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Rabbi Lindemann – Vayakhel Shabbat Shekalim 

 

Have Faith Haiti 

 

I spent most of last week in Haiti at the Have Faith Haiti Orphanage supported by Mitch Albom 

and his wife, Janine. It has made a profound impression upon me, even influencing the way I 

read this week’s Torah portion. ויקהל (Va-yakhel) — the first word and title of the Parashah is 

translated as “convoked” in our Etz Hayim Humash — “Moses convoked the whole Israelite 

community.” But the word Va-yakhel comes from the Hebrew root word that gives us 

“congregation” ( קהל Kahal) and “community”( קהילה K’hi-lah). The Israelites became a 

community through common history and shared faith — faith in God, faith in each other, and 

faith in a promising future. 

 

The Have Faith Haiti Orphanage is an extraordinary, inspiring community. 

 
 

Fifty-four children live there, ages two to eighteen. Their home is a couple-square-acre 

compound surrounded by concrete walls in a poor neighborhood of Port-au-Prince, in a less than 

Third World country. To get there, you go from the airport to the orphanage by an armored 

vehicle driven by armed guards. The kids haven’t been out of the compound for two years 

because of COVID and the political and civil unrest in Haiti. They have very little compared to 

the opulence we take for granted —TV, computers, cell phones. They don’t even have grass on 

which to play soccer, just a concrete slab. But they do have food and shelter and school, which 

many children in Haiti do not have. And most of all, they have people who love and care for 

them, and they have each other. They are even more than a community — they are a family. 

 



Mitch invited me to come down and teach about Judaism. The kids are Christian by background 

but study comparative religion in their middle and high school years. So I taught a class of 14 

students for three hours each morning. 

 
 

Conversations continued in informal settings throughout the day. The students had sent me 

letters and questions ahead of my trip. Some were about holidays and Bible stories; some were 

classical theological dilemmas, like how could God allow the Temple to be destroyed? Or, why 

did the Egyptians have to die for the Jews to go free? Plenty of material for classroom 

discussion. But there are still deeper questions that give you insight into the background that 

brought these children to the orphanage. Here is one that both broke my heart and opened it: “If a 

person is too poor to have wine or Hallah for Shabbat, is that a sin?” How would you respond to 

that one? Whatever the trauma these children have endured, they have found peace and joy with 

each other and with Mr. Mitch and Miss Janine. And they are ready to share all of that with a 

guest like Rabbi Steve. It’s all there in this picture. 

 



 
 

At Have Faith Haiti you can eat in the dining room or enjoy an outdoor picnic table. I sat down 

with a plate of corn meal and vegetables for lunch (turned down the chicken). Dorvensky (don’t 

ask) age 13 joined me, and then Jerry, age 5, joined us. He helped me finish my lunch. I said the 

usual blessing for the food…and a special one for the blessing of sharing that meal. 

 

 
 

Among the lessons that I taught was one about “Love your fellow as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18), 

which Rabbi Akiba held to be the greatest general principle of Judaism. It turns out that I didn’t 

really need to teach this, because the kids live it. 



 
 

In the picture above, seventeen-year-old Esterline is holding Favi, age two, who is the most 

recent arrival at Have Faith Haiti. Favi lost her parents in the earthquake last year. She is one of 

the nine new residents brought to the orphanage following that disaster. Esterline is one of four 

students who will be going to Hope College in Michigan, next year. 

 

So there you have it: a community created by a common history, shared faith, and hope for a 

promising future — ויקהל (Va-yakhel). There’s a lot more to say and many more pictures. 

 

 
 

These kids have found a place in my heart. Have Faith Haiti has added to mine. 


