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Haiti – A Jamaican Perspective

Dear Friends, 

We are certain that you have been shocked and distressed by the pain and suffering in Haiti following the 7.0 scale earthquake just west of Port au Prince. The scale of the devastation and the appalling difficulties of the rescue and support operations have been greatly hampered of course by the intense poverty in this next-door island to Jamaica. The impact on Jamaicans and their response to the need has been profound and often inspiring. The impact was very direct in that many people in the east of Jamaica felt the shock personally. Jane and Mary both felt themselves getting dizzy and then realized that it was the ground that was shaking! Roy didn’t notice a thing. The closeness of Haiti and the strong connections between the islands mean that many of us have Haitian friends and contacts. For example, Mary was about to start teaching an evening class at the International University of the Caribbean (IUC) when the ground shook. She checked the Internet and within seconds she knew that this had been a major earthquake. One of her students, Claudy, a Salvation Army officer is from Haiti and he managed to get a phone call through to some of his family before the telephone lines went dead. 
We saw Claudy last evening (January 25th) when he came to class. He is waiting to go to Haiti. The airport in Port au Prince is small and not equipped to take the number of flights trying to enter each day. The United States authorities are controlling the airport and determining who will be allowed in. Claudy told us what has happened to his family and close friends. He is rejoicing as his brother and sister safe. He is aware of at least ten family members and close friends who have died. His sister’s house was not totally destroyed, but as the aftershocks are still being felt, she is sleeping out in the road, where she feels safer. Claudy coordinates relief for the Salvation Army in the eastern part of Jamaica when there are disasters here and a small group of Army officers from Jamaica are hoping to go to Miami, where they will link up with a group of American officers and travel on to Haiti in small plane.  Claudy is studying community development and hopes to use those skills as he seeks to play his part in the reconstruction of his homeland. When he travels to Haiti he will leave his Jamaican wife and two children behind in Jamaica. 
The United Church has had a missionary in Haiti for many years, Nurse Joan Page. She has married a Haitian and now has a daughter in her early teens. Two Sunday ago we were surprised and delighted to greet her in church. She had come home to attend a wedding leaving her husband and daughter in Haiti. She was still here when the earthquake shook and you can imagine her pain and anxiety in trying to find out what was happening to her family. She has now found out that they are alive and has found a way to get back to them. Stories like these of Claudy and Joan can be multiplied many, many times.  

We would like to centre our thoughts on three things that have been very noticeable in the reactions to and response to this disaster. Firstly the moving response of poor people to help even poorer people in their time of need and the depth of empathy that people who are struggling to survive have with one another. Secondly, how a major disaster has been reported in the Jamaican media and thirdly the importance of and the depth and range of the theological reflection about a God of love and an event like this.

All over Jamaica, in schools, workplaces, churches, community groups people have been collecting money, clothes, bedding, tinned food and other supplies for Haitians. The local news has been full of these activities. In one of the most depressed communities in Kingston, we saw people taking their donations to a central point for sorting and packing. Jane was teaching a group of students who are teachers and they reported how they had asked students in their schools to bring one item each – for example, a tin of corned beef or a bottle of water – to send to Haiti. Multiple collection points have been opened by organizations like the Salvation Army, the Red Cross and the government’s Office of Disaster Preparedness and Emergency Management (ODPEM) and volunteers have packaged donations for Haiti. 
As well as these responses by citizens, there has been a national response from the Prime Minister, government ministries and national agencies. The Honourable Bruce Golding, Prime Minister of Jamaica visited Haiti with a team of personnel from ODPEM and the Ministry of Health within days of the earthquake. Hilary Clinton passed through Jamaica on her way from Haiti to the USA to discuss the ways in which Jamaica can spearhead the CARICOM response. Doctors, nurses, soldiers and firefighters, trained in search and rescue methods have gone to Haiti and are working tirelessly to play their part in the rescue and recovery services. 
It is unusual for such a disaster to be reported in the local media by Jamaicans. Our international news comes via BBC World or the news networks based in the USA. Jamaica does not have the resources to send news reporters all over the world. Sometimes even Caribbean news comes via the international networks. However, this time it was different.

Within two days of the earthquake in Haiti, a Jamaican reporter was there and on the morning news he told in a quiet and non-sensational style his experiences of seeing the devastation first hand. A firefighter, who had returned home after participating in the search and rescue operations, was interviewed for the Sunday Observer of January 24th. He said that numerous incidents kept replaying themselves in his head but he particularly commented on recovering the bodies of children who had been crushed to death in an infant school – ‘they all died with their hands stretched out when the building fell on their backs’. He is the father of a seven month old baby and his final comment in the interview was ‘every time I saw a baby dead, I remembered my daughter and it just makes me love my family more and makes me want to spend some time with them.’ 
As you would expect in a deeply religious country where God is seen in action in all of nature and human life, an event like this has been a big challenge to some  ways of seeing everything as being ‘done’ by God and therefore an impetus to much thought, prayer and theological reflection. The first and overwhelming response has been that our near neighbours have suffered a great disaster and they need our prayers and our support.  We have heard people questioning how far we can speak of ‘miracles’ when someone is pulled alive out of the rubble when thousands more have not been the beneficiaries of similar miracles. A North American tele-evangelist has caused a huge response with his statement that Haiti has been punished by God because the slaves made a pact with the devil by taking up Voodoo as a means to free themselves. How a ‘born-again’ Christian who follows the life and teaching of Jesus can make such statements is truly astonishing. One or two have pointed out that if there were any pacts made with the devil perhaps the first pact was made by those who chose to dehumanize others, to enslave them and treat them as animals to increase their own wealth. This statement had brought a greater focus on the history of Haiti and how and why it has become clearly the poorest nation in the western hemisphere.  Among others, Sir Hilary Beckles, Pro- Vice- Chancellor and Principal and Professor of Economic and Social History at the University of the West Indies, Cave Hill, Barbados has written an insightful short account which is partly a response to these kinds of attitudes and much about how Haiti became so under and mis-developed. This was published as The Hate and the Quake in the Barbados Nation on January 17th with a shorter version in the Jamaica Sunday Gleaner of January 25th.   
http://www.jamaica-gleaner.com/gleaner/20100124/cleisure/cleisure5.html 
Amidst all the pain that this massive disaster has caused perhaps there will dawn an understanding that Haiti needs a sustained, long-term effort, not to restore it to what is was before the earthquake as that is no worthwhile target, but to enable it to have the opportunity to become a reasonable place in which people would choose to live. Perhaps reflection has helped people move from a simplistic faith to a simple faith that acknowledges that there are so many things that we cannot understand and which trouble us but ‘underneath are the everlasting arms’ and we must show compassion and support to all God’s children.
We are going to finish with our family news. David and Vicky’s first baby, Daisy Catherine, was born on December 27th. We were delighted to be there for a short time immediately prior to and following her birth. They are all doing well and we are able to see them over the Internet – Daisy seems to like the moving images on the computer screen, so it seems as if she is looking directly at us!

Best wishes, 
Jane and Roy
