any fruit of the Spirit you have seen in your life to the
top of one of the trees you created. Consider what behaviors, values, and beliefs
have led to that fruit. If you have difficulty thinking of fruit of the Spirit in your life, ask
friends or family what fruit they have seen in your life and start with their responses.

• Based on what you have learned in this exercise, write down one or two goals you 
commit to work towards in your own transformation. Make sure the goal(s) include(s)
a reasonable achievement date and a way to measure when you have reached the
goal(s). In order to achieve a goal, it tends to be best to write down the steps you 
will take along the way and a target date for each step. Share the goal(s) you write 
down with someone else in the Learning Group who will hold you accountable.

Prayer Points
• Pray the Lord’s prayer: “Our Father, Who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name.   
Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven. Give us this day 
our daily bread and forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. Lead us not 
into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For Thine is the Kingdom, the power, and 
the glory for ever and ever. Amen.”

• Pray for hope in the lives of both the poor and the non-poor. Pray for freedom 
from depression, dependency, isolation, and injustice.

• Pray that people would know Christ by the words and actions of His Church.

• Pray for transformation and restored relationships throughout the world.

• Pray that God’s people would sacrifice on behalf of the most vulnerable.

• Pray that the poor would know they are made in the image of God and have a 
purpose to fulfill.

• Pray that the work of World Relief would be truly transformational and sustainable.

• Pray that the fruit of the Spirit would be evident in your life and the life of other 
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Session 6: What You Can Do
This learning session is intended for the Learning Group to work through together. During
the session, you will synthesize what you have learned over the last several weeks and
discern the ways in which the Lord may be leading your church to take action. 

You may want to have a few materials on hand for this session:
• a white board, chalkboard, or large blank sheets of paper
• a writing utensil
• a computer with internet access

To begin, share realizations or patterns that emerged for you during the creation of your personal
transformation trees last week. The questions at the end of Session Five’s application can
help facilitate discussion. Be sensitive to the fact that some people may have explored
topics in their transformation trees they are not comfortable sharing in a group setting.

Next, using a large sheet of paper, a white board, or a chalk board, have one group
member draw an outline of a tree, being sure to include roots, trunk, branches, and fruit.

As a group, you now have the opportunity to consider a potential Haiti transformation tree. Ultimately,
of course, the people of Haiti will map out their own “transformation tree.” The purpose of this 
exercise is for your Learning Group to consider some of the many facets of development in Haiti
and begin to discern possible ways your church could stand in solidarity with the people of Haiti.

To design your Haiti transformation tree, work through the following steps as a
group. If you have more than 12 people, you may wish to split into two groups and
come together afterwards to share your ideas.

1. Brainstorm the beliefs, values, behaviors, and consequences you have
learned about that are relevant to Haiti. Align beliefs with the roots, values 
with the trunk, behavior with the branches, and consequences with the fruit. 
Remember, all ideas are acceptable in the brainstorming phase!

2. Agree on four to six of the brainstormed items to focus on for the rest of the 
exercise. You will probably have a mix of positive and negative. Any combination
of beliefs, values, behaviors, and consequences are fine. 

3. Complete every part of the tree for each item the group is focusing on. You 
may find it easiest to create corresponding columns on either side of the tree.

For example, if one item your group focuses on is children drinking unclean 
water, you would align this with the trunk of the tree because it is a behavior.
Working your way up the tree, a consequence of this behavior may be diarrhea,
which could possibly lead to death from dehydration or malnutrition.

Working your way down the tree, a value may be preservation of children's life - 
to live, one must drink water. And a belief that contributes to the rest of the 
tree may be that the source of water is good for drinking, or that the source 
is the only water supply available. Keep in mind a belief may be true or false.

continued
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4. Discuss what transformation is already taking place in the areas you have 
identified. Where do you see God at work? 

5. Browse the World Relief website – www.WorldRelief.org/Haiti – to learn more 
about how churches in Haiti are being transformed and transforming the lives of
others. Where do you see God at work in and through the Haitian Church?

6. Consider how the transformation tree would look different if only true beliefs 
formed the roots. Replace every false belief at the bottom of the tree with a 
Scriptural truth and work your way back up the tree, using truth to determine 
what values, behavior, and consequences would be seen if everyone knew        
and lived by God’s truths.

CONSEQUENCES

Diarrhea...death

BEHAVIOR

Children drinking 
unclean water

VALUES

Children's survival /
drinking water

BELIEFS

Water source is good

Water source is limited

BELIEFS

VALUES

BEHAVIOR

CONSEQUENCES

“A society grows 

great when old 

men plant trees 

whose shade they

know they shall 

never sit in.” 

– Greek proverb
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Strengths Assessment
The Church in Haiti is uniquely positioned to care for its people and to bring about
God’s transformation. Haitian churches are able to be at the forefront of what is
happening in their communities. By utilizing the strengths and gifts with which God
has blessed them, a growing number of Haitian churches are catalyzing significant
change in their communities.

All too often, people focus on the weaknesses and limitations in themselves and 
in others. In the midst of trying to improve on areas of weakness, we may neglect
existing strengths and wait on others to come along with the solution. In doing so,
we fail to acknowledge the blessings God has given us and the ways in which He
has already equipped us.

In contrast, a strengths-based approach focuses on building upon existing strengths
within an individual or community. Doing so can inspire individuals and communities
to take action they may not have otherwise taken.

Haitian Strengths

With this in mind, as a group, list the strengths, gifts, and resources you have
learned about within the Church, culture, and people of Haiti over the last several
weeks. To help you get started, review the transformation tree you created earlier in
this session as well as your responses to the questions above and the first part of
question #7 in “The Church in Haiti” session.

Haitian Strengths:

_______________________________     _____________________________

_______________________________     _____________________________

_______________________________     _____________________________

_______________________________     _____________________________

_______________________________     _____________________________

Brainstorm

Your church also has a role to play, and your Learning Group is able to speak 
into that role and rally others to be involved. The Learning Group curriculum has
equipped you with knowledge to effect lasting change. You must now discern how
to best use that knowledge to stand with your brothers and sisters in Haiti.

Take some time to pray with your Learning Group. Be still before the Lord. Lay
the burdens of what you have been learning at His feet and ask Him what He
would have you do with them. You may want to specifically ask Him how your
church can serve the people of Haiti in a lasting, Christ-like way. However you
approach this time, being still in the Lord’s presence will influence the ways in
which you proceed.

continued

“Only in heaven

will we see 

how much 

we owe to 

the poor for 

helping us to 

love God 

better because 

of them.” 

– Mother Teresa
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After you have taken time in prayer, start brainstorming together the strengths,
abilities and gifts within your congregation. Answering the following questions
may help:

• What positive things happen spontaneously in your church, without a great 
deal of planning?

• What are the things you do easily as a church?

• When the community talks about your church, how do they describe it?

• Are there recurrent prophetic statements spoken about your church from 
within the congregation or from visitors? What theme do they carry?

• What spiritual gifts and passions are evident in your senior leadership team? 
In your congregation?

• Can you identify a unique people resource within your church, such as 
technical expertise in a specific area?

• What types of people has God attracted to your church?

• What types of resources has God placed abundantly within your church?

• Is there an interconnectedness between your resources? Do they reflect a 
common theme?

• What experiences make your church unique?

• What do you do well as a church?

Your Church’s Strengths:

_______________________________     _____________________________

_______________________________     _____________________________

_______________________________     _____________________________

_______________________________     _____________________________

As you reflect on how God may be calling your church to respond to the cry of the
suffering, refer to the list of strengths you have identified. Think about what working
for long-term change could look like – remember, this may involve taking a back
seat in relation to the local Church. Try to think beyond traditional missions or going
to Haiti in order to serve. 

For example, Antioch Church in Bend, Oregon recognized a gift for communications
within its congregation. In partnership with World Relief, Antioch Church launched
the World Relief NEXT Project, creating communication pieces to educate the 
public on the crisis in Congo and how people can help. 
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The World Relief NEXT Project is raising awareness with videos, brochures, web 
materials, and the Congo Benefit Project – a CD created by artists and musicians from
all over the country to raise awareness and support for World Relief’s work with churches
in Congo. You can see more of what they are doing at www.WorldReliefNEXT.org. 

Go ahead and brainstorm creative ways your church could take action in support of the
Church in Haiti. If you have difficulty brainstorming in this section, consider ways in which
your church could take action with advocacy, prayer, raising awareness, or mobilizing others.
You may wish to explore ideas on the Haiti Cause pages at www.WorldRelief.org/Cause
or in Appendix C. But see what you think of on your own first.

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Evaluate
As a group, use what you learned in the “Lasting Change” session to evaluate the
ideas you developed above for taking action. The following questions may help you
evaluate how well the ideas align with the factors discussed in “Lasting Change”:

• Are local, Haitian leaders at the forefront?

• Are the activities locally sustainable – lasting more than five years into the 
future without the presence of your church?

• Will the idea use material resources that are local to Haiti, rather than bringing
in material resources from outside?

• Will it build on the strengths of both the Haitian Church and your church?

• Does it support work the Haitian Church is already doing?

• Is there a focus on restoring relationships with God, self, community or creation?

• Will the activities restore a sense of dignity to the poor and suffering?

• Would your church be placing itself in a position to learn from the Haitian Church?

• Does the idea require sacrifice on your part or the part of your church?

After evaluating ideas against the questions above, you have hopefully narrowed
down the ways in which your church could take action to a few sustainable ideas
that would help empower the local Haitian Church to serve the most vulnerable. 

Circle, star, bold these items – you have come a long way! Now it is time to put
those ideas into a plan for action...
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Plan
Planning is necessary in order for action to be as successful as possible – especially
if that action is to spur a lasting movement within a congregation. World Relief wants
to help you do this, so your first step in planning may be talking with a World Relief
representative. 

World Relief works hand in hand with the local Church and can therefore help your
Learning Group discern which of your final ideas may be most beneficial to Haitian
churches. They can also connect you with other U.S. churches and help you plan 
for your church’s specific circumstances. If you are not yet in contact with World
Relief, email mycause@wr.org or call 443-451-1900 to talk with a Church 
Engagement Regional Director.

If you are an individual going through this Learning Group and your church is not
yet involved, you may want to see Appendix D for more suggestions.

Follow the Lord’s leading and use the space in the application section below to
commit to the first step you will take in responding to His call. We recommend
this first step be in conjunction with others in your Learning Group and be one
in a larger series of steps you plan to take. 

Now, Take Action!

Discussion Questions
1. This session discussed some reasons why it is important to focus on strengths 
instead of weaknesses. Why else do you think it is important to focus on strengths?

2. Ideally, the Haitian Church would be inviting the American Church into ministries 
it is already carrying out. Your Learning Group has begun creating an action 
plan on its own. What could be some problems with this approach? What can 
you do to avoid those problems?

3. Why do you think the evaluation questions in this section are important to answer?

4. How do your thoughts on how to help in Haiti now compare to your thoughts 
on how to help before you went through the Learning Group?

Application
Use the space below to commit to the first step you will take in response to
God’s call. As mentioned above, we recommend this first step be in conjunction
with others in your Learning Group and be one in a series of steps. Be sure
your commitment is specific, attainable, and time-bound so you can success-
fully follow through on it. 

continued

“If you want 

to go fast, 

go alone. 

If you want 

to go far, 

go together.” 

– Nigerian proverb
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I commit to _________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

by the date of _______________________________________.

Next Steps:

1)_________________________________________________________________

2)__________________________________________________________________

3)__________________________________________________________________

4)__________________________________________________________________

5)_________________________________________________________________

Prayer Points
• Pray for God’s continued guidance as your church discerns how to respond to 
the suffering in Haiti. Ask Him how He would have your church serve the people   
of Haiti in a lasting, Christ-like way.

• Ask God what He would have you do with any burdens you may be carrying 
after having completed the Learning Group.

• Pray for Christ’s continuing transformation in the lives of Haitians, in your own 
life, and in churches around the world.

• Pray for the Haitian churches at the forefront of what is happening in their 
communities – that they would know how to respond and how to love and serve 
as Christ does.

• Praise the Lord that when we are weak, then we are strong! (2 Cor. 12:10) 

• Pray that churches around the world would unite as the global body of Christ.

• Ask the Lord for humility and fruit of the Spirit as you and your church stand 
together with the Haitian Church.

“You lift me, 

and I’ll lift you 

and we will 

ascend 

together.” 

– Quaker proverb



37     HAITI LEARNING GROUP

Appendix A: Vodou & Christianity
Excerpt from Alfred Métraux’s Voodoo in Haiti. New York: Schocken Books, 1959.

Photo from insidedisaster.com.

continued
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Appendix A – cont.

Excerpt from Alfred Métraux’s Voodoo in Haiti. New York: Schocken Books, 1959.

Photo from Flickr: alagarcia.
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Appendix B: Snakes in the Grass
Excerpt from Let Your Light Shine: Caring for Children Affected by HIV. Facilitator’s
Book. Edited by Megan Laughlin, Wendy Bovard, and Debbie Dortzbach. 2008.

“Life may seem 

like a safe grassy 

field, but potentially

there are sakes 

in the grass that 

could bite.” 

– Let Your Light 

Shine
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Appendix C: Take Action!
World Relief recommends you brainstorm ways in which your church can serve the
people of Haiti before consulting this appendix. Session 6, “What You Can Do,” pro-
vides a process for doing so. By brainstorming first, you are more likely to come up
with creative ideas World Relief has not yet thought of. 

Pray

• Host a prayer group or a prayer vigil focused on Haiti. 
• Participate in One Minute 4 Haiti every Tuesday afternoon at 4:53 PM –
the moment a massive earthquake struck Haiti on January 12th, 2010.

Advocate

• Debt forgiveness for Haiti – http://www.one.org/us/actnow/drophaitiandebt/ 
• $575 million flash appeal for aid to Haiti – 
http://ochaonline.un.org/humanitarianappeal/webpage.asp?Page=1841 

Mobilize Others

• Hold an awareness event in your church or wider community. 
• Ask your pastor to do a sermon series on the Christian response to the 
suffering in Haiti. 
• Start a church network in your community focused on Haiti. 
• Facilitate a book club or Bible study focused on Haiti. 
• Host a movie viewing and discussion.

Raise Funds

• Take up a special offering. Go to World Relief’s website for Haiti bulletin inserts.
• Host a fundraising event... 

o a silent auction 
o a benefit concert 
o a walk-a-thon 
o an art fair 

Tell the Story

• Use the gifts and talents God has given your church to tell the story of Haiti. 
• Join the Haiti Earthquake Cause network at http://causeup.ning.com/group/haiti.
• Invite others to join. Share resources, connect with others, learn about possible
volunteer opportunities. 
• Link to World Relief on Facebook (http://facebook.com/worldrelief) and Twitter 
(http://twitter.com/worldrelief).

Explore more ideas on the Haiti Cause UP page at http://causeup.ning.com/notes/Haiti.

“We will surely 

get to our 

destination 

if we 

join hands.” 

– Aung San 

Suu Kyi



41     HAITI LEARNING GROUP

Appendix D:
Getting Your Church Involved
If you are an individual going through this Learning Group and your church is not yet
involved, contact World Relief to discuss possibilities for getting your church involved.

Basic first steps for engaging church leadership generally include:

• Asking others to pray with you about possibilities for taking action.
• Discerning how involvement with the Cause would complement your church’s 
strategy and mission.
• Determining how decisions are typically made at your church.
• Arranging a call or meeting to learn from another church already involved in  
a Cause.
• Sharing your passion for Haiti with others in the church – the more people 
interested, the more support you are likely to receive from church leadership.
• Sharing with your church leaders why the Cause matters to you, based on a
few main points.

World Relief will help you plan for your church’s specific circumstances and connect
you with other U.S. churches. If you are not yet in contact with World Relief,
email church@wr.org or call 443-451-1900 to talk with a Church Engagement 
Regional Director.

In some cases, you may need to help others understand why they should care
about any Cause at all. If this is your situation, we recommend a few additional 
resources such as Jesus Wants to Save Christians by Rob Bell and Don Golden,
or World Relief’s What’s Your Cause? video (www.WorldRelief.org/cause).

Photo by Matt Smith.
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