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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This dissertation examines how religious narratives and rituals function in 

constructing the experience of immigrants within the context of a Haitian Baptist church in 

South Florida. The church and its contexts are described. Then, an overview of relevant 

literature provides the foundation for the theory that is outlined below. The search for a 

descriptive model of the fluid and complex nature of the social processes involved in 

intersubjective experience led to the development of a new conceptual tool based upon the 

analogy of sound-mixing.  

Conceptual and practical components of this religious context that express, shape, and 

perpetuate personal and group subjectivity are analyzed. Data were gathered through a 

survey, interviews, and participant observation. This study provides a multifaceted approach 

to analyzing immigrant experience based upon a constellation of issues. Attention was given 

to continued influence of homeland memories and ties, as well as the practical needs of daily 

life and negotiation of constraints in the host country context that necessarily drive much of 

the appropriation of resources. The church as a mediating institution and moral arbiter are 

aspects also considered. 
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This dissertation yields clarity on several issues; most notably, the important role that 

religious discourse plays in immigrant subjectivity and practice. Charles H. Long has defined 

religion as “orientation in the ultimate sense, that is, how one comes to terms with the 

ultimate significance of one’s place in the world.”1 While there are multiple factors at work 

in the perpetual process of self-understanding, theologically orienting activities prove to be 

key for many participants in this congregation under consideration. Religious narratives and 

rituals provide master narratives to interpret and relativize competing narratives. These 

narratives and attendant practices have acted upon these subjects to one degree or another 

throughout their lives, shaping their lifeways in multiple ways in everything from sexual 

practice and gender relations to prayer methods and casual greetings.  

Formed by the social environments in which they were born, immigrants engage with 

new environments and all the attendant material concerns and competing ideological 

frameworks. Through congregational involvement they are emplotted within their larger 

social contexts in ways that provide transcendent theological meanings. These meanings give 

a sense of greater purpose and ultimate hope beyond the current, observable, and often 

challenging contingencies of life. They also lead to particular concrete actions, that is, ways 

of living. Ongoing participation in congregational life transforms the experience of 

immigration into an experience of divine providence, blessing, and mission. Within that 

frame, all sorts of morally charged practices are implicated. This highlights the importance of 

participation, or lack thereof, in religious social groups where theological discourse offers a 

way of making sense of the disparate elements of immigrant experience. From this 

congregational case study, our understandings of the complex processes involving relations 

between religious practice and immigrant experience are increased. 
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Notes 

1. Charles H. Long, Significations: Signs, Symbols, and Images in the Interpretation of 

Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 7. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Topic 

“We believe it was God’s plan.”1 “God wanted me to spend seven years in Haiti.”2  

These declarations reflect the primary interpretive lens through which the Mon family 

saw the deportation of the family patriarch. Such a theological interpretation of life is the 

product of deep and ongoing participation in Christian congregational discourse. This study 

analyzes how church participation affects the experience of immigration for Haitian 

immigrants in a Florida Baptist congregation. This church will be referred to as “House of 

God.” It is located in a city which is part of a more-or-less continuous band of cities 

stretching up the Atlantic coast of South Florida where Haitian immigrants are numerous. 

The Mon family experience provides an in-depth example of one immigrant family 

from the church under consideration. Mr. Mon was a highly ranked member of the Haitian 

military during the coup that replaced President Jean-Bertrand Aristide in 1991. When that 

government was in-turn ousted from power, the Mon family fled to the United States. 

Husband and wife both became leaders in the subject congregation, teaching and functioning 

in other prominent roles. Their visas expired while the family waited for more permanent 

resident status to be granted. Mr. Mon had been deported back to Haiti prior to the beginning 

of this study while his wife and two teenaged children remained in Florida. Following his 

eventual return to the U.S. after a seven-year absence, Mr. Mon shared from the pulpit his 

story of deportation from the United States back to Haiti and his eventual return. His extreme 

case gave powerful evidence to the faithful that their experience of immigration could also be 

viewed in light of a much bigger divine pattern. The choice of local Haitian immigrants to 
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participate in congregational discourse or not, and, if so, in what congregational context, has 

significant influence upon the lived experience of immigration in both ideational and 

concrete ways. This study seeks to explore these dynamics. 

Deportation! Every thought of this fills many immigrants with dread, especially 

among those with families who could potentially be separated. Few things reinforce cultural 

identity boundaries as much as literal rejection from a host country. Deportation stands at the 

extremity of the immigrant experience, but is not uncommon. Precisely because of the 

starkness of this experience, it is useful for considering the interpretative processes of those 

involved and the lived environment that facilitates those processes. These same processes are 

at work in more ordinary immigrant experience as well, even if they are less obvious. In Mr. 

Mon’s sermon, he drew the connective lines between his experience and the experiences of 

his fellow congregants who were listening. “So many things are happening in your life, you 

don’t know why. God knows because He has a plan for you. He has something in the future 

you don’t know about. Many times you don’t want it, but God knows it will be a great use 

for you in the future.”3  

Within the contexts of multiple constraining social and material factors acting upon 

these immigrants, one might expect congregants to retreat into some form of false-

consciousness that naturalizes their socio-economic positions and seeks compensation in 

spiritual rewards or a heavenly afterlife. What one finds more prominently observable in 

House of God discourse and behavior, however, is the deployment of theological readings of 

those social contexts to engender agency and action.   

Speaking about a different subject than deportation, another church leader, who is 

now one of the pastors, displayed a similar theological understanding. “God already knew 
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how everything was going to be. Jesus already paves the way for us. The only thing He wants 

us to do is pray and act. Because everything is already set for you, there is nothing to worry 

about. Don’t worry about anything because God is in control. Pray and act.”4 Clearly, 

theology matters in how these immigrants understand their experience. The embodied 

theologically oriented collective also matters in shaping how those understandings are put 

into practice in the lives of members. Their theology and forms of “Christian living” it 

advances do not simply appear from nowhere, however. It is largely constructed in the 

context of church narrative and ritual practice. While these narrative and ritual practices were 

not created by House of God leaders or participants, there is a degree of latitude within the 

inherited traditions where leaders exert important influence as mediators to the parishioners. 

The perspective I am articulating in this dissertation is a theoretical middle ground of 

sorts. In spite of the tendency of scholarship to develop schools of thought where particular 

interpretations of reality are pitted against oppositional views, human experience typically 

reflects complexity that is only partially captured within the narrow frameworks in which it is 

described. Major schools of thought typically exist because they represent some degree of 

accuracy in interpreting experience, but tend to be self-limiting and more narrow than the full 

spectrum of human experience. So it is concerning the issue of agency of human actors. My 

starting point is the recognition of the various limits upon the autonomy of the subjects 

within this study. Anthropological studies related to Haiti tend to emphasize the very real 

material concerns and limitations associated with Haitian social experience. Within the 

narrow field of Haitian Studies, the same is true, except often on a less sophisticated level. 

Examples of this scholarly history will be considered more specifically later in this writing. 

To the extent that Religious Studies, wherein this dissertation is located, has considered 
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Haitian experience, either on the island or in the diaspora, the circumscribing limitations of 

agency associated with these strains of anthropological and Haitian studies have generally 

held sway. 

It is my contention that the lack of consideration of human agency, has resulted in an 

unbalanced representation of Haitian (and more specifically Haitian immigrant) experience, 

and also perpetuates a theoretically one-sided approach more broadly. Representative 

examples will be provided that illustrate how the predominant portrayal of Haitians in 

scholarly literature is one of a static state of being that runs in the DNA of anyone who is 

Haitian, regardless of changes in geographic and social environments. The observable 

diversity among Haitian immigrants conclusively discredits any theoretical approach that 

cannot account for change within individuals and communities. While the givenness of life 

contexts should be kept in close tension with any exploration of human agency, this 

dissertation shifts the focus, on balance, in the direction of considering how Haitian 

immigrants exert agency within the given parameters of their material and social contexts to 

maximize their lived experience. Toward this corrective purpose, I draw predominantly upon 

scholars whose work is congenial with a degree of emphasis upon a more cognitive 

approach. This allows for a focus to be placed upon theological understandings as resources 

leveraged in the bricolage of immigrant experience. 

However, here is an example of the balance I seek: In order for immigrants to express 

agency through theological appropriation, there have to be theological “bricks” with which to 

build. While I highlight some ways in which congregants in this study creatively appropriate 

the church experience, they did not create the context in which they exist. The theo-practical 

environments that have shaped the congregants trace in rather obvious ways back to the 
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African roots of Vodou, as well as French Catholicism. African Christian and Muslim 

influences also are implicated. Protestant missionary activity in Haiti, especially from the 

United States during the last half-century, provides key influence upon congregants, as does 

the religious context of Florida. Before immigrants draw upon particular theological 

resources, those theological practices and ideas have already exerted influence upon the 

immigrants. 

Encountered physical environments and the experiencing body clearly shape 

experience and the attendant understandings of migrants. This dissertation draws attention 

more particularly to how the concepts embedded within the social contexts themselves exert 

agency upon human actors, much as the physical environments act upon them. 

Pastors and other key church leaders, being the products of their own experiences, 

serve as curators of cultural resources, or “memory brokers,” that act upon congregants.5 As 

those leaders would quickly point out, however, their influence only goes so far. They do not 

control the degree to which their theological priorities will weigh against all the other 

competing interests present in the lives of their congregants.    

One of the qualities of the church context that is different from many contexts that 

shape human experience, is the conscious intentionality that is associated with church 

participation. People typically are not consciously reflecting upon the shaping influence of 

their material and social environs. When attendees are in church, they are influenced in these 

unconscious ways, as they are simultaneously expected and encouraged specifically to reflect 

upon being shaped by that theologically focused social environment. While not discounting 

the former category of shaping influences, this dissertation focuses more upon the latter. 
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One example illustrates an overview of the social processes within religious practice 

as portrayed in this study. Prayer within the context of the subject congregation tends to be 

energetic, charged with emotion, and following a rhythmic and somewhat repetitive, rapid 

cadence. As with all religious practice, this combines physical and cognitive learning. 

Various congregants follow this style of prayer to differing degrees. Significantly, the lead 

pastor prays and preaches in a less demonstrative way than many of the others who pray and 

preach in this context. I cannot speak to the stylistic quality of the pastor’s prayers and 

sermons prior to immigrating to the U.S., however, it is noteworthy that he has a master’s 

degree from an American seminary and circulates in American (Southern) Baptist circles, as 

well as Haitian congregations.  

This example of varied style of prayer is emblematic of the general cultural bridge 

construction going on within this congregational context. Within the same practice is found 

the construction of Haitianness, Americanness, and Christianness simultaneously. However 

rarely congregants may consciously reflect upon how they are constructing these identities 

through prayer practice, they either continue to participate in this context or not. Since this is 

only one of their social contexts, their views of prayer behavior, and their perceptions of 

Haitianness, Americanness, and Christianness are formed collectively amidst the cumulative 

experience of life. How they reflect this back upon the other participating congregants is 

highlighted with a sound board analogy later in the dissertation.  

God’s sovereignty is only one element in the theological canopy that envelops 

immigrant experience for these subject congregants. Especially relevant in this trans-cultural 

context is their religious anthropology. While other elements are involved, the core 

understanding of humanity and its relationship to God found in this congregational discourse 
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prioritizes their identity as people of God. This identity comes first through God’s creation of 

human beings and then through the salvation offered by Jesus to those who are born again 

through the Spirit of God. The identity of “Christian” for many of these congregants 

relativizes and subsumes all other identities, including “Haitian,” “Black,” “poor,” and 

“immigrant.” These contested identities are cast in certain ways. For example, an individual 

may be Haitian because that is the way God made her. Therefore, this can be embraced as a 

positive aspect of identity. And there is, in fact, a great deal of Haitian pride in this 

congregation. This sense of being Haitian Christians is embodied in multiple daily practices 

such as dress, speech, sexual mores, and acts of devotion such as prayer, Bible study, and 

sharing faith with others. These lifeways were inherited by many congregants who grew up 

in Christian families and have much to do with the formation of that sense of identification. 

Those who have converted into the faith provide important examples of the need for care in 

not overstating or oversimplifying the deterministic value of social contexts to the point of 

ignoring dynamic possibilities for actor agency when it comes to self-definition.  

Many members have experienced first-hand or have heard of other people who cast 

“Haitianness” in very negative terms of skin color, health, poverty, and so on. In the sermon 

mentioned above, Mr. Mon said, God “sent Jesus to die for us on the Calvary cross, so that 

we can be restored from sin, so He can restore us from justice and judgment. Therefore, we 

have priority in the eyes of the Lord. God sees us as important, and it is anyone else’s 

problem if they see us different. If others see us with no importance, it is their problem. God 

knows we have importance.”6 During a special youth conference, the theme of the week was 

“What’s Your Worth?” The basic point made was that each individual was so valuable that 
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Christ died for them. Therefore, everyone should find his/her value in Christ, not accepting 

other, lesser identities and valuations of themselves. 

While not ignoring other important aspects of social life, this study seeks to analyze 

the importance and means of influence of religious practices and narratives for immigrant 

experience within a particular congregation. As Craig Prentiss notes, “any account of the 

social construction of race and ethnicity will be incomplete if it fails to consider the influence 

of religious traditions and narratives.”7 It is widely recognized that religion is indeed an 

important component of personal meaning-making, identity formation/maintenance, and 

social organizing for many immigrants and for many Haitians.8 The religious context is 

especially useful in this analysis for three reasons: (1) Religious identity and practice is at the 

heart of stereotypical Haitianness; (2) For many within the subject group, religion is central 

to their own conception of self and patterns of life; and (3) The congregational context 

provides observable narrative and ritual practices that act upon and shape the experience of 

congregants. 

Saba Mahmood, in her book, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist 

Subject, writes about the practice of veiling. She notes that, “the meaning of the veil is not 

exhausted by its significance as a sign (of a civilization, culture, or identity), but 

encompasses an entire way of being and acting that is learned through the practice of 

veiling.”9 House of God congregants seek to embody a particular form of Christianity and a 

particular form of Americanism and a particular form of Haitianness. Within each of these 

areas is embedded a critique of alternative forms of living within the immigrant context. The 

church, for many participants, provides the most influential formative social experiences as 

ethics, education, politics, family life, and other life-ways are forged through the practices 
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and narrative interpretations of congregational participation. The Lord’s Supper is one 

exemplary practice within this social context and the practical conditions of immigration that 

serves as a key touchstone for the larger comprehensive life-way, in part, because it provides 

distinctiveness in relation to Christianity, Americanism, and Haitianness.  

Thesis 

The central research question for this study is: How do religious narratives and rituals 

function in constructing the experience of immigrants within the context of a Haitian Baptist 

church in South Florida? The answers to this question illustrate that ongoing participation in 

congregational life exposes parishioners to discursive practices that often mitigate 

competing, predominant social and material pressures and transforms their experience of 

immigration into an experience of divine providence, blessing, and mission lived out in 

distinctively “Christian” patterns. These social lifeways constructed within the 

congregational context prove to be largely ascendant in observable behavior over 

countervailing ways of being that are thrust upon Haitian immigrants by the surrounding 

culture and the vicissitudes of other social and material realities they encounter.  

Outline 

Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the study and the subject congregation.  

Chapter 2 contains a literature review where relevant scholarship is introduced. 

Themes are highlighted that are used in the analysis in Chapter 4. 

Drawing upon the literature, Chapter 3 develops the theoretical approach that 

underpins the analysis. The research methods employed, (surveys, interviews, and participant 

observation), are described.  

Chapter 4 contains the analysis of data gathered in research.  
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Finally, conclusions are drawn in Chapter 5. 

Approach 

Conceptual and practical components of this religious context that shape, express, and 

perpetuate personal and group subjectivity are analyzed. The research question is especially 

appropriate because the church leadership and members intentionally and explicitly seek to 

maintain Haitian identity while simultaneously seeking to integrate members into American 

society. This is done, however, within a social context which has religion as its overt reason 

for being. This study addresses the conceptual and practical components of narrative and 

ritual discourse that shape and are shaped by immigrant experience within a Haitian Baptist 

church in Florida. In answering the primary research question, data gathered from surveys, 

interviews, and participant-observation methods will be used. The content of sermons, songs, 

prayers and other forms of public discourse, as well as interviews of members are analyzed. 

“Practical” behavior, such as participating in formal rituals, the informal socialization 

process, the presentation of one’s body, church decor, and a host of other issues are also 

considered. 

Analysis will illustrate the need for a flexible and changeable conception of cultural 

identity (or self-definition) in order to account for the multiplicity of social locations even 

within this one congregation. Politically, there are Duvalierists and Aristide supporters in the 

church. This is a divide that has caused much bloodshed and unrest in Haiti. Mr. Mon, for 

example, was in a key military position within the government that ousted Aristide. He and 

others have backgrounds of education, professionalism, and privilege, while others in the 

congregation come from families who knew extreme poverty. Some speak French, a mark of 

status; others do not. The contested and shifting nature of member identities is especially 
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evident in cross-generational comparisons. When children come to the U.S. at a young age or 

are born here, they are soon observably more acclimated in speech and dress than their 

parents or those who immigrated later in life. Other hints of cultural shifts include the music 

they listen to and an increased taste for American food, though Haitian food remains the 

staple for most of the people I was able to observe. A self-described sense of fitting into the 

American culture was significantly higher among younger congregants. 

While not unique, this congregational context is particularly well-suited for such an 

analysis given the multiple boundaries that the congregants continually negotiate. These 

boundaries include conceptions and material practicalities of nationality, ethnicity, race, 

language group, immigration status, gender, class, and religion. As with all of us, life for the 

congregants is lived in the tensions between these and other sources of self-definition and 

meaning-making, while navigating the world of material provision and experience. This 

process varies from person to person and from day to day. Exploring how members make 

sense of and respond to their positionality within this social matrix from within the religious 

narratives and rituals acting upon them is one of the tasks of this study.  

Definition and Delimitation 

Within this study, the phrase “cultural identity” is used to refer to a distinctive sense 

of personhood and the accompanying practices that members of a group conceptualize and 

engage in, locating themselves on a social spectrum in relation to other groups. This matters 

a great deal for how immigrants experience life in a new context. Cultural identity is not a 

fixed reality, but an ongoing process wherein members of cultural groupings are 

continuously negotiating multiple porous and changing social locations. The common term 

“culture” is employed throughout the dissertation with this dynamic meaning implied. This 
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conceptualization of culture is not common among the Haitians with whom I have interacted 

or among scholars writing in Haitian studies. 

Any study of culture needs to be conducted with an awareness of the tremendous 

breadth and diversity of the interrelated topics involved. This may include anything from 

human experience that is involved with the processes of situating selves and differentiating 

groups within social relations. No attempt is made here to address every possible component 

of culture or all the influences involved in identity formation. Nevertheless, how immigrants 

experience factors such as concepts, values, symbols, and material realities associated with 

race, ethnicity, class, gender, the human body, morality, and the like will be analyzed.  

The focus here is upon a particular religious community. This choice limits the study 

in various ways. Obviously, this sample community is not representative of all Haitian 

immigrants. While the vast majority of Haitians participate in religious groups, religion is not 

a significant part of the experience of immigration for all. Similarly, there are many varied 

options for the type and extent of participation in religious groups. Comparison with 

participants in these other groups would undoubtedly reveal similar trends, as well as 

differences. Differences abound even between Protestant congregations of similar heritage. 

In short, this study can speak directly only to findings within a limited context. As this study 

shows, even the experience of members in the same congregation varies. The processes 

observed in this particular congregation provide comparative material for similar lines of 

investigation in other contexts.  

This study targets a specific level of social interaction - a localized religious 

congregation. When those findings are then taken as a part of the larger scholarly field with 

other component parts, such as Karen McCarthy Brown’s study of an individual Vodou 
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priestess10 or Terry Rey’s broader study of Marian devotion among Haitians11, or Margarita 

Mooney’s still more macro-level comparison of relations between religious institutions and 

governmental structures of host nations,12 the overall picture becomes more complete.13  

Protestants and Haitian Culture 

When religion among Haitians and Haitian immigrants has been addressed in 

scholarly, as well as popular literature, Vodou or Catholicism are usually foregrounded. This 

study brings a significant and growing, but still neglected, part of the Haitian and Haitian-

American religious landscape into discussions of Haitian studies and immigrant studies. It 

also adds another perspective to American religion. 

Claudine Michel, of the University of California, Santa Barbara and the editor of The 

Journal of Haitian Studies, is typical in describing Vodou as “central to Haitian culture.” 

According to her, “Vodou is omnipresent in Haiti’s social life, and by providing moral 

coherence through cosmological understandings represents a key element of Haitian 

consciousness.” “Vodou is the national religion, practiced across class boundaries by more 

than 6 million Haitians. Said to be 85 percent Catholic, 15 percent Protestant, and 100 

percent Vodouist, perhaps 95 percent of Haitians believe in the spirits. Nevertheless, all are 

not active participants all the time and under all circumstances, though they likely turn to the 

loas during periods of need and crisis.”14 

Leslie Desmangles in The Faces of the Gods: Vodou and Roman Catholicism in Haiti 

describes Vodou as “the folk religion of Haiti that pervades the framework of Haitian 

culture.” He calls Vodou “an integral spiritual reality in Haitian cultural life” and says that to 

oppose it is to oppose the culture. He suggests that “if Catholicism is to survive in Haiti, it 

will have to become genuinely Haitian.” He goes on to talk of Haitians’ own “genuine 
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religious traditions - whether these be purely Vodou, or a Vodouized Catholicism.” 

Protestantism is conspicuously absent in this discussion. 15  

These authors exemplify a widely-held view of Haitian cultural identity that 

essentializes a certain Vodou conceptual framework operating within a superimposed 

Catholic institutional system. This limiting conceptualization of Haitian identity has been 

perpetuated, in part, because minimal scholarly attention has been given to the many Haitians 

who do not fit neatly into the resultant stereotype. 

Margarita Mooney writes, “Scholars of Haitian religion have focused more on Vodou 

than either Haitian Protestants or Catholics, but this focus does not accurately reflect the 

religious demographics of Haiti and its diaspora, where Catholicism is the most common 

religion, followed by Protestantism, which has gained converts in recent years.”16  

Similarly, Bertin Louis writes, “Traditionally, anthropologists who study the religions 

Haitians practice pay more attention to Vodou and pay less attention to Protestant 

Christianity. A focus on Vodou misrepresents contemporary Haitian religious practice...”17 

He cites Vedrine who says the Protestant population in Haiti may be as high as 46%. The 

dearth of scholarly attention to Protestants and the more general notion that there is a singular 

authentic Haitian identity continues to cloud Haitian studies and prevents a more adequate 

understanding of human identity formation processes. This, in turn, distorts the 

comprehension of immigrant experience. 

However, some observers of Haitian religion have noted a more complex reality that 

exists. Paul Brodwin writes of the major religious categories in Haiti (Catholic, Protestant, 

and Vodou), “It is difficult even to fix the boundaries between these three syncretic religious 

groups. ... They negotiate among three overlapping religious discourses, each indexing a 
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different historically formed social identity.” He also writes, “I do not assume that there 

exists a single religious identity in Haiti behind the multiplicity of specific practices and 

expressions of faith.”18 Likewise, this study attempts to articulate an alternative approach to 

the simple reductionisms that pervade Haitian studies literature. Even so, the categories, with 

the attendant practices and overt identifications, are useful, even if more fluid and porous 

than is typically portrayed by Haitians and scholars alike.    

Since all groups exist within networks of social relations, the cursory or polemical 

treatment, or outright omission, of a significant portion of the Haitian population leads to 

inaccurate conceptions of Haitian culture and inadequate understandings of the processes 

through which immigrants from within these networks experience immigration. Religion 

provides a useful variable in comparative studies of Haitians and Haitian immigrants once it 

is acknowledged that not all Haitians are religiously alike, even within the various major 

groupings. As Eddie S. Glaude, Jr. writes, “identity is less about ‘essences’ and more about 

the consequences of human interaction: the product of our beliefs, choices, and actions as we 

engage our world.” 19 The interactions within the particular congregation under consideration 

act upon these participants in important ways, often differently from other social contexts, 

even religious communities of similar persuasion. 

In Beach Town, Florida (pseudonym) there is a large Haitian Catholic Church, but 

there are also many Haitian Protestant churches. Most of these are relatively small 

congregations, but several are of considerable size. House of God is the largest of the 

Protestant Haitian churches in town. On any given Sunday, there will be more Haitians 

worshiping in Protestant churches than in the Catholic church. This is very likely the case in 

most of the locations in Haiti from which the House of God worshipers migrated, in spite of 
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common thinking otherwise. There are varieties of denominational affiliation, religious 

styles, and practices within the Protestant churches of Haiti and Beach Town. There are also 

Haitians who identify with no Christian church at all, and some who practice Vodou to one 

extent or another. There is no easily observable Vodou presence in Beach Town, but 

practitioners can be found if one searches for them. So in the host community of Beach Town 

there is considerable opportunity for people to assume one of various religious 

identifications. This fact is a foundational premise of the evangelistic emphasis at House of 

God as they aggressively seek to influence their community. 

Transnationalism and Haitian Experience  

Major life transitions, such as immigration, exert various pressures upon subjects and 

require more adaptation than other more stable periods of life. Migration situations vary 

greatly according to the configuration of language, race, education, economic skill sets, 

social habits, and religion. These variables can be thought of as a network of points on a 

spectrum, ranging from high resonance to high dissonance between the immigrant and the 

host community. Even within families such differences are considerable.  

Pastor Timothy (pseudonym) graduated from high school and college in the United 

States and now teaches secondary school. He enjoys a high degree of resonance in most of 

these categories, although he has experienced racism based upon the color of his skin. His 

father, on the other hand, who periodically resides in the U.S. and speaks very little English, 

has a significantly higher degree of dissonance with the host culture. In Haiti he is the head 

of a collection of Protestant churches, a small denomination. While there is some built-in 

tension between religious groups in Haiti, he is clearly much more resonant with Haitian 

culture than American culture.  
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Timothy’s children who were born and raised in Florida would be in a very high 

degree of dissonance were they to go to Haiti. I lived with this family in their home for five 

months. At that time, the high-school and college-aged children had not yet been to Haiti, 

even though Pastor Timothy travels there occasionally, typically a trip or two per year to 

work with the churches he helps his father lead. While the parents intend for the children to 

maintain their Haitian heritage, they are, in fact, not fluent in Kreyol. In a good-natured jab, 

Timothy once chastised his eldest daughter saying that I, a White American, could speak 

better Kreyol than she did. This was probably not an exaggeration at the time. In a November 

3, 2016 Facebook post, this daughter shared a meme where a Kreyol speaking Haitian comes 

to a door looking for the man of the house. The young adult son answers, but is painfully 

unable to converse in Kreyol. The visitor criticizes him, pointing out his hat which has a 

Haitian flag on it and his habit of eating griot, yet he could not speak Kreyol. There is an 

extended process of the American raised character taking the other man’s phone number. As 

the man leaves and the young man is closing the door, the young man mutters under his 

breath that if the other man comes back he’ll report him to immigration. Timothy’s daughter 

tagged this post saying, “This is my siblings and I growing up 😂😂😂😂” The video was 

captioned: “The Creole struggle is real for some of us....” Her brother’s response was, “Omg 

i was crying!!” Several friends chimed in to affirm the accuracy of this humorous depiction 

relating to this family.20  

Like the young character in the post, in other areas such as food, the sense of Haitian 

culture is much stronger in this household. Above all, however, the family is extremely 

intentional in forming and maintaining the Christian aspect of their experience, which for 

them is also bound up with their Haitianness. Many hours each week are spent in church 
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activities and the church is clearly the center of social life for this family. With this priority, 

the children have, in fact, followed the family pattern of prioritizing religious practice. This 

is an important hint concerning the core values informing social practices for this family and 

many others in their “church family.” While other aspects of Haitianness are more fluid over 

time, and especially across generations, the core value of their faith and the associated 

religious habitus is more consistent.  

The immigrant is connected in a backward trajectory to the sending community. In 

the family just mentioned, the older generation is heavily linked with Haiti. They maintain a 

house and household staff there, as well as a position of church leadership. They live there 

approximately half time or a little more. Timothy and wife also travel there and are involved 

in the family ministry. Having traveled to Haiti with him, I have seen something of the 

expectation and the reality of his financial support for a range of relationships. One example 

that I observed was a childhood friend needing dental work and asked Pastor Timothy for 

financial assistance beyond what appeared to be a standard cash gift. Another friend sought 

financial help from me as well, but only when Pastor Timothy was not around.  

Timothy is looked to for leadership in the churches there. He speaks on the phone 

regularly with friends and church contacts. The children, on the other hand, know Haiti only 

second-hand, and yet they clearly identify themselves as Haitian - not least because of their 

involvement in the Haitian church community. That involvement has profound implications 

for the shaping of their experience, as well as that of their parents.  

Given the important role of religion within Haitian immigrant populations, it is 

remarkable that many immigrant studies have not addressed this topic in depth. Authors who 
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attend to religion of immigrants often cite a general need for more such research. One such 

author is Helen Ebaugh, who notes that  

field researchers who observe immigrant communities and conduct interviews 

with their members report that, regardless of group, religion is often at the 

center of immigrants’ sense of identity, and that religious institutions serve as 

focal points for ethnic gatherings, celebrations, and re-creations of ethnic 

language and customs, as well as for obtaining assistance with the practical 

issues of finding jobs, housing, schooling, and immigration papers. ... 

 Religious rituals, with their symbolic re-enactments of and ties with 

tradition, often serve as primary mechanisms for the reproduction of culture. 

Because religious services among new immigrants are frequently performed 

in the native language, even when little of the language may be spoken at 

home or outside of religious spaces, they become a link with traditional 

culture and can serve as a vehicle to reproduce ethnic identity among the 

American born.21 

Haitian Protestant immigrants in North America complicate the usual classifications 

of social groups based on religion, nationalism, and race. In the latter case, they do not 

typically blend well or to a great extent with what they usually refer to as American Blacks 

or Black Americans. By focusing on a Black francophone immigrant community, we have 

the opportunity to continue the process of re-evaluating conventional classification categories 

and their inter-relationships, moving toward a more nuanced method of conceptualizing and 

analyzing social groupings and processes generally, and in this case, within religious 

communities in particular. Even in cases where U.S. citizenship has been long established, 
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most Haitian immigrants continue to perceive themselves as Haitian. Most members of the 

host society, likewise, continue to identify these individuals as Haitian. These perceptions, 

and the practices that support them, have real social consequences that act upon the 

participants. 

Most members of this community arrived in the host community speaking little or no 

English. For many Haitian immigrants, their educational background and skills do not easily 

translate into the American work-force. When the worker is illegal, as some Haitian 

immigrants are, this problem is even more acute. The Mon family story illustrates this. 

Unlike many immigrants, however, Haitian Protestants have a high resonance with the host 

community in the area of religion. This has important implications for how these congregants 

experience their transition to America. As members of Christian institutions, immigrants 

have bridges into dominant American culture where they interact with members of other 

social groupings, such as White Americans of all economic positions. Religion, however, is 

not something that exists independently from a multitude of other social processes, all of 

which are bound up together in the historical roots and current contexts.  

In South Florida, the period of heavy arrivals by boat of illegal Haitian immigrants 

during the 1980’s coincided with the outbreak of AIDS in America. Haitians were specified 

as a risk group for carrying the disease and the relationship between the Haitian community 

and the host community was vastly different than it is now. Children were beaten up for 

being Haitian. Many learned to hide their Haitian ancestry. Many parents did not teach their 

children Kreyol during that time. Today there are large Haitian Flag Day celebrations 

annually in numerous Florida cities, including in the research site for this study. Many 
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Haitian flags are seen throughout the city and Haitian stores, restaurants, and churches dot 

the cityscape. 

Methodologies are needed that distinguish between and analytically uncouple religion 

and other spheres, such as ethnicity, but that also simultaneously account for ways in which 

they relate and are mutually dependent. Accounting for the changing nature of the host 

community context helps account for constructedness of categories such as race. For 

example, being Black in Haiti is different from the meanings ascribed to and experienced by 

a person who arrived in Beach Town thirty or forty years ago, when there were businesses 

with signs in their windows excluding Blacks and Jews. The experience of being a Black teen 

in a school where there were more Blacks than Whites at a time when there was a Black 

President is different still. Being a non-white immigrant when much political discourse 

focuses upon immigration affects one’s experience practically, as well as psychologically. 

Then, too, there is a whole nest of issues involved with the complicated relationships that 

exist between the Haitian communities and the African American communities.  

Many Haitians resist being classified within the larger Black or African American 

categories, and yet official government classifications typically place them in these 

categories. Tensions between Haitians and other people classified in these groups are well-

documented in the literature.22 A number of questions emerge from this context. What can be 

learned from the ambiguous, sometimes hostile, and, at other times, allied relationships 

between Haitian immigrants and African Americans? When does an immigrant become an 

American? Does one then cease being a Haitian? How do these attributions affect the lived 

experiences and opportunities of the immigrants involved? How does language factor into 

this? And central to this study, what roles does religious participation play?  
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Attention to change, especially generational and contextual differences can help to 

prevent a reductionist understanding that implies a deterministic identity hidden in the DNA 

of those from Haitian descent.  

Congregational Contexts 

The Host Community 

Beach Town, Florida was selected for this study because it is often said to have the 

highest percentage of Haitian citizens of any American city. For a variety of reasons, this 

claim is difficult to confirm. House of God (pseudonym) is the largest Protestant Haitian 

Church in Beach Town and has been recognized in the wider community for assisting Haitian 

immigrants in various ways.  

House of God is a congregation of Haitian immigrants and their families. Beach 

Town, a mid-sized city (population approximately 65,000), is contiguous with similar cities 

that form a band of continuous development along the Atlantic coast. It is located near West 

Palm Beach, Fort Lauderdale, and Miami. Beach Town is known for an upscale downtown 

area near the beach, with numerous opportunities for fine dining and boutique shopping. 

Haitians are rarely seen in this part of town.  

Beach Town has considerable diversity among its residents. The city library displays 

a world map that identifies the locations of origin for current residents. In the spring of 2009 

when it was installed, thirty-two countries were represented. During the past thirty years, a 

sizable Haitian population has established itself in Beach Town and elsewhere along the 

southeastern coast-line of Florida. Estimates vary on just how many Haitians are in the area, 

but they may comprise more than a quarter of the city’s population. There have been 

estimates as high as 500,000 Haitians in a three-county area of South Florida.23 Census data 
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tend to reflect more modest numbers, although it has often been contended that there is a 

systemic underreporting of populations with legal issues related to immigration.   

Based on the 2005-2009 American Community Survey, the Census Bureau indicated 

an estimated 830,000 people of Haitian ancestry in the U.S. in 2009. An estimated 376,000 of 

these lived in Florida, nearly twice as many as in any other state. Among those identified 

with Haitian ancestry, 59% were foreign-born and 81% over the age of five spoke a language 

other than English in the home.24 Palm Beach County, where House of God is located, is 

identified as 17.3% Black, 21.2% foreign born, and 25.8% speaking another language in the 

home.25 Available data characterized Beach Town as having an estimated 16,854 Blacks, 

who make up 26.2% of the city population. An estimated 13,133 or 20.4% are foreign born 

and 15,602 or 25.5% are estimated to speak something other than English in the home.26 

These numbers include a variety of ethnic groups in addition to the large Haitian population 

and did not significantly change from the 2000 census. 

The Church 

The church was founded in 1980. The current Senior Pastor, who has been with the 

church since 2005, was recruited by the founding pastor who died in 2006. During the period 

of initial fieldwork, there were two other pastors on staff who are bi-vocational, as well as 

two part-time administrative assistants. In the summer of 2011, there were three more 

associate pastors listed on the church website. As of spring 2009, membership was 619 with 

an average attendance of about 450 for Sunday morning worship. Membership represented 

440 family units, with a total of 997 people in these families when non-members, such as 

children, are included.27 The church maintains a balanced distribution of age groups. 
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Activities targeting different ages are regularly held and the range of participant ages is 

evident in many of the regular church functions. 

One member is a Dutch European and not a native Kreyol or English speaker. She 

was previously a missionary in Haiti and is married to a Haitian. All other members and 

regular attenders, except this researcher, are Black or in the case of the Dutch woman’s two 

children, mixed. Services are conducted primarily in Kreyol. Economically, the congregation 

is also diverse. Class diversity in the congregation will be addressed later. Based upon 

observation, interviews, and community statistics, the church includes a significant 

representation of lower income members with many falling below the poverty line. However, 

of sixty-one respondents to an income question in my survey, twenty-one reported personal 

incomes over $37,000 annually. The Census identified the per capita income of Beach Town 

as $37,159; 12.5% of the Beach Town population fell below the poverty line.28  

According to Census reports, in 2009, Haitians across the U.S. generally had median 

earnings of $33,000 for men and $29,000 for women, compared with $45,000 for men and 

$36,000 for women in the total population for full-time year-round workers. “The Median 

Haitian family income was also lower than for the total population, at $46,000 compared 

with $61,000. Around 14 percent of Haitians were unemployed, compared with 10 percent in 

the total population. One in 5 Haitians in the United States was living in poverty (20 percent) 

compared with 1 in 7 in the total population (14 percent).”29 

As with much of South Florida, many of the homes found in Beach Town are far 

above the American average in cost. Closer to the beaches, many elegant mansions can be 

seen through gates and across immaculately landscaped lawns adorned with various tropical 

trees and plants. Similarly landscaped gated communities line many of the major streets. 
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House of God is not located in one of these areas. During most of the period of my research, 

House of God was situated across the street from a large cemetery, surrounded by a 

neighborhood of modest, small homes. Most homes and lawns in this neighborhood are well-

kept. Many of the members of House of God live outside of the immediate area and a few 

live in large and expensive homes. Of the two very expensive homes belonging to House of 

God members that I visited, one, I was told, exceeds a million dollars in value. The other, 

however, proved to be unsustainable for the family and was sold. Most residents of the 

neighborhood directly surrounding House of God are Black. Assistant Pastor Joshua 

(pseudonym) estimated 40% of the population in this area was Haitian. The group Haitians 

often refer to as Black Americans or American Blacks (i.e. African Americans) comprise a 

similar percentage. Latins and a few Anglos are also present.30 

The House of God property at the time of the field work occupied most of a city 

block, with parking lots beside and behind the buildings. Like the buildings themselves, these 

lots cannot adequately accommodate the number of worshipers attending House of God. On 

Sunday mornings, the streets in the area are lined with parked cars. The property is 

surrounded by a tall fence and gates. Bars cover the windows. These security measures are 

typical in the area. The church has suffered occasional theft in spite of these deterrents. In 

one recent incident, several pieces of electronic equipment were taken.  

Church members maintain the lawn and landscaping, which includes the palms and 

other tropical plants. Landscaping is one of the most common forms of employment for 

Haitian men in Beach Town. Church buildings are modest but are kept in decent repair. The 

fellowship hall, which faces the street, was the original building purchased from another 

congregation. House of God added the larger worship space across the back of the original 
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building forming an “L” shape. Two separate homes have been converted into office and 

classroom space. 

Inside the front entrance to the main sanctuary, or worship space, is a small foyer 

with a sound control room on one side. During most of the fieldwork observation period, a 

small book store was on the other. It was later moved into the office building, into a room 

that previously served as the Pastor’s study/office. The bookstore sells French, Kreyol, and 

English Bibles and the French/Kreyol song books used during services. These are not 

available in the pews as song books often are in churches. There is also a selection of CD’s 

and tapes available for purchase. These are mostly Haitian musicians and there are a number 

of recordings of House of God members. There is also a variety of English language 

Christian books by popular authors. Souvenirs from Haiti, such as wooden plaques with 

devotional sayings, are also available. The main church secretary usually staffs the bookstore 

after services. Moving the store to the office made the bookstore more readily available 

during weekdays. 

In May 2015, I was able to visit the current church property for the first time. It is 

located on one of the main arteries of the city a little farther from downtown. The old 

building was sold to another Haitian Baptist congregation for one million dollars. Sr. Daniel 

(pseudonym) described the last-minute working out of the details on the purchase of the new 

property and the sale of the old as miraculous. The new building had been a synagogue 

whose aging and dwindling congregation eventually merged with another. Hebrew letters and 

Jewish motifs still adorn the structure in many places. Since Pastor Daniel is a Hebrew Bible 

and language specialist, this is not as foreign to him as it might be to others. Given this 
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congregation’s other cultural negotiations, this Jewish element may not be as odd for them as 

it would be for a typical American Christian congregation. 

The new building seats five-hundred in the main section and can hold up to a 

thousand more in the overflow area. During the service I attended, the main section was 

filled and there were many people in the overflow. Fr. Daniel said 750-800 persons attend 

worship on average. The facility is rented for weddings and other events. With the larger 

building, the church has gone to one Sunday morning service, although they have also begun 

a Saturday-night English service, which is still very small. The staffing is currently one full-

time pastor and three assistants, who are also otherwise employed. The main secretary 

remains, but the day I visited, there were several other young women working as well. It was 

not clear how many are paid staff. The evening after we had attended service in the morning 

Fr. Daniel came to visit me in my hotel at 7:00PM. He had been at church all day. He left at 

9:00PM to go visit the wife of the founding pastor in the hospital. 

With this site-visit to the new building falling at graduation time for local schools, the 

guest speaker focused on those attending college, specifically emphasizing the theme of 

standing firm. He occasionally used English as he encouraged students to not give up their 

beliefs. Evolution and homosexuality were included in the threats to their values as Christian 

young people. This was a message that overtly invested cultural boundaries with moral value, 

but the boundary that was highlighted was the distinction between Christian and non-

Christian (not Haitianness) as these identities were represented by the speaker. The member 

participation and intensity of the singing was striking throughout the service. At the time, 

there were no projection screens in the new sanctuary, which was a change from the former 

context.29   
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Affiliations 

Denominational Networks   

While targeting a specific community, important relationships to other groups must 

also be explored. The subject congregation in this study is affiliated with the Southern 

Baptist Convention and its state organization, the Florida Baptist Convention. This affiliation 

connects House of God with likeminded congregations in Florida and around the world 

representing various ethnicities, but predominantly the Anglo-American churches of the 

SBC. Importantly, however, the Florida Baptist Convention contains over three-hundred 

Haitian Southern Baptist churches. The state structure has a specific ministry office and 

personnel dedicated to Haitian congregations. The Senior Pastor has a Master’s degree from 

a Southern Baptist seminary in New Orleans and teaches in their French language extension 

program in Florida.  

H.E.C.A. 

Another important affiliation for House of God is participation in the Haitian 

Evangelical Crusade Association, referred to simply as “Heca.” This is an 

interdenominational movement that sponsors area-wide evangelistic meetings which attract 

large crowds. They claim thousands of converts in South Florida over the last two decades. 

During fieldwork, I heard more references to H.E.C.A. than to the Southern Baptist 

Convention. Most references concerning the Florida Baptist Convention were connected to 

specifically Haitian ministries. Either because of self-identification or practical matters such 

as language, members and leaders at House of God demonstrated greater participation in 

ethnic-based religious activities than those of a denominational nature. Important, however, 

is the observed propensity to participate in joint religious activities to a much greater extent 
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than non-religious ethnically based activities. The congregation has considerable interaction 

with other congregations, including H.E.C.A., House of God singing groups participating in 

area churches, joint youth events, events in Haiti and Haitian speakers coming to House of 

God. The vast majority of this interaction is with other Haitian Protestants. 

Sending Communities/Transnational Networks 

There are multiple personal and institutional ties to individuals and institutions in 

Haiti (the sending communities). Members of House of God congregation occasionally travel 

to Haiti, sometimes on organized church mission trips. These visits provide deliveries of cash 

and goods, as well as renewing of kinship ties and sentimental identification with the 

homeland. People visiting from Haiti are often recognized in House of God services. Guest 

preachers occasionally preach at House of God and the Senior Pastor occasionally preaches 

and teaches in Haiti. The church broadcasts one service per month on Haitian radio and the 

website can be accessed anywhere there is internet access. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Scholarly Contexts 

The central question of this study is, How do religious narratives and rituals 

function in constructing the experience of immigrants within the context of a Haitian 

Baptist church in South Florida? Thomas Tweed, who studied the relationship between 

Cuban immigrants and a religious shrine in Miami, is influential in the conceptualization of 

this task. For Tweed, religions are essentially about increasing joy and reducing suffering. To 

these ends, participants draw useful resources from the available cultural environment 

(flows) to make homes and cross boundaries, essentially mapping out their world and 

locating themselves within it. In other words, religions construct identities and a sense of 

place for self and others.1  

According to Tweed, religion is about finding a place.2 “As the historians of religion 

Jonathan Z. Smith and Charles Long have suggested, religions can be understood as ongoing 

cultural processes whereby individuals and groups map, construct, and inhabit worlds of 

meaning.”3 Tweed goes on to suggest that “religious men and women are continually in the 

process of mapping a symbolic landscape and constructing a symbolic dwelling in which 

they might have their own space and find their own place.” Of course, if this is true of 

religious men and women, it is also true of all people. The difference is applying a 

qualification such as, “with reference to supra-human beings,” if one wishes to make a 

distinction between “religious” and “non-religious” people. “They map religious space in a 

variety of ways - ritually, narratologically, philosophically, legally, materially, and 

institutionally.”4 
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Tweed specifies that religions situate persons in time and space, in the body, the 

home, the homeland, and in the cosmos.5 He observes that many migrants, specifically, orient 

themselves in their new environment by appealing to religion.6 According to Tweed, 

“diasporic groups symbolically construct a common past and future, and their shared 

symbols bridge the homeland and the new land.”7  

Drawing upon J.Z. Smith, Tweed writes, “Collective identity, including religious 

identity as it fuses with national identity is created over and over again through narrative, 

artifact, and ritual.”8 Tweed’s concern for ongoing collective identity being impacted by 

narrative and ritual, especially as it relates to the experience of immigrants, coincides with 

my concern here. As the congregants at House of God, in Beach Town, Florida, participate in 

their shared discourse and rituals, their experience of immigration is shaped in both 

conceptual and practical ways, not least by how they create their social context over and over 

again. Their social practice is constructed around a religious center of gravity. This 

religiosity, however, is always engaged with other factors, most notably their Haitian 

heritage and the American environment where they now live. 

The “precarious” nature of social location will be highlighted in this study. Tweed 

writes, “identity is dynamic, not stable; negotiated, not given. There are multiple forms of 

collective identity -- national, regional, ethnic, racial, gendered, and religious -- and all are 

constructed in ongoing contests among members of a group.”9 At House of God, virtually all 

of the adults over thirty came from Haiti. Younger congregants either came from Haiti 

themselves or are the children of those who did. Within this basic framework, however, there 

are many variables. Regional differences are recognized by Haitians, for example, in speech 

accents. Urban versus rural backgrounds, and differing economic status provide additional 
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distinctions. Educational levels differ, as do the degrees to which members have adapted to 

the United States context in terms of language skills and lifestyles, including dress and diet. 

Types and degrees of political engagement add to the dynamic negotiations of community 

constantly going on within the congregation. The same narrative and ritual participation 

among congregants is therefore never the same experience from person to person due to the 

varied shaping influences that brought them together into a particular moment of social 

interaction. 

The interplay of these multiple influences is integral to this study. I employ a 

descriptive method that captures the simultaneous and mutual mixing of influences and 

congregant response to them wherein experience as immigrant is lived out. The methodology 

of this research, outlined in Chapter Three, adopts an abbreviated version of Tweed’s 

approach as the guide for analysis of congregational practice. I employ narrative and ritual as 

primary categories, but also consider material artifacts. 

Tweed reminds us that “all knowledge is ‘situated.’ It is always a sighting from a 

particular location.”10 Not only is positionality and perception important for congregants as 

they interact with each other, but it is also important in terms of my own relationship to, and 

observation of, the congregants. My own cultural and scholarly lenses have been shaped by 

my particular experiences and must always be taken into consideration.  

A key to Tweed’s work is the idea that “through transtemporal and translocative 

symbols ... the diaspora imaginatively constructs its collective identity.”11 Following William 

Safran, he defines “diaspora” as “a group with some shared culture which lives outside the 

territory that it considers its native place, and whose continuing bonds with that land are 

crucial for its collective identity.”12 Chapter Four focuses on two particular transtemporal and 
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translocative ritual practices at House of God. The Lord’s Supper is a powerful collective 

activity connected to the narrative and practice that spans 2000 years of global Christianity. 

On the one hand, this ritual reaches beyond this particular time and specific culture by 

creating bonds with a much larger collective. On the other hand, it also re-connects 

immigrants to their homeland, where the ritual was, for many, an important, embodied and 

formative practice signifying differentiation from other religious groupings.  

Ironically, as an imported rite, the Lord’s Supper has come to provide a bit of “home” 

for these immigrants, even as it simultaneously distinguishes them from a more secular and 

hedonistic American culture. Moreover, it binds them to the American Protestant culture, 

which is, of course, predominantly White. Communion is not taken lightly by members at 

House of God. Each time it is served, congregants are challenged to seriously scrutinize their 

relationships with God and with others. Only full members, who have been baptized, who are 

currently living up to expectations of moral living, tithing, and church participation stand to 

take communion. Many people in attendance do not partake, thus reinforcing group 

boundaries and standards. Bertin Louis identifies a similar practice in the Haitian 

congregations of the Bahamas.13   

A ritual that everyone can participate in is eating New Year/Haitian Independence 

squash soup. This quintessentially Haitian dish brings a huge crowd to the church on 

December 31st. This calendrical event, and its accompanying ethnic food, is an important 

contribution to the collective sense of Haitianness. However, as will be seen later, this ritual 

has a diluted meaning for younger generations and, consequently, does not appear to have 

nearly the experiential shaping force of the Lord’s Supper.    
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Tweed helpfully reminds us that there is no religion in general. “There are only 

situated observers encountering particular practices performed by particular people in 

particular contexts.”14 Tweed refers to scholarly theories as “sightings from sites. They are 

positioned representations of a changing terrain by an itinerant cartographer.”15 The 

discussion of this particular diaspora community draws on Tweed. However, his concept of 

“terrain” has limitations. Inanimate terrain has neither motives nor the ability to 

communicate them. This metaphor is not dynamic enough to adequately capture social 

phenomena, and “cartographer” implies an unacceptable, essential difference between 

subject and observer that the sound-mixing concept avoids. 

One cannot simply observe the congregation and record a static reality. Human 

beings, subjects and observers alike, are much more complicated than that. For starters, inner 

motives are not subject to observation without direct feedback from those being observed or 

those doing the observation. Even in the closest of relationships, behaviors can be 

misinterpreted. No doubt there are subtleties of language and cultural cues that one cannot 

perceive even when one understands the basic meanings and has well-intentioned assistance 

from participants. Informants often craft appearances for the outsider’s observation.  

Orienting participants in space is an important role of religion. However, spatially, 

one is either here or there. Even the terms “trans-locative” and “supra-locative” cannot fully 

escape this limitation. Sound, on the other hand, functions as an apt metaphor for 

conceptualizing multiple elements, such as multiple spatial orientations simultaneously. 

Other aspects of the shaping influences of the congregational context mixing together in non-

uniform ways within the community can also be captured by “sound,” which provides a new 

tool for exploring complex social processes. While geography is a profoundly important 
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element in immigrant experience and can be used figuratively for conceptualizing social 

relations, sound provides an even better understanding. Geography, even if a central theme, 

can be thought of as one element in a complex musical composition of sounds. This, more 

dynamic, model of analysis based upon the multiple aspects that sound describes in collective 

life will be developed in Chapter Three. 

Simon Frith points out that identity is “necessarily a matter of ritual, it describes 

one’s place in a dramatized pattern of relationships -- one can never really express oneself 

‘autonomously’. Self-identity is cultural identity.”16 While it is important to keep in mind 

that a religious congregation is made up of individuals who are different, as Frith points out, 

people “only get to know themselves as groups (as a particular organization of individual and 

social interests, of sameness and difference) through cultural activity.”17 The analysis of 

narrative and ritual at House of God in Chapter Four assumes this formative role of 

participation which goes well beyond the conscious meanings attributed to the practices. 

Congregants do not just have similar experiences and, therefore, participate in the social 

group. Participation in the group activities has profound implications for creating the 

experience of the congregants. Even the child born and raised in the United States attending 

public schools and watching American media who attends House of God develops a sense of 

self within the context of immersion in this particular form of Haitianness found in the 

network of relationships and discourse that comprises this community. The post on 

Facebook, cited in Chapter One, by one of the young adults who was still living at home 

when I lived with her family, illustrates how there is a substantial degree of self-awareness 

when it comes to the struggles of finding one’s place or orienteering in life as an 

Americanized Haitian young person. The fact that this individual created a video vignette of 
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a Haitian-flag-hat-wearing young adult unable to communicate effectively in Kreyol and the 

fact that it was repeatedly shared and generated comments on social media is testament to the 

active and collective nature of this process of making sense of one’s social place within the 

Haitian-American context. It also points to the dynamic roles that various forms of 

technology and social media play in these processes. Finally, it illustrates the ever-changing 

nature of social interaction. As Stuart Hall writes, “Precisely because identities are 

constructed within, not outside, discourse, we need to understand them as produced in 

specific historical and institutional sites within specific discursive formations and practices, 

by specific enunciative strategies.”18 This leads to the second major theorist employed in this 

study, Bruce Lincoln.  

Discourse is a key subject of analysis concerning the formation of immigrant 

experience in the congregational context. Bruce Lincoln’s understanding of the construction 

of society is useful here. In Discourse and The Construction of Society: Comparative Studies 

of Myth, Ritual, and Classification, Lincoln portrays society as structured according to 

groupings of people through their perception of likeness and difference. Lincoln points out 

that these collective groupings are driven largely by sentiment.19 Specifically, he identifies 

sentiments of loyalty, affection, mutual attachments, and common purposes as mechanisms 

for social cohesion.20 According to Lincoln, religion powerfully promotes social cohesion 

and sentiments of common belonging.21 He labels the key categories of sentiments for social 

grouping as affinity and estrangement and illustrates how these sentiments are largely 

directed by discourse.22 Lincoln defines affinity as “feelings of likeness, common belonging, 

mutual attachment, and solidarity.” In contrast, estrangement is “feelings of distance, 

separation, otherness, and alienation.”23  
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Discursive portrayal of groups largely shapes sentiment concerning them.24 Lincoln 

addresses how forms of symbolic discourse shape sentiment, which creates social bonds and 

boundaries and reworks social patterns. In addition, he discusses how myths, or paradigmatic 

truths, are appropriated from the mythic past and future to shape the present.25 Ironically, this 

observation is largely consistent with how Evangelical Christians themselves, including 

House of God members, view congregational discourse related to biblical narratives. 

Members are not exclusively interested in the present, however. Lincoln would agree with 

participants that the future also, not only the present, is changed through their discourse, 

albeit in ways other than those portrayed by the participants.  

Analysis of the narratives and rituals as symbolic discourse at House of God provides 

greater depth of understanding of the mechanisms at work in the ongoing construction of 

sentiments that in turn affect congregant experience in the larger social contexts they 

negotiate. The analysis of data on the House of God congregation in Chapter Four is 

conducted specifically with reference to Lincoln’s understanding of the creative force of 

social discourse.26 In selected sermons, discourse is shown to position Haitianness generally, 

even the traumatic experience of deportation and family separation, within the sacred sphere 

of God’s sovereignty, which is contained within the mythic tradition. This positioning allows 

the ascription of value according to a different rubric than other rival social valuations thus 

substantially changing the experience. Congregants are encouraged to personalize biblical 

ideals of human value based upon God’s creation and redemption, regardless of what other, 

more negative, valuations they perceive from the larger social context.  

Lincoln is especially concerned with how power is exercised in myth and ritual to 

create or maintain hierarchy. Following Bourdieu’s lead, Lincoln observes that myth serves 
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to legitimate historically contingent social arrangements by providing an authoritative 

discourse.27 The hierarchy promoted most clearly through the mythic tradition deployed at 

House of God has God at the top. Scripture, as God’s revelation and as a mediator to people 

is next, then interpreters of that Scripture (primarily pastors). These are followed by people 

who live in compliance with the scriptural teachings. Non-Christians are lower in this 

taxonomic paradigm. While this provides a hierarchy within the church, it is mitigated to 

some degree by the Baptist emphasis upon equal standing before God, as illustrated by 

congregational polity and the lack of a formal priesthood. This form of theological hierarchy 

serves the larger subversive program of casting social hierarchy in non-conventional ways, 

whereby Haitian immigrants are no longer classified in negative terms relative to other major 

social groups. In this taxonomy, factors like economic status, ethnicity, and skin tone do not 

act upon congregants as strongly as the theological ones, although the practice of gathering 

within the ethnically homogenous group powerfully reiterates these elements. 

Lincoln also points to the fact that discourse can be deployed to delegitimate and 

deconstruct sociopolitical and economic orders.28 House of God discursive practices illustrate 

this subversive power of myth and ritual in the contestation of social identity and relations 

when deployed by less empowered social groups and will be illustrated in Chapter Four. 

Margarita Mooney’s work, Faith Makes Us Live: Surviving and Thriving in the 

Haitian Diaspora is a significant addition to the literature on religion in Haitian immigrant 

communities.29 She provides an illustration of discourse as context specific as she focuses on 

institutional and national contexts. Mooney highlights how mediating institutions, including 

churches, relate to state agencies and how differing relations have differing consequences for 

immigrants. Churches provide voice, social service, and moral community. “Research has 



42 

shown that religious institutions often provide one of the strongest sources of ethnic 

solidarity, and leaders of those institutions give a public voice to disadvantaged immigrants 

such as Haitians.”30 According to Mooney, “Many Haitians who leave their homeland often 

lose their sense of identity, because they have given up the community where they have lived 

all their lives and feel they do not have a place in their new society. The church is often the 

first place Haitians turn for help.”31 This is certainly observable at House of God where there 

is a regular flow of incoming migrants. The church not only provides a familiar place, similar 

to home, with the common language and similar religious practice, but also provides aid 

specifically to help newcomers settle in. This includes housing with existing members and, in 

some cases, in church-owned buildings. It also involves help with document preparation, 

cultural and language education, food, and job-location assistance. In these ways and others, 

the church is influencing the embodied experience of immigrants as they negotiate all the 

physical, social, and institutional pressures involved in the day to day existence in their new 

environs. 

Mooney also writes that, “immigrants frequently rely on their religious beliefs to 

shape their new identity and often turn to mediating institutions to navigate the complex path 

toward adaptation’“32 I prefer the term “integration” to “adaptation.” Integration to me 

implies successful interaction, while recognizing that the presence of the immigrant also 

exerts influence upon the host context in reciprocal fashion, even if not in equal proportion. 

Mooney addresses “cultural mediation” in a way that is often ignored. For example, she 

discusses how faith provides a narrative of hope.33 At House of God, the term 

“transcendence” perhaps captures the Haitians’ theological perspective more accurately. The 

congregants’ faith indeed offers hope for an improving future that extends even to the 
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afterlife, but the idea that God, God’s ways, and God’s will are always above all human 

situations and limitations is the more comprehensive concept wherein the hope is located.  

Mooney adds, “From the point of view of many Haitian immigrants, their successful 

adaptation is as much about creating a moral community centered on their religious faith as it 

is about creating social capital or achieving economic progress.”34 This moral community is 

actively and intentionally shaped through public discourse at House of God. For instance, a 

sermon examined in Chapter Four encouraged members to love homosexual individuals 

outside the church so that they may be brought into the moral community of the church. 

Sexual mores, as well as prescribed Christian conduct toward people with different practices, 

were strongly defined within a theological framework. 

Mooney writes, “We also should ask what people believe about the nature of God -- their 

theology -- and how they live out their obligations to God -- their specific acts in the world 

simultaneously constrain strategies of action and suggest particular paths to follow.”35 

“Religious faith gives men and women tools to make sense of the world, a way to order 

chaos and construct a meaningful picture of reality. These narratives both guide people’s 

individual choices about how to live and shape how they form communities.”36 

This theological consideration is often not given adequate attention in the literature 

concerning cultural adaptation and immigrant experience. Yet, it appears vital to 

understanding the target congregation of this study. Therefore, I explore how particular 

theological understandings relate to the experience of immigration for congregants. For 

example, analysis of House of God discourse reveals an elevation of a sense of equality and 

dignity based upon understandings of self and others as creations of God. Mauss identified 

this universalizing quality of Christian theology, each person in relationship with one God, as 
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foundational for the emergence of the modern Western sense of self.37 When this type of 

discourse exerts its influence upon immigrants, it becomes a powerful producer of certain 

sentimentality and social cohesion that in turn influence courses of action available to 

congregants. 

Much of Mooney’s articulation of immigrant experience is consistent with my 

observations at House of God. The analysis herein is conducted with her perspective in mind. 

The official mission statements and goals at House of God are all religious in nature. Being 

Haitian and assisting Haitian immigrants are important but understated goals at House of 

God. Participant observation suggests this theologically inclined prioritization holds outside 

of the gathered church contexts for many of the House of God members. Those who order 

their lives to prioritize ways of being Haitian, Black, immigrant, male/female, rich/poor, and 

so on, above that of their ways of being religious may be found among those not participating 

regularly in the church. In congregational discourse, however, religion provides the central 

organizing principle for living the immigrant experience. Evidence illustrates the 

effectiveness of this discourse in shaping the experience of congregants. Of course, these are 

not exclusive markers or categories and the dissertation will explore that fact later. 

In addition to theology, social context matters, as does history. “History matters,” 

writes Chris Weedon. “It is important both to our sense of who we are and to our 

understanding of the present. The voices that count in the telling of history shape the 

narratives and the perspectives from which both the past and present are understood.”38 

“History plays a central role in defining both individual and group identity ... dominant 

narratives of history tend to naturalize the social relations of the present, showing how they 

have evolved naturally out of the past.”39  One specific presentation of Haitian history that 
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acts upon congregants will be highlighted when we look at the celebration of Haitian 

independence. How biblical history is experienced in the congregational setting is, of course, 

central to the study. 

Haitians have a somewhat complicated history in relation to the United States. Many 

Haitians have a view that America has exploited Haiti for its own gain and purposes. On the 

other hand, many Haitians also have a positive view of America and Americans. Obviously, 

many immigrants have calculated that their economic prospects are better here in America 

than in their country of origin. With regard to Christianity, Catholic influence has 

predominated on the island from the time the Europeans brought slaves there. However, 

Protestantism has long had a presence as well, due to Canadian and American mission 

efforts, especially in the last seventy years. Haitian Protestant immigrants to the U.S. 

generally find acceptance and kinship with American Protestants. As noted earlier, House of 

God is one of many Haitian churches in Florida officially linked with the Southern Baptist 

Convention and its Florida state affiliate. 

Paul Christopher Johnson provides a nuanced understanding of the importance of 

context and a sense of history within diasporic communities. He recognizes the critical role 

of the memory of the homeland, but he also recognizes that the “homeland” is always a 

fiction constructed within the adopted locational context. “Diasporic religions are memory 

performances of place, staged in a space; rather than repeat ‘tradition,’ they create new 

identifications and social affiliations because the memory of the homeland is transformed as 

it is rebuilt, through bricolage, in the spaces of emigration.”40 Diasporas “are social 

identifications based on shared memory bridges linking a lived space and a left-behind 

place.”41 “Diasporic religion is composed on the one hand of memories about space -- about 
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places of origins, about the distances traveled from them, and physical or ritual returns 

imagined, already undertaken, or aspired to. And on the other hand it is about how those 

memories arise in space, out of a given repertoire of the available and the thinkable. 

Memories are summoned from a position, a place of emigration, a destination.”42  

When House of God members gather for worship, they intentionally conduct services 

in the familiar style they brought with them. However, they do so after arriving at the church 

in cars over well-maintained streets. Many of them have spent the work-week employed 

around English-speaking Americans or other immigrants speaking Spanish, while their 

children have been in American schools all week. These are just a few emblematic contextual 

differences. A glance at the prayer concerns printed in church bulletins illustrates the ongoing 

connections of the congregants to both Haiti and the U.S. The New Year holiday may be 

celebrated in Florida in much the same way it was in Haiti with the same soup recipes, but 

the prayers offered for the year are shaped by the realities of life in America. 

Clearly, the primary concern of House of God immigrants, as with most humans, is 

less about memory for memory’s sake and more about appropriating memory for living in the 

current context. The way these memories act upon human agents is typically not the subject 

of conscious reflection or even awareness. However, there is also often a conscious valuing 

of and drawing upon the understanding of tradition and social convention. Memory is less 

magnified at House of God than in some other immigrant communities because of the 

physical proximity of the host context in Florida to Haiti. For many members, Haiti is not a 

distant memory, but a location of ongoing contact and visits. There is a constant flow of 

people back and forth and communication with people on the island is commonplace.  
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Johnson makes two important “analytical turns” in his work and both are important 

for this study: 

1. He views “diasporas as not simply determined by biological descent or by 

historical fiat, but rather as a possible subject position an individual moves in and out of, or a 

way of seeing adopted to varying degrees.”43 This aspect of Johnson’s work stands in stark 

contrast with the vast majority of writings concerning Haitian identity where Haitianness is 

typically construed as something innate or given, based upon simply being born in Haiti or to 

Haitian parents. I note here the compatibility of Johnson’s description of diaspora 

communities with the definitions of religion from Long and Tweed cited above, as well as 

Mooney’s description of religion. Connerton’s work on memory that follows also 

interconnects with Johnson’s work.  

2. By “joining a diaspora and becoming diasporic, a given religious group begins to 

view itself against new historical and territorial horizons that change the configuration and 

meaning of its religious, ethnic, and even racial identifications in the present.”44 As a result, 

Johnson argues that it is important to “consider how a single group can simultaneously view 

itself against multiple diasporic horizons, and how, within that multiplicity, a particular 

horizon may become dominant at a given moment in time.”45 It is my contention that 

narrative and ritual discourse presented at House of God acts upon congregants in powerful 

ways to produce and prioritize theological horizons within the orienting experience of 

participants and that these “locations” shape their life-ways in dominant ways among their 

multiple orienting horizons. 

“Marvel,” a member of House of God who is considered in Chapter Four, is an 

example of the sorts of changing positions mentioned by Johnson. His experience and 
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perspective as a child in Haiti, when his father was a government official, was quite different 

from what it was to become years later during his teenaged years. When his father was 

deported from the U.S., the family struggled economically and dealt with the effects of an 

expired visa for his mother. When I first met Marvel, he led worship in the Haitian church 

and was recording Kreyol gospel music. Later he found some success in the mainstream 

music industry. In tandem, his orientation and deployment of himself as Haitian has varied 

over time. Indeed, it is evident in his social media posts that he has become more inclined to 

identify himself as part of the larger American Black community than in previous years. It 

remains to be seen how these changes will affect what has been a core Christian social 

practice. No doubt this changing lifestyle is a matter of daily prayer for his parents. His 

example of shifting “location” illustrates that, while dominant social practice/experience is 

important, it is not ultimately singular, deterministic, or static. 

One of the House of God pastors described to me his multiple “citizenships.” He 

came from Haiti, then moved to Canada, and now lives in the U.S. But for him the most 

important “citizenship,” which might be referred to as his dominant horizon, is in the 

“kingdom of God.” This has a present tense, but also a markedly future orientation. While 

House of God members remember Haiti, there is a palpable sense of moving forward with 

hope for a brighter future in America; a future horizon. This is the case even when there is 

often the stated objective of returning to Haiti in retirement or helping family still there. 

Future hope is particularly evident with reference to children and education. Encouraging and 

supporting the education of the younger generations as a means for them to advance in life is 

a strong community value. 
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In his study of a diaspora community, Johnson provides a counter-balance to those 

who focus solely upon the past, as well as those who ignore the past. He emphasizes the 

ways in which the past is re-cast according to present negotiations of social contexts and 

interests.46 He also highlights the role of futurity. Diasporic “religion operates not just as a 

form of historical consciousness, but as a creative process directed toward the future. It 

presents chances for creating new identifications and social alliances by projecting present 

experience against previously unseen horizons.”47 This future aspect is clearly observable in 

the ongoing discourse at House of God. In short, Johnson’s model finds significant 

corroboration in the House of God data collected and analyzed below. However, the present 

Florida context seems to factor more prominently, while memories of Haiti are less central in 

overt congregational discourse at House of God than Johnson’s model would imply. Most 

likely, this points again to the authoritative status given to Scripture in the House of God 

context. While interpretive practices are always context dependent, the predominant 

understanding of the Bible is one of transcendence of particular human cultures. On a 

practical level, the present contingencies of daily living in Florida receive more attention and 

expression than concerns over re-establishing home. Additionally, no one is under any 

illusion of a utopian homeland. It is simply too close at hand to imagine that.   

Stuart Hall also has highlighted the role of the collective construction of memory. 

Citing Paul Gilroy, he writes that,  

identities are about questions of using the resources of history, language and culture 

in the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came 

from’, so much as what we might become, how we have been represented and how 

that bears on how we might represent ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted 
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within, not outside representation. They relate to the invention of tradition as much as 

to tradition itself, which they oblige us to read not as an endless reiteration but as ‘the 

changing same’ (Gilroy, 1994): not the so-called return to roots but a coming-to-

terms-with our ‘routes’. They arise from the narrativization of the self, but the 

necessarily fictional nature of this process in no way undermines its discursive, 

material or political effectivity... 48  

Marginality is identified in the literature as one of the significant issues confronting 

diaspora communities. Paul Brodwin’s work is representative of this emphasis. Defining 

subjectivity as “the way that people define their group’s essence and represent it to others,” 

Brodwin further states, “Marginality is the predicament of ambiguous belonging. For 

members of transnational diasporas, subjectivity grows out of the experience of marginality 

and unstable relations of difference in the dominant society where they currently, if 

temporarily, live.”49 His key point here is that diasporic subjectivity is locally produced 

within current social realities. Citing Luis Eduardo Guarnizo and Michael Peter Smith, 

Brodwin says “transnationalism does not occur in an abstract ‘in-between’ or thoroughly de-

localized space but instead in particular places and social relationships.”50 This is a useful 

reminder that informs the following analysis. 

Brodwin takes his thesis too far, however, in discounting the ongoing influence of the 

various connections, real and imagined, to the homeland and history. Nevertheless, he 

correctly brings attention to the shaping influence of the host context, even if he exaggerates 

its determining strength. Unfortunately, he also limits his thesis to marginality when there are 

other forces at work as well. Moreover, he did not have comparative data, since his work was 

limited to Guadeloupe. The contrasts he offers are based on limited, non-parallel reports. His 
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work highlights the influence of the host culture and social structures, but he does not fully 

demonstrate the impact on migrant subjectivity as he seeks to do. For example, he does not 

substantiate his interesting thesis that “Haitian migrants living in separate national societies 

develop significantly different notions of these groups’ essential characteristics.”51  

While Brodwin argues that identity grows from the “daily experience of 

marginalization,” the approach used here seeks to incorporate a network of formational 

influences in the broader host society structures and culture.52 The goal is to describe the 

process of continually re-arranging a shifting configuration of opportunities and obstacles 

that people negotiate, while drawing upon a wide array of available resources within spheres 

of relationships, material culture, and the theological understandings available to them from 

previous and present social contexts. The rubric of a single “marginalized” group 53 does not 

do adequate justice to the diversity among individuals involved in the congregation of this 

study, where the level of social marginality is far from uniform.   

There are different types of marginality and all do not weigh equally upon different 

individuals within a particular social context. Among undocumented congregants at House of 

God, marginalizing constraints are tangible and real, but the manner in which members 

understand this status and these constraints differs. The majority of members do not face this 

particular marginalizing issue, yet congregants, both legal and illegal, share particular 

predominant characteristics and practices. When the Mon family status bounced from legal to 

non-legal status, then back again, their marginality varied greatly in the legal sense, as well 

as with their access to resources. However, their ties to the church and Christian narrative 

discourse were deepened as they interpreted these events as God’s will and experienced the 

moral and tangible support of the community.  
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Other examples introduced below illustrate the need for a more complete 

understanding of immigrant experience that goes beyond a monotonal focus upon 

marginality. This said, I employ marginality as one factor acting upon congregants within a 

broader array of factors, accounting for difference in theological perspective, skin color, 

language, and economic status, which are all important in the analysis of House of God 

social experiences and practices.  

A wide variety of different experiences must be accounted for even within this one 

congregation. Pastor Timothy, who came from Haiti in his teen years, described an incident 

of racism when a customer refused to be served by him at a restaurant because he was Black. 

He never mentioned similar incidents related to Haitianness. Today, in his early forties, 

Timothy is a well-educated, highly acculturated public school teacher, whose family is not 

marginalized in any significant way. The experience of other congregants is far different. 

Marginalities will be further explored in the discourse analysis below. 

Brodwin specifically treats religion as a social variable when he deals with a 

Protestant congregation on the French Caribbean island cluster of Guadeloupe, where he 

claims Pentecostals make up 40-60% of the Haitian population. He also demonstrates how 

they use morals and theology to negotiate marginality. He explains his goal as, to “explore 

the significance of Pentecostalism for Haitian migrants but to avoid privileging the 

anthropological ‘translation’ over the ‘original’ Pentecostal views of morality and 

theology.”54 Brodwin invokes Weber in calling for a balance of functional interpretations and 

subjective claims.55 “People’s social uses of religion complement their specific theological 

convictions and spiritual practices.”56 This is a welcome improvement to the over-emphasis 

on the instrumental interpretation of religion found in his earlier writings.  
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Moral teaching and behavior, “sanctification” in theological terms, is another useful 

category in which to consider how narrative and ritual discourse influences congregants and 

shapes immigrant life experience.57  Moral boundaries distinguish congregational members 

from non-Christian host society members. Yet once again, there is a need to put this one 

element into a larger network of issues, including countervailing theologies such as 

missiology and evangelism within the same congregation.58 This is illustrated clearly in the 

analysis of a sermon in Chapter Four where, for evangelistic purposes, congregants were 

repeatedly exhorted to love homosexuals. Moral differentiation is seen in this example of 

congregational discourse explicitly being deployed to shape sentiments and delineate 

boundaries. Homosexuals are implicitly identified outside the primary group of “Christian,” 

yet the explicit goal for church members is to “love them” -- creating a particular sentiment 

and motivating particular actions. The ultimate goal of this member action, treating people 

well and sharing Christ with them, is to influence the outsiders so that they become insiders. 

In theological jargon, they would be “saved” and become part of the church. While this 

sermon was delivered in a context shaped by the cultural norms of Haiti, where homosexual 

identity is much less acceptable than in the U.S., the issue was specifically framed along 

religious lines. However valued being Haitian may be among parishioners, in public 

discourse it is clearly their particular understanding of biblical theology that provides the 

authoritative standards for moral delineation. 

Brodwin is not alone in identifying morality as a critical boundary marker in group 

differentiation. Joel Robbins’ research in Papua New Guinea highlights culture change as the 

product of hybridizing effects of moral tensions and religious logics in a particular 

community.59 The context of which Robbins writes involves religious innovation being 
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introduced into the community from the outside in a relatively indirect and subtle manner. 

His work provides a useful contrast and comparative situation to that of immigration. While 

my analysis does not draw significantly upon Robbins’ work, it nevertheless provides a 

touchstone for thinking of the formative roles that negotiations between competing religious 

and moral perspectives provide in social groups. House of God parishioners continually 

process morality-informing messages from multiple sources within the congregation, from 

the local and broader Haitian community, and from the local and broader American context. 

This context includes major influences acting upon them such as various media, educational, 

political, and religious sources. As a moral community, there are expectations to maintain the 

standards reflected in the public discourse of the congregation, but this has to continually be 

adapted to respond to new incoming information and experience.  

The desire for stasis in the form of a moral habitus, existing alongside the necessity 

for and utility of adaptation, is addressed specifically by Diane Austin-Broos. Austin-Broos 

looks at this issue in examining the appropriation of religious discourse in creating 

subjectivity within community life in a Jamaican context. Subjectivity, according to Austin-

Broos, is created by intersubjective experience, including negotiation of values and how 

different persons are defined through a variety of moral orders.60 While she accounts for the 

important taken-for-granted habitus of culture, Austin-Broos also illustrates the agency of 

social actors in their innovative and subversive applications of religious meanings. Through 

the creative deployment of biblical narratives, for example, her subjects redefine their 

being.61 She observes how, within a Christian cosmos, rearrangement of social relations can 

become evidence for the authentic work of God, thus adding authority to the specific context 

in which the break with normative culture has taken place.62 
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The theoretical approach employed in this dissertation draws upon these elements of 

Austin-Broos’ work. The intersubjective experience of congregants, including the on-going 

negotiation of values, is given metaphorical illustration through the music-mixing analogy 

described in Chapter Three. Specific examples are drawn from the data to illustrate adaptive 

behavior and the underlying interpretive thinking of congregants based upon their particular 

group context. While not ignoring the unconscious “default” cultural dimensions endowed 

upon participants by their collective social experience, these examples will reveal the 

agency-enabling (formative and expressive) deployment of sacred narratives for individuals 

in the congregational context, often in ways subversive to competing and even dominant 

social norms.  

It has already been noted that House of God discourse explicitly encourages the 

prioritization of a positive theological view over potentially negative valuations associated 

with skin color and immigrant or economic status. Similarly, it has already been noted how a 

deportation was interpreted and then deployed to highlight God’s sovereignty. The “take-

away” from that particular sermon was that congregants could find the same hope and 

encouragement in their own life struggles within the faith, not by changing their 

circumstances, but through their revised understanding of the circumstances. In this new 

frame of reference, they are less the victims of societal structures and practices than they are 

the blessed children of God on a sacred journey, growing through their struggles, and 

ultimately rewarded for their faithfulness. The experience of immigration is substantially 

altered by narrative practice. 

Bertin Louis is one of the few scholars focusing attention on Haitian Protestant 

immigrants. He writes about Haitian immigrants living in the Bahamas. In My Soul Is in 
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Haiti Protestantism in the Haitian Diaspora of the Bahamas, Louis says, “At the heart of 

devout Haitian Protestant migrant life is a belief that religious authenticity is the key to both 

achieving their individual aspirations and transforming Haiti from the poorest country in the 

Western hemisphere into a viable, modern nation-state.”63 He focuses on how the immigrants 

draw upon and deploy religious beliefs to deal with difficult circumstances in the host society 

where they are often not welcomed and are often exploited by the native population.64 He 

goes on to detail how boundary-making processes can be observed in the congregational 

interactions.  

Drawing upon the works of Michele Lamont and Virag Molnar, Louis analyzes the 

symbolic boundary between Christian groups marked by certain moral standards. He 

identifies these moral signifiers as key to understanding how groups distinguish themselves 

from others. Targeting morality boundaries, his work recalls that of Austin-Broos, Brodwin, 

and Robbins. Identity-per-morality is also applicable at House of God. However, Louis 

makes a distinction between two types of Protestant Haitian migrants in the Bahamas - 

Pwotestan and Kretyen - not found in my research congregation.65 In the Bahamian context, 

Louis found Protestant church-goers making clear distinctions between more or less formal 

church contexts, which they also might describe as hot or cold. The community in my study 

seems to defy Louis’ typology of contrasted “touloutoutou” churches with more formal or 

“cold” services and “tet mare” less formal and “hot” style churches found in his research. 

The first label is a mocking reference applied by others, to imply that these churches flaunt 

their elitist, French-speaking ways. Tet mare, meanwhile, refers to those who stand apart 

from the larger culture because of their moral strictness. There is an implicit class divide with 

these labels, but part of the critique is that many of the touloutoutou members are poor as 



57 

well, they just behave like the elites. The idea of a “dandy” is roughly analogous. One might 

be removed for exclaiming “halleluia” in the touloutoutou churches where order is valued. 

While one might be a true Kretyen within the Pwotestan church, Louis’ sources saw it more 

likely to find someone of true Kretyen character within the tet mare churches.66 At House of 

God, people from both styles come together in a congregation that fits neither category. This 

boundary being superseded by other priorities in the different social context provides 

illustration of the processes explored more fully in the following analysis.  

Louis’ self-described “intellectualist” approach usefully adds to the standard 

utilitarian interpretations of Protestant immigrants. “When analyzing conversion to 

Christianity in the lives of people living in the underdeveloped world, previous 

anthropological studies that used the ‘secular analytical approach’ have attributed 

Christianity to factors other than the people’s attempts to understand the world around them 

and their existence through a religious framework that is usually foreign to them.”67 

According to Louis, the practices he observed “demonstrates how migrants create meaning 

out of their religious experience rather than copying Christian practices in their host country 

for utilitarian reasons, such as procuring employment and advancing in Bahamian society.”68 

In his critique of the utilitarian approach, Louis draws upon scholars such as Joel Robbins, 

who identifies the problem of assuming a “universal notion of what is valuable to supply the 

motive force driving people’s interest in the new religion.”69 

A balanced approach to investigating religious communities that does justice to the 

meaning-making aspect of religious practice is required. It has been typical in Haitian studies 

to explain conversion to Protestantism among Haitians as simply a strategy to achieve better 

economic circumstances, and particularly, as a means to avoid familial financial 
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responsibilities related to Vodou ceremonies. While at times that may be the case, it certainly 

does not account for a much more complex situation such as religious conversion.  

To create an analogy, a comparable theory might be posited concerning scholars. As 

an anthropologist might say a Haitian has converted for economic concerns, this may just as 

easily be said of the scholar’s conversion to secularism. Perhaps she has become secular to 

avoid charitable giving, as this is expected in her prior community of faith. Even if numerous 

examples are located that appear to fit the theory, this explanation does not capture the entire 

scope of issues involved. Most secular anthropologists would rightly insist that their non-

religious lifestyle has more to do with their understanding of the world than an evasion of 

tithing at a local church. Typical utilitarian interpretations of Haitian Protestantism are 

flawed in the same way as this imagined view of secular anthropologists. The utilitarian 

factors must be incorporated into a more comprehensive matrix of interests and processes. To 

be sure, there are economic benefits for some congregants from their relationship to the 

church. These come with strings attached, however. There are also expectations of 

contributing to the church and to others in need. Some of these financial practices will be 

chronicled in examples from House of God members.  

This is not to diminish the material benefits also observed in this dissertation. There 

are some important material incentives for involvement in the House of God. Echoing 

Margarita Mooney’s study, Louis also states that in the Bahamas the church serves as the 

“preeminent institution that addresses Haitian concerns.”70 This important mediating role of 

the church is confirmed by the data I gathered at House of God.  

Saba Mahmood, in her book, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist 

Subject, along with her questioning of liberal assumptions concerning Islamic culture, 
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particularly as it relates to gender, highlights the complexity that exists in understanding the 

practice of veiling. She argues that agency can only be understood from within the discourses 

and structures creating the conditions for its enactment. She writes that “agentival capacity is 

entailed not only in those acts that resist norms but also in the multiple ways in which one 

inhabits norms.”71 The “terms people use to organize their lives are not simply a gloss for 

universally shared assumptions about a world and one’s place in it, but are actually 

constitutive of different forms of personhood, knowledge, and experience.”72 I seek to 

explore some of the ways in which this occurs at House of God, where particular forms of 

agency are shaped within that specific context.  

The position taken in this dissertation is that ritual and narrative practices produce 

and are produced by belief and experience. The discussions here about cognitive aspects of 

religious practice highlight, rather than diminish, the ways in which theological 

understandings influence lived experience, including ritual and narrative practice, and how 

that experience in turn creates understandings. As with Mahmood’s subjects in Egypt, the 

subjects in Florida engage in religious practices that are shared with many other groups. 

What makes the experience of these practices unique to House of God members are the 

particulars of their own broader experiences of the immigrant context that is shaping them. 

The sound mixing metaphor employed attempts to articulate this continuous process. Like 

Mahmood, I seek to unpack how the present is “made intelligible through a set of historically 

sedimented practices and forms of reason that are learned and communicated through 

processes of pedagogy, training, and argumentation.”73  

Paul Connerton explores social memory in How Societies Remember, which 

interestingly depicts the Lord’s Supper on the cover. That ritual figures prominently in this 



60 

dissertation. Connerton notes that “our experience of the present very largely depends upon 

our knowledge of the past. ... And we will experience our present differently in accordance 

with the different pasts to which we are able to connect that present.”74 He goes on to say that 

the past is conveyed and sustained by (more or less ritual) performances.”75 These are, of 

course, embodied performances with elements of habit and elements of deliberate action. 

Connerton discusses how “The narrative of one life is part of an interconnecting set of 

narratives; it is embedded in the story of those groups from which individuals derive their 

identity.”76 My study explores how congregants’ experience of immigration is embedded 

within the communally reconstructed world of biblical narrative and practice activated in the 

lived context of South Florida. While the trace evidences of prior human experience remain 

in the forms of the biblical text and ritual practice, improvisations in sermons reflect the 

context within which the reiteration is being performed. To use a musical analogy, the text or 

ritual is comparable to an instrument which remains more or less the same, even as it is 

understood, played, and experienced differently within different contexts. In commemorative 

ceremonies, Connerton writes, “a community is reminded of its identity as represented by 

and told in a master narrative.” He goes on to refer to this “making sense of the past as a kind 

of collective autobiography.”77 I seek to better understand the construction of this 

autobiography within the context of a community of immigrants compiling their story 

through means of their theological practice, or put differently, their mapping of their 

experience according to their theologically/biblically patterned semantic code.78 

In sum, taken together, this literature provides a theoretical framework for describing 

immigrant experience within transnational religious communities. Numerous authors have 

illustrated important roles that homeland roots and host context forces play as they are 
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deployed and negotiated within contemporary contexts often characterized by marginality 

and deprivation. They have identified key mechanisms involved, such as discourse practices, 

institutional mediation, moral boundary-making, and theologizing. The following chapter 

develops a working theory and method based upon all these elements. Chapter Four employs 

that theory and method to guide a careful analysis of this one church. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORY AND METHOD 

Theoretical Approach 

Drawing from the literature highlighted above, I provide a framework for analyzing 

immigrant experience in a transnational religious context. The following analysis accounts 

for: 

a) relational, material, and ideological ties to a homeland; 

b) relational, material, and ideological constraints and resources in the host context; 

and 

c) explanatory tools to analyze the social processes at work within groups as actors 

construct lives within the matrices of (a) and (b).  

This analysis addresses key issues highlighted in the literature such as: How is the 

homeland re-presented in a congregational setting within the host context? What are the 

degrees of marginality experienced by members of this faith community? How does the 

church mediate between members and other social structures/institutions, such as 

government agencies? How does moral differentiation occur in congregational discourse to 

shape member sentiments of affinity and estrangement? How do material interests affect 

practices within the church? And finally, how does theologizing by church leaders interpret 

and ascribe meaning to the immigrant experience? These questions will be answered by 

analyzing narrative and ritual practice in the Haitian congregation. 

More context is given here to illuminate the theory and method. It would be easy to 

over-simplify the multidimensional representation of Haiti in House of God. The Mon family 

case study in Chapter Four provides much of the data for this topic, but the broader 
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congregational context and various forms of discourse factor in as well. Especially when 

gathered together, the simple familiar actions of speaking French and Kreyol, of wearing 

distinctive scarves and long skirts, and of eating Haitian food provide some home-away-

from-home sentiment for many congregants. The worship style is quite familiar to many 

church attendees from their experience in Haiti, although varieties exist there. House of God 

worship style is a middle ground between more expressive practices which usually are 

associated with Pentecostal groups, and the more stoic form of worship generally associated 

with the Baptist tradition in Haiti. 

At the front of the sanctuary, the Haitian flag stands opposite the American flag. 

Haitian guests are frequently recognized in services and, not infrequently, preachers visiting 

from Haiti will speak. While House of God services are broadcast live each week on local 

radio, the church also broadcasts a monthly service on Haitian radio. Sometimes sermon 

archives are available on the church website which can be accessed in Haiti by those who 

have access to the internet. 

Haiti is always mentioned in the prayer lists printed in the bulletin. Expectant mothers 

seem to be a prime concern and perpetually top the lists of prayer requests. Under the 

category of “sick,” individual names are listed and periodically updated. The standard list 

under the heading of “Requetes Speciales” is “Les immigrants, Haiti, Les differents 

ministeres de l’Eglise, USA, Les familles de l’Eglise.” Occasionally there are other more 

specific additions, such as particular families in Haiti. When church members have lost 

family members in natural disasters or in violence, these are shared with the church through 

the prayer list. Poverty is an underlying reality for most Haitians and is occasionally 

mentioned explicitly in church discourse. Immigrants who came to the U.S. from positions of 
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privilege in Haiti, like the Mons, tend to point out that their situation in immigrating was 

different from the norm. Some members have expressed longing for the “good old days” 

when the Duvalier dictators were in charge, because of the stability they provided. Others 

fled from these same dictators. A few members remain involved in Haitian politics and at 

least one expresses the intention to be in the government someday. In a December 4, 2016 

Facebook message, one of my key sources indicated that he anticipated serving in the newly 

elected president’s cabinet or in the diplomatic corps. This has not yet materialized. 

Despite all the problems on the home island, there is a general positive affinity for 

“Ayiti Cheri” (Dear Haiti), a phrase often said with a sigh or a chuckle. Many people 

maintain property in Haiti. This is due in part to the importance of family land in Haitian 

traditional culture, but it also illustrates a hope to return to a safer, more prosperous Haiti 

some time in the future. Even with all this, however, the primary mode of representation of 

Haiti in House of God discourse is theological. Primarily, Haiti and Haitians are cast within 

the overarching sovereign will of God insofar as God made and loves Haiti. God wants 

spiritual salvation for Haitians, as well as the moral and economic renewal of Haitian society. 

Most of Haiti’s problems are interpreted as resulting from human sin coupled with demonic 

forces. Therefore, the key to solving societal problems is to fix the root problem of human 

depravity and disobedience of God. This is consistent with common Protestant discourse in 

the Haitian context and is not an innovation resulting from immigration. However, the 

vantage point is different within immigrant church discourse. Therefore, Haiti-as-mission-

field is a primary trope in House of God discourse. Mission trips and support of various 

ministries in Haiti are common and support for them is encouraged. Several church families 

maintain ministries on the island such as schools and churches. 
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Within the host context, some social constraints are immediately evident. For 

example, language can be a significant limitation. Racial prejudice directed at Haitian 

immigrants appears in the stories in Chapter Four. Lack of education, transferrable job skills,  

transportation, and legal status are all constraining factors lending to marginality. Obligations 

to send money to family in Haiti and even expectations to support the church can limit the 

accumulation of assets. However, the most overtly expressed ideological discontinuity for 

church members in Florida is the tension with non-Christian elements of American culture.  

Experiences of the Mon family illustrate the types of issues encountered by Haitian 

immigrants. When visas expired, there were problems with employment and maintaining 

driver’s licenses. Marvel could not receive financial aid for college, and consequently, had to 

enroll at the more expensive out-of-state tuition rate. When the father, Fr. Joseph, was 

deported there was a greater weight of responsibility on Marvel to be “the man of the house,” 

staying closer to home than he might have done otherwise. On the other hand, this family 

was well-educated, with professional work backgrounds, and had good language skills that 

enabled them to navigate the American context much better than many immigrants. For most 

House of God members, their Protestant religious practice helps them connect with and fit 

into the host context, being readily welcomed by American Southern Baptists. Of course, one 

of the primary draws for Haitian immigrants to the U.S., as well as a major resource, is the 

opportunity for a better education for the children. Families see this as the path to adequate 

material provision for their families. Health care fields are especially encouraged. 

In this dissertation, artifacts are incorporated into the analysis of narrative and ritual 

categories. Thus, following an abbreviated version of Tweed’s organizational pattern of 

narrative, ritual, and artifact1 this study looks at various forms of public discourse with 
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particular concern for the role this discourse plays in creating sentiment as a creative force 

for establishing and maintaining social bonds and boundaries (or affinity and estrangement) 

as described in Chapter Two.2 For example, the creative appropriation of scriptural texts, 

sometimes in ways subversive to dominant cultural norms, can be observed to prioritize 

certain values over others, unity in Christ over racial division, for example.3 This includes the 

foundational priority or primacy of biblical narratives over other cultural competitors. This 

primacy of biblical authority must be maintained in order that other more specific 

appropriations of biblical values (such as particular moral distinctions) have the requisite 

authority. Explicit advocacy of biblical authority and ritual reinforcement through various 

means, such as standing for the reading of biblical texts, will be illustrated in Chapter Four.  

Ethnicity takes on a degree of ambivalence in this context. There is a great deal of 

pride in being Haitian within the congregation. Haitianness is subsumed, however, within the 

dominant sense of being within the larger people of God’s creation and the church. Werner 

Sollors’ concept of “typological ethnogenesis” refers to a sense of peoplehood forged from 

biblical typologies.4 At House of God, this is readily observable in congregational discourse. 

Rather than a single biblical motif, such as the Exodus or the body of Christ, a tapestry of 

biblical narratives together provide a comprehensive theological canopy under which other 

life experiences and identities are subsumed.5 While this public discourse does not 

necessarily reflect the beliefs of all the individual congregants, it is a context in which they 

participate, contribute to, and are influenced by.  

The prioritization in House of God discourse of living as a Christian does not imply 

the avoidance of other components of congregant experience or ignore the material struggles 

related to their social contexts. For many congregants, the daily meanings and practicalities 
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of being Haitian in America are hammered out within the primary value context of meanings 

and practicalities of being Christian consistent with the discourse and lived social practices 

within the House of God congregation.6 For these individuals, other social factors, such as 

race and socio-economic status, operate at subordinate levels in congregational discourse.7 

Obviously, these bodily and social realities are inescapable factors that play into every aspect 

of immigrant experience. The focus here, however, is more upon the constructed field of 

meanings through which the experiences of these realities is lived. These meanings are 

understood as inseparable from the physical experience of social contexts.  

Interviews and observations described in Chapter Four illustrate that rituals, when 

accompanied by repeated narratives, become more durable across time and generational 

progression. This prioritization of worship elements is, of course, intentionally orchestrated 

by leading, agenda-setting participants. Similarly, those narratives found in ritual contexts are 

shown to have primacy among the vast narrative options at these leaders’ disposal and that 

primacy tends to be maintained through the repetitive nature of ritual. 

Extending from Tweed’s theory, this study seeks to apply a method of analysis 

befitting the fluid nature of the cultural/religious lives of Haitian immigrants.8 Issues related 

to contested interpretations of immigrant experience are explored and complexities 

associated with labels such as “Haitian,” “Christian,” “Protestant,” and “Black” are 

illustrated. We have already seen, and will observe in more detail later, how even within this 

single congregation, experiences are varied. This study seeks a conceptualization of social 

location, not as a fixed reality that is biologically determined, but is the result of ongoing 

processes wherein members of social groupings are continuously negotiating multiple porous 

and changing social locations. Those locations include religious identities and the negotiating 
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processes include the discourse practices associated with religious orientations and 

orienteering. 

House of God is one relational context that shapes Haitian immigrant experience in 

important ways. Church is not the only place where this process is carried out, however. My 

goal is to construct a method of analysis that does not obscure any potential influence 

(resource or constraint) on the processes involved in shaping immigrant experience. This 

model of analysis should be comprehensive enough to accommodate place (physical and 

metaphorical), time (past, present, and future), economics, institutions, and social structures, 

as well as issues of nationality, race, gender, and theology. That said, addressing all of these 

comprehensively is not possible within a single study and religious practice is the primary 

target of inquiry within this dissertation.  

The dramatic differences of social context over the course of Marvel’s life, described 

in more detail in Chapter Four, illustrate an ongoing process of social navigation. Born in the 

United States, he became a child of status in Haiti. Then, back in America, he became a 

minority teenaged son of a deported father and illegal mother, with limited economic 

resources and significant barriers to education. He became a Haitian church musician and his 

life was oriented primarily around his family and church contexts, roles, and relationships. 

Later, he began adding practices as a mainstream Black American musician. 

Groups are constantly in flux. Yet, Eddie S. Glaude, Jr. is correct that individual 

“identities are relatively stable: that selves are really the organization of habits (always 

subject to modification) that constitute our characters as they have been shaped, in part, by 

our previous experiences and brought to consciousness in narrative.” 9 In addition to narrative 

per se, this study includes a broader range of discourse, such as the church rituals, whereby 



73 

collective participation acts upon congregants to shape their experience of immigration. The 

analysis illustrates the relative stability preserved in congregational practice, as well as 

innovation. Marvel is still very family-oriented and continues to live in the Baptist faith 

tradition. However, while continuing his relationships with many House of God parishioners, 

he has also incorporated a broader range of Christian church contexts and a growing share of 

social contexts outside of church culture.  

The always tentative nature of social location and practice is especially observable 

among members of the younger generation, such as Marvel. He and two other key young 

participants in House of God identified in the research material in Chapter Four provide 

interesting comparisons. One of these young members remains actively engaged at House of 

God. One has become a leader in an English-speaking church with a White pastor and works 

for a faith-based urban outreach to children. He and a partner also have a web blog where 

they discuss issues of Christian theology and practice. For his part, Marvel has become more 

and more involved in the world of secular pop music performance and recording. Social 

media presentations of these different individual trajectories now reflect marked differences, 

but also some key elements of continuity with their shared past. This continuity includes 

engagement with one another on social media. 

Marvel’s personal social media posts over the last few years reveal the secular music 

scene as a horizon emerging in dominance. He also participates in other forums such as “The 

Haitian American” Facebook group which listed 258,752 followers on 1-25-2019. On that 

date he posted the following query: 

 Growing up, any Haitian I met (as far as I knew) was either Christian (Protestant or 

Catholic) or practiced Vodou. I know that there are Haitians who practice other 
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religions, and that are Haitian atheists, but even the conversations around this have 

felt very taboo. I realize that Haitians who choose anything other than Christianity or 

Vodou occupy a unique space within the Haitian community, and one that is rarely 

discussed—so, let’s talk about it: as a Haitian, what has your experience with religion 

been like, and, if you practice something outside of Christianity or Vodou (or, if you 

practice nothing), how has this affected your relationship with both other Haitians, 

and with the culture itself? 10 

Numerous comments were generated in the first hour, most of which were hostile toward 

Christianity. Many of these comments identified Christianity as a White religion used to 

enslave Blacks. Clearly, Marvel is engaging socially well outside of the House of God 

discourse. 

In this study each social actor is cast as a sound-mixing board. This metaphor refers 

to the narratives and rituals reproduced in the congregational setting and the extent to which 

and how they are modified in the immigrant context. It provides a mechanism for discussing 

the complex issues involved in group processes, such as the balance between individual 

autonomy and social pressure in areas such as moral standards; the interplay between the 

remembered sending society and the present needs of immigrants in the new context; and 

competitive influences of various social realities acting upon congregants. It highlights the 

fluid and tentative nature of social participation.  

While there are some given (structural) constraints associated with such technology 

as sound-mixers, the operator also has some control over adjustments on the balance of 

incoming sound. Much of the experience of immigrants is beyond their control. The extent to 

which they are the product of material and social “givens” is represented by the concept of a 
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sound board. It is a certain type of equipment and can only do certain types of activities 

within certain parameters. However, within those embodied parameters, congregants also 

exercise a degree of agency. If she so chooses, a participant can highlight the bass and 

minimize a particular voice that is in the mix. In more stable social environments, the 

“sound” may tend to be re-produced according to similar configurations of the mix, but even 

here the process is never actually static. It is never simply a recorded version of the past, but 

a live performance. Each social event is an interactive process of creativity as practices play 

out in ever-changing larger social contexts and personal experiences of life events, such as 

health and job status. In contexts where more variation exists in the incoming sounds (wider 

participation in more diverse social locations), actors as processors are faced with more 

clearly defined choices and their participation in congregational discourse plays an important 

role in shaping that experience.  

How much will the immigrants keep certain settings on the board attuned to their 

memories of Haiti, for example, as well as to ongoing communications from there? How 

much will they increase the volume on new sounds from their host community? Official 

public discourse acts upon the congregants and individual actions flow together to create a 

symphony of sound that is again processed by participants’ mutual influence. Rather than a 

single mixer board in a given social context, this image is one that has all participants 

simultaneously modulating the common environment that is acting upon them and sending 

the resultant sound mix back into the social context where it is received and responded to by 

those within earshot. This metaphor once again illustrates that within such social contexts 

there is a great deal of continuity and stability, yet there are also variations and change within 

groups over time.  
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A young man who had once lived in Haiti, Marvel has now been in the U.S. for the 

majority of his life. As a teen and young adult, participation in events at House of God 

reinforced his self-identification as a Haitian-American, as well as a Christian. He has 

participated in hours and hours of Christian singing, prayer, and listening to preaching in 

three languages within a Haitian context. He has participated in the Lord’s Supper over and 

over. However, he has also attended public schools and colleges and has absorbed American 

culture through TV and other media. Significantly for him, he has also been influenced by 

secular pop music. Each time he walks into House of God gatherings, he brings a slightly 

different set of experiences with him, as does everyone else. While singing the same songs, 

they have a slightly varied meaning and influence for each person. And each performance 

within a new moment of time opens new, even if slight, calibrations of meaning.  

The prayers and sermons at House of God reflect the same basic theological 

perspective, but they are adapted to fit current events. As Marvel associates less with 

Haitians and more with African Americans and Anglo Americans, the “sounds” he hears are 

more varied. The less he attends House of God and the less those notes are fed into his 

cultural “mixing board,” the greater the variance becomes. The adjustments Marvel makes in 

social participation determine which narratives are strengthened and which ones are not. 

Values rise and fall based on the power of these narratives and the sentiments they induce. In 

turn, these consequences influence the subsequent choices of which social groupings in 

which to participate. 

While any analogy for social interaction is imperfect, this sound-mixing metaphor has 

the potential to help describe cultural processes in a way that avoids static descriptions that 

have only limited ability to capture the dynamic realities we attempt to study. Even if one 
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maps a landscape from a moving boat, as Tweed describes one improvement on the image of 

map making, that metaphor still implies an essential difference between that which is 

conceptualized and the one doing the conceptualizing.11 Community life is expressed here 

through individuals participating in a musical production, multiple variables are accounted 

for, the active role of participants is fore-grounded, and the observer is recognized as another 

participant in this exchange. All the while, the embodied and social givens of life are 

represented as the machinery wherein these processes occur. 

Prentiss notes that, “while races and ethnicities are not ‘real’ biologically or divinely 

ordained categories, they are, in fact, social and political realities ... [that] produce real 

effects in the world.”12 Similarly, there is no such “thing” as Haitian Protestantism. However, 

while remembering the artificial nature of such a category, it can still be a useful signifier of 

certain patterns of human practice, including self-identification by certain Haitian 

immigrants. These practices result in social realities with real effects with significant 

influence upon the lived experience of immigrants. The category might be thought of as 

comparable to the convenient, but also fuzzy, categories of musical styles such as “rock and 

roll” or “country,” each with its typical defining characteristics. While generally sharing 

typical characteristics, members of House of God continuously renegotiate their sense of 

people-hood or social location. “Religious commitment involves a set of practices, 

discourses, and ideologies that people continually renew in the midst of social action and 

calibrate to changing circumstances.”13 The porous (mixed-and-mixing), plastic (changing), 

and polysemic (contested) nature of this “Protestant” and related social groupings will be 

articulated more fully in Chapter Four.  
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This study challenges essentialist and static conceptualizations of being Haitian, as 

well as being Christian. House of God discourse shapes the configurations of what I would 

like to call “selfing-modes” where-in congregants move about. This is why ongoing 

congregational participation is so vital. The reestablishment of priorities and values is a 

continuous social process which defines human experience over and over.  

Simply attending a House of God gathering is an important act because alternative 

activities influence the immigrant experience differently. When someone walks into House of 

God services, they are not attending a Catholic church. They are not attending an English-

speaking church or a predominantly White, a non-immigrant, or an African American 

church. Finally, they also are distinguished from those persons who do not attend church. 

Each act of participation at House of God reinforces the metanarrative of this strain of 

Christianity with its meanings and values, as well as particular ways of being Haitian in 

America.  

Finally, drawing on Tweed, it is important to maintain awareness of my positionality 

as an observer and to consider the implications of such. Who I am makes a difference. If I 

were a woman, the data available to me and my interpretation of them would be different in 

some ways. Similarly, if I were Black or Haitian, if I had different philosophical and 

theological viewpoints, if I were from a different socio-economic status, if I were a native 

Kreyol speaker, if I were older/younger, if I had different political affiliations, my 

observations would be different. Ultimately, my interpretation of my observations is both 

socially and historically conditioned. In the words of a classic Christian hymn, “this is my 

story.” However, through critical self-awareness and attempting to understand my role as 
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interpreter, I seek to more honestly present a portrait of the subject congregation - one that 

they would recognize and resonate with, as well as one that scholars might find useful.     

Methodological Approach 

This study addresses the conceptual and practical components of narrative and ritual 

discourse that express and shape immigrant experience within a Haitian Baptist church in 

Florida. The content of sermons, songs, prayers and other forms of public discourse, as well 

as interviews of members are analyzed. “Practical” behavior, such as participating in formal 

rituals, the informal socialization process, the presentation of one’s body, observed gender 

roles, church decor, and a host of other issues are also considered.  

The following methods have been employed to gather data. 

Survey 

A seventy-one-question anonymous survey was conducted from June to August 

2008.14 These were available in English and Kreyol, with a Haitian interpreter present during 

Kreyol surveys. Paper copies were given to the participant, but the interviewer (myself or the 

interpreter) read the questions aloud as well. I recorded the responses on paper. Each survey 

conversation was also audio recorded. 

The survey has bias limitations because it is based upon a sample of volunteer 

participants rather than a random sample or a comprehensive survey. Church leadership 

assisted in recruiting for a broader sample. I requested their assistance in identifying 

members who were less acculturated to America to add to those coming forward to 

participate who tended to be more Americanized. Still, one would expect most individuals 

who responded to be relatively more comfortable engaging with an outsider doing research 

and this would presumably affect the results. Having said that, one of the major case studies 
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used in Chapter Four is an example of a member, Sr. Mon, who took the survey despite 

lacking legal status. This points to another issue concerning the respondents. Members who 

are in leadership most likely are more inclined to participate since the Pastor was 

encouraging them to do so. It is reasonable to speculate that the survey reflects more closely 

the official church perspectives than a survey involving all congregants would have shown.  

While not a perfect reflection of the congregation, the survey did allow for many 

conversations and helped develop rapport and relationships between myself and members. It 

helped the church understand more about the nature of my research and provided helpful 

insights into the community that I was able to build upon over the course of the research. 

Even though the sample was skewed toward the more acculturated members, it was striking 

to see the strength of preservation of Haitian habitudes.  

Here are some illustrative questions selected from the survey. They are examples of 

the usefulness of the survey method for obtaining quantifiable data concerning a large cross 

section of the congregation. 

Participants strongly identified as Haitian. 

 “How would you most likely describe yourself?” 

 Haitian   - 38 

 Haitian-American - 29 

 American  - 0 

 Black   - 1 co-listed with H-A, saying this is what he is when he  

     fills out official paperwork. 

 African-American - 0 

 Other (Specify) - 1 identified as Haitian, Canadian, American and Heaven,  

     based on citizenships held. 
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Participants confirmed that preserving Haitian culture and identity was important for them. 

 “How important is it to you to preserve your Haitian culture and identity?” 

 Very important        - 61 

 Important                  - 5 

 Somewhat important - 1 

 Not important            - 1 

The survey also reflected that religion is an important aspect of their lives specifically in 

preserving Haitian cultural identity and in integrating into US society.   

 “How important would you say the church is for you in maintaining Haitian 

 culture.” 

 Very important        - 56 

 Important                 - 11 

 Somewhat important - 2 

 Not important            - 0 

When asked to rank in order of importance for maintaining Haitian culture and identity,  

 the family was #1 49 times and #2 18 times, 

 the church was #1 20 times and #2 37times, 

 Haitian community organizations garnered only 1 #1 and 7 #2s. Nothing else was 

 significantly represented. 

For integration: 

 “How important would you say the church is in helping immigrants adapt to life in 

 the U.S.?” 

 Very important        - 55 
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 Important                 - 10 

 Somewhat important - 4 

 Not important            - 0 

Asked to rank in order of importance for helping Haitian immigrants adapt to life in the U.S., 

the church ranked #1 29 times and #2 28 times, 

the family ranked #1 26 times and #2 14 times, 

Haitian community organizations ranked #1 8 times and #2 15 times. 

In addition to demonstrating the high level of importance given to maintaining 

Haitianness among these immigrants and children of immigrants, it is striking how important 

they view the church in this process. And, in keeping with Mooney’s work, the church was 

viewed by these participants as the most important contributor to immigrant adaptation. 

Clearly, the church is strongly influencing the experience of immigration for these 

participants.  

Participant Observation 

Observation involved attending various meetings of the congregation, such as the 

primary Sunday morning and evening services, Wednesday Bible Study, and numerous other 

formal gatherings. Informal social gatherings, such as soccer and basketball games, parties, 

and meals also provided opportunities to interact with and observe members outside of 

specifically religious venues. Casual but intentional conversations deepened relationships and 

provided opportunities to obtain viewpoints and learn about practices of members of the 

community. Loci of cultural practice such as the use and presentation of the body, clothing, 

food, music, speech, performance, symbol, and material are considered in the analysis. 
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For example, one prominent member greeted me warmly the first day I visited House 

of God. He provided hearing devices and translated the service into English. While I quickly 

switched to listening without translation, he continued to translate frequently for my wife 

when she was present. After the service, he took an interest in me and the research project. 

Over the course of time he would also participate in the survey and a formal interview. I 

observed him and his family many times as they ushered during the services. However, it 

was especially useful to get to know him and his family outside of the church setting. We ate 

together on several occasions, including in their home, where the wife prepared traditional 

Haitian dishes. He also delivered Haitian soup to my family on New Year’s Day that his wife 

had prepared. He indicated that he preferred her recipe to some that we had received the 

night before at church. I was honored to be included in their sharing of this quintessentially 

Haitian food and practice.  

I rode along in his truck to work sites for his flooring business. Not only was I able to 

observe his habit of listening to American Christian radio preachers, but also learn more 

about the ethnic fabric of the southern Florida context as he interacted with Hispanic 

employees and White and Jewish customers. It was in casual conversation I picked up his 

own negative views concerning homosexuality and learned of the rather harsh treatment of 

gays in Haiti. I also observed family practices such as migrating in stages with children 

coming from Haiti to the U.S. years apart. The contrasts were stark concerning the differing 

levels of acculturation observable in these different children, determined by their age when 

they came to the U.S. and how long they had been here. He also is an example of an 

immigrant still engaged in Haitian politics, moving back at one point to cultivate political 

interests and contacts. At a party with him, I heard more political views in one night than in 
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all official church gatherings combined. He was also helpful in working with me on language 

as we spent informal time together. 

Interviews 

Leaders, members, and non-members were interviewed for more in-depth and 

targeted information regarding immigrant experience, religious perspectives, and 

perspectives on Haitian culture. These formal interviews provided opportunity to ask a 

variety of questions including those that allowed for efficient gathering of facts such as 

congregational statistics and history. Numerous individual stories of personal experience 

emerged during the interview process. 

Fr. Mon, who is featured in more detail below, provides an example of the types of 

data found in these interviews. I am particularly interested in the sentiments expressed and 

how participation in church discourse influences those. When asked about politics and the 

church, he responded, 

Church is a place that assembles people. You know? People with all differences. For 

instance, I can be an anti-Aristide and another a pro-Aristide, but in God we are one. 

That’s the first thing. Even though you have your thing inside of you but you cannot 

give expression to it because of God but you do. You have it and I have mine too. But 

I respect your opinion in God. But outside the church I can express myself. They can 

say everything they want. I know they say things about me being in the army because 

during the Aristide’s, you know, power ... when he was in the power they would be at 

the church. I think maybe 80% of people there were Aristide, pro-Aristide. But when 

I come to the church I was in the military. And because of the person I am ... God 

made me that kind of person and people respect me and they could not do, could not 
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say anything, you know. They still can talk about it but outside the church and outside 

my view, you know, my presence. ... Close to me they are not going to say anything 

against me or against other people like me in the church. 

And then Sr. Mon added a comment directed to me. “We know when in the church, 

politics. You won’t know.” She went on to compare Pastor Daniel with the founding pastor, 

whom she described as “very political.” Both, however, avoid talking politics on stage and 

try to “keep everyone together.” They both have encouraged people to vote and get involved 

“because this is where we live.”15 

The idea articulated here, that “in God we are one” and that takes precedent over 

competing narratives, illustrates what is at the heart of this paper; how participation in 

congregational narrative and ritual practice can transform the experience of immigration in 

significant ways. 

Artifactual Research 

Sunday worship bulletins, the church website, bulletin board flyers and other written 

or visual media, as well as the physical environment and objects, are analyzed. One example 

is an analysis of the songs used in worship services and listed in the service bulletins. Once 

organized, this data allowed for the comparison of language frequency between Kreyol, 

French, and English. Each choice has implications. Kreyol is more comfortable for the 

majority of congregants as their native tongue, especially more recent arrivals and older 

migrants. It provides remembrance of the Haitian contexts from which they came. It 

cultivates a sense of being Haitian in the younger generations and educates them in Kreyol. 

French singing, as well as Scripture reading, serves a similar role of remembrance for some 

members, but it plays more of an educational role for other congregants. As the language of 
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the educated class, and for most of Haitian history, the official language of state and 

business, French has a certain cache associated with it. By incorporating French into services, 

the church adds a level of prestige, while also allowing all members access to participating in 

that level of society. English is both comfortable and effective in conveying the Christian 

message for the younger generations and helpful tutelage for older immigrants in learning the 

host country language and American Christian culture. The balanced usage of the three 

languages in the service music is an indicator of how church leadership balances these 

concerns. However, the primary use of Kreyol for preaching is an indication of where the 

balance of practicality and priorities lie in the current state of congregational make-up and 

life. 

Bulletin covers also prove to be indicators of prioritized themes. Emerging as most 

prominent during the period of my samples were pictures, Scriptures, and messages 

conveying a combination of God’s sovereignty and global perspective. Christians, including 

Haitians, are seen as part of God’s all-encompassing creation and redemptive work. This 

sense of theological context and mission has profound implications and provides a powerful 

alternative narrative to those based upon economic, ethnic, political, or other concerns.  

Analysis 

The analysis is organized into two categories: narrative and ritual. Tweed’s third 

category of artifact is incorporated as an aspect within these other two categories. 

Data within each of these categories have been interrogated using the grid laid out above in 

the theory section of this chapter:  

Relational, material, and ideological ties to a homeland. 

Relational, material, and ideological constraints and resources in the host context. 
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Explanatory tools to analyze the social processes at work within groups as  actors 

construct lives and identities within the matrices of A and B above.  

Exemplary data from each category have been used to highlight findings from this 

analysis. Attention has been given to specific key issues identified in the literature. These 

issues fall into different areas of the grid and include: how and to what degree the homeland 

is re-presented as memories are staged in a congregational setting within the host context, the 

degrees of marginality experienced by the community, institutional mediation, moral 

differentiation, theologizing that ascribes meaning upon the immigrant experience, as well as 

material and instrumental interests. Particular focus has been given to the analysis of 

discourse to explain mechanisms involved in shaping the experience of immigration. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS 

(Answering the Central Question): How do religious narratives and rituals function in 

constructing the experience of immigrants within the context of a Haitian Baptist 

church in South Florida? 

This study pulls together a set of factors from the relevant scholarly literature to 

create a useful rubric to analyze social practice within a diasporic religious context. As it 

appears in Tweed’s work, diaspora is defined as “a group with some shared culture which 

lives outside the territory that it considers its native place, and whose continuing bonds with 

that land are crucial for its collective identity.”1 As described in the theoretical section above, 

narrative discourse and ritual practice will provide the basic organizational pattern for 

analysis. Of particular relevance is how these congregational practices relate to building 

sentiments of affinity and estrangement. Key factors within immigrant contexts have been 

drawn from the relevant literature and provide more specific diagnostic questions to structure 

the analysis. These include marginality, institutional mediation, and moral differentiation. 

While the importance of religion for immigrant communities is often noted in the literature, 

how religion functions to shape immigrant experience has not been sufficiently explored. 

Theological practices emerge as centrally important in shaping the experiences of House of 

God members, and this study explores significant dynamics involved.  

One goal in this study is the development of a descriptive language that more 

adequately captures the social processes under consideration. The sound mixing metaphor 

described in Chapter 3 will be employed throughout the analysis in an attempt to do justice to 

the complexities involved in these social dynamics. 



90 

To Analyze the Narrative Discourse at House of God the following order will be 

followed: 

An Overview of Narrative Discourse 

Narrative Discourse Case Study 

Relational, Material, and Ideological Ties to The Homeland 

Relational, Material, and Ideological Constraints and Resources in The Host Context 

Marginality 

Church as Mediating Institution 

Moral Differentiation 

Summary of Discourse Analysis 

Following the analysis of narrative discourse, ritual practice will be examined, primarily 

considering one nationalistic/ethnic practice and one theologically oriented practice. 

Narrative 

An Overview of Narrative Discourse 

Narrative discourse is the form of discourse with the highest degree of intentionality 

in shaping immigrant experience at House of God. The narrative culture in the 

congregational context represents the explicit sense-making processes of these Haitian 

immigrants and their families in the world of their experiences. The narrative net 

encompasses the entirety of the bi-national context of Haitian immigration, even as it is being 

constructed within it. I use the term “bi-national” because, for these congregants, Haiti is not 

just in the past. With links regularly renewed, Haiti is an ongoing part of daily experience in 

Florida for many members, even for those who have not been to the island for years. The 
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relational, material, and ideological ties to the homeland are clearly and constantly on display 

in congregational gatherings. 

The core logic of the narrative discourse at House of God is a specific expression of 

evangelical theology that draws heavily upon biblical tradition. The homeland is represented 

within formal and informal congregational contexts in varied ways. There are observations 

about Haiti’s problems with poverty and related issues, especially in times of crisis such as 

the earthquake or hurricanes. Frequent references are made to families and churches in Haiti. 

These material and relational references are typically expressed within the theological 

canopy as matters of prayer or theologically interpretive references in sermons. There is 

some discussion of politics, although references are rare and vague in official discourse. The 

congregation might be asked to pray about an election, but specific candidates are not 

promoted.  

Problems on the island are interpreted theologically and responses to them are 

predictably religious in nature even when material support is given (often through church 

connections in Haiti) or through House of God mission trips. These trips feature religious 

services and personal witnessing with an understanding that material aid is temporary, even if 

necessary, while spiritual aid has durable, even eternal, value. Prayer is the most commonly 

observed response to material need and family concerns, though financial support is quite 

common. Haiti and specific situations on the island constantly appear on the weekly prayer 

list. 

This prioritization of prayer is important for shaping congregant experience in two 

senses at least. In the first place, everyone can participate in prayer. Indeed, it is presented as 

a duty. Not everyone can share in material assistance. Secondly, the non-material aspects of 
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existence are presented in church discourse as the priority. Whether material needs are met or 

not, according to congregational doctrine, the more significant issue is that of how God uses 

the various situations in people’s lives, drawing them into proper relationship and spiritual 

health if they will cooperate.  

The practice of prayer repeatedly links congregants to Haiti, even the youth who have 

never visited. This is an important piece of the constructed Haiti of their ancestry, as well as 

their identification and participation with it through ritual. The overt and regular 

incorporation of Haiti into the prayer and moral universe of older House of God congregants 

strengthens homeland memories and ties. More directly, it locates congregants of all ages 

within the theological-moral community of the church. 

While the publicly staged representations of Haiti strengthen memory ties for some 

members, for those in the congregation without personal experience in Haiti, their 

understanding of Haiti is largely constructed from the community presentation. For most 

young people at House of God, the church is the primary lens through which Haiti is 

perceived. Their Haiti is quite different from the Haiti of many other young Haitian 

Americans. One example was observed at the annual Beach Town “Haitian Flag Day” 

celebration of Haitian culture. The events included students from a local Haitian high school 

performing dance routines that House of God members would find scandalous. No House of 

God members were to be seen, however, as this performance took place. This helps illustrate 

some of the boundaries within the local Haitian community and how determinant the moral 

teachings of the church are in delineating those boundaries. For those who participate in 

carnival events in Haiti, the dance would not seem as alien. Most Haitian Protestants eschew 

those types of events whether they are in Haiti or the U.S., thus creating a moral demarcation 



93 

between social groupings. This moral landscape is cultivated especially in the teaching and 

preaching of the church, through formal and official discourse, as well as informal discourse 

among members. 

Narrative Discourse Case Study 

The Mon family, introduced earlier in the dissertation, provides concrete examples of 

typical House of God discourse and practice.  

While much of the material used for this analysis is “official” or institutional 

communication, I have included interactions I had with a particular family in a variety of 

contexts. Because of their strength, I will refer to them as the family Mon, which is Kreyol 

for mountain. 

One of the most poignant experiences I encountered at House of God was during the 

survey process. In the summer of 2008 I met church members for the first time. One of the 

most welcoming individuals I met was a woman with two children, one in high school and 

one who had already graduated. The older child, a son, is “Marvel” who was introduced 

earlier in the writing. He was at the church frequently and he helped me with the language 

and general orientation to the church and community. The mother and children were very 

involved in church. Madam Mon is a Sunday School teacher and she sometimes welcomes 

visitors from the pulpit during service. In the church context, it is much more typical to 

address a female member as “sister” than “madam.” I will refer to Madam Mon, therefore, as 

Sister (Sr.) “Ruth.” I believe she will appreciate the identification with the biblical character 

by that name. She typically wears a scarf around her head in Haitian style. She knows 

English well, although I had a little difficulty understanding her until I became acquainted 

with her accent. She was very patient with me, however. Her manner is well polished, but 
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comfortable. When visiting in her home I experienced an example of her warm, but proper, 

etiquette when her daughter served water from a tray with a pitcher and tumblers. French is 

her preferred language and she made sure her children speak it, in addition to Kreyol and 

English. Among Haitians, fluency in French tends to be associated with the upper tiers of 

society and historically it has been an essential pre-requisite for advancement in most careers 

and social positions outside the lower class. 

The son, Marvel, was heavily involved with the church youth program (which 

includes college aged and older young adults). He was regularly involved in leading worship 

singing and recorded a compact disc of Christian music. More recently he has performed 

non-religious music and recorded a secular project. He frequently posts videos of himself 

singing on social media. The daughter, whom we will call “Angelina,” has since graduated 

high school and community college. She is now pursuing a career in the medical field. She 

also has been involved in numerous ways at church, most notably perhaps as a poet. Her 

poetry is occasionally incorporated into church services. 

Marvel was born in New York, but then the family spent seven or eight years back in 

Haiti. After moving to Florida and living there for a similar length of time, immigration 

officers arrested the husband/father and he was deported back to Haiti in 2004. The family 

had to decide whether to remain separated or return to Haiti. They decided that most of the 

family would stay in Florida and wait for Mr. Mon to return. For the biblical connotation I 

will refer to Mr. Mon as “Joseph” and will use the contextually appropriate “Fr.” for fre or 

brother (not to be confused with the English Fr. meaning “father.”) 

This was the situation when Sr. Ruth entered the fellowship hall of the church to sit 

down across the table from me and participate in a survey. It immediately became apparent 
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that Sr. Ruth had approached the decision to participate in the survey with great seriousness. 

It was during this interview that I learned about the deportation of her husband. She even 

shared about her own lack of legal status and I understood more clearly the resolve I had 

sensed earlier. She wept as she spoke. But even in this, it seemed I was seeing only a few 

drops of an avalanche of emotion that she was holding back as she described the pain of 

separation, for what had been four years at that time, and the constant fear of agents coming 

for her as well. Her usually pleasant face was wrenched in pain. She talked sadly of feeling 

fear whenever she saw police officers. She told how she could not renew her expired driver’s 

license and the practical obstacles this created, including having to ask others to drive her to 

work.  

Hearing her story in her own trembling voice and looking at the deep pain in her eyes 

made it very difficult for me to remain the composed and somewhat detached interviewer 

that I deemed appropriate, especially when I began to understand the courage and the trust 

that she had shown in having this conversation with me. Four years later Sr. Ruth wanted to 

ask me about my experience conducting research. I agreed that it was only fair that she 

should get to ask questions of me as well. She particularly wanted to know what difficulties I 

had run into during the survey process. After some talk of language issues and the like, she 

continued to press toward her interview. When I admitted that it had been a difficult 

interview for me because of the obvious pain that she was experiencing, and that I had felt 

the tension of trying to be an objective observer, but also wishing I could do something to 

help, she replied, “I felt it was tough for you. I felt that.”2 In some way Sr. Ruth sharing her 

pain and trust with me brought a sense of affinity and a sense of empathy that will always 

factor into my thinking of immigration, and which I have attempted to monitor with regard to 
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my perceptions throughout the research project. Significantly, had she not been in the context 

of her church, encouraged by her pastor to participate with a researcher she perceived as a 

fellow Christian, I would not have been afforded this access into her life. This religious 

framework had to be a powerful factor to overcome the natural concerns about opening up to 

a White, American outsider, given her immigration status at the time.  

On one occasion I spoke to a choir during their rehearsal to introduce myself and the 

research project. The president of the choir, who had given me access, later told me that after 

I left the room one woman said something like, “You can never trust a White man. You 

never know when they might be working for immigration.” 3 The leader told me this 

laughingly and she tried to assure the choir that I did not work for immigration, but this 

illustrated a barrier that existed between some church members and me at the beginning of 

the project. These concerns seem perfectly reasonable to me and I was always struck, not by 

the rare glimpses of caution that I observed, but rather what I found to be surprising levels of 

trust and openness in the Haitian church community.  

In the case of Sr. Ruth sharing with me about her immigration issues, it is difficult to 

attribute this to purely instrumental values. She was well aware that there was nothing I could 

do to help her family in that regard. On the other hand, she had good reason to simply not 

participate in a voluntary survey with a stranger, or at least not disclose this potentially 

damaging information about immigration status. She risked much for seemingly no potential 

self-benefit. The explanation of why she might do this lies in the fact that she maps her world 

according to certain religious values, the product of participation in the narrative and ritual 

discourse of the church. Within that world, such actions are comprehensible. From a 
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perspective that does not understand their theological commitments, many actions in this 

representative House of God family would not make sense.  

Sr. Ruth, whom I might describe as “elegant” except that does not capture the sense 

of warmth she exudes, was working as a Certified Nursing Assistant. She worked the night 

shift so she could attend church and spend time with her children. Even working hard, it was 

clear that making ends meet could still be a challenge. Even so, throughout numerous 

conversations I had with her, she consistently maintained a remarkable graciousness and 

dignity. She normally displays a cheerful disposition and a ready smile. As we got to know 

each other more over time she asked me to pray for her children, but only for things 

concerning well-being, never for money.  

I had the opportunity to meet Fr. Joseph in Haiti in the spring of 2009. We also 

corresponded some later that year when his son accompanied me on a trip to my home in 

Missouri. Not surprisingly, Fr. Joseph also displayed a strong sense of Christian identity in 

each contact, sprinkling the conversation with theological references. 

A snow storm was just beginning in Denver, where I had presented a paper about 

House of God at the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, when Sr. Ruth called me. 

She was ecstatic and wanted to share with me that her paperwork had come through. She was 

now a legal resident. She immediately began planning a return visit to Haiti. But only after 

engaging in mission work, out of gratitude to God, would she join her husband whom she 

sorely missed for so long. Eventually, I also got the following news from the son: “My 

family is wonderful; God has operated miracles in our lives. To make a long story short, we 

were in Haiti and survived the earthquake, and, my father is now back in the states with us.” 4  
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I sat down with Fr. Joseph, Sr. Ruth, and Marvel in June of 2012 to get an update on 

their lives, to reflect back upon some of the experiences related to the deportation, and to 

explore other topics related to House of God. 5 Angelina had just begun a new night-shift job 

caring for an elderly man. Part of the discussions took place over a delicious Haitian meal 

prepared by Joseph. During the course of the meal he received texts from Angelina - 

including pictures of her eating the food he had sent with her to work. With Marvel’s help, 

Sr. Ruth presented a beautiful table, formally set with different pieces of china, glasses, and 

silverware.  

I began the interview by stating my desire to reflect back on the Mon family’s earlier 

immigration experiences and to get an update since Fr. Joseph returned to the U.S. Sr. Ruth 

began the conversation. She recalled the early days of my survey work in the congregation. 

She emphasized repeatedly how difficult my job was of gathering information in the Haitian 

community. She and Joseph interpreted the level of openness I experienced in the 

congregation as God’s work, in part, facilitated through the Pastor’s support of the research 

project. Sr. Ruth said, “Usually Haitian people don’t like to give information about 

themselves, especially because of the immigration problem.” She went on to describe how 

the particular time when I arrived was a period of intense immigration enforcement locally. 

She described the situation as a “bad, bad, bad, time,” “hard,” and “very sad.” According to 

her, “even at church people are afraid to give you information.” This was even “more true 

because you are White.” Sr. Ruth admitted that color was an issue for her as well, simply 

because of the association of Whites with immigration services. Discussing how during that 

period they would look out of windows to see who was at the door if there was a knock and 

how the very sight of white buses (like those used to transport deportees) frightened her, she 
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said, “If I see you, you are White. The White was, I don’t know, the enemy ... might be the 

F.B.I. That’s not true in reality, do you understand? So any Black man can be F.B.I.” Even 

after hearing the Pastor’s support of the project, Sr. Ruth had to talk to me personally to 

assess my trustworthiness and her sense of discernment of God’s Spirit concerning me. As 

she put it, I was dressed nicely and “always had a smile, but C.I.A. has a smile too.”  

Trusting that I was not with immigration did not make opening up with me easy for 

Sr. Ruth, however. She said she was “praying, praying, praying about it. And I was talking to 

everyone to go to you. .... I tried to encourage other people to come to you but I was trying to 

exclude myself.” There was no way to talk about herself without also talking about the 

deportation of Fr. Joseph and her own immigration problems and she did not want to do that, 

so she came to me in a manner she called “late.” With her “church family,” and even with her 

children, Sr. Ruth did not like to share her pain. One might think this is simply a person who 

is not comfortable showing emotion in public or too proud to complain. Sr. Ruth, however, 

expressed the reason for this lack of even asking for prayer at church as concern that as a 

parent and church leader she needed to be a strong example of faith. If she wavered, then 

perhaps those around her would “lose faith.” She said people that really knew her well, like 

her pastor, knew she was suffering. She said, “you saw me at church looking strong, but ... 

inside of me, Lord knows my weakness. He knows I can’t take any more.” 

With all these pressures discouraging Sr. Ruth from participating in the survey, she 

still came, answered my questions and gave me access to her difficult personal experience. 

She said “Pastor [Daniel] opened our minds in a sense. Do you understand? Let us know that 

it was ok because he was familiar with what you were doing.” This was part of the overall 

picture that Sr. Ruth and Fr. Joseph painted of God leading me, working for me, and 
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approving my work. The very choice of coming to this church instead of others was part of 

this picture of God at work. “I don’t think you could have gotten anything if you hadn’t been 

led by God to come to our church, because our Pastor has an open mind.”  “If you had gone 

to another Haitian church I think it would have been very different.” At House of God, Sr. 

Ruth noted, God provided someone to make a way for me in every area. She named off a list 

of members who had helped me gain access to various constituencies in the congregation 

such as young adults, choir, and men. 

Interviewing Fr. Joseph about his experience of deportation gave me a much greater 

grasp of the details concerning the Mon family situation. I already knew that he had been in 

the military in Haiti and there were political issues surrounding their migration to the U.S. I 

had not known that he was a Company Commander in the government of Michel Francois 

and Raoul Cedras in the central location of the political turmoil when the government was 

ousted from power.  

The title of an article from the time captures the essence of the story; “The Once-

feared Soldiers, Police Are Now Taunted. U.S. Officials Fear An Open Season On The 

Officers.” The journalist, Marjorie Valbrun, described the scene at the police station in down-

town Port-au-Prince where hundreds of rioters jeered, insulted, and threatened the officers as 

Captain Mon watched from the balcony of the station he commanded. The military had been 

accused of killing thousands of political opponents while in control of the government. A 

number of stations around the country, in fact, had been overrun and looted. Officers were 

beaten and killed. Ten had even been shot by U.S. Marines sent to restore the Aristide 

Government.6 With the U.S. re-installation of the Aristide government, those involved in the 

coup that had ousted him and those who participated in the intervening governments were 
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forced to leave the country. Even though this was an American intervention, the Mon family 

returned to the U.S. Most of Captain Mon’s former associates were in exile elsewhere. 

Captain Mon had also appeared on a “blocked assets” list issued by the U.S. Department of 

the Treasury when sanctions were instituted against those involved in anti-Aristide 

activities.7 The Mons did not mention this. I discovered it later while researching the matter. 

There was still frequent violence in Haiti in 2004 and the family had serious concerns about 

going back. President Aristide was deported out of Haiti himself, once again through a U.S. 

intervention, just as Fr. Joseph was in detention awaiting deportation to Haiti.  

The family thought the deportation would be short-lived since they believed Fr. 

Joseph to have a legitimate political asylum case and because he “had done nothing wrong.” 

According to him the immigration office in Haiti didn’t even understand why he had been 

sent back. Fr. Joseph described the difficulty of leaving his family and how he “felt so low.” 

However, after his experience he did not want to return to the U.S. and hoped to be able to 

eventually bring the family to Haiti instead. He said the U.S. “culture’s not mine but Haiti is 

mine.” But, “my wife told me you do it for your wife, for your kids. It’s not that you are 

coming for yourself.” An early attempt to get paperwork to come to the U.S. did not go well. 

After standing in a line in the hot sun for hours, he was told he needed to bring another paper 

and more money. He told his wife that he was not coming back. 

 Meanwhile, things were working out surprisingly well in Haiti as far as employment. 

As he walked down a street one day, a pro-Aristide lieutenant who had served under Fr. 

Joseph’s command recognized him and approached him. Fr. Joseph said he was known even 

by those of the political opposition as being able to manage without violence. People had also 

“cooled down” and his former lieutenant offered him a job in telecommunications. In a place 
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where jobs are always scarce, Fr. Joseph had a very good one. One day at this job Fr. Joseph 

received a call, followed by a letter from the U. S. embassy. The letter informed him that if 

he brought his passport to the embassy, he would be given a visa. All he needed was $10 for 

a medical form. When he tried to get the visa earlier he was told it would cost $1,600, which 

he did not have.  Fr. Joseph paid the $10, the visa was granted, and after serving out a 

resignation period with his employer, he returned to his family in the U.S.  

I asked son Marvel to reflect upon his experience related to his father’s exile in Haiti 

for seven years. His response;  

It was very stressful. I felt a lot of pressure and it affected me a lot ... The experience 

changes but the effects don’t really go away. And so when my dad left I was, I just 

turned  sixteen and there were things I wanted to do, that I was supposed to do, that 

just didn’t happen because my family situation wasn’t the same as other people’s 

family situations. For example, I didn’t get to go away to college. I never had to work 

to support my family - that was never allowed. The focus was mainly on school, but I 

still always felt that void and that pressure to be the man of the house. And though the 

pressure is not there anymore I still feel the effects. One of the biggest effects from 

when my dad was not here was when I was in college. ... I was at the community 

school and I remember several things such as applying for financial aid. I couldn’t get 

financial aid because my dad was in Haiti. They were saying that even if you were 

born here, which I was, I’m an American, but they wouldn’t disperse financial aid to 

me because my parents hadn’t been legal residents of Florida and so I got to a point 

where I could only afford a class at a time at the out of state fee. The pastor of the 

church tried to be there for me and he did the best he could to be there for my family 
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and all the families of the church but still sometimes I felt like I needed guidance and 

I didn’t really have that so I’m just glad that part is over and we can pick up and try to 

move forward. 

Marvel went on to speak of how each year there was hope and prayer, especially on 

the part of his mother, that his father would return. But events such as his graduation from 

high school came and went without his dad present. Four years later it was Angelina’s 

graduation that came and went. Finally, in May of 2012 Fr. Joseph was in attendance when 

Marvel, his mother and his sister all graduated the same day from the community college. 

When asked what it was like to have the family back together, Marvel said, “It’s a 

dream come true of course. It’s what we’d been hoping for for seven years now, for more 

than seven years. ... I’m thankful it happened, that it came the way it has come. Our family 

changed. It’s good to have my dad back in the house, of course. And it’s good to be back in 

the place in the family where I kind of feel I belong and not have to try to cover all the bases 

and try to be the man of the house. ... It’s great to see the change in my sister. She had been 

very affected. Now she is doing a lot better than she was... Since then things are not very 

good, financially, but it is worth it.”   

Fr. Joseph said that having the family go through these experiences and then 

continuing to talk about them, learning how each one feels will help him “be a better person, 

a better father, a better husband.” And it will help them “stick together.” Not surprising to 

anyone who knows them, the Mons interpret this whole narrative - indeed all of life - through 

the lens of their faith. Put most succinctly, Sr. Ruth stated, “We believe it was God’s plan.” 

Fr. Joseph said, “Sometimes you think you are going to do things by yourself or like you are 

responsible for everything.” For him it is a good thing when God shows you through life 
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circumstances that you are not really in control. It is far better to learn how God works. 

When God is working for you then things will be as they should be. The Mons continue to 

see God working now that Fr. Joseph is back in the States. “People cannot find a job, but 

after three months I have a job.” This is a translation job for the school system. Even though 

this job does not provide the money or carry the responsibility as the job he left behind in 

Haiti, it is still received as a blessing and the family continues “waiting” on God, assured 

they are not without a powerful God who is at work in the details of their lives.8  

Relational, Material, and Ideological Ties to The Homeland 

To further analyze the discourse associated with the Mon family I will look at 

relational, material, and ideological links to the homeland. While much of the important 

mental association with Haiti is subconscious for the Mons and beyond the reach of my 

analysis, there are numerous observable reference points that indicate an important ongoing 

memory of, and identification with, the homeland. Such basic and ubiquitous lifeways as 

food and speech (French and Kreyol) daily reconstitute a sense of Haitianness. Especially for 

Sr. Mon the presentation of the body in distinctly Haitian style more overtly sets her apart 

from the surrounding American culture. Here it becomes clear that the heuristic device of 

separating relational, material, and ideological spheres is an artificial distinction. Food and 

clothes, for example, are both material and ideological and they always imply relations with 

others in the family and beyond. 

It is not remarkable that immigrants remember their past and continue their customs 

in the new context. What is more informative is how these things are done through ritual and 

narrative discourse, and how they affect the experience of immigration. 
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Fr. Mon (Joseph) was unambiguous in stating directly that Haitian culture was his 

culture and that the U.S. culture was not. The younger generation is more ambiguous on this 

point. Marvel, for example, often identifies himself as Haitian or Haitian-American, but he 

also referred to himself as an American, emphasizing his citizenship, when discussing his 

difficulties with financing his education. The homeland itself is frequently mentioned in 

conversation. It is clearly cherished, but the family does not gloss over the realities of 

poverty, disasters, crime and political unrest.  

Of course, during the period of Fr. Joseph’s deportation there could hardly have been 

a more stark relational tie binding the Mon family to the homeland. On the other hand, many 

former associates were scattered around the globe. On an occasion when Fr. Joseph shared 

his story publicly at House of God, he compared his deportation to the Babylonian Exile of 

the biblical citizens of Jerusalem. Fr. Joseph distinguished his experience as much better, 

since he was not sent to a foreign country. He also had a house in Haiti and a brother to help 

him.9 Upon Fr. Joseph’s return to the U.S., the relational ties to the island were lessened 

significantly, but extended family (living and dead) and church connections remain. 

As was pointed out, during the deportation, Fr. Joseph had a reliable and respected 

job in Haiti. His personal employment status and prospects are less in the U.S. This makes 

the Mon family situation less typical of the Haitian diaspora as it concerns material resources 

and constraints in Haiti versus the U.S. There is greater economic potential for the children 

as they accumulate educational credentials in the U.S., however. There is also greater 

physical risk to the family in Haiti.  

I asked Marvel about their links to Haiti. His response included the following: 
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Yes, my parents have maintained property in Haiti. We still have a home, and a few 

plots of land as well. This is very typical of Haitian families abroad...they never feel 

at home in the new country in which they settle. Somewhere, somehow, there is 

always hope that one day “Haiti will get better and we’ll be able to move back.” The 

Haitians abroad--my parents, for sure--see it as having one foot in, but one foot 

planted back home just in case. ... Most families weren’t fortunate enough to have a 

home when they lived in Haiti ... not one that you and I would deem habitable, at 

least. 

But then talking about his observations of behavior patterns after immigrants have 

been in the U.S. for a time he added,   

Massive homes are built, and relatives left behind become the tenants/guardians...etc. 

those (sic.) homes are also vacation homes for when it’s time to visit...sometimes 

schools are opened and churches are even planted (i.e. Past [Timothy’s] family)....all 

of these are a source of pride for these families. ... As my parents were wealthy in 

Haiti, we were actually better off then and there, than we are now. We came to 

America due to political unrest...not hardship...so, in coming here, my parents lost 

their jobs, businesses, and property. We have family, but they’re all cousins and 

distant uncles. Interestingly enough, my grandmother and aunt have recently decided 

to retire in Haiti.10   

While the conceptualized Haiti for the Mons is many things connected to countless 

specific memories and sentiments, the most powerful organizing principle of those diverse 

memories is theology. Informal Mon family discourse closely mirrors House of God formal 

discourse. Comments concerning God’s will and God’s work sprinkle conversations about 
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life generally, but our interest here is specifically the island. Whatever else Haiti is, it is in 

Mon and House of God discourse a place and a people of God’s making and God’s ongoing 

involvement and redemption. In spite of human willfulness, God continues to actively work 

to redeem individuals and the nation. By this logic, then, those who would serve Christ will 

also engage in this redemptive effort. This was most poignantly observable when Sr. Ruth 

celebrated her ability to travel legally to and from Haiti, not by rushing to see her husband 

she had missed so much over the years, but by going first to do mission work. Homeland as 

mission field, therefore, stands out as an important construct for the Mons. If missiology 

trumps marital reunion in this close-knit family, then theology is a powerful determinant 

indeed.   

In an example of similar public discourse at House of God, after a brief greeting, 

Pastor Timothy opened the March 25, 2012 sermon with a recognition of the congregation’s 

recent assistance with a project in Haiti. “And we thank the [House of God] for the great 

work that was done in the mission in Haiti.” He proceeded to give details of the effort and 

recognized those who had participated. Again, the homeland is envisioned as a mission field. 

(This sermon will be used more extensively below.)11 

Paul Christopher Johnson highlighted the importance of homeland memories in 

diaspora religion. Religious services particularly allow for shared participation in the process 

of constructing new lives in the U.S. context using the building materials of shared memories 

of the homeland experiences. Haitians who perceive their Haitianness as predominantly 

something other than church related create rootedness and envision new horizons in other 

ways. But for many House of God members, their evangelical church experiences are key to 

their remembered Haiti. As the familiar sounds, sights, actions, and ideas are staged and 
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embodied week after unique week of living in the host country context, new ways of seeing 

the immigrant experience are imagined. This provides both consistency drawing from the 

past and creativity adapting to the present context.  

As Johnson points out, diaspora religion is a creative process directed to the future 

even as it draws upon memories of the past. While the congregational habitus may primarily 

deal in the past, the overt messaging of House of God discourse has a distinctly forward-

looking orientation. The immigrant experience cast against new horizons opens new 

opportunities. The new society imagined in House of God discourse is not just about 

heavenly futures. Rather, it projects a new earthly context where “Haitian” and “American” 

and other similar ways of being are transcended and subsumed by a specifically “Christian” 

way of being/seeing.12 

All this is important when considering Bruce Lincoln’s insights concerning symbolic 

discourse. Sentiments nurtured by this discourse are key factors in creating bonds and 

boundaries. The emphasis here, however, lies upon Lincoln’s additional point of  how social 

patterns are reworked through these processes.13 Examples of House of God discourse 

illustrate aspects of Lincoln and Johnson’s perspectives in this particular social environment. 

Relational, Material, and Ideological Constraints and Resources in The Host Context 

After considering the sending nation, the next step in the analysis of the Mon 

narratives is to consider the U.S. context specifically. As mentioned already, the Mon 

family’s material circumstances differ from the majority of Haitian immigrants who came to 

the U.S. since the 1980’s. Constraints the family encountered in the U.S. context were 

significantly greater during the period of lapsed legal status. This presented employment 

limitations and made transportation problematic when licensing became impossible. 
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Educational opportunities were severely hampered because of ineligibility for financial aid 

and the required higher out-of-state rates.  

A less obvious material constraint is the expectation of financial support to the 

church. As is typical among most Baptists, a tithe (or ten percent of one’s income) is held as 

a standard of giving. Above and beyond this minimum, House of God is also typical in 

encouraging generosity to those in need. As church leaders, the Mons feel a responsibility to 

be models of financial support for the church. This moral obligation to share with others in 

need, with its considerable financial burdens, is usually ignored or not understood by those 

scholars who address Haitian Protestantism. Typically, scholars interpret Protestantism as a 

vehicle to escape family financial responsibilities, especially costs related to Vodou rituals. 

Most members of House of God were never active in Vodou. For the minority group of 

Protestants who do convert from Vodou, it is exchanging one financial obligation for 

another. The material incentives for conversion have typically been overstated in the 

literature, as well as inappropriately generalized as a rule based upon select examples. The 

overall relations between material interests and religious/cultural interests should not be 

over-simplified as merely an instrumental explanation of conversion.  

Concerning available resources in the host context, the Mon’s were able to purchase 

and maintain a home. It is a small home located in a modest neighborhood a short distance 

from Beach Town in the neighboring municipality. The home appeared to be in good repair 

and it was always clean and orderly when I visited. Although the jobs were below their 

abilities, each member of the household was employed. Even in a difficult economic climate, 

Fr. Mon was not unemployed for long when he returned from Haiti. Whereas language 

provides employment obstacles for many Haitians, for both Marvel and Fr. Joseph, their 
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command of multiple languages was leveraged for employment as school translators. This 

was one of the many points of conversation where the idea of a God who is both in control 

and actively engaged in human affairs in a benevolent way was verbalized by the family. 

The family possessed two inexpensive cars during my fieldwork. Transportation 

became more difficult when Marvel wrecked his car. This was not replaced in the short term 

and he often had long days away from home riding buses to work and community college. 

Material goods are essential to human life. Because most Haitians come to the U.S. 

seeking greater economic opportunity, the material aspect of their lives cannot be ignored, 

even in a study related to religious culture. When considering material resources, one must 

include the church. This again illustrates the interconnections between categories of material 

and relational assets. Pastor Daniel and the church were not just moral support for the Mons. 

Marvel, for instance, received a computer and other school assistance from the church. He 

said they did not need more basic assistance, but they knew they could count on the church if 

they needed it. This type of prioritization of college assistance amongst all the needs present 

in House of God families carries important symbolic and practical value. With the church 

providing the main relational circle, however, less formal aid such as transportation to work 

was also noted. This sort of ride sharing, reciprocal child care, food sharing, as well as tool 

and utensil sharing was observed as common practice within the House of God congregation.  

The congregation generally plays an important and intentional role in assisting new 

immigrants as they navigate their adopted country. Information is key to a positive 

immigration experience, and House of God provides awareness of U.S. laws and customs, 

language improvement opportunities, temporary housing and tips on available longer-term 

housing, as well as jobs. There is driver’s education, document translation, and assistance 
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with government paperwork. Foodstuffs are occasionally available for pick-up at the church. 

In a January 2, 2014 phone conversation, Fr. Timothy discussed a new initiative at the church 

to reach more Haitian young men in the community in an effort to keep them out of jail 

through education and positive motivation. Part of this education relates to understanding the 

U.S. laws and society. Sometimes this is as simple as knowing not to run from police 

officers, something they might have learned in Haiti.    

Since the Mons speak English, language is not a severely limiting constraint for them 

as it is with many other Haitian families. It is difficult to assess the role of race and ethnicity 

in terms of material and relational constraints in the U.S. context for the Mons and other 

Haitians/Haitian-Americans. I raised this issue with Marvel. He responded via email, 

“Overall, Haitians are respected more now, than they were 30-15 years ago...this is most 

likely due to the 2nd and 3rd generation Haitian who have gone to school and have secured 

great careers. I would say that we’re treated just about the same as any other black 

person...which isn’t great, but it isn’t what it used to be. Today, we have Haitian mayors, 

CEOs, doctors, entertainers (like me:) ), athletes....etc so Haitians are seen in a different light 

now...slightly different.”14 While encounters with overt racism are important, it also seems to 

be the case that there is profound, even if more subtle, influence at work constantly shaping 

the experience of the Mons and other House of God members along racial and ethnic lines.  

Marvel described a direct encounter with racism in 2016 on Facebook.  

was just called a nigger, sarcastically ‘reminded’ that I was never a slave, and told 

that black people just want handouts...this was all unwarranted, and completely 

unprovoked. I get it-- the ones who came before me endured much more...however, 

hearing this in 2016--and in person--is still shocking, to say the least. It’s all good 
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though, because this ‘nigger’ is about to graduate with high marks, after which he will 

be dedicating his life to his passion and honin his craft. The dog days are almost 

over...and no, I won’t say who said this to me, or where I am, but today, I was 

reminded that it’s definitely not for much longer. Delete me if my post offends you 

somehow, ‘cause if you’re offended by a post like this, then you probably should be. 

#determined15  

While some Haitians/Haitian-Americans may find being Haitian limiting in at least 

some social contexts, it also provides acceptance and skill development in certain voluntary 

associations. Marvel, and other college students, discussed college-based Haitian clubs. 

Some House of God members were deeply involved in these. Others, including Marvel, were 

less involved. For church, some Beach Town Haitians choose to participate in congregations 

that are not primarily Haitian. The specific rationale for this decision that I heard repeatedly 

was so they or their children could become more integrated into the American society. 

Language was usually given as a key element for that integration. In some cases the children 

raised in the U.S. did not possess the Kreyol fluency to fully participate at non-English 

churches. Those who choose to remain in a Haitian church, such as House of God, especially 

if the church is not primarily English-speaking, are making a choice that forms and 

strengthens relations within the specifically Haitian community. For many members, this 

choice is more a religious choice than an ethnic one. They prefer the religious aspects of this 

church over other religious options. For others, it is foremost about ethnicity. For those who 

do not communicate well in English, language is a powerful motivator to attend a Kreyol-

speaking church, of which there are many in the area. I did not find evidence to suggest that 

participation is significantly determined by perceived racial factors such as skin color. Very 
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few Haitians in Beach Town attend predominantly African American churches. Each 

member has some combination of motivational and constraining factors that determine 

ongoing participation at House of God. 

Through participation in this religious community, members of House of God 

significantly shape their relational opportunities/resources. Members that work or attend 

school with non-Haitians have the potential to develop relationships in the broader 

community. Typically, these relationships are not as significant as those with their church 

friends. For those who do not work outside the home or attend school, and for those who 

work primarily with Haitians (which is often the case in Beach Town), relational limits are 

more significant. Since virtually all attendees are Haitian/Haitian-American, House of God 

members’ pool of potential relationships is significantly skewed to favor others within the 

Haitian community.  

Taking stock of the social or relational capital or resources that the Mons possess, we 

notice a difference between their status within the House of God congregational context and 

their status in the larger U.S. society. Outside the church, the Mons currently occupy 

positions of lesser prestige and influence than they did in Haiti, even though this was 

improved with legal status. Within the church, however, the Mons are recognized as leaders 

by way of formal positions (teaching Sunday School, speaking from the pulpit during 

services, etc.), as well as informal respect. Factors such as previous rank in Haitian society 

and French fluency contribute to this standing. Much of this clout, however, has been 

achieved by developing a reputation for knowledge of the Christian Scriptures and living as 

exemplars of the ideal moral standards that are elevated in the congregational context. In 

these important aspects, it should be noted, anyone has opportunity to advance in their social 
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standing within the congregation regardless of education or finances, although these factors 

provide important resources and constraints toward individuals being able to pursue them. If 

one is working extraordinarily long hours or cannot read, then developing extensive Bible 

knowledge will be more difficult, for example. There are many well respected leaders in the 

congregation who have achieved that respect without the benefit of former or current social, 

economic, or educational status. English proficiency and Americanization certainly are not 

required. 

For the Mons, as with many other members, the social networks provided through 

church participation are seen as indispensable. Over and over they refer to the church as 

family and they often mention the importance of the encouragement, support, and comfort 

they find there. Especially via the cell phone, multiple church relationships are observably 

reinforced repeatedly throughout the typical day. In my observations, many House of God 

members spend significant time on their cell phones, especially with other church members.  

Looking for potential ideological constraints, a logical starting point would be to 

consider the Marxian critique that is often associated with religious contexts; the potential 

“opiate” mindset. Put simply, my observations at House of God would not support the 

interpretation that religion is creating a sort of false consciousness that discourages economic 

achievement or struggling to construct a better social context in this world. It would be 

difficult to find a more motivated and active community in these regards. This likely has 

something to do with the sifting effect of those selecting to immigrate. What is typical at 

House of God may be less so among churches occupied by non-immigrant Haitians on the 

island. It is also useful to recall, however, that Haiti itself underwent a political earthquake a 

few decades before the geological one. The ouster of an entrenched second-generation 
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dictator was accomplished specifically by a religiously understood, motivated, and enacted 

social movement rooted in “liberation theology.” The former Catholic priest at the head of 

the movement became president. The Mons are typical of the oft observed House of God 

members in coupling personal responsibility and initiative with ultimate divine sovereignty. 

Weber’s linking of Protestant ethic and capitalistic habits would seem to be the more suitable 

scholarly framework here.    

In their own divergent ways, Marx and Weber both highlighted the importance of 

ideological orientation. For Marx, the Christian theology of his context was an impediment to 

social change precisely because of the powerful connection between ideology and social 

action. Weber explored the creative force theology exerts upon the social and economic 

spheres, especially as it shapes personal moral thinking, sentiment, and habit, and in turn, 

how economic practice is subsumed into the moral realm. Evidence from Mon family and 

House of God discourse indicates that the predominate ideological perspective is anything 

but a justification for maintaining the status quo, either on a personal/family basis or 

concerning larger social structures. The objectives promoted prioritize theological goals, at 

least as it is observable in public discourse. As with the homeland, the host nation is also 

construed as a mission field. The church strongly promotes evangelism. Having said that, 

congregants also show a keen interest in “this-worldly” matters outside the religious sphere, 

reminiscent of earlier pilgrims to the American shores. While politics per se is usually kept 

out of public discourse, during my fieldwork there was mention during services of local 

efforts encouraging the granting of “Temporary Protected Status” to halt deportation of 

Haitians. Issues such as education and anti-gang efforts are observed periodically in House of 

God discourse. In private discourse and action, issues like zoning laws that prioritize 
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business development over affordable housing, minority hiring, and politics in the U.S. and 

in Haiti are examples of observed engagement. Even more common are concerns, often 

appearing in prayers and prayer requests, for health, immigration status, jobs, and safety, 

especially protection from crime for those in Haiti.  

In economic thinking, it is not surprising that the discourse among these families who 

left their homeland behind for the U.S. supports the notion of America as a land of 

opportunity. Even with deficits facing the immigrant community, there is generally an 

underlying optimism concerning the future prospects, especially for the second and third 

generations. America provides education. Education leads to employment and secure 

livelihoods. Many of the young people express ambitious career aspirations and this is 

actively cultivated in congregational discourse. In fact, the church already has a number of 

role models who have attained high levels of education and are in reputable careers of 

various types. Marvel articulated this in quotes that were cited above. As is typical in most 

forms of Christianity, this ambition for personal achievement and financial success is seen as 

perfectly compatible with Christian theology as long as the attitudes and practices do not 

deteriorate into selfish indulgences that violate norms of conduct or ignore the needs of 

others. In fact, resources such as wealth and position are generally construed as blessings that 

God has given for the purpose of leverage to achieve God’s greater purposes, such as 

evangelism and ethical influence.  

Margarita Mooney brings together several elements relevant for this discussion when 

she writes, “From the point of view of many Haitian immigrants, their successful adaptation 

is as much about creating a moral community centered on their religious faith as it is about 

creating social capital or achieving economic progress.”16 In a statement with significance for 
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the House of God analysis she writes, “We also should ask what people believe about the 

nature of God - their theology - and how they live out their obligations to God - their specific 

acts in the world simultaneously constrain strategies of action and suggest particular paths to 

follow.”17 She also adds, “Religious faith gives men and women tools to make sense of the 

world, a way to order chaos and construct a meaningful picture of reality. These narratives 

both guide people’s individual choices about how to live and shape how they form 

communities.”18 

At House of God, there is a consistent message concerning perspective and priorities 

in life. Not surprisingly, since this is a church, that perspective and those priorities extolled in 

formal discourse are overtly religious. Observation of subjects outside of the formal 

congregational context demonstrates a high degree of consistency between the formal church 

discourse and the informal discourse and weekday actions of members. Obviously, there is a 

range on this spectrum, but I am particularly addressing members with whom I had 

significant interaction. This theological consistency and priority can readily be seen in many 

of the quotes that are used throughout this chapter. 

In a confluence of Mon family narrative and public House of God discourse, Fr. 

Joseph preached from the pulpit on September 30, 2012, a few months after the interviews 

detailed above. Many of the themes highlighted here are illustrated in his sermon dealing 

with the topic of restoration, which was in large measure an account of his experience with 

deportation.  

Fr. Joseph prefaced his reading of the selected biblical text this way: “For the respect 

of God’s word, I will invite the assembly to stand and follow along as I read for you.” 

Following the reading Fr. Joseph prayed: “Thank you Lord for your chosen word. In it, we 
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understand nothing. May your Spirit inspire us, so we may really understand your word for 

us to apply in our lives.”19 

This is an example of the authoritative and revered role and position that is often 

constructed and reinforced concerning the Bible in House of God narrative and ritual 

discourse, what might fit into the category of negotiating values as Austin-Broos discussed. It 

is only when the textual authority is privileged that the counter-cultural claims can have their 

subjective power. With reference to Johnson’s work, the congregational identity as a group 

defined by biblical authority may be heavily associated with Haitian memories; what I have 

referred to as consistency and rootedness. Once that positionality is secured, however, the 

biblical text provides a virtually limitless trove of more specific lenses through which to 

interpret the immerging future in the host context. The production of biblical authority as 

symbolic discourse will be discussed in more detail below.   

In a similar case, Pastor Timothy’s sermon cited above was also prefaced this way: 

“For the respect of the Word of God, we would like everyone to stand.” “Our Lord in heaven, 

once again we thank you for the opportunity to be able to be here to share your words with 

these people Lord. As humans we are limited. We ask you for the assistance of the Holy 

Spirit to reach out to the people.”20 

Within this biblically defined world, the overall master narrative that stands out in the 

Mon discourse under consideration is the notion of the sovereignty of God. In Mon and 

House of God discourse, there is clearly no incompatibility between God’s sovereignty and 

human freedom, except that there are acknowledged limits to human capacities. The view 

might be summarized as this: you do the best you can, work hard, make informed decisions 

avoiding moral or practical hazards, but recognize that at the end of the day it is God that is 
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in charge of the world and sometimes God will intervene in ways beyond your understanding 

to accomplish something bigger and better than you had planned.  

In Mon discourse and in House of God discourse the idea of divine sovereignty is 

clearly coupled with an understanding of God as actively engaged in people’s daily lives. 

Theologically speaking, this might be referred to as God’s immanence. It was central to the 

sermon by Fr. Joseph cited here. This is no distant or passive Deistic God. This is a God of 

the details, great and small; very much present and very much involved. This in itself might 

be seen as frightening, except for the accompanying understandings of this God, albeit 

powerful and un-domesticated, as above all, being gracious and loving, pursuing what is best 

for His human creations.   

If God’s sovereignty is the most common note struck in House of God discourse, 

God’s immanence might be thought of as one of the other primary notes. When played 

simultaneously they comprise one of the primary chords or harmonies from which the House 

of God music is composed. One can surmise all sorts of implications for the experience of 

immigration being shaped by these discourse practices as they act upon the sentiments of 

congregants. 

This theological perspective is evidenced in Mon family discourse at such points as 

the frequent occasions of engagement with this God in prayer. These prayers were clearly 

based on the expectation of God’s direct intercourse and response in concrete involvement by 

way of changing circumstances or bringing guidance for navigation of life situations. God’s 

intervention is predicated upon God’s capability, of course. The resolution of Joseph’s visa 

status, his employment during the deportation and then following his return, as well as the 

survival of the earthquake, were all cited in the narrative section as examples of perceived 
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intervention by God. As quoted in the narrative, however, above all the material “blessings” 

was the “spiritual” activity of this God in revealing things about Himself, life, the Mons, as 

well as spiritual truth shown through the process. As found in the words of Sr. and Fr. Mon 

quoted above; God has a plan and we are better off learning how God works, even if it means 

life not turning out as we prefer. 

The Mons do not limit God’s involvement to their family or their church. As cited 

above, I and this research project were also swept up in the theological net. My very choice 

of House of God, the openness of the members to talk to me, and the way individuals 

provided access to various church constituencies were all specifically mentioned as God 

working on my behalf.    

In the public congregational context, Fr. Joseph continued his sermon,21  

This morning you know God is here. In the circumstance you are going through, in 

the bad moment you are going through, in your sickness, God is here. This morning 

you know God is here. Whatever the brokenness the page of your life might have, 

God might be able to recollect and fix the pieces again. ... In whatever you are this 

morning, don’t worry about what others are doing because no one is going to do 

something for you. Just look to Jesus. Look to God and He will deliver you from what 

you are in. And God will restore you. Do you believe this? God will restore you with 

your participation. He needs your participation to restore you. Don’t neglect praying. 

Don’t neglect to pray because while you pray God will work for you. 

A little later he continues, “He is the only one who can do all things for you. God in 

His compassion will do everything for you. He will restore your life.” Fr. Joseph adds, “it is 

impossible for God not to understand you.” “In order for God to understand you, he put 
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himself in your place. ... when you are in foreclosure, He is in foreclosure too. When you are 

sick, He is sick too...” “God is always thinking about you.”  

“I didn’t plan to be here. God planned it for me to be here.” “God is never too early in 

terms of restoring His child. He is never too late either. But he is always on time. God is 

always on time. ... God is always on time. He is never too late, neither too early.” To 

illustrate this point Fr. Joseph pointed out how it was seven years to the day from when he 

left his house to be deported until the day that the U.S. Embassy began looking for him to 

notify him they were granting him residency in the U.S. “God doesn’t miss a second. God 

wanted me to spend seven years in Haiti.” “When God is restoring you, He doesn’t do it in 

the time you want. It is in His time.”  

Fr. Joseph talked about how numerous church members sent him cards and letters to 

encourage him during the deportation. He especially singled out one woman’s 

communications that repeated the theme that “God will deliver you from what you are in. It 

will be in His time, but not yours.” He generalized this theme by adding, “Whatever the 

problem that you have right now, and whatever the difficulty you have right now; think God 

will deliver you, but in His time. I don’t know, maybe sickness is in effect. Maybe your child 

is in prison. Maybe it is a problem in your home. But you know God will deliver you, but in 

a scheduled time. Have patience. Pray to Him.”  

God “sent Jesus to die for us on the Calvary cross, so that we can be restored from 

sin, so He can restore us from justice and judgment. Therefore, we have priority in the eyes 

of the Lord. God sees us as important, and it is anyone else’s problem if they see us different. 

If others see us with no importance, it is their problem. God knows we have importance.” 

“He will never be late to deliver you in whatever the situation you are in. Brothers and 
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sisters, God will cast out the darkness in your life. He will install a new bright day that 

everyone can see, and no one can miss. God will restore us economically, spiritually, and 

physically. He will give us a new body from the sickness we have suffered. God will place us 

in a better place because in His goodness Jesus came to restore my soul in grace.”   

In this paragraph, as in much of the sermon, there is an example of the creative 

deployment of biblical narrative as Austin-Broos illuminated. Here, the theologically 

valuable and empowered self supplants the alternative, socially ascribed roles. The 

theological narrative is privileged above alternative narratives wherein congregants inhabit 

less desirable social status. The tone here is an emphatic rejection of passively accepting 

definition from outside the community of faith. This construction of social location also hints 

at Brodwin’s concern about marginality while it is rejecting marginalized status. Fr. Joseph 

uses a vague statement about “others” who might see the congregants as unimportant. As the 

hearers fill in this idea according to their particular experiences of marginality, it is 

contrasted to the concept of people of value. That value is rooted in God’s own work. People 

are given the responsibility of cooperation with God demonstrated in participation in the 

religiously defined social network called the church.  

“So many things are happening in your life, you don’t know why. God knows 

because He has a plan for you. He has something in the future you don’t know about. Many 

times you don’t want it, but God knows it will be a great use for you in the future.” 

Importantly, this is not disembodied theologizing. The theological narratives are 

interpreted through specific lenses of Haitian/Haitian-American/immigrant experiences. 

These specific narratives are threads of the larger narrative woven simultaneously together. 

Returning to the sound mixing metaphor, these religious and ethnic discourse practices 
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comprise the sounds and rhythms of a single musical piece. When one aspect is altered, the 

entire musical composition changes.  

Religious narratives function within the Mon family as the central organizing logic. 

Religion shapes, positions, and relativizes Haitianness, along with other key elements of their 

social experience. The religious narrative emerges as the overarching and organizing melody 

which is played out in the key and rhythm and instrumentation of embodied realities such as 

skin tone and gender. 

In the course of his sermon, Fr. Joseph addressed a full range of competing social 

norms, personal actions, and challenging circumstances. All of these, whether they relate to 

the U.S. government or illness, according to this theological construct, are resolved as they 

are subsumed into God’s sovereign and gracious narrative. Since ultimate agency is stripped 

from these other less benign forces and ascribed to God, justice is established in this mapping 

of the human experience. Justice is not always obvious in the experience of Haitian 

immigrants. Nonetheless, the construct goes even further because, not only does this God 

claim agency over competing forces, but God also shares agency with His followers. In the 

end, the congregants do not just go from passive receptacles of outside forces of one type to 

passive receptacles of divine action. Instead, they are empowered and given the responsibility 

to become active agents of church practices which are significant shapers of their own 

experience of immigration, as well as influences upon the experience of others.  

Within the weekly patterns of church life, the Mons embody the social music that also 

comprises the church “body” of House of God. In each gathering, members create their opus 

in call and response with each other. Notes of immigrant trials and learning experiences are 

incorporated into the rhythm of remembered Haitian language and customs. Sounds of births, 
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deaths, and illness provide deeper tones of joy and sorrow. Consider the deep sentiment 

associated with experiencing wonder and gratitude for the gift of a new baby or the assurance 

of God’s care for and acceptance into heaven for a departed loved one. There are solos from 

individual job or educational successes, as well as dissonant chords of family members going 

astray and marriages failing. But all the while, these elements are organized by the 

overarching theological themes of church discourse. Members like the Mons continue the 

song even when outside the formal contexts of the congregation. Even there they are 

constantly finding concrete and imaginary ways of sharing the resonance with their larger 

family of faith. No life experience happens outside the influence of those relationships and 

church practices. These are carried within them regardless of physical proximity to the 

church building. 

Marginality 

One important factor sited in the literature related to immigrant experience is 

“marginality.” Brodwin used marginality as the driving force of social practice for 

immigrants. He defines marginality as “the predicament of ambiguous belonging.” As he 

puts it, “For members of transnational diasporas, subjectivity grows out of the experience of 

marginality and unstable relations of difference in the dominant society where they currently, 

if temporarily, live.” Subjectivity for Brodwin is “the way that people define their group’s 

essence and represent it to others.”22 

The Mon family and their House of God context illustrate how important, but also 

how limited Brodwin’s rubric is. As previously noted, my initial fieldwork occurred during a 

period of heightened local immigration enforcement. This certainly contributed to a sense of 

difference and “ambiguous belonging” amongst the community, especially for those without 
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legal status. Opinions toward staying without legal status varies among church members. 

Some see over-staying a visa or coming without one as unethical or even sinful and 

damaging to the reputation of Haitians broadly. These sentiments were only minimally 

observed during the fieldwork. Generally, congregants are sympathetic and willing to help 

others without regard to their status.  

During the time of Fr. Joseph’s deportation and Sr. Ruth’s illegal status, marginality 

could hardly have been higher for the Mon family. His statement about the U.S. culture not 

being his culture and his desire to remain in Haiti highlight this sense of marginality. The 

narrative above illustrated some of the emotional and material stresses involved. There was 

fear associated with Whites, with vehicles that resembled government vehicles, with police, 

and knocks at the door, etc. And yet, as noted above, Sr. Ruth’s theologically crafted sense of 

kinship with a White interviewer overcame the sense of estrangement that might have been 

created by association with the dominant culture that had cruelly separated her from her 

husband and taken him away from his children. The fact that this period of heightened 

marginality came after earlier periods of legal and productive times in the U.S. context 

illustrates how difficult something like marginality is to assess in a meaningful way, even for 

one family.  

One might imagine attempting to create something like a metric to quantify 

marginality. So, for instance, language for the Mons would register as a low degree of 

marginality, whereas for another member it might be at the top of the scale. The same might 

be done for education, transferable job skills, and the like. While this might be instructive in 

a general sense, it quickly becomes apparent that it is ultimately impossible to quantify these 

issues with any precision. For one reason, no one can truly assess the psychological quality 
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of perceived alienation. In fact, even the more measurable things like employment contain so 

many variables they lose usefulness. When two people express in words a sense of 

marginality, there is no way to assess accurately how they really compare to one another in 

meaning. Given the fluid nature of marginality, the utility of this rubric comes even more 

into question. 

When sixty-nine members were surveyed, one of the questions was “Do you feel that 

you fit into the American culture?” Possible answers were 1. Not at all 2. Only a little 3. 

Somewhat 4. Mostly 5. Totally. The mean score of those surveyed was 3.76. In this group of 

congregants, eighteen of them answered “Totally” while only two chose “Not at all.” This 

seems a remarkably high level of comfort for a group of immigrants, especially given that 

many of them chose to take the survey in Kreyol due to discomfort with or lack of command 

of English. This result is not what would be expected if marginality is a dominant group 

experience at House of God. When asked about their happiness with their experience in the 

U.S., the survey aggregate was 3.66 on a 4-point scale. Three is “somewhat happy” and four 

represents “very happy.” Satisfaction with career or school situations rated similarly with a 

cumulative 3.4 of 4. While the survey group cannot be representative for the entire 

congregation, it is illustrative of how a significant core group rates their experience in the 

host context. It also clearly demonstrates a diverse range of perceptions concerning 

marginality within the congregation.  

It should be noted that another variable is the degree of marginality the Mon family 

has with regard to Haiti. Fr. Joseph’s politically charged position during a tumultuous period 

of time makes him at some risk for alienation and even violence. While the children 
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experience some degree of marginality in the U. S., they clearly would be even less at home 

in Haiti after living through their teen and early adult years in the States.  

As one looks around the congregation at House of God, it is readily apparent that 

members represent a diverse range of marginality within the host context. Some are very 

poor. A few have considerable wealth. Most fall somewhere in-between. Some dress as they 

would in Haiti, while others would be difficult to differentiate from native born Americans. 

Some speak no English while others are fluent. Some describe themselves as not satisfied 

with their new circumstances, but others say they are very pleased. It would seem impossible, 

therefore, to isolate this one criterion as the determinative factor for immigrant experience.  

To the extent that marginalization coalesces into something approaching a consistent 

congregational attribute, it once again centers upon religious practice rather than economics 

or ethnicity. In the public discourse observable in church services, differentiation concerning 

being Christian in a world or social context that does not always share their Christian views 

and values is readily identified. At the same time, there is an important factor of affinity 

associated with the church being a part of a large American denomination. Location within a 

large and historically prominent religious sub-group of American culture makes 

marginalization less than an optimal descriptive tool in this case. While the congregants may 

be quite at odds with some aspects of American culture, they also participate in a broader 

group of Americans of all ethnicities where the primary organizer for social practice is the 

common factor of religion. Reference to marginality as a minority immigrant group is much 

less often displayed in public discourse than theological difference, although it does occur. 

The most striking example I observed related to minority status was a Martin Luther King, Jr. 

video that was shown during a youth led service. Identification with African Americans as a 
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racially defined minority represents a relatively new and rare sound in the House of God mix. 

Should this type of discourse become more common, it may be expected that sentiments of 

belonging and separateness will shift with new proportionalities and varied participations 

with other groups.  

While Haitian ethnicity is proudly maintained at House of God, this is presented as 

non-marginalizing in church discourse. One can be “Haitian” and still be fully participatory 

in the social fabric of America. The area where boundaries are diligently constructed and 

maintained is in the theological realm. When a newcomer visits a service at House of God 

they discover this congregational practice very quickly. On a number of occasions, I 

observed individuals introduced during an early portion of a service. As the guest stands to 

be recognized by the congregation the leader overseeing the welcome from the pulpit may 

ask the person publicly if s/he has been converted yet. If the person continues to participate at 

House of God, they learn that there is a complete lifestyle associated with, and seen as the 

product of, the desired conversion experience. Markers such as ethnicity, language, color, 

class are secondary to religious priorities. The occasional non-Haitian, non-Kreyol speaker, 

or non-Black visitor is always enthusiastically welcomed. In the case of a language barrier, 

guests are equipped with a personal receiver device with ear buds to listen to an English or 

Spanish translation done by a church member in the sound booth. 

For many members, memories of Haiti staged in House of God contexts evoke 

powerful sentiments and reinforce bonds with those whose experience approximates their 

own experiences. Presumably this contributes some degree of ambiguity of belonging in the 

American context. Ironically, however, the public discourses in these same service contexts 

exert strong and intentional, often biblically based, efforts to create a different social 
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organization that transcends the very marginality produced by elements such as Kreyol 

language and Haitian styles of music and prayer. 

While marginality cannot suffice to provide a complete analysis of immigrant 

experience at House of God, it clearly is one of the elements comprising the larger “sound” 

of House of God. It is my contention that using the sound mixing metaphor allows for 

discussion of marginality as one variable among many, accounting for multiple complexities 

and variability over time. 

Church as Mediating Institution 

At numerous points throughout the narrative of this dissertation there have been 

references to the church as mediating institution. This function, highlighted by Margarita 

Mooney’s work, is not the primary interest in this study. However, how this institutional 

function contributes to the experience of immigration among the congregants is relevant. 

Mooney writes that, “immigrants frequently rely on their religious beliefs to shape their new 

identity and often turn to mediating institutions to navigate the complex path toward 

adaptation’“23 No doubt the successes of the church in mediating between immigrant and 

host society contribute to a greater confidence and an appreciative sentiment toward the 

church. This in turn reaps greater receptivity of the larger church narrative and a higher 

likelihood of ongoing participation in group life by those who have been served by the 

mediating activities. The mediatory efforts of the church are incorporated into the public 

discourse. The church functioning as interpreter of the host context, as well as practical 

helper, puts it in a preferential position to significantly influence bonds and boundaries. As 

the institution shapes perceptions, it also effectively creates cohesiveness and community. 
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With observable and tangible benefits associated with church participation, new immigrants 

have incentives beyond religious practice for participation in church life.  

I have illustrated above how the congregational discourse often erodes perceived 

marginality through constructing theologically centered sentiments of belonging. When the 

church serves as institutional mediator, facilitating immigrant relations within the U.S. social 

context, especially with governmental entities, the church is also reducing actual social 

marginality. We observe an intriguing situation where marginality is an important piece of 

immigrant experience that elevates the church in social importance and assists the church in 

accomplishing its goals. The group, however, is also actively reducing marginality on both 

concrete and imaginative fronts. One area where the church does not seek to reduce 

marginality is in the realm of moral differentiation. 

Moral Differentiation 

In addition to the emphasis upon subversive appropriation of religious discourse as 

was illustrated above, Austin-Broos has also highlighted the important formative role played 

by intersubjective experiences, especially in the negotiation of values.24 Brodwin likewise 

employs moral distinction as the means of negotiating marginality among immigrant 

communities.25 Joel Robbins also illustrates the transformative power of community 

negotiation of moral tensions with religious logics. What he describes as hybridization can 

also be captured in the analogous metaphor of sound mixing.26 

The clearly discernible pattern in the Mon family discourse concerning moral 

differentiation is the general absorption of morality into the larger theological framework, 

with the Bible serving as the guide. The primary boundary expressed in House of God 

discourse is the differentiation between the “converted” and those who have not yet been 
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converted. This basic dichotomy of humanity is commonly on display in public discourse at 

House of God and was revealed to be consistent in the Mon family discourse in matters such 

as references to mission trips to Haiti. Perhaps the clearest example of this was Fr. Joseph 

describing those he saw as non-Christian who crowded to the church on New Year’s Eve for 

fear of Vodou powers. Other examples from public congregational discourse are found in the 

sermon by Pastor Timothy on March 25, 2012. It includes a distinction between church 

groups. “Right now Catholic churches are getting their festivals ready.” ... “Unfortunately, 

sometimes people get ready for the Holy Week, but lots of them don’t know Jesus.”27 

Pastor Timothy preached, “There is a difference between people who call themselves 

Christian. Some Christians are evangelical Christians while some are not. Catholic churches 

are Christian because they believe in Jesus, and in the resurrection. They also preach about it, 

but they are not evangelical Christians. We are evangelical Christians. Our church is based 

on the Bible. There is nothing that we preach that is not from the Bible.”28 This organizing 

principle as a people defined by biblical authority is central to House of God discourse and it 

is the foundation of moral differentiation.  

The construction of biblical authority is multifaceted in House of God discourse. 

Sometimes it is an overt statement such as just cited. Other times, it is having members raise 

their Bibles in bodily demonstration of their having come to church equipped with the 

essential equipment. Members memorize passages together in Sunday School. As noted 

earlier, people often stand when the Scripture is read, typically in two languages. During 

sermons and in song, the Bible is repeatedly cited as God’s word, therefore authoritative for 

human life. These examples are representative of a more comprehensive role. It should be 

noted that the tone of this authority is typically not presented as burdensome or oppressive in 
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the public discourse. Based upon the common themes mined from the text, the Bible (and by 

extension, God) is comparable to a loving parent who gives guidance, comfort, and 

encouragement, as well as correction. Additionally, actions like providing rides to the 

hospital for the sick and giving food for needy children are construed as biblically 

engendered service and love. The appreciation and affection for the persons helping is also 

associated with the Bible which the actions represent. Authority in this context is not 

grudgingly granted as to a government, policeman, or teacher. Authority is seen as earned by 

the Bible’s reliability in guidance and effectiveness. It is seen as a source of peace, comfort, 

and hope, with God’s good intention undergirding it. A warm affinity and devotion for the 

text is observable in the congregational setting. People typically love their Bible before they 

obey it.  

This analysis of symbolic discourse at House of God relates to Bruce Lincoln’s 

theoretical work.29 The powerful sentiments and understandings created in this context 

concerning the Bible and this church as an embodiment of biblical teachings provides the 

foundation upon which is constructed the social practices and lived experiences of immigrant 

congregants. The prioritization of this aspect of social belonging by default and by intention 

relativizes alternatives. Some groups, such as Vodouist or non-Christian, are portrayed as 

mutually exclusive to House of God. Others are simply made secondary in importance and 

interpreted in light of the higher priority. Being Haitian falls into this secondary category.  

Pastor Timothy’s sermon continued as one of the clearest articulations of moral 

distinction, or overt bonds and boundary delineation, that I observed at House of God. In it, 

he challenges established social patterns in interesting ways. Even though he is speaking 

primarily about people outside the church, he is addressing primarily an understanding of 
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boundaries for those who are in the church and to whom he is speaking. It is instructive to 

note that the context of the moral differentiation was a call for church members to evangelize 

those outside the faith. And, importantly, the moral actions are subsumed into the larger 

categorical distinction of non-converted and converted Christian. The goal of defining some 

as outsiders was ironically to make them insiders. Pastor Timothy specifically calls church 

members to go to the non-Christians, to love them, and to tell them about Christ. The second 

order issues of behaviors are implicitly solved if the persons are converted. Highlights of the 

sermon follow. Themes from the Mon narratives are also displayed in this public House of 

God discourse. 

  According to statistics, in [Beach Town] County, they let us know that there 

are 101 gangs. Where young kids that don’t know God are committing crimes and 

what is sad about it is a lot of them are young Haitians. We have lists of Haitian 

gangs. We don’t want to diminish them because we love them and want them to come 

to Christ. I know we were all young once and made bad decisions, so we still love 

them and want them to come. ...  

“There are a lot of gangs and I want to emphasize that we love these young people. 

We are not saying anything to demonize them because we want them to come to Christ. 

AMEN? We LOVE them.” (He emphasized these italicized words with his volume and 

exaggerated pronunciation. Pastor Timothy also used more English than typical for House of 

God sermons. He tended to repeat key points in Kreyol and English.) “The only reason I am 

saying that is that there is so much work to be done. We need to go out there and preach the 

Gospel to these young people so that they can come to Christ, that’s what we have to do. 

These kids are part of the multitude that the Bible talks about.” 
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In America today, there is about 1.3 million babies who are aborted every 

year. There are pedophiles and sex offenders. There are about 759 registered sex 

offenders in [Beach Town] County. In your neighborhood there is probably a sex 

offender. Somebody might have raped a child and he is still registered as a sex 

offender. That person is a threat. When we say that, understand well that we don’t 

want to demonize them still; we love them. AMEN? So if you know of any sex 

offenders who live next to you; you have to go and talk to this person and share the 

good news. ... 

What do we do with the great multitude? Some of them are homosexual. 

Nowadays we see that girls are attracted to girls and guys are attracted to guys. Back 

when I was in high school, any gay guys would get expelled. Nowadays gay is such a 

common thing that they even hold hands when they walk in the street. Things are 

opposite now brothers and sisters. These great multitudes we are talking about are 

scattered and weary. Brothers and sisters; the work is a lot. The message the Lord 

wants us to see is related to what is going on around us. ... 

Jesus used to go everywhere including the synagogue teaching the word of 

God. Jesus left that same task to us today. Share the Gospel in school, work, and 

everywhere else we go. We have to share the Gospel because we have a mandate. 

Jesus said, go and make disciples. He didn’t only tell gifted people to go. If you 

accept Jesus as your personal savior, you have the responsibility to share the Gospel. 

The only answer to the question ‘what should we do?’ is GO! ... 

 We went somewhere to visit an American church, and they had a sign 

that I really liked. The sign said, ‘Welcome To The Mission Field.’ That doesn’t 
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mean only the church where we come and worship, but everywhere you go. Also, 

when we go to the store. ...  

Sometime in school you might hear or know a friend that’s pregnant and 

wants to have an abortion, you need to talk to that friend. Tell her this is not the way 

you should do this. There is a God who wants to change your life. You need to talk to 

these people and be friends with them regardless if they are gay. Do not be ashamed. 

Because you are the leader and the light. The light is to be set high so everyone can 

see it. AMEN? Don’t be ashamed of them; tell them there is a God who wants to 

change their lives. Pray that the harvest will have a lot of laborers. ... 

God already knew how everything was going to be. Jesus already paves the 

way for us. The only thing He wants us to do is pray and act. Because everything is 

already set for you, there is nothing to worry about. Don’t worry about anything 

because God is in control. Pray and act. ... 

If we reach out and share the good news with non-Christians we will be blessed. 

When we went to Haiti, the C.C.C. group said that they felt good because they were able to 

help people in need. We challenge you this morning: Let us have a strategy and a plan to 

keep talking to people and God will bless.30 

In the public discourse displayed in this sermon a number of previously noted themes 

are present. Clearly, the local social context is prioritized as the community negotiates 

values. Marginality is revealed as a complex phenomenon that is one aspect of many social 

forces acting upon congregants. Moral distinction, tied to sanctification in theological terms, 

builds marginality or “ambiguous belonging” as Brodwin describes it, but it also mitigates 

marginality in other areas. Morality-based boundaries are counter-balanced somewhat by 
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evangelism and missiology. There is an active call in public House of God discourse to 

perceive and act in such a way as to nullify marginality, as people outside of Christianity are 

loved and brought into the family. Overall, evangelism and missiology are significantly more 

prominent features of House of God discourse than the moral issues addressed in this 

sermon.   

One can see in this sermon the production of group cohesion, especially related to 

common mission. The sentiments are mixed, however, given how much Pastor Timothy 

emphasizes the “we love them” aspect. The very act of distinguishing the objects of the love 

and the “we” doing the loving creates boundaries along theological/moral lines, and yet the 

point of the message is to bring those across the boundary into the group. This provides an 

example of Lincoln’s reworking of social patterns.31 There is little material in the sermon that 

implies ethnic related separateness, though he did mention Haitian gangs. 

Pastor Timothy referred to changing social norms concerning sexuality when he 

referenced an earlier time when he was in school. He is not specific as to the location of this 

reference. Those who know his history know that this could be Haiti or the U.S., since he 

came to the States when he was still in high school. The ambiguity of the memory allows for 

application by anyone who has something of a similar experience. Those from Haiti, in fact, 

come from a social context that is much less accepting of homosexuality than the U.S. 

context tends to be. This is the clearest example of Johnson’s memory bricolage to be found 

in this sermon. Perhaps the most striking aspect of this sermon, viewed through the lens of 

memory performance, is how lacking it is in recognizable ties to Haiti. What memories are 

evoked must be primarily specific to similar religious contexts where theological themes 

were central to positionality or perception.32 This sermon can be viewed as typical in the 
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orientation to the host context and a future timeframe. The main theological theme of 

evangelism is also typical, even though linking evangelism as directly to specific moral 

behaviors is less typical. While this may be less common, it is not unusual.  

Summary of Discourse Analysis 

This study pulls together a set of factors from relevant scholarly literature to create a 

rubric for analyzing issues of immigrant experience. The Mon family provides an 

opportunity to compare the public congregational discourse at House of God to informal 

private discourse within a particular family context. In the Mon case, a high degree of 

consistency was observed between the private discourse of the family and the public 

discourse of their church context. This specific case study is combined with others within the 

congregational setting to construct a more textured analysis of the interactions between 

immigrant experience and group practices in this religious context.  

Another goal in this study is the development of a descriptive language that 

adequately captures the social processes under consideration. The sound mixing metaphor 

has proven to be a useful descriptive tool in attempting to discuss the complexities involved 

in social dynamics. 

One goal has been to illustrate the inadequacy of oversimplified methods of analysis 

with excessive focus on individual factors in immigrant experience. The Mon narratives, as 

well as the larger congregational discourses, show how multiple factors are constantly 

interacting in creative ways. The key organizing role that theology plays in these processes is 

an important finding illustrated in the Mon narratives and in congregational discourse alike.  
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Ritual 

Sacred Time and Ritual Meals 

Lincoln writes, “Like myth, ritual is best understood as an authoritative mode of 

symbolic discourse and a powerful instrument for the evocation of those sentiments (affinity 

and estrangement) out of which society is constructed.”33 He goes on to say, “of all human 

behaviors, there is none more conducive to the integration of society than the ritual sharing of 

food.”34  

In the summer of 2008 I surveyed 69 House of God members of various ages. They 

were asked, “How often do you eat what you call Haitian food?” Options given for answers 

were: 1. Never  2. Rarely  3. Sometimes  4. Often  5. Most of the time  6. Always. Using 

these numbers as point values the mean was 5.3. When asked about American food the 

comparative average was 3.7. In open ended survey questions and in other contexts 

congregants repeatedly and strongly identified food as one of the important elements of 

Haitian culture. When asked how they preserve Haitian culture and identity, no less than 13 

respondents mentioned food specifically. At least 11 other respondents also mentioned food 

in relation to Haitianness elsewhere in the survey. Six of those surveyed mentioned New 

Year’s as a distinctive element of Haitian culture. Four of these specifically talked about the 

traditional squash soup associated with this event.  

The 2010 New Year’s celebration at House of God revealed enthusiasm and hope for 

the new year. A count-down of the final seconds of the old year and fireworks projected on 

large screens could fit comfortably into most U.S. celebrations. The absence of alcohol 

would be standard for Baptist gatherings both in America and in Haiti. Instead of kissing a 

partner at the stroke of midnight, the members of the congregation shook hands with as many 
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people as possible. As is common with many Baptists in America, the members of House of 

God mark the turning of the year with reflection upon spiritual concerns and introspection 

concerning personal and corporate fidelity to understood standards of conduct. There is a 

sense of getting oneself in proper relationship with God in order to enter the new year 

prepared to live out the best possible life course, i.e. God’s plan.  

A distinctively Haitian component to this important moment in sacred time was 

revealed by Sr. Daniel. (Wives are commonly referred to by their husband’s first name.  

I follow that convention here to identify this individual as the Pastor’s wife.) She indicated 

that many of the people attending that night were not regular church people. These folks were 

seeking protection in the church from “spirits.” She said this is a time when Vodou priests do 

sacrifices and people fear harm from them. Part of what is celebrated is surviving this 

dangerous time. It bears emphasis that the church leader identified these people fearing 

Vodou as outsiders to the church congregation.35  

While the turning of the year is experienced as sacred time amongst these Haitian 

immigrants crowding into the church building, views on the nature of that sacrality and the 

purposes of being in church on this occasion vary dramatically among those in attendance. 

The Mons also mentioned this when they were interviewed in 2012. Fr. Joseph said, “A lot of 

people, even though they are not religious, they come because they expect at that time that 

God will give them some protection and for the next year coming.” Then he made comments 

that reveal some of the social boundaries based on important theological criteria. “We have a 

lot of people come to church and some come because they don’t [have] any peristil. A peristil 

is like a church in Vodou church. They don’t have that kind of thing here in the United 
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States, but they come to church, but they still have a belief in Vodou and they are here too. 

They are in our church. They are not real Christians.”36 

Easter is unrivaled in religious significance in the corporate life of typical Haitian 

congregations, including House of God. The Haitian New Year, however, is another centrally 

important time referent for many Haitians. New Year’s has special added significance for 

Haitians because it also commemorates the Haitian independence of 1804. The shared New 

Year meal of a special squash soup is distinctively Haitian. This quintessentially Haitian soup 

serves as a sort of national Eucharist, which implies thanksgiving. Non-Haitian guests at 

House of God, such as myself, are also welcome to partake. At the event described here, my 

wife and I were the only non-Haitians present. Following the 2010 New Year’s Eve service, 

Pastor Daniel’s wife brought soup in Styrofoam cups for my wife and me to take with us. 

Most attendees were eating the soup in the fellowship hall, but we never got there due to 

visiting with a lot of people in the sanctuary area. (I had been away for several months.) The 

next day “Jean Baptiste” (pseudonym) brought us some of his wife’s soup so we could try 

another recipe. He mentioned regional differences in the various recipes and clearly preferred 

the one used by his wife. 

The fact that this national food is soup, shared from a common pot, seems an 

appropriate symbol of Haitian ideals of egalitarianism that have, unfortunately, never been 

realized. Perhaps the way that this egalitarian aspiration of the slave revolt has been so 

brutally frustrated throughout Haitian history helps explain the power of the independence 

celebration. Egalitarian dreams continue to be deferred for Haitian immigrants in the U.S. 

context as well. The importance and power of independence is concentrated especially in the 

annual ritual of communal eating of the soup. Repeatedly, when members were interviewed 
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about the soup it was described as symbolic of the freedom afforded by independence. They 

could now eat what the slaves could not.  

In interviewing members about New Year’s, several themes were repeated. In the 

minds of the congregants, the clear emphasis of the celebration at the church was the new 

year. Haitian independence was secondary in this corporate gathering and only gained 

attention after the New Year’s activities were fully observed. The New Year’s Day 

observance is an overtly religious event for the members with whom I spoke. By all 

accounts, this part of the holiday is observed much as it is within similar faith communities in 

Haiti. Haitian Independence, on the other hand, is stripped down to little more than the bare 

essential - which is sharing of Haitian soup. This comparison of how these traditional 

practices are maintained is reflective of the prioritization of values amongst the members of 

this congregation and how life is experienced in the American context for these immigrants.  

The contrast is especially relevant when considering the formative experiences of the 

younger generations. Interviews with younger members indicated they were well informed 

and able to articulate thorough explanations of communion consistent with explanations of 

church leaders. The young people explained New Year’s in much the same terms as the 

adults. Haitian Independence, however, was something that the church and their parents had 

taught them little about.  

“Bartholomew’s” comments about New Year’s are representative of many. He began 

by saying,  

 You can see it in two ways; New Year’s in Haiti and New Year’s in 

the U.S. Because it is a national holiday for us back home, which is 

Independence Day, so New Year’s Eve generally back home people celebrate. 
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You know? For a Christian they’ll go to church and make sure that the next 

day takes them in church. Just like we celebrate it here in the American 

culture as well. In the next morning, because generally you go to sleep at 

home around four or five o’clock after church and then you go to sleep and 

then you wake up in the morning. We have this food that we eat back home - 

which is a soup which is made with squash. Just that’s what you do on New 

Year’s. 

 But here in the U.S. we still practice it the same way, but except the 

holiday part of it is not celebrated as much as we would back home. So in the 

church, just like in other cultures you just want to have that moment in prayer, 

the last moment of the year. And as a Christian you want to start the new year 

off right also. So to me it’s just like what’s the best place you want to be and 

pray. To me I don’t know if it’s a Haitian thing. It’s just like maybe a faith-

based mentality. 

 After the celebration, after the celebration of it, the Independence Day 

part of it ... more openly back home, but here we are a little more subdued. 

We still eat the soup, or what have you, but it’s not celebrated that big.  

I asked him to follow-up more on the soup. 

 Historically it goes back to slavery time. ... it is one way for them to 

say I can do whatever I want. I can have the same privilege that the master 

had. It has become a part of our culture. We always eat soup on January first. 

... It has a very deep, deep root from slavery, back in slavery days. 

He went on to say, 
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 People share food a lot that day. To me it’s more... it’s got such a great 

history behind it and we don’t want no one to stay not eating. It’s like 

Thanksgiving. Everybody eats. People take you from the street and they will 

feed you. And the same thing for me. That’s the best comparison, you know, I 

can make. January first you are going to eat. ... It has more historical value 

than spiritual value.37 

“Esther”, a college-aged female who was born in Haiti, but has lived most of her life 

in the United States, described New Year’s. She noted specifically theological boundaries in 

her explanation. “... I think it’s like God brought you through the whole year and we were 

able to see another year, which is a blessing added on to your life. And like the outside world 

or the secular world they see it more so like party, party. We’re more grateful to see another 

year.” 

Asked about anything distinctively Haitian about New Year’s at the church, 

she replied, “Well, probably like after the whole countdown stuff maybe. We focus 

on the, like the soup. It’s Independence Day soup thingy.” I asked for more about the 

soup. “I don’t really know much about the soup. I just know it tastes good. (laughs) 

But I think it’s like ...” [After pausing she called across the office area to where the 

Pastor had passed through to look something up on a computer located there.] 

“What’s the soup mean? (laughs) I never really thought much about the soup. I just 

know it tastes good. That’s sad. But they made it for the Independence Day thingy, 

thing.” 

When asked if she had anything else to say about New Year’s, she returned to the 

religious aspect. “It’s a big thing in America, point blank, so I think we’re bound to celebrate 
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it. But, you know, it just signifies to us the whole spending of the year. God provided you the 

ability to see another year - or at least a day in the next year.”38 

Another young voice, slightly older, is that of Marvel. He lived in Haiti for seven or 

eight years after being born in New York. He has now lived in Florida most of his life. 

 New Year’s is for us, I imagine for everyone, it symbolizes a new 

beginning and so especially in our community a lot of people suffer, so New 

Year’s is always seen as that page turning, turning over a new leaf and being 

able to start afresh and things are gonna be better this year. You know. We say 

goodbye to the old year and everything that happened. For us the very bad 

year was 2004, the year my dad left. That was the worst year for us. And so 

when 2005 was starting we were happy to have 2005 start. And my mom 

would be praying at the church. She would always say, “Maybe this year will 

be the year your dad comes, maybe this year.” ... 

 So that’s what New Year’s is. New Year’s means saying goodbye to 

the suffering. ... In our community, I don’t think many people look back and 

think that was an awesome year. We’re always looking forward to the better 

year. Cause the problems we face, they’re not problems based on poor 

financial decisions or like poor health choices. They’re bigger than that. 

They’re almost permanent problems. Problems like deportation or I can’t find 

a job because I’m an illegal. So it’s been very stressed.39 

Marvel associated the religion-infused New Year’s event with the Haitian  

community, but in a contemporary existential way rather than the historical 

independence. Comparing the descriptions of different members, one sees a 
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progression in the degree to which Haiti, Haitian history, and Haitian practice on the 

island decrease in prominence with younger members. This is not surprising, but it 

provides insight into the relationship between understanding experience rooted in 

memory and experience shaped by current host country contexts. Clearly, both are 

important. However, it is also clear that the use of these different elements is not 

uniform even within this single, tight-knit congregation. Using the musical analogy, 

one might imagine the homeland memory providing the bass, primarily provided by 

the older generations, while the contemporary contingencies provide the percussion 

and rhythm. All ages participate in the reality of today’s context, but the younger 

generations operate within this range almost exclusively, focusing primarily upon the 

current situation and moving forward, rather than looking back to Haitian 

backgrounds.  

When I asked Marvel about that historical aspect he replied,  

 To tell you the truth, here it almost doesn’t factor in. We keep the 

same traditions. There’s a soup that we drink, I think it’s squash, and we only 

drink it on the first. Different families will exchange. But that’s about it. 

Parents here don’t really talk to the kids about the ____ or independence.  

Whatever I know about Haitian history is whatever I learnt from Haiti or I’ve 

chosen to learn on my own because I love history. That’s why I know it, but a 

lot of the Haitians growing up here, they don’t know that January first is 

actually the Haitian Independence Day. In Haiti, yes. In Haiti there is a lot of 

festivities and people paint their houses and parades and no one goes to work 

but they don’t bring that here to _____ they don’t bring that history here to 
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America ___. (Blanks indicate lack of clarity in the recording of the 

interview.) ... 

 I don’t think its intentional. I just think a lot of the Haitians try to adapt 

as best they can and I think it’s hard. It’s hard to keep ... A lot of the kids 

don’t speak Kreyol. It’s not that their parents don’t want them to speak 

Kreyol, but the parents are so busy trying to learn English themselves that 

they’re not thinking, oh I need to be bringing my culture to my child. So a lot 

of that gets passed. 

When asked about any significance attached to the event occurring at  

church, Marvel replied, 

It is somewhere else. All Haitians do that. It’s not just at the church. The thing 

at the church is, there is fellowshipping so we’re not just changing year. We’re 

also praying for one another. And we’re not just going to visit to drink soup. 

We’re gonna gather to pray while we drink soup. So that our church, after 

service we serve soup and tea and bread. And it’s just another way to fellowship 

together. I guess the only difference might be that you trust most people at the 

church so we just eat freely. Whereas if we were just here [in his home] and 

some random Haitian brought us soup we probably wouldn’t accept, because we 

don’t know ‘em.40 

Sr. Ruth and Fr. Joseph described the New Year’s celebration much the same 

as other members that were interviewed. They view it above all as a religious event. 

They also describe the soup tradition as rooted in the newly independent slaves 

gaining access to food that previously was available only to Whites. Sr. Ruth 
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compared Haitian Independence to Thanksgiving, calling them the “same.” In 

emphasizing how Independence is not a focus at the church she made a revealing 

comment about perceptions of the Haitian immigrant population. “I don’t know how 

they do it in Miami.” ... “This [Miami] is where the really, really Haitian people live. 

I don’t know how they do it, but here, to me, we don’t celebrate it a lot at the 

church.”41 This is reminiscent of an occasion when I heard “Lydia” refer to a visiting 

teenager as “all Haitian.” She said it with a good-natured laugh. Unlike her more 

Americanized teens, who were born in Florida, the visiting teen seemed to prefer 

Kreyol and his dress looked more like that which is typical in Haiti than Florida. He 

had lived most of his life in Haiti and had been in the U.S. for less than two years. 

Referencing contexts outside the church, Sr. Ruth stressed that you do not 

want to ask a Haitian to work for you on January first, because you will get “nothing 

good.” Fr. Joseph added, “Because it is a state of mind, you know. It’s 

independence.” ... “The mind is free but not the body,” he said with a laugh.42 Here 

we receive an insight into how the historical is appropriated into the contemporary 

lived experience of immigrants. 

I sat down with Pastor Daniel to get his explanation of New Year’s. Verbal 

spacers like “um” have been included to reflect the actual speech pattern used. The 

pauses convey the Pastor’s thoughtful, deliberate manner of speech. 

 We have a New Year, but also the New Year is the Independence Day 

for Haiti. So it’s like every new year we have two celebrations. um. It is very 

important to Haitians, and to us also. Because even though we are away, but 

we still kind of do the same thing we do if we are in Haiti. um. The thirty-first, 
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the thirty-first of December the church will meet here. This is one of the 

biggest services we have. We have a lot of people. They come in from out of 

town to visit their family in (Beach Town) and they will come to church. 

Usually we don’t have, because our sanctuary is small, we don’t have a way to 

accommodate everyone inside, but we will have people all over the place. 

yeah. So they will come to worship, to thank God for the year and then, uh, 

pray for the new year comin. Stuff like that.  

 And also at midnight and after praying and worshipping it will be the 

time for us to welcome the new year, but also to think about the soup. There is 

a specific soup that we drink, or eat, on January first. It’s, uh, it’s important to 

us because we got this from many generations before, since 1804. Because 

before that the Black, they used to be slaves. They didn’t have the opportunity 

to drink or to eat the same kind of food that the master, the “colon,” would 

eat. So after the battle, the independence battle that they had, one thing was 

because they are free, they can eat anything. So one thing they could not eat 

before January first. One way they could say that they were really free. So 

they are free to not only have the land, but also to eat anything because the 

soup was something only the colon, the masters could used to have. Then the 

slaves would see and observe that from afar but now they had the opportunity 

to, like, to have it themselves. So now every year when we take it, it’s to 

remind us that we are free, that we have the freedom to eat this that was 

impossible before Independence Day. This is why. 
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 The new generation, they don’t really know much about this, but they 

enjoy it. They enjoy the soup because they see that this is something really 

interesting, really good. The parents, or the women, they will wake up early in 

the morning. Actually, since like the thirty-first of December they will start 

preparing and like three a.m. January first, three, four a.m. January first the 

soup is ready and in Haiti people will go place to place to bring soup to other 

neighbors and stuff like that. And they do that here also. yeah. Some people 

will make the soup and they will send the soup to other family members or to 

church members. That day this is mainly what you eat. Everybody will have 

it. Even if you cook the soup, you will have some other soup coming in, 

because everybody will have it. I think this is one of the good things about the 

New Year. We are celebrating, not only worshiping God, praying and all of 

that, but also we remember our history, how it used to be for us before 

independence and after independence. 

When I commented on being interested in how the different aspects of the  

event combined Pastor Daniel continued,  

 Yeah. Exact. The way it works you don’t even see the difference. ... 

It’s just something normal for us. The new year, it’s another year for our 

country. It’s a new start. The only thing that we do not have is the political 

aspect. Because we don’t have any kind of official here. But after that we do 

everything else. In Haiti they will do the same thing. They will go to church 

on December thirty-first. Spend the night. In the morning they will celebrate 

Independence Day and they will do the same thing; worshiping, praying, 
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testimony, all of that in the night. And in the morning, everybody they’ll have 

the soup.43 

If applying the sound mixing metaphor analysis to the New Year’s celebration, we 

can describe a high degree of consistency in the “melody” surrounding the Christian rituals. 

This is true of consistency with past experience in Haiti as well as consistency among 

celebrants at House of God. The prioritization of these elements creates a clear melody being 

reproduced each year in the congregational setting. This annually reinforces the memories of 

members and allows younger generations to learn the distinct ritual patterns easily and 

clearly. 

While many older members have clear memories and strong feelings about 

celebrating Haitian Independence, these do not find much mythic or ritual expression in the 

collective setting of House of God. Memories are not strongly reinforced, therefore. More 

importantly for the community and its future is that the younger generations do not receive 

these traditions. Thus, the overall tone of the congregational event is in fact changed in the 

diasporic context. The one Independence ritual enacted at House of God, sharing the soup, 

goes largely without interpretation, leaving a degree of ambiguity of meaning, especially for 

younger generations. While the historical element is important in the congregational context, 

the contemporary existential aspect is clearly prioritized. While Haitian ethnicity is clearly 

important in this community gathering, it is secondary to the religious experience involved in 

New Year’s at House of God. Of course, this would not be true of all individuals and the 

balance varies amongst congregants.  

The other important ritual meal at House of God is the communion. It is more 

commonly referred to as the Lord’s Supper at House of God. I asked for explanations of the 
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Lord’s Supper when interviewing members. Bartholomew began by saying, “As a Christian, 

you know, it has a deep symbolic meaning, you know, and you’ve seen different movies that 

kind of give you reflection of how it happened.” He compared the poignancy of Jesus’ final 

meal with the disciples before his crucifixion with having to say goodbye to someone at the 

airport when you know you will not see them for a long time. This provides a good example 

of the theological narrative being shaped by the immigrant experience and vice versa. He 

continued, 

Again, going back to the question if you’ve been heavy knowing that that person has 

died that you might have eternal life and to me that is so deep, you know. And that is 

something I don’t take lightly personally, so ... I don’t think it matters ...I don’t know 

if I’m looking at it as a Haitian perspective, but to me as a being, as a Christian that’s 

how I look at it. Someone else might have a different view, but ... that has so much 

sense to me. It is something you have a chance to do once in a while, but it reminds 

you of something that happened many, many, many years ago, but it has such an 

impact even now we can still celebrate it.   

Even though he had already anticipated this question in his initial answer I asked 

Bartholomew if he thought there was anything distinctively Haitian about the way that the 

Supper was observed at House of God. 

I don’t think ... I think everyone has to look at it in their own way, what it means to 

you. To me that’s what it means. That’s why I cannot make a comparison between the 

cultures. If I were living in it my whole life and ... I think the influence would be the 

same, although I think years ago, I’ve been Americanized, quote unquote, you know. 

I would hate to assume differently how someone else sees it.44 
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When young Esther was asked about the Lord’s Supper she began, “For me it’s 

basically like remembering like the whole ___ that happened. Christ dying on the cross for us 

and his blood being shed for us. It’s like a whole bunch of symbolism, through the bread and 

the wine. Christ died for us. And, like, he forgives us of our sins every day kind of thing and 

it’s just like a kind of moment to really think about it and not just take all that for granted.” 

The confidence she had regarding this theological subject of the sacred Christian communal 

meal provides a striking contrast to her timidity concerning Haitian soup, which is perhaps 

the quintessential marker of Haitian communal identity as it is commonly construed. 

When asked if she thought there was anything distinctively Haitian about the way 

communion was practiced at House of God she replied, 

Umm ... I want to say they are the same, but I don’t know. I don’t know if this 

is the right or wrong answer. I think ... African Americans are like Haitians - 

we went through a lot. I’m not saying you don’t take it seriously or whatever 

but I think there is more emotion tied to it, probably, because like prayer, you 

know, is what kept us through everything, so it’s kind of like, you ... it’s your 

life basically. You believe in something so long and you believe that’s what 

brought you out. You’re gonna dedicate everything ___ to that, every single 

little thing you do you’re gonna take it serious. Like communion is going to 

be very sacred to you. Baptism is very sacred to you and I feel like the Anglo 

churches they never really go through any struggles really. (laughs) That’s 

how I feel. I’m not prejudiced or anything. I just feel like it depends on 

struggle and the struggle ... Based on that, they perceive things differently.45 
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Clearly, race is a factor in this young woman’s experience, how she interprets her 

social contexts, and how she processes the ritual practices of House of God. She has 

encountered and processed the “sounds” she articulates here, and no doubt she influences her 

social world accordingly as she consciously and unconsciously introduces these sentiments 

back into the mix. It is telling that this young Haitian-American, when asked about “Haitian” 

distinctives, saw that distinctiveness as seriousness of faith felt in communion and prayer, 

which she introduced into the conversation. Also valuable is the link she made between this 

religious earnestness and contemporary life struggles. Christianness connects with deep roots 

through ritual and narrative representation, but it is also processed within the contingencies 

of lived experience of immigrant life in America. Both Haitianness and Christianness are 

appropriated to meet the specifics of each new day, even as they are simultaneously shaped 

by them. As the younger members of the congregation encounter a broader social context, the 

more universalizing identity of “Christian” may find more application than the more 

restrictive Haitianness. If this is the case, one might expect that over time the sense of 

priority of Christianness over Haitianness would become even greater than it already is for 

many of these younger generation Haitians. However, there are also many other alternative 

influences in the mix and the possibility that individuals may turn away from the familiar 

Christian elements. Other sources of sociality, such as particular professions or other social 

roles, may become the organizing center of life.    

When Marvel was asked to explain communion in the context of the Haitian church, 

he said, “Again, I didn’t know it had a different meaning. Well, the Lord’s Supper for me is 

something you take after you’ve been baptized, but it’s to remind us of the sacrifice that 

Jesus made for us. And the bread represents his body and the wine represents his blood.”46 
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He went on to relate some evolution in the way the ritual is observed at House of God. A 

survey of denominational literature on the subject corroborates Marvel’s perception that the 

beliefs and practices related to communion at House of God are very much in accord with 

many non-Haitian Evangelical Christian communities in the U.S. and beyond. The Baptist 

Faith and Message47 is the official and authoritative Southern Baptist creedal statement and 

serves as a comparative instrument on matters of theology and practice for House of God and 

the larger denominational context. 

As Pastor, Fr. Daniel represents the official and authoritative interpretation on matters 

of theology at House of God. I asked him to explain communion and who participates at 

House of God. 

 Who participates is mainly the members. When we say members, we 

are saying people who have been baptized by immersion. After that, we have 

a membership class. They take a membership class. They commit to the 

community of faith. And also visitors who are not members of the church, but 

who are baptized by immersion already. They can participate. 

 We think that, they may be members, but if they feel like there is 

something they need to do before they participate in the Lord’s Supper they 

should continue that, not participating, do what they have to do before that. 

Because it is something that we do every month, but at the same time it is not 

really the frequency of it. The relationship with God, with each other, we have 

to make sure that everything is kind of ok. ... not just an activity. We want to 

try to keep it as the Bible [teaches]. It is a new month, but we don’t just do it 

in the new month. But how is the relationship with God? If we know 
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everything is ok, then yeah. If we know everything is not ok then we need to 

take some time to work on that before. 

 This is one thing that we kind of tried with the deacons. To see how 

we can help on that. When we see that members don’t participate we can 

approach them to see how we can help them so next time they can participate. 

If there is something we need to work on we try to do that. So it is actually 

something that not everyone will participate in every time. ... Every time we 

do it, when we do it maybe we can evaluate our relationship to one another. 

Sometimes we do it in a specific way. We ask that if there is someone here 

that you have some kind of problem, you go to that person. You try to do it 

here. Talk to them ___ right with that person. We have it here, but we also 

need to be spirituality healthy with one another. So when we come we arrange 

that and then we drink the wine, we eat the bread together to say that we are in 

communion one with one another. So this is one thing that we see. We ___ 

tryin to help the members understand that also every time we take it that 

means we are in communion with one another; with God and with one 

another. This is one aspect.   

In comparing the New Year service to the Communion, Pastor Daniel said, “The New 

Year you don’t really have anything to do with anyone. You can just thank God for yourself - 

for protecting you throughout the year. But for the Lord’s Supper it’s you and the people. 

How is it with you and your brother. When we check that it is me and God, but it is also 

myself and my other brother in the faith.”48 
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This distinctively Christian ritual is central to forging and staging Christianness at 

House of God. Like Haitian soup, communion (as the name implies) has egalitarian 

connotations. However, unlike the soup, not just anyone can properly participate in 

communion. There is also a conspicuous differentiation of participants from non-participants 

who are also present during communion. Participants stand to receive the elements, either in 

the pew or at the altar depending upon the selected method of distribution on a given day. 

Non-participants, many of whom are long time and faithful attenders, remain seated. 

Communion is observed monthly. This is not unusual among American evangelical churches. 

Much as the soup signifies Haitianness, so communion signifies Christianness. Participation 

in these rituals is of course much more than simply an intellectual signification. The 

embodied, socially emplotted actions shape congregants in ways beyond conscious and 

intentional thinking.  

Just who is Christian is more complex at House of God than who is Haitian. Soup 

celebrates and reinforces being Haitian. As an Anglo-American I can never become truly 

Haitian, no matter how much soup I eat. This appears as obvious to all concerned and 

therefore my partaking of Haitian soup is not especially significant.  

Given the explicit communal emphasis, the more frequent participation, and the 

explicit prioritization of it in public discourse, communion appears to hold a much more 

significant position in the congregational life at House of God than the sharing of Haitian 

soup. Since Christian social participation is central to many congregants’ concept of 

Haitianness, however, these are not exclusive categories.  

There are many people who participate in communion in various places who are not 

truly Christian according to House of God (and typical Southern Baptist) theology. For this 
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congregation, this is significant indeed. Not surprisingly, since communion is invested with 

great significance, participation in this core ritual of Protestant Christianity (along with 

Baptism) is contested and carefully managed. Typical Baptist congregants understand that 

according to some versions of Christian interpretations, rituals such as communion and 

baptism themselves invest the person with salvation, or right standing with God and the 

church. Official House of God doctrine holds that one must first be converted, go through a 

period of training, then be baptized, and only then receive communion if one is in a state of 

healthy (i.e. obedient) relationship with God. This conversion is a spiritual event that is an act 

of grace, a gift that is, of God when the person willingly accepts that gift by faith and 

simultaneously turns away from one’s selfish orientation that manifests itself in behaviors 

that fall short of God’s intended plan. According to this view, one can be baptized, take 

communion and attend church weekly, and still not truly be converted; that is, be a true 

Christian.  

Bruce Lincoln defines affinity as “feelings of likeness, common belonging, mutual 

attachment, and solidarity.”49 Estrangement is his term for “feelings of distance, separation, 

otherness, and alienation.”50 According to House of God theology, the ultimate categories of 

affinity and estrangement are “saved” and “lost.” Other terms can refer to the same 

distinction. Participating in the mission of God to save all people is the most evident priority 

and purpose of House of God church. The church motto in the early period of this study was 

“Save them, Equip them, Send them out.” This appears on bulletins, on the website, and 

other various locations. More recently it was changed to; “Save the lost. Equip the saints. 

Send them out.” This implies equipping and sending people to evangelize others, so all three 
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aspects are ultimately about conversion and this is but one example of how prominent this 

theme is in congregational life. 

The communion meal effectively serves both affinity and estrangement. Creating 

affinity, though stated in different terms, within the “body of Christ” while partaking of the 

symbolic elements of Jesus’ body and blood is a goal not infrequently stated overtly in 

Christian circles, including House of God. The more common church language for this 

affinity is “unity.” Communion also simultaneously emphasizes the need for conversion, 

however - even of religious people who identify themselves as Christian. “Estrangement” 

seems a strong word for the differentiation that occurs between those who participate in 

communion and those who do not. Lincoln points out that a simple insider/outsider 

dichotomy is not enough. He also describes a “system of semipermeable borders that 

establishes separate subcategories among the insiders and organizes their dealings with one 

another.” He also specifically cites meal time rituals as occasions where such hierarchies are 

“actively constructed and regularly reconstructed.”51 A clear distinction is made between 

communion participants and non-participants for what might be called educational purposes 

at House of God. The goal, however, is precisely not separation, but promoting conversion 

and incorporation of more people into the fellowship. The spiritual diagnostic and renewal 

aspect described above by Pastor Daniel adds still more nuance. While Haitianness and non-

Haitianness is understood as simply given as part of God’s sovereignty and plan, conversion 

is something that is actively chosen by anyone who properly understands the theology. It 

appears that aspects of life experience that are taken to be givens require little maintenance, 

while areas of perceived contestation and choice tend to receive more reinforcement. 
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Thomas Tweed indicates, “There are multiple forms of collective identity - national, 

regional, ethnic, racial, and religious - and all are constructed in ongoing contests among 

members of a group. These contests for identity often focus on shared symbols.”52 Few, if 

any, rituals in the House of God congregation can be said to carry comparable symbolic 

power as communion. Creating affinity, teaching theology, and evangelizing are not the only 

tasks accomplished in communion. Partaking in and being the body of Christ has tremendous 

import, especially in light of racial, ethnic, and immigrant factors. Haitian immigrants cannot 

avoid their obvious status as a minority population in the United States, even in South Florida 

which is more diverse than many parts of the country. Racial discrimination for Blacks and 

negative stereotypes of Haitians have both improved in recent years since many of the 

members of House of God first arrived. Haitians still encounter these occasionally, however, 

and members occasionally reveal an ongoing consciousness of these issues at play in their 

adopted homeland. 

It could easily be overstated how participation in Protestant rituals such as 

communion help position members within the dominant American culture. Catholic Haitians 

experience minimal difficulty maintaining Catholic practice in the host community. Most 

Haitian immigrants, whether Catholic or Protestant, practiced religious rituals very similarly 

before coming to the U.S. For these Baptist Christians, Protestantism is not equated with 

American culture, even though American missionaries have been quite influential in Haiti. 

Haitian Protestant perception of Christianity is more typically a trans-national, trans-racial, 

and trans-ethnic reality - something they see as more fundamentally human than categories of 

nationalism and race. However, nation-transcending, race-transcending, and ethnicity-

transcending is more appropriate terminology. In this sense, Lincoln’s recognition of meals 
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as “instruments with which alternatives are posed to the established order” is appropriate and 

applies both to the communion and soup meals at House of God.53 The “kingdom of God,” 

“family of God,” “body of Christ,” or simply the “church,” more or less synonymous terms, 

all cast more prominent boundaries for many congregants in this context than those borders 

(or sociotaxonomic orders) over which they have less control such as race, national origin, 

and economic status, even though these borders are given more recognition in the larger 

context of the U.S. society. 

Lincoln writes, “just as taxonomy can encode and legitimate, indeed, help construct 

sociopolitical and economic orders, so conversely can anomaly be used to delegitimate and 

deconstruct those same sociotaxonomic orders.”54  While Protestantism in Haitian contexts is 

often interpreted as evidence of hegemonic North American cultural meddling, at House of 

God, the ritual practice of Baptist communion - or Lord’s Supper - is more subversive than 

compliant to the dominant American social context. It substitutes a positive theological 

identity for competing socially ascribed categories wherein members are typically cast in 

negative light. Simultaneously, it differentiates participants from the aspects of American 

culture deemed non-Christian, largely by differing moral standards of behavior. The act of 

gathering in this faith community is analogous to turning the dial up on the theological 

narratives and rituals, along with the accompanying sentiments. Meanwhile, the other 

cultural options such as race, economics, and politics are dialed down. 

The theme of a 2012 Youth Conference provides one of multiple examples where 

public discourse overtly contrasts theological priorities with material ones. The theme, 

“What’s your worth?” provided the frame for a series of sermons, songs, and skits that 

emphasized finding value in being God’s creation and child, and other aspects of having 



161 

salvation as this is interpreted in Baptist theology. The bulletin cover on June 17, 2012 had 

“What’s Your Worth?” at the top. A few options including silver and gold were crossed out 

and the bulk of the page was filled with “I’M WORTH DYING FOR!” with “DYING FOR!” 

circled and arrows pointing to it. 

The church periodically has multi-night events called conferences. When it is a 

“Men’s Conference” the men primarily plan and lead the event, but it is for everyone. The 

same is true when it is the women or youth that take the lead. So, the Youth Conferences are 

for everyone. This event is conducted primarily in English and the music style is less 

traditional. Many adults participate, nevertheless. 

While the “felt conflicts” of Haitian immigrants, no doubt, tend to differ from the 

typical White Baptist resident of Beach Town, communion needs little creative adaptation 

from standard Baptist ideology to serve a counter-cultural role.55 It is a ready-made 

subversive practice with regards to the commonly accepted social boundaries such as race 

and class. Austin-Broos observed that re-ordering of gender relations in Jamaican contexts 

was interpreted as a sign of authentic workings of God. Similarly, at House of God it might 

be said that the re-ordering of racial and class relations is seen as evidence of both divine 

intervention and faithful obedience on the part of followers.56  

This constructive imagining process is also discussed by Robbins but with different 

terminology. “All cultures situate people in time and space. Through their religious ideas and 

practices, they work to resituate themselves within the new spatiotemporal world.”57 At 

House of God, the mundane world of Black Francophone Haitian immigrants struggling for 

better circumstances for their children through means of the American educational and 

political/economic systems is subsumed by the theological construct centered around a God 
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who is sovereign over place and time. There is an eschatological sense of anticipation of a 

more perfect realization of God’s rule in the future, but there is a palpable sense of God’s 

current rule as well. “The earth is the Lord’s” is a dominant narrative at House of God. In this 

context, national boundaries are diminished, and migration is imagined, therefore 

experienced, differently than it would be without such a conceptual frame and social 

emersion. Robbins notes, with reference to the world, “With only one owner, the logic of 

space breaks down, and in the tremors that breakdown unleashes, the entire edifice of race 

and nation will crumble.”58 

When a typical Haitian-American participates in communion s/he is less likely to be 

constructing a sense of being American than being Christian; something far more powerful to 

virtually any worshipper at House of God. I, as a White American participant-observer, chose 

to participate in the communion ritual on a number of occasions. Worshipers could not help 

but observe my identification with them in this Christian identity marker just as they would 

have noted my choice not to participate Non-participation would have constructed a sense of 

otherness on my part. My sense is that this choice carried much greater significance in the 

eyes of most congregants than my participation in Haitian soup or the color of my skin or my 

primary language. In a way, this event of inclusion of a non-Haitian, non-Black in the central 

ritual activity of the congregation provides vivid verification of both the priority of the 

theological sphere and the transformative power of it. While the ritual itself is conducted 

very much as it would have been in Haiti, meanings are reconstructed with each re-

enactment. In this case of participation alongside a White American, many Haitian 

immigrants were introduced to a new elaboration of the themes associated with communion, 

a new note in the sound-mix. New permutations of meaning vary among participants, 
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especially between the younger members who were born and raised in the U.S. and those 

older members who have memories of Haiti. “Each time a sign is re-presented, it appears 

within a different context that may allow a change of meaning ... a sign’s meaning is always 

open to change ...”59 Nevertheless, as seen above, even younger members articulate 

understandings of the ritual of the Lord’s Supper faithful to the public discourse on the 

matter. 

I certainly do not imply here that conscious meaning-making is the extent of the 

importance associated with ritual practice. It is significant that this body of Christ 

remembered in the ritual is, in fact, embodied. This is a Haitian body of Christ (the church) 

and Christ, in the form of communion elements, is incorporated into the black bodies of 

Haitians through consumption. The elements of that body are handled with great care as they 

are served from the table that proclaims in large carved letters, “This Do In Remembrance Of 

Me.” Servers wear suits and ties or formal dresses with white gloves as they distribute the 

polished metal containers. Members prayerfully await their turn to stand and receive the 

bread and wine. The tone of the prayers and overall mood of the service is serious and 

reverent. At House of God, communion transcends race and nationality in the cognitive 

ordering of things. This practice signifies being part of something more important and 

enduring according to the theology of the members. Yet simultaneously, the same ritual act 

sanctifies the francophone, black, minority, sometimes criminal (i.e. without legal residency 

status) body, signifying the equality and dignity of all people, just as the Haitian revolution 

sought to do and as the American founding documents proclaim. These historical sources are 

rarely present in public discourse, with the Bible providing the basis of equality.  
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As Tweed points out, the processes known as religion “situate the devout in the body, 

the home, the homeland, and the cosmos. Religions position women and men in natural 

terrain and social space.”60 Tweed also describes how shared symbols bridge the homeland 

and the new land as “migrants symbolically construct a common past and future.”61 Much as 

the Haitian soup bridges Haiti and the U.S., so the communion links Haitian experience in 

the homeland and in diaspora. It also symbolically bridges earth and heaven in the sacred 

cosmos constructed at House of God by these physical and spiritual pilgrims. It would be a 

mistake to interpret these “physical” and “spiritual” realms as discrete from one another. The 

two realms are mutually dependent and intertwined, and symbols often convey meanings in 

both realms simultaneously.  

One of the aspects of physicality on display during the communion service, 

mentioned above, was servers wearing white gloves while distributing the communion 

elements. This might be interpreted as contributing a certain formality and class to the 

handling of the sacred elements. Pastor Daniel, however, explained the reason for the gloves 

as protecting against the spread of germs and communicating to the people that they are 

trying their best to do so. He indicated this is a practice they had not done in Haiti, but rather 

had begun in the U.S.62  

Lincoln writes, “Among the many aspects of religion that promote social integration 

perhaps none is more powerful and important than ritual, although it must be noted that not 

all ritual is necessarily religious.”63 There is nothing inherently religious about Haitian 

Independence and squash soup. However, when it is ritually enacted in the context of a 

religious community in a religious space at the conclusion of a religious service, the porous 

nature of the lines between national/ethnic practice and religion is revealed. This affirms the 
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important role of institutions in staging such rituals that shape the social being with each re-

enactment. As Lincoln states, “ritual, etiquette, and other strongly habituated forms of 

practical discourse and discursive practice do not just encode and transmit messages, but they 

play an active and important role in the construction, maintenance, and modification of the 

borders, structures, and hierarchic relations that characterize and constitute society itself.”64 

Additional comparisons can be noted as the rituals of communion and the sharing of 

the Independence soup are examined. The monthly practice of the Lord’s Supper is supported 

by much intentional and repeated public interpretation which ties into the larger theological 

fabric of congregational discourse. The annual soup tradition is accompanied by no official 

interpretation. It ties in with what might be called de facto associations by being always 

practiced within Haitian relationships. This association set is diluted, however, especially 

among school-aged congregants who also associate with people outside the Haitian 

community. These non-Haitian social contexts often include non-Haitian food. It is typically 

the very individuals that have high degrees of interaction with non-Haitians and engage in 

more social contexts where non-Haitian food is the norm that have the least direct memory 

associations connecting the soup to Haitian history and social experience. They have had 

little or no exposure to intentional interpretation of meanings ascribed to the soup. These 

individuals are experiencing social marginalization less and less in the larger Beach Town 

context. Indeed, many reported a high degree of a personal sense of fitting into the American 

culture when they were surveyed. What marginalization exists now appears to be more about 

economics than directly related to race or ethnicity, though immigration status continues to 

be a significant barrier for some. This implies that the specifically Haitian elements of 

experience for these more integrated members has weakened relative to other elements. 
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Especially as greater economic freedom is achieved, I expect this waning of “Haitianness” to 

continue. 

On the other hand, the Christian aspect of personhood associated with communion 

exists within a comprehensive ideology that is regularly reinforced in the congregational 

context. Non-Haitians are often referred to as other members of God’s creation and the 

Christian family. Non-Christians, even though creations of God, are more fundamentally 

different. They are “lost.” Non-Haitian culture can be adopted to whatever degree is 

comfortable whenever this serves one’s interests. In some contexts it can be advantageous to 

fit comfortably into non-Haitian specific environments such as business. This contributes to a 

softening and a decrease in ethnic isolation. Non-Christian culture, however, is generally 

interpreted as dangerous and is approached defensively. There are typically less incentives 

for adopting non-Christian views and practices. Such opportunities do exist, however, and 

they are addressed directly in official discourse at House of God. Members are equipped with 

ideological tools from the church perspective to defend against non-Christian ideologies 

when they are encountered in social settings or in the media. These conflicts serve largely to 

reinforce the sense of Christian self  and community when thus anticipated and inoculated 

against. People may be born into the church context, but those who remain choose to do so 

for reasons both intentional and unconscious. Someone with this background, experiences all 

aspects of life differently than someone from a non-religious group This includes the 

experience of immigration.  

Haitian soup is eaten largely in what I am calling a de facto manner, especially among 

the younger congregants at House of God. They are there, the soup is there, and it is what 

everyone does. Communion, quite differently, requires a decision to identify with the 
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religious doctrine of the church and to undergo specific training. A conscious choice for 

communion participation is encountered each month. While the unreflective habits certainly 

exert powerful influence, the intentional, regular choosing of participation implies an even 

more profound layer of habitus.  

The New Year celebration evokes sentiments and provides cognitive frameworks for 

ordering life and giving direction for action. The themes of reflection and improvement in 

Christian devotion and living are coupled with remembering Haitian independence and 

renewal of national/ethnic fervor. Speaking of Cuban immigrants and their relation to a 

Miami religious site, Tweed writes, “exiles map the landscape and history of the homeland 

onto the new urban environment. Focusing on the ways they do this in rituals and artifacts, I 

suggest that through transtemporal and translocative symbols at the shrine the diaspora 

imaginatively constructs its collective identity and transports itself to the Cuba of memory 

and desire.”65 Tweed was speaking of a religious site serving largely nationalistic purposes. 

In the case of Haitian soup at House of God, we observe a national symbol used as such, but 

also doubling as a religious symbol within a larger religious reconfiguring of being. Not only 

is the Haiti of memory revisited, but the Kingdom of God of memory, as well. 

Simultaneously, the United States and the heaven of desire are constructed. In the cases of 

consumption of Haitian soup and communion, in life and community altering ways, 

participants are what they eat. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

This study examined how religious narratives and rituals function in constructing the 

experience of immigrants within the context of a Haitian Baptist church in South Florida. 

Key insights are listed below. 

It is clear these religious narratives and rituals do not function in isolation from other 

influences in the social experience of immigrants. Facebook posts from Marvel provide 

examples of this. These interactions on social media involve many people outside the House 

of God context and often do not reference religious belief or practice. Sometimes these posts 

would not be considered appropriate in House of God contexts. Similarly, while Marvel still 

regularly self-identifies on his Facebook page as Haitian, he has many interactions outside of 

that social circle. He has also increasingly identified as Black. The popular music culture is 

the most prominent social field cited in his posts. Marvel shared how he anxiously awaited 

the completion of his college studies and the opportunity to dive more completely into 

pursuing his passion for music and performance. Positive references for musicians and music 

are common on his page. This window into one member’s social world reveals an 

increasingly wider set of influences and an apparent waning of the dominance of the religious 

master narrative in the ongoing process of negotiating life experience.  

The religious narrative and ritual practices function in dynamic ways as individuals 

perpetually interact with other people and their complex set of experiences, and the larger 

structural and environmental contexts. In spite of the many competitive influences the 

authoritative status and pervasive social influence afforded to these religious practices alter 

the experience of immigration in significant ways for many immigrants. 
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This study developed a multifaceted approach to analyzing social experience within 

immigrant communities based upon a constellation of issues. The particular component 

elements of the analysis were not new, these were pulled from relevant literature and 

represent key findings from related studies. What is new is the manner in which the different 

components were brought together into one analysis. 

Attention was given to continued influence of homeland memories and ties, as well as 

the practical needs of daily life and negotiation of constraints in the host country context that 

necessarily drive much of the appropriation of resources. Homeland memories and ongoing 

ties are molded and deployed creatively to fit and to serve current host country contexts, but 

most notably that context, as well as the homeland, are experienced as theological geography. 

Marginality is identified in the literature as an important factor shaping immigrant 

experience. This must be combined with other factors and viewed within context to 

adequately explore immigrant experience, however. Marginality is not the predominant force 

determining life experience for members of the subject community in this study and there are 

significant variations of marginality even within this congregation. The influence it has 

depends upon the degree of marginality and upon how it is interpreted by those involved. The 

Mon example illustrates how marginality can vary within one family’s experience and how 

marginality can interact with the theological and social cohesion of the congregation. 

This study illustrates the point that Mooney and others have made about the vital 

importance religious institutions often play in mediating the experience of immigration.  The 

mediating role between immigrants and government institutions was seen in examples such 

as House of God assistance with official paperwork, mobilization for collective effort to 

affect deportation laws, assistance in acquiring driver’s licenses, and providing joint 
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educational and relational opportunities with local police. The larger role of the institution 

providing bridgework between immigrants and American society and culture more generally 

was evident in assistance learning English, finding housing and jobs, and with college 

success with material and other forms of support. 

Moral demarcation or value adjudication is an important element of social practice 

that shapes the experience of immigration. This is a process that is embedded within religious 

narrative and ritual discourse in the House of God context. Moral demarcations given divine 

sanction were seen during fieldwork to provide powerful sentiment for shaping social 

practice. 

Also novel within this study is the development of a useful vocabulary to describe 

social processes based upon the analogy of sound-mixing. This analogy and vocabulary more 

adequately capture important nuances often lacking in discussions about social interaction. 

This study illustrates how religious narratives and rituals can provide master 

narratives to interpret and relativize competing narratives wherein immigrants may locate 

themselves. This highlights the importance of participation, or lack thereof, in religious 

social groups. While the church could not prevent the deportation of one of its leading 

members, the theological interpretation of Fr. Joseph in a message to the congregation cited 

in chapter four provides a glimpse into the regular and important role of theological discourse 

in making sense of elements within immigrant experience. It relativizes the experience and 

the competing institutions in such a way as to provide a transcendent meaning that gives a 

sense of greater purpose and ultimate hope beyond the current observable contingencies.   

Other contributions of this study include an addition to the literature on Haitian 

immigration to the United States. Protestant communities have largely been ignored or 
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portrayed according to a negative bias in the field of Haitian studies as somehow not 

genuinely Haitian. This study represents a step in the direction of incorporating this large and 

growing group of Haitians into conversations concerning Haitian culture, religion, and 

immigration in a constructive way. This study serves as a reminder that the temptation to 

focus exclusively on certain groups of a given society, or ignoring others, can lead to a less 

robust understanding that is more reflective of the diverse religious beliefs and practices that 

coexist and interact in all communities. 

The porous and pliable nature of social practice is readily observed when focusing on 

Haitians living outside of Haiti. Using less reified models of conceptualizing and explaining 

social groups, this study problematizes the notions of “authenticity” and essentialness 

common in the field of Haitian studies. Many of the insights generated in analyzing this 

particular religious community have implications for understanding immigrant populations 

more generally. Focus upon any singular influence in immigrant experience is inadequate. 

From this case study, however, our understandings of the complex processes involving 

relations between religious practice and immigrant experience are increased. 
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APPENDIX  

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE: THE CHURCH AND THE HAITIAN 

IMMIGRANT EXPERIENCE 

1. Where are you from originally? 

 

2. Were your parents from Haiti? 

 

3. Were your grandparents from Haiti? 

 

4. If you immigrated from Haiti, how would you rank the importance of the following as 

reasons for doing so? (Identify top three in order with 1 as the most important.) 

 Economic 

 Political 

 Educational 

 Family 

 Other 

 

5. How long have you been in the U.S. approximately? 

 

6. How long have you been in the [Beach Town] area? 

 

7. Are you a member or regular attender of [House of God]? 

 

8. How frequently do you attend [House of God]? (Closest approximate) 

 One or more times per week 

 Once every two weeks 

 Once per month 

 Occasionally 

 

9. How long have you been a Baptist? (Approximate) 

 

 

10. What religious affiliation were you and for how long prior to becoming a Baptist, if 

applicable? 

 

 

11. How important would you say that religion is to you? 

 Very important  

 Important 

 Somewhat important 

 Not important 
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12. How old are you? 

 Teen 

 20s 

 30s 

 40s 

 50s 

 60s 

 70s 

 80s 

 90s 

 

13. How would you most likely describe yourself:   

 Haitian  

 Haitian-American 

 American 

 Black 

 African-American 

 Other (Specify) 

 

14. What is your primary language? 

 

15. What other languages do you use at least each week? 

 

16. Which language do you use most with your family? 

 

17. In which language would you be most likely to pray privately?  

 

18. How important do you think it is to maintain Creole and teach this to the younger 

generation in the U.S.? 

 Very important 

 Important 

 Somewhat important 

 Not important 

 

19. How important do you think it is to maintain French and teach this to the younger 

generation in the U.S.? 

 Very important 

 Important 

 Somewhat important 

 Not important 

 

 

 

 

 



178 

 

20. How important do you think it is for Haitian immigrants to learn English while living in 

the U.S.? 

 Very important 

 Important 

 Somewhat important 

 Not important 

 

21. What is the highest level of formal education you have achieved? 

 

 

22. Have you attended school in the U.S.? 

 

23. At what level/s? 

 

 

 

24. How much do you interact with non-Haitians? 

 Very little 

 Occasionally 

 Some 

 Often 

 Most of the time 

 

25. When/where are you most likely to interact with non-Haitians? 

 

 

 

 

26. How would you describe your comfort level around non-Haitians? 

 Very uncomfortable 

 Somewhat uncomfortable 

 Somewhat comfortable 

 Very comfortable 

 

27. How many of the people who live near you are Haitian? 

 Nearly all 

 Most 

 Some 

 Few 
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28. What businesses do you use primarily because they are owned by church members? 

 

 

 

29. What businesses do you use primarily because they are owned by Haitians?  

 

 

 

30. What percentage of customers where you buy groceries would you say are Haitian? 

 

 

31. Which would be your preference for Haitian children attending school? 

 A school for Haitians 

 A school where Haitians are the majority 

 A school that is evenly mixed with ethnic groups 

 A school that is primarily Anglo-American 

 A school that is primarily African-American 

 

32. What percentage of music and entertainment that you listen to or watch would you say is 

Haitian? 

 

33. What percentage of music and entertainment that you listen to or watch would you say is 

American? 

 

34. How often do you eat what you would call Haitian food? 

 Always 

 Most of the time 

 Often 

 Sometimes 

 Rarely 

 Never 

 

35. How often do you eat what you would call American food? 

 Always 

 Most of the time 

 Often 

 Sometimes 

 Rarely 

 Never 

 

36. How happy would you say you are with your experience in the U.S.? 

 Very happy 

 Somewhat happy 

 Somewhat unhappy 

 Very unhappy 
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37. Are you employed? (This includes part-time and seasonal work.) 

 

38. If so, what is your job? (Student applies)  What was your primary work in Haiti? 

 

39. How satisfied with your career or school situation are you? 

 Very happy 

 Somewhat happy 

 Somewhat unhappy 

 Very unhappy 

 

40. What is your approximate personal income per year? 

 Less than $10,000 

 $10,000 - $17,000 

 $17,000 - $27,000 

 $27,000 - $37,000 

 $37,000 - $60,000 

 $60,000 - $80,000 

 Above $80,000 

 

41. How many people are there living in your household? 

 

42. How many of these work at least 20 hours per week? 

 

43. How many are under the age of 16? 

 

44. How many are over the age of 65? 

 

45. What have been the most significant difficulties for you living in the U.S.? 

 

46. How would you compare your standard of living in America with your standard of living 

in Haiti? 

 Much better (in America) 

 Some better 

 Same 

 Some worse (in America) 

 Much worse 

 

47. Do you feel that you fit into the American culture? 

 Not at all 

 Only a little 

 Somewhat 

 Mostly 

 Totally 
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48. Do you feel that you are free to pursue your goals in the U.S.? 

 

49. If not, what are the hindrances to you achieving your goals?  

 

50. How many states have you been to in the U.S.? 

 

51. Do you plan to eventually move to Haiti? 

 

52. How often do you travel to Haiti? 

 

53. How often do you have contact with people in Haiti? 

 

54. How often do you read or listen to news from or about Haiti? 

 

55. What language is most frequently used in this news? 

 

56. How important is it to you to preserve your Haitian culture and identity? 

 Very important 

 Important  

 Somewhat 

 Not important 

 

57. How do you do that? 

 

 

 

 

58. What types of events or social gatherings do you participate in that you would call 

specifically Haitian? 

 

 

 

 

59. How does the church help preserve Haitian identity and culture? 

 

 

60. In your opinion, is church participation important for most Haitian immigrants to 

maintain their Haitian identity and culture?  

 

61. How has the church helped you adapt to life in America?  
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62. Has being a part of the church helped you locate a job or otherwise been of help 

financially? (Could include transportation, child care, food, etc.) How so? 

 

 

 

63. Do you feel that you are generally better off for being a part of the church? Please 

specify? 

 

 

 

64. What other resources have helped you adapt to life in the U.S.? 

 

 

 

65. How important would you say the church is for you in maintaining Haitian culture and 

identity? 

 Very important 

 Important 

 Somewhat important 

 Not important 

 

66. How would you rank the importance (most important to least important) of these for 

maintaining Haitian culture and identity? 

 Family 

 Church 

 Neighbors 

 Haitian community organizations 

 Government agencies 

 Other 

  

67. How important would you say the church is in helping immigrants adapt to life in the 

U.S.? 

 Very important 

 Important 

 Somewhat important 

 Not important 

 

68. How would you rank these in order of importance for helping Haitian immigrants adapt 

to life in the U.S.? 

 Family 

 Church 

 Neighbors 

 Haitian community organizations 

 Government agencies 

 Other 
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69. Is there anything else you would like to say about your experience as a Haitian in 

America? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

70. Is there anything else that you would like to say about the role of the church in preserving 

Haitian culture? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

71. Is there anything else you would like to say about the role of the church in assisting 

Haitians in adapting to life in the U.S.? 

 

 

 

*Work Consulted: Haitian Immigrants in Black America: A Sociological and Sociolinguistic 

Portrait by Flore Zephir. Westport, Connecticut/London: Bergin & Garvey, 1996.   
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