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The Concept of Sin and Moral Responsibility in the Mind of a Rural Haitian 

  

              There is a famous Haitian Creole proverb that translates, “Rocks in the river don’t know the pain of rocks in the sun.” Oftentimes, this is intended to denote the inability those who are affluent have in identifying with the emotional, mental, and physical grief of those suffering from acute poverty in Haiti. Unfortunately, this proverb also pertains to the manner in which some missionaries make incorrect assumptions about the Haitian worldview and theology in the context of Haiti. The spiritual needs of Haitians often become secondary issues while the missionary labors tirelessly to combat the worst poverty in the Western Hemisphere and help meet the basic physical needs of multitudes without adequate food, water, basic medical care, or education. Too often, when the time for evangelism comes, the missionary, overwhelmed and exhausted from work, settles into his/ her theological comfort zone (like a rock in river) and speaks of sin and salvation from the comfort of his/ her own understanding and cultural conditioning. 

  

While basing claims of the Gospel of Christ upon Scripture, the missionary fails to consider what presuppositions he/ she might bring to the Biblical text. In addition, the missionary, as well as the recipient Haitian listener, make assumptions that one another categorize and conceptualize ideas about sin and salvation in similar ways, which leads to more frustration and confusion. The Protestant church is growing in rural Haiti, but not without significant problems. Many appear to be converting for the purposes of gaining more power and adding Jesus to a list of other deities they can manipulate to appease the spirit world. Even individuals who renounce voodoo after conversion find themselves rooted and based in voodoo beliefs and thinking. A fatalistic outlook dominates their view of reality as they attribute everything that transpires to the control of the spirit world. This attitude leads to a severe lack of understanding concerning personal moral responsibility. In order to move towards a more Biblical understanding of sin and moral responsibility, missionaries must attempt to fix these mistaken ideas about sin by overcoming many cultural presuppositions as well as teaching the Haitian about the true nature of repentance and acceptance of responsibility for one’s actions. 

  

The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the concept of sin and moral responsibility in the mind of a Haitian, specifically a rural Haitian.[1] In order to do so, the missionary must remove him/herself from the culturally comfortable “river” and work in uncomfortable cultural and theological territory, which is with those suffering in the “sun.” By engaging in this difficult task, the missionary will better perceive the Haitian’s understanding of sin (and ultimately salvation) and be increasingly capable of effectively communicating the Christian message in this context. The idea of contextualization has been a major focus of missiology in the recent decades. Many errors associated with the inappropriate use of contextualization are a result of an insufficient grasp of the Biblical view of sin by the receiving culture. In the context of Haiti, for cross cultural communication to take place at its deepest level, the missionary must understand the worldview of the Haitians he/ she serves. Haitians will filter evangelistic efforts to them through their own worldview and so the missionary must be cognizant of the explicit symbols and implicit beliefs in the Haitian culture in order to minimize any misrepresentation of the Gospel.[2] 

  

A Brief History of the Development of Religion in Haiti 

  

              Haiti occupies the western third of the island of Hispaniola. Initially a Spanish colony (1492), it later became property of France as a result of the Treaty of Ryswick in 1697. The Spanish and French both used imported slaves from Africa to maximize productivity in this bountiful colony. As slaves arrived in Haiti, they were exposed to Catholic doctrine and belief by missionaries. While they would adopt aspects of Catholic practice, they did not do so at the expense of their African traditions known as voodoo.[3] Voodoo comes from the Fon language of Benin, West Africa, and means “spirit.”[4] As the slaves endured hardships, their African religious beliefs and practices remained as a means by which to cope, communicate, and even organize their fight for independence. The large population of slaves revolted against their colonial oppressors in 1791 and finally gained their independence as the first black republic in 1804. 

              

              Like the spoken language Creole, which is a mixture of the languages of the African slaves and the French Colonialists, religion in Haiti is also a mixture of sorts. Because of some of the ritualistic aspects of Catholicism, voodoo has absorbed it well. In fact, voodoo temples are typically adorned with crucifixes, statues of Mary, the paintings of saints, and altars similar to those found in a Catholic Church setting. In similar fashion, Catholicism has been profoundly impacted by voodoo in Haiti as well. After gaining independence, the newly founded republic was isolated politically and religiously from the rest of the world. Early leaders feared that voodoo would further alienate them from the developed world and thus named Catholicism its main religion. The Catholic churches that remained were immediately indigenized, as all foreign priests fled and Rome cut off all relations. This resulted in voodoo being pervasive in Haitian Catholicism and is why the two appear to co-exist so easily in a system of religious pluralism even today.[5] 

  

Haiti reestablished relations with the Vatican in 1860 and power over the church in Haiti transferred once again to Europe. An influential Haitian voice, Louis Joseph Janvier, insisted Catholicism was an oppressive colonial power and a threat to Haiti’s autonomy, thus he advocated for the establishment of Protestantism, because he believed it could be controlled internally rather than by Europe.[6] He did not see voodoo as a solution to Haiti’s problems, and rather saw Protestantism as a means to modernize Haiti, as it encouraged pragmatism and self reliance.[7] However, Protestants did not make inroads into rural Haiti until after the US military occupation of Haiti from 1915-1934. Fears of cultural imperialism and racism fostered a reaction against foreign influence and the promotion of an authentic Haitian identity rooted in peasant folklore and voodoo.[8] It would not seem that Protestantism could flourish with the voodoo taking center stage, but it was in fact championed by Francois Duvalier, the first pro-voodoo, pro-peasant, black nationalist president. He supported the influx of Protestants because Protestants did not pose any immediate threat to him. First, the rise of Protestantism, like Janvier predicted, helped to break the power of the foreign dominated Catholic Church. Also, Protestants were seen not only as apolitical and unwilling to interfere in political affairs, but they were eager to bring development and aid into the country as well.[9] In the end, it was not necessarily the spiritual message the Protestants proclaimed that caused them to gain traction in rural Haiti, but rather the physical resources they brought to some of the most disenfranchised in the form of food, clean water, medical care and education.[10] 

  

              Because of these factors, Protestantism gained momentum toward the last half of the 20th century, especially in rural Haiti. On the one hand, being a pastor/ clergy is one of the few jobs for men in rural areas other than agriculture. Association with a Protestant mission signifies upward mobility, both figuratively and literally.[11] Another reason for success in rural Haiti has been the support of using the common language of Creole in literacy (Scriptures) and sermons rather than French. In addition, Pentecostals were effective because they systematically covered the entire country and covered the poorest segments of the population.[12] Furthermore, there has been a mass exodus from the Catholic Church because of a perceived lack of spiritual power. This dynamic power was evidenced in some Protestant churches, namely Charismatic/ Pentecostal churches, and has resulted in a substantial growth in rural Haiti. 

  

              There have been several interesting developments in regards to religion in the last 25 years. First, many attribute the fall of the nearly 30 year rule by the Duvalier regime to a subversive grassroots group of Catholics called “Ti Legliz.” This resurgence by Catholics was heavily influenced by Liberation Theology coming out of Central America and was political rather than religious.[13] This movement drew widespread support from both the rural and urban poor and prepared the political landscape for the emergence of former Catholic priest, Jean Bertrand Aristide, and his political party, Lavalas (“The Flood”), who have since dominated the political landscape. The Protestants have largely remained politically neutral and have continued to grow in rural areas due to their humanitarian work in providing for the needs of the poor. While many houngans (voodoo priests) were denounced for being used by the Duvalier family to control the rural communities and suppress opposition with use of the tonton macoutes, voodoo on the whole did not wane and maintained its influence governing the lives of rural Haitians.  

  

              Throughout the history of Haiti, there has been an economic and social aspect to these religions as well. On a macro level, Catholicism thrived in urban areas because the majority of the education available was through Catholic schools and typically served the elite and wealthier populations, as well as their agendas. On the contrary, Protestants failed to gain much ground in urban areas, and thus focused their energies and attentions on poorer rural areas with remarkable success. Despite this success, it is troubling that Voodoo has remained the dominant world view and lens through which the majority of Haitians view all aspects of life. 

  

Missionary Missteps 

  

              Such a background in the religious history of Haiti is offered, not simply because it is fascinating, but also because it is a very real possibility that voodoo will hollow out Christian truths in the Protestant church like it did in the Catholic Church. It is a common saying to describe the religious landscape in Haiti as 90% Catholic and 100% Voodoo. It is evident that scores of individuals are identifying themselves as protestant Christians; however, it is to no avail if all this work only changes the previous common saying to describe Haiti as 90% Protestant and 100% voodoo. When Roman Catholicism was introduced to the African slaves, the missionaries made little effort to seek to understand how the Africans viewed life and thus did not attempt to modify their methods of transmission of the faith, sadly resulting in folk Catholicism and rampant syncretism which the Roman Catholic Church has been unable to correct. Now, while opposed to it, most foreign clergy in the Catholic Church have a laissez faire attitude towards voodoo. 

  

Certainly, it is difficult for a Protestant missionary to consider the prospect of such a stance. However, if Protestants do not realize that it is essential to challenge and critique the Haitian’s theological presuppositions that help formulate their worldview, then Protestantism in Haiti is destined for the same end as Catholicism, a folk religion that is devoid of Biblical truth. Missionaries today must make the assumptions of the Christian worldview clear to the receiving culture, in ways that are relevant and identifiable with them, if they are to avoid misunderstanding and misappropriating the message.[14]  

  

              There is troubling evidence that this is already a reality in Haiti today. Missionaries have gravely misinterpreted conversions of many Haitians as a conviction of personal sins and the realization of the superiority of the Christian faith. While this is absolutely true with scores of Haitian believers[15], there is a high percentage of Haitians who convert for misguided reasons, such as a rebellion against ritual exploitation or domination by the lwa, the perception that Protestantism is a superior magical power and the pastor is a more authoritative sorcerer, or as a means by which one can get the lwa and ancestors to cease meddling in the lives of the new converts.[16] Oftentimes, conversion is related less to a genuine crisis of conscience and more to a pragmatic desire for self betterment.[17] This is not the essence of the Biblical account of salvation. 

  

Such flawed beliefs perpetuate in rural Haiti because the missionary entrusts the responsibility of the discipleship of these new concerts to indigenous pastors who hold similarly mistaken beliefs, fail to receive proper discipleship, and are typically illiterate and unable to study Scripture themselves. Missionaries must be more proactive in the local church in rural Haiti, or at the very least invest heavily into suitably training the rural pastors, to combat heretical beliefs and crystallize differences between Christianity and Voodoo. Although Protestantism has impacted Haiti for generations, missionaries cannot make the mistake of passing the baton of responsibility to the indigenous pastors in rural Haiti too quickly. While many are eager to rise to the task, they are ill equipped and unprepared to teach sound Christian doctrine with clarity. Because missionaries have failed in this arena, despite the separatist stance of Protestant missions towards voodoo, many parishioners, and even church leaders, still engage in syncretic practices such as spiritual healing, sorcery, and magic.[18] 

  

One cannot effectively communicate about sin and the need for salvation when the two sides communicating use these same words in different categories. All cultures have their own definitions of sin, which is often in a constant state of change.[19] The voodoo that governs rural life in Haiti is an animistic religion and so the concept of sin is associated with shame and involves the collective group.[20] This differs from cultural assumptions missionaries have in viewing sin as an individual issue and producing guilt. When missionaries do attempt to engage the receiving culture and contextualize the Gospel, they often think in terms of salvation. However, unless they understand the receiving culture’s view of sin, their attempts to educate the unsaved about Christ’s salvific work will not have the desired effect. The remainder of this paper will seek to take a closer look at the worldview of a rural Haitian, how it impacts their view of sin and moral responsibility, and how to move towards a more biblical view of sin. 

  

Understanding the Worldview of a Rural Haitian 

  

              Voodoo does not have written account of doctrine or an organized orthodoxy. This section will examine views on several concepts that help to shape a rural Haitian’s worldview and how these understandings impact their view of sin and moral responsibility. 

  

View of God              

  

Bon Dieu is the Creole word for God and is regarded as the absolute controller and sustainer of the universe. It is quite common for the word Bon Dieu to be on the lips of the Haitian people (whether voodoo, Catholic or Protestant) with statements like, “Ci Bon Dieu vle” (translated “if God wills”). This phraseology points towards a fatalistic view of life instead of a trust and devotion to God. It would be an unwarranted conclusion to say they fear, think of, or worship Bon Dieu often. In fact, many perceive God as impersonal, remote, and too high above human beings to be concerned with their daily lives.[21] God is understood to be too busy to listen to the pleas of men or intervene in their lives, thus there is virtually no perception of the capacity to have a relationship with him. Haitian Christians themselves demonstrate a failure to recognize this relationship as they often describe the dynamic between they and God with the phrase, “M’ap sevi Bon Dieu” (I’m serving God) and rarely speak in terms of being adopted as sons/ daughters, being redeemed, reconciled, or even a rudimentary understanding of the loving nature of God.   

              

Because there is no acknowledgement of a possible personal relationship with God, there is little to point the rural Haitian towards the understanding that individual sin separates or breaks this relationship and that it is able to be restored through the person and work of Christ. When missionaries challenge unbelievers to confess their sins to God in order to convert, many would-be converts see this simply as a ritual that initiates them into access to the increased and superior power offered in Jesus Christ, who is too often recognized as a powerful lwa rather than God Incarnate. 

  

View of Spirits 

  

              Unlike God, who they consider inaccessible, intermediaries are approachable and necessary to bridge this gap.[22] These intermediaries, or spirits, are two distinct categories, which are lwa and ancestors. There is a hierarchy involved, with lwa ranking above ancestors and exhibiting more power. These spirits are the protagonists of a cult of affliction and healing.[23] The lwa live in Guinea, a mythical place without a physical location.[24] The lwa are personal and have names (such as Legba, guardian of cross road and all barriers), and voodooists who practice folk Catholicism either attach saints to corresponding lwa or they see the lwa and saints are separate entities, but able to call upon both for help. The lwa frequently intervene in the lives of Haitians, and can inflict supernatural punishment on those who offend them, often in the form of ailments and persistent bad luck.[25] In addition, the lwa may reprimand or punish an individual for behavior his relatives of neighbors deem reprehensible.[26] This familial and societal pressure is the context out of which a Haitian senses he/she has done wrong or sinned. 

  

Worship and appeasement of the lwa are the essential functions of Voodoo.[27] There is a sacrificial system imbedded in the practices of those who practice Voodoo. However, these sacrifices are not for the purposes of covering one’s sin or repairing a relationship with a lwa. Rather, these sacrifices honor the lwa and make the lwa they are offered to even more powerful.[28] The typical activities that are associated with voodoo practice, such as dances, drums, sacrifices and other offerings, are for the purpose of manipulating and persuading the lwa to deliver good luck and healing to the practitioner. There is also another aspect of the lwa that greatly impact the lives of Haitians, and in a very practical way, their view of sin and moral responsibility. This is the lwa’s activity of possession/ trance of an individual. The influence this has on an individual’s view of sin will be investigated in the section below pertaining to “personhood.” 

  

              Ancestors play an active role in communication with the lwa as well. Ancestors are those who died and were released by means of the ritual “rele mo nan dlo” (call the dead from the water) to come dwell and serve in the local voodoo temple. As noted above, the lwa live in a mythical place called Guinea. Although Guinea does not have an exact physical location, it is generally considered to be in, around, or above Africa, since this is the location of where these traditions originated before being brought on the slave ships to Africa. This is significant for the purpose of ancestors. Ancestors in and of themselves are not seen as able to inflict harm directly on those living. Their function in the hierarchy here is that they ferry back and forth across the waters to call the lwa from Guinea to Haiti, in order for the lwa to hear the appeal, receive the sacrifice, or take possession of those who are living in Haiti. Similar to the lwa acting as mediators between humans and God, ancestors act as a sort of mediator between the lwa and humans.[29] 

  

View of Reality and Causation 

  

              Rural Haitians believe that both the visible and invisible world are ruled by spirits and a chief concern they have throughout life is contacting these spirits. The relationship of the living to the lwa is one of total subservience. An individual born and raised in rural Haiti develops an understanding that no human is able to control his/ her own destiny, because ultimately, the lwa are in control of life.[30] They control each human’s fate without the individual having a choice in the matter. The constant attempts to appease or manipulate the spirits with the right ritual are an effort to induce the spirits to determine one’s destiny favorably. 

  

Everything that happens, whether good or bad, moral or immoral, is attributable to the activity of the lwa. In essence, this leads to the inevitable conclusion that a person is not culpable for sin or wrongdoing. The spirits dictate what transpires and people are defenseless to prevent it. This leads to a fatalistic attitude which is evidence by the typical Haitian response of, “C’est pa falt mwen” (It’s not my fault). There is always a reason as to why something happens, but it is linked to the spirit world rather than the personal conscious decisions of an individual. This fatalistic attitude results directly in a severe lack of personal responsibility for one’s actions, which many of those who claim to be Protestant Christians in Haiti evidence today. 

  

View of Personhood 

  

              As is stated above, possession plays an important role in the voodoo religion, as well as the neglect of moral responsibility in the mind of a Haitian. Each individual has a “gwo bon ange” (spirit or soul), which is driven out by a personal lwa upon possession. When the lwa takes possession of a person, it drives out the “gwo bon ange” and becomes the “mait tet” (master of the head). This possession is referred to as mounting and is likened to a rider on a horse.[31] While the “mait tet” does not permanently possess an individual, the characteristics of the personal lwa that mounts him/ her shape the person’s character henceforth. Therefore, if an individual is initially possessed by Ógou, the warrior spirit, his/ her life will likely be dominated by issues related to justice and power, whether for good, in promoting freedom and equality, or for bad, in selfishness characterized by drunkenness and lying.[32] This understanding helps to reinforce the fatalistic attitude that places culpability for the results of sinful behavior on the spirit world rather than the individual him/herself. 

  

View of Community 

  

              In the rural Haitian’s worldview, their idea of community is highly significant to their understanding of sin and responsibility. It is the culture and community in which the individual lives that determines what is acceptable and what is unacceptable. This is true in Haitian culture as well. Relationships are central to community life in rural Haiti. Individuals who do not meet the expectations of the community and are seen as having committed a “sin” often attempt to justify themselves by asserting the fatalistic attitude noted above and blaming the spirits for their actions. However, it is not the action in and of itself that brings shame, but rather, it is the failure to control or successfully manipulate the spirits to bring about a desired outcome. Again, this highlights the lack of ability a rural Haitian has to see him/herself as personally culpable for sin. 

  

              This community based approach to establishing ethical guidelines causes the rural Haitian to identify and locate problems or “sins” in terms of relationships rather than within the individual him/ herself. Therefore individual responsibility and personal guilt are inconsequential. Relationships are central to community life in rural Haiti and include relationships with other members of the community, ancestors, and lwa. A person can negatively impact them when one commits a wrongdoing resulting in relationships being described as “tied,” “chained,” or “bound;” while voodoo healing is able to positively impact these relationships through healing and describe them as “open,” and “free flowing.”[33] It must be noted that this is a problematic area for voodoo, often resulting in the reasons people resort to sorcery and magic. The goal of any moral system of a rural Haitian is to survive. Therefore, there is no essentially good or essentially evil. Someone might have to “tie up” or “bind” another person in order to “open” another more significant relationship. 

  

Haitian Understanding of Sin and Moral Responsibility 

  

A rural Haitian sees morality as a function of community, thus they view sin not as “missing the mark” or “failing to obey God’s righteous standards” but rather as the denial and disrespect of authority and the structure of the community.[34] In regards to responsibility for sin, the rural Haitian senses a greater accountability to those in his/her community that he/she does to God. The rural Haitian evaluates his/her actions in terms of how the community will measure them rather than how God will perceive them. This understanding is also shaped by the view of God being so far removed from daily life that interaction, and indeed a personal relationship with him, is impossible. If there is not a real relationship, then there is no means by which to offend or mar that relationship, thus the context of sinning against God is irrelevant. 

  

The information above points towards the idea that, in rural Haiti, the community, rather than absolute truth or moral imperatives, establishes what is a “sin.” Although the community standardizes what behavior is appropriate and possesses its own system of consequences, the community is conscious that it is the spirit world that is to blame for the actions of individuals. If people do not have final control over their actions, then they will not feel genuinely at fault or blameworthy on a moral level. Their imperfection does not stem from violating a moral law but from not performing the correct rituals with which to coerce the spirits in order to produce a more favorable outcome.   

  

By the brief survey of aspects that help comprise the Haitian’s worldview, it is evident that the culture in rural Haiti is an animistic and shame based culture. Missionaries from a western mindset often neglect to recognize this dynamic and how it has a marked bearing on how one understands both sin and moral responsibility. Western missionaries are born and raised in an individualistic society that promotes individualism while the Haitian culture shapes their views and ideas around the collective group. The cultural assumptions that lead to a breakdown in communication about sin are not unique to missions work in Haiti. Sound missiological work done by Paul Hiebert in an animistic context in Africa provides two key insights. First, the guilt is relieved by confession while shame is relieved by external sanctions; therefore, guilt cultures emphasize punishment and forgiveness as a means of restoring moral order while shame cultures stress self denial and humility to restore social order.[35] Second, he rightly observes that both concepts of shame (Old Testament) and guilt (New Testament) are essential to fully understand the biblical meaning of sin and salvation.[36] 

  

Towards a Christian view of Sin and Moral Responsibility 

  

              While there are valuable lessons a believer can learn from the Haitian worldview in terms of an increased significance of community, these truths cannot take the foreground but must remain in the background. The foreground that must emerge is an understanding of a biblical account of personal moral responsibility for the transgression of one’s sins. To this end, missionaries and church leaders must challenge the theological conclusions rural Haitians have concerning sin. To accurately object to these non-biblical views of sin and responsibility for sin, missionaries must make fewer assumptions and increasingly devote themselves to the arduous task of understanding the rural Haitian’s worldview in order to avoid syncretism and produce Christians who demonstrate spiritual maturity. 

  

              There is a noticeable absence from the biblical concept of total depravity or sin nature in the rural Haitian’s worldview. This is not exclusive to the Haitian as the majority of nonbelievers throughout the world would not hold to such a view. However, Scripture states these are both important concepts in a Christians understanding of sin and its effects on a person’s life. Scripture teaches that each human is in need of salvation from the condemnation of sin and the judgment of God that leads to physical/ spiritual death, hell, and everlasting separation from God (Romans 6:23; Revelation 20:11-15). Sin places unforgiven humans at enmity with God and renders them totally depraved. Because of this hostility, a human does not have any hope to save him/herself or change the condition of his/her relationship with God volitionally (Romans 8:1-7). God mercifully supplies a means by which the human’s status before God is able to change (thus providing salvation) through the death, burial, and resurrection of his Son, Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 15:1-4). God generously offers the sinful human salvation as an expression of his love and as a means by which to bring himself glory (John 3:16; Ephesians 1:6, 12). 

  

Those who are among God’s elect will enjoy union with Christ as a result of his vicarious and substitutionary death (Romans 6).  This provides salvation as his death satisfied God’s righteous judgment against human sin once and for all (Hebrews 7:27) in that Christ became the propitiation for humanity’s sin (1 John 4:10), enabling God to forgive the individual sinner (Acts 2:38). His death accomplished the redemption of the sinner and made it possible for them to be free from their enslavement to sin (Acts 20:28; Romans 3:25). His death and resurrection dealt a final blow to power of sin, resulting in making it possible to reconcile sinners and restore the broken relationship between God and the sinner (2 Corinthians 5:19). The work of Christ offers sinners the opportunity to be justified and declared righteous (Galatians 2:26), enter into the process of sanctification (1 Corinthians 6:11), be adopted as sons/ daughters (Romans 8:14-15), and have the hope of glorification (Romans 8:30). 

  

Essential Shifts in a Haitian Christian’s Worldview 

  

              While rural Haitians might misunderstand sin in the biblical context, they certainly are not immune from suffering the consequences of sin’s curse. Pain and suffering are their constant companions physically, economically, politically, and spiritually. In order to come to a proper biblical understanding of sin, three primary paradigm shifts must occur within their worldview. These changes include accepting personal responsibility for one’s actions, the importance of confession and forgiveness of sin, and the extraordinary loving way in which God confronts the power of sin in the person and work of Jesus Christ. These shifts are based upon Scripture and assume that the Bible is authoritative and guides daily life and function. 

  

              First, it is imperative each individual begins to see him/herself as culpable of sin. The Apostle Paul indicates in Galatians 3, as well as the rest of Pauline literature, that individuals are responsible for the choices they make. Prior to conversion, rural Haitians engaged themselves in sinful idolatry, removing God from the center of their thoughts and replacing him with selfish desires to manipulate lwa. The Haitian’s thinking needs modification in understanding him/herself as responsible for reprehensible or sinful behavior and not the lwa. The Christian Haitian experiences regeneration and indwelling of the Holy Spirit. The presence of the Spirit enables the new convert to choose to act in obedience to God. Although they view the lwa as the guilty party, it is commonplace to understand one is able to “sin” against another individual or the community. The biblical account of sin incorporates this dynamic into its description of sin, but ultimately all sin is seen as offending God. If Haitians are to come to a biblical view of sin, they must realize they not only are they responsible for their actions, but they are also responsible for their attitudes, thoughts, and unbelief as well. 

  

              Secondly, this new insight into personal responsibility will lead to an evolved idea of confession and forgiveness of sins. The view of confession and forgiveness of sin as some type of ritual leading to accessing the power of Christ does not evidence a proper understanding of repentance. Genuine confession and repentance results in the forgiveness of sins and demonstrates an understanding of personal blameworthiness on the part of the repentant sinner. In addition to teaching biblical principles regarding sin, confession and forgiveness, missionaries would also strengthen the Haitian Christian’s understanding of sin if the missionary would be vulnerable enough to discuss battles with sin in their personal lives. Too often missionary workers are unwilling to confess their sins and shortcomings for fear the indigenous people will lose confidence in them and reject the Gospel.[37] Instead, missionaries try to maintain the status of a type of “saint” in the eyes of the Haitians rather than a “saved sinner.” This mentality exacerbates problems of failing to be accountable for one’s sins. While there are certain limitations, missionaries would serve their populations well to model confession and forgiveness of sin to the believers in Haiti.  

  

Lastly, it is concluded that sin which offends God is worthy of punishment. The means by which a person avoids punishment is provided for by God in Christ. Christ has to be more than the lwa and saints, someone to whom the peasant can come and ask for help. In all the talk concerning the spirit world, bon dieu, lwa, and ancestors, there is a blatant omission of the relational concept of love. If the full force of the Gospel message is to truly impact a Haitian, the concept of love, as the motivating factor of God extending his grace on those who do not deserve it, must be grasped on some level. The Bible teaches that a person’s relationship with God should not be characterized by manipulation but by love. Coming from a background in voodoo that describes relations between people and the spirit world as one of enslavement, appeasement, and fear, this new life as a Christian is quite a shift. Faith in Christ and conversion allows the new convert to enjoy freedom as sons/ daughters of God (Galatians 4:6-7). 

  

In the end, many Haitians will profess Christ and turn to him. However, in this repentance, there is a turning to Christ in the sense of “adding on to the deities who can be called upon for favors and blessings” rather than “turning away from evil and false past beliefs and practices.” If there is to be spiritual maturity, if there is to be a movement to entrust spiritual formation to indigenous pastors, then there must be increased awareness of sin and the personal responsibility each person has for their sin as reflected in Scripture. Missionaries who are concerned with the qualitative value of their evangelistic work as much as the quantitative value will do well to bear these issues in mind.   
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