
 

 

May 19, 2022 

Rabbi Lindemann - Behar 

 

B’Har and Haiti—Names and Mountains 

 

B’har, the name of this week’s Torah Portion means “on the mountain.” Haiti, from which I just 

returned, means “land of mountains.” Names have meaning and importance. The name of the Torah 

portion associates laws about the use and distribution of the Promised Land with the law given at Sinai. 

The name Haiti reflects the geography of the land, which has impact on the lives of the people who live 

there. The mountains are prone to earthquakes and contribute to flooding during hurricanes, causing loss 

of life and leaving many children without family or homes. 

 

I have been thinking a lot about names ever since I returned from my second trip to Haiti this week, 

because while I was there at the Have Faith Haiti Orphanage, I taught a class about names. It wasn’t 

based on this week’s parashah. Instead, it was based on the first chapter of Exodus. I explained that the 

Hebrew title of the book, Shemot (Names), led Midrash to say that the Israelites survived slavery and 

were saved because they remembered their Hebrew names. This, of course, led to a discussion of their 

names. 

 

Sad discovery—orphan children do not know how they got their names or why they have their names. 

Not one said “that’s the name my parents gave me.” What does this mean for their sense of identity? 

 

So, we began a search for the meaning of their names. Esterline said her name meant fighter. Easy 

association—Queen Esther, who gave up her “hidden” identity and had the courage to save her people; 

also associated with Astarte, the Phoenician goddess of  love and war. Nahum, also easy—Hebrew for 

comfort; Biblical prophet who brought comfort to his people. Widley stumped me. Fortunately, class 

ended there. 

 

Coming out of the school building, I bumped into Haily, a 27-year old nurse by profession, who has 

been volunteering at Have Faith Haiti since September. She was holding Phabie and Djouelisa, each just 

over two years old, and both of whom came to the Orphanage after their parents died in the earthquake 

and hurricane a year ago. They will never know why they have their names, and they are too young to 

remember the parents who named them. Phabie blew me a kiss and then reached out for me to hold her. 

Phabie means “harmony” or “pretty,” or it could be a form of Phoebe, meaning “bright.” 

 

You choose. 

 



 

 

 

Word got out about our class, and I soon found myself surrounded by kids 

who wanted me to look up the meaning of their names. We did Djouna, 

Enolyka, Bianca, and Jonathan. We even figured out Widley, which is 

from old English for worldly. Fortunately, Chevinsk didn’t ask. Later, I 

learned in Haiti children are sometimes named after the doctor who 

delivers them. 

 

Then, Variola came by wearing a 

Sixers hat I gave her on my last 

visit. 

 

Variola is an anagram of Valoria, 

meaning brave or courageous. 

She is 14 years old and has been in an orphanage from age 

five. Can you see the courage in her smile? 

 

Shamaika asked about her name. Some say it means god-like 

or powerful. She ordered me to come on a nature hike… where 

we encountered a lot of nature: 

 

(These kids really grow on you.) Shamaika is the one with her head on my 

shoulder. Don’t ask me to identify all the others.  

 

By the way, here, in the land of mountains, I am called Rabbi Steve. I like to 

think that name means friend.  

 

 

 

 


