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The Island of Cuba 

This issue of New World Outlook considers various aspects of the 
Protestant church in Cuba, and the Methodist Church in particular. This 
annual mission study supplement is offered as a resource for the Schools 
of Christian Mission. 

A few quick facts will help put Cuba into perspective. It is an island 
nation just 90 miles off the coast of Florida. On a clear day, you can see 
it from the Florida Keys. It is the largest island in the Caribbean chain, 
about the size of Pennsylvania. Approximately 11 million people live in 
Cuba, and roughly 1.5 million Cubans live elsewhere in the world, many 
in the United States. A unique clause in US immigration law allows any 
Cuban citizen who sets foo t on US soil to ask for and receive asylum. 
However, as a matter of policy, many Cubans have been interdicted at 
sea by US patrols and sent back to Cuba. 

Dynamic changes have taken place in Cuba over the last decade. The 
icy relationship between the government and religious organizations 
has thawed, and churches that were once repressed are now thriving, 
though some pockets of tension still exist among some Communist 
Party leaders. 

Cuba has been forced to make sweeping changes in its economic sys
tem. After the Cuban Revolution, an economy that was dependent on 
the United States was replaced by an economy dependent on the Soviet 
Union. With the break-up of the Soviet Union, Cuba-unable to rely on 
aid from the United States or the international community because of the 
US-imposed embargo-endured a "Special Period," when shortages in 
food, medicine, and fuel were severe. Cuba's president, Fidel Castro, 
who has headed the government since the revolution in 1959, opened 
the country to a Cuban brand of free-market system. 

Today, according to Kirby Jones, president of Alamar Associates, a 
Washington-based consulting firm that provides services to companies 
interested in doing business with Cuba, the Cuban state has been selling 
assets to private interests. Hundreds of joint ventures with European 
interests have started in Cuba in the last few years. "If you are waiting 
for the 'great transition' to a free-market economy when Castro finally 
goes, you've missed it. The transition is already happening," said Jones 
at a Queens College seminar on Cuba. 

Sugar, once Cuba's primary industry, has taken a third seat behind 
tourism and family remittances (Cubans outside the country sending 
money back home) among Cuba's main sources of income. A shift in 
policy that permitted tourism and rem ittances has brought hard curren
cy to the island nation, a must to ensure economic stability. As Fidel 
Castro approaches his 80th birthday and the global economy con tinues 
to change, it is hard to predict what awaits Cubans in the 21st century. 

LI To Give to the Advance: Christie R. House 

For United Methodists: Make the check out to your local church and write the Advance name and code number on 
the check. Give your gift to your church treasurer so that your local church and annual conference receive Advance 
credit. Outside UM channels: Make the check payable to "Advance GCFA" with the project name and code 
number on the check. Send the check to Advance GCFA, P.O. Box 9068, GPO, New York, NY 10087-9068. To 
contribute with a credit cord, coll 1-888-252-617 4. 

All Advance projects ore also eligible for Supplementary Gifts through United Methodist Women's giving channels. 
Supplementary Gifts ore given through the UMW treasurer. The Women's Division will honor the designation. 

NEW WORLD OUTLOOK MAY /JUNE 2004 

' ' ,,'"• •I ..> ' .. '"' , , ., .:,, , , ,_,. ,.., • • ;, · ,• ,.. ' •• : , ., ; •• , . • ,. • ' ' ', >; I' • I ' ' ' ' 

e~ 

Mis! 
4 The ( 

byU 

B Cuba 
Anln 
by Pc 

12 Faith 
by Pc 

16 A Uni 
Unite 
by Al 

20 As Cl 
Cuba 
by Pi 

24 Missi 
Refe1 

26 An In 
The I 
byR1 

30 Prep; 
An In 
byC1 

34 Youn1 
byR1 

36 Bless 
Cuba 
by Pc 

42 UMCI 
by CJ 

DEPARl 

2 The I 
bye, 



islar.: 
mse 
chain 
jve [ 

mam 
•s am 
ylum 

ew World Outlook 
Mission Study: Cuba 
4 The Cuba/Florida Covenant: A Partnership of 121 Years 

by Lawrence A. Rankin 

8 Cuba Is Changing: 
An Interview with the Rev. Raimundo Garcia Franco 
by Paul Jeffrey 

ted a 12 Faith Heals: Churches Expand Medical Work Throughout Cuba 
by Paul Jeffrey 

itiori 16 A Unique Agreement: 
iving United Methodist Volunteers in Mission in Cuba 
1~ by Aldo Gonzalez 

csy: 20 As Churches Fill with Newcomers, 
~~; Cubans Prioritize Theological Education 
ly on by Paul Jeffrey 
Jf the 
;es in 24 Mission Work in Cuba 
1stro Reference Pull-Out 
ened 

26 An Interview with Bishop Ricardo Pereira, 
:es, a The Methodist Church in Cuba 
mie1 by Richard Lord 
~!ling 

pean 30 Prepared for Life: 
itin! An Interview with Joel Ajo Fernandez 
nail)· by Christie R. House 
one1 

hina 34 Young Adults in Cuba 
by Richard Lord ding 

it in 
rren· 36 Blessed by Crisis: 
<idel Cuba's Churches Explore New Forms of Mission 
we1 by Paul Jeffrey 
turY· 

42 UMCOR Projects in Cuba 
'011 by Christie R. House 

1 ~er~ 

~v:~ DEPARTMENTS 
6i. JD 

New Series Vol. LXIV, No. 5 
NEW WORLD OUTLOOK 
Whole Series Vol. XCIV No. 3 
MAY /JUNE 2004 

2 The Island of Cuba 41 Mission Memo 44 Bulletin Insert on Mission 
innek by Christie R. House 
on. 

NEW WORLD OUTLOOK MAY / JUNE 2004 3 

• • , • • • • ' ' • · · ~ r • • • • • >1 , • .,,. ,~', • ' t,, .., I ~J ~ . j ; 1 , ; · . . ~ ::- r c.• 1•,•.,.. i;,,. -.- ., ,. ,_. ,i.~·~ :: { ~;:,.: :;. "•f t ~ •• •• • >'• ' • ' ' '°- "' -:· ~ -.,..., :.•• 

' 



A woman looks ou t of her door in to the sunlight in Santiago de Cuba. 

The Cuba/rlorida Covenant: 

A PARTNERSHIP 
Oi121YEARS 

by Lawrence A. Rankin 

The Methodist and United 
Methodist Conferences in Cuba 
and Florida share a 121-year-old 

partnership. It wa e tabli hed 
becau e the Florida Conference 
envi ioned Hispanic mini try 
among Spanish-speaking peoples 
in Key West and Tampa. Many 
were patriot and veterans of th 
un ucces ful Ten Year ' War (1 6 -
1878), an uprising again t Spain 
for independence. The political 
asylum e ker found anctuar 
only 90 mile north aero the 
Florida traits. 

Dr. Charle A. Fulwood wa 
appointed pa tor to the ngl 
Stone Church in Key We t "with 
in trucbon to er e th uban 
population." Fulwood' a ociat , 
Jo , . E. anduzer, wa appoint
ed a a mi ionary to th uban in 
1 73. Le than a ar and a half 
later, h di d of yellow f er at the 
t nder ag of 22. Hi d ing w rd 
wer , " o abn 1Ldo11e In 111 1. 10 11 

rnbn11n " (Do not aband n th 
uban Mi ion). 

\\ \'V RLD L TL !... \I \ 'I IL 

a m1 10narie upported b the 
Mi ionar ociety of th Florida 
Conference, Methodi t Epi copal 
Church, ou th. In 1 3, th y 
organized a We ley ociety in the 
main hall of the Hotel aratoga in 
Old Havana, right under the no 
of the pani h authoritie , ' h 
banned any Prote tant' ork on th 
i land. The ci didn' t look r 
act like a church, o th authoribe 
tolerated it. Retired pa tor and 
Cuba Conf r nc hi torian 
Marbelio Tama that the 

pre nt "1th th 
" \Yhy are w m uba ' " 

fir t r Ii-

\ hat 1 unu..,ual ab ut th1.., m1-.-
that th 1 >th d1-.t 
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Silvera, not by foreign missionar
ies. Foreign missionaries would 
come later and establish congrega
tions, schools, agricultural and lay 
training institutes, clinics, and an 
ecumenical seminary. From its 
inception, the Methodist Church in 
Cuba was distinguished by contin
uously growing indigenous lead
ership, with foreign missionaries 
acting as partners in the develop
ment of a national church. 

Building the Church 
In the General Conference of 1948, 
the Methodist Church in Cuba 
became a missionary conference, 
sharing Bishop Roy Short with the 
Florida Conference. Dr. John 
Branscomb, pastor at the First 
Methodist Church in Orlando, was 
the Florida Conference mission 
secretary who envisioned expand
ing mission to Cuba. In 1952, Dr. 
Branscomb was elected bishop. As 
a missionary bishop, he made fre
quent visits to the island, organiz
ing caravans and preaching 
missions with Florida pastors and 
visiting local congregations in 
Cuba. Mission tertms of college 
students (precursors of the United 
Methodist Volunteers in Mission) 
from the southeast went to Cuba to 

pen ce work alongside Cuban Christians, 
:d es organizing health clinics, promot
~hat ne ing literacy, constructing chapels, 

JP even cutting through a hill to build 
rou a a better road. Cuban leaders 
nan to responded in kind by preaching in 
ne 1 id Florida churches and serving as 
ity. a guest speakers at annual confer
' o he ence sessions and the Methodist 
;sio es Youth Camp in Leesburg. 

Jn Perhaps the greatest legacy of 
~3, this period was the contribution of 
~d the single female missionaries sup
ie, ported by the Women's Division. 

They developed rural missions, 
is· while married missionaries with 
1st families often remained in the cities. 

One example is the work in Omaja 
near Holguin. Leora Shanks and 
Sara Fernandez are still loved and 

revered for establishing a school for 
rural children and introducing 
music and the arts. The Rev. Eulalia 
Cook, from the South Carolina 
Conference, established a ministry 
in Baguanos. During the 1940s, she 
wore pants and traveled by horse, 
preaching in the "bohio" chapels, 
crude structures made of palm 
planks and fronds. Cook became a 
cofounder of Alfalit International. 
Alfalit, a literacy program, now 
operates throughout Latin America 
and beyond into Africa. 

After 45 years of revolution, 
people still remember the conse
crated and selfless commitment of 
these missionary women. Many 
owe their educational and voca
tional opportunities and Christian 
formation to them. 

After the Revolution 
The success of the Cuban 
Revolution on January l, 1959, 
greatly affected the church. In less 
than two years, all 53 US mission
aries left the island. All but five 
ordained Cuban pastors and their 
families also crossed the Florida 
Straits. According to retired Cuban 
Bishop Armando Rodriguez, dras
tic measures were implemented to 
fill the empty pulpits. The Cuban 

Conference called on youth and 
young adults, including young 
women, to preach and teach in the 
countryside. These missioners, 
known as the "Seed Planters" and 
the "Planters of the Gospel 
Harvest," received a weekly 
salary of 25¢ and filled the gap that 
otherwise would have caused the 
collapse of the church (see article 
on p. 30). Cuba Methodism experi
enced hardship when 60 percent of 
its resources, which came from the 
Methodist Board of Missions, were 
cut off abruptly. The United States' 
unilateral embargo prevented any 
flow of US funds to the island. 
Church membership shrank from 
9000 members to less than 1200. 
The Methodist Church in Cuba 
became autonomous in 1968 with 
Armando Rodriguez elected as 
bishop. The development of the 
Cuban church had come full circle. 

During the 1960s, Cuba's part
nership with Florida reached its 
lowest point. Cuban Methodists 
felt isolated, and some even 
expressed that they felt "aban
doned" by their Florida sisters and 
brothers. And yet, during this fal
low period, the Cuban church was 
planting a spiritual seed that would 
bear a rich harvest for Jesus Christ 

A new sanctuary is constructed over the existing shell of the Niquero Methodist Church 
in the Sierra Maestra District of southeastern Cuba. 



nearly 30 year lat r. The church 
had to be transformed by the Spirit 
of God before it could grow. 

A New Covenant 
Bishop Hasbrouck Hughes of the 
Florida Area secured permission to 
visit Cuba m 1995. Cuban 
Methodi ts ought him out, chal
lenging him to renew the historic 
partnership between the confer
ences. In October 1995, Bishop 
Hughes initiated the first steps 
toward that end by calling a meet
ing of United Methodist Cuban 
pastors and lay leaders in Miami. 
Bishop Hughes' calm leadership 
and the presence of two Cuban 
leaders, the Rev. Gustavo Cruz 
(who was soon to be elected bish
op) and the Rev. Roy Rodriguez, 
opened the way for the establish
ment of a covenant between the 
two conferences. 

In 1996, Bishop Cornelius L. 
Henderson was elected and 
assigned to the Florida Confer
ence. Henderson assigned a 
Cuba/Florida Covenant Task 
Force to define the partnership 
with the Cuban conference. The 
covenant preamble states: 

Affirming our common bond in 
Jesus Christ and our historical 
Wesleyan ties, we, the members of the 

Methodist Church in Cuba and the 
Florida Annual Conference of The 
United Methodist Church, propose a 
covenant in Christ with one another. 
Noting Paul 's words ... to the Church 
at Corinth, that 'for we are God's 
servan ts, working together" (I 
Corinthians 3:9), we acknowledge our 
partnership for greater service to the 
mission of God and a stronger witness 
to the love of Jesus Christ. 

The covenant enjoins the part
ners to pray for one another; to 
engage in the interchange of peo
ple as work teams, preachers, laity, 
caravans, study teams, professors, 
teachers, and choirs; to respond to 
the priorities of the Methodist 
Church in Cuba; and to build rela
tionships between districts and 
churches for mutual support and 
encouragement. 

The covenant signing at the 
Florida session of the 1997 Annual 
Conference and a month later at 
the Cuban Annual Conference ses
sion in Havana was greeted with 
shouts of acclamation and expres
sions of joy. 

The Methodist Church Today 
The prayer of the Planters of the 
Gospel Harvest nearly 40 years ago 
is being answered with an abundant 

harvest. In 1959, there were 120 
chartered churches with missions 
and a membership of 9000. Today 
there are 203 chartered churches, 
with over 900 missions and house 
congregations. Membership stands 
at 14,000, having grown by 100 per
cent since 1990. There are an addi
tional 50,000 "seekers" participating 
in discipleship classes, who prepare 
for membership in the church. It 
takes almost a year for a seeker to 
become a member. After a decision 
to follow Jesus Christ, the seeker 
attends a disciple class for Bible 
study. Seekers are mentored by 
members and encouraged to seek 
the gifts that God has given them. 
They "must demonstrate a testimo
ny" in all areas of their lives and be 
active in a ministry of the church. 
They are taught stewardship and 
tithing and must demonstrate this 
spiritual discipline. After examina
tion, they are ready for baptism and 
church membership. 

The Cuba/Florida Covenant 
Covenant teams in Cuba and 
Florida representing the districts 
preside over the execution of the 
covenant. Small caravans of four to 
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six members travel to Cuba from 
Flo.!"ida. One hundred twenty-six 
Florida congregations are in part
nership with a like number of 
Cuban churches. Over 25 Florida 
church caravans visited their 
Cuban partner churches last year. 

Testimonies abound concerning 
the benefits of the covenant. The 
rural congregation in Mota, in the 
Sierra Maestra District, received 
the resources to purchase much 
needed musical instruments. They 
thank God for their partnership 
with the Keystone United 
Methodist Church in the Tampa 
District. The Rev. Bob Wooten and 
members of his church have visit
ed Mota and celebrate the spiritual 
renewal they have experienced at 
Keystone. 

Because of limitations imposed 
by the Homeland Security 
Administration regulations, visas 
are limited and delayed. Few 
Cubans are permitted to travel 
back to Cuba. 

The benefits of the covenant are 
measured mostly in spiritual 

terms. Florida churches testify to 
their transformation from the 
inspiration of their Cuban church 
partners and the lay and clergy 
leaders. Cuban churches appreci
ate receiving material support to 
enhance their ministries and to 
repair damaged sanctuaries and 
parsonages. 

In 1993, the General Board of 
Global Ministries and the 
Southeastern Jurisdiction United 
Methodist Volunteers in Mission 
(UMVIM-SEJ) sent the first work 
team to repair a damaged sanctu
ary near Havani'l . The UMVIM-SEJ 
administers the flow of teams to 
Cuba. The Office of Religious 
Affairs of the Cuban Central 
Committee permits one team per 
month to work in Cuba. The 
Methodist Church in Cuba priori
tizes the projects to be completed 
(see article p. 16). The largest 
building project completed by the 
Methodist Church with the help of 
UMVIM is Camp Canaan, a six
acre property donated to the 
Cuban church by a retired 
Christian farmer. The Cubans pro
claim the camp's existence as a 
miracle because the land was pri
vately owned and yet the state 
issued permits to build the camp. 
This was the first time since the 
Cuban Revolution that the church 
was able to construct new build
ings. After eight years, the camp 
boasts dormitories, a cafeteria, 
guest houses, and its centerpiece
a 500-seat chapel. For the first time, 
the Cuban church is able to hold 
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Left: Children participate in a music 
program at Mota Methodist Church in 
the Sierra Maestra District. Mota is a 
partner congregation with Keystone 
United Methodist Church in Tampa, 
Florida. Top: This horse-drawn wagon is a 
common sight 011 the streets of San tiago de 
Cuba. Above: A father rows with his 
daughters down a waterway in Havana . 

assemblies and its session of the 
annual conference with all partici
pants gathered in one place. 

The Cuba I Florida Covenant is 
a successful spiritual partnership 
manifested boldly across the 
Florida Straits. The mission of 
making disciples for Jesus Christ is 
accomplished with mutual sharing 
of responsibilities. God is blessing 
the Florida and Cuban conferences 
because they are fa ithful in living 
out this covenant. 

The Rev. Dr. Lawrence A. Rankin is 
the Director for Mission and Outreach 
for the Florida Conference. 
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CUBA IS CHAN61N6 
An Interview with the Rev. Raimundo Garcia ~ranco 

he Rev. Raimundo Carda Franco is a 
Presbyterian pa tor in Cardenas, the 
ci hj ea t of Havana now known to 
many as the hometown of Elian 
Conzalez . After serving as a pastor for 
38 years, Carda founded the Christian 

Center for Reflection and Dialogue in 1991 and 
has since served as its executive director. With 
its own dormitories and conference rooms, the 
center is a busy place. Throughout the year, 

by Paul Jeffrey 

people from across Cuba come to attend courses 
on subjects such as organic farming, food preser
vation, medicinal plant use, sex education for 
youth, alternative sources of energy, gender and 
development, and human rights. The center's 
demonstration farm outside of town grows food 
that is distributed to the elderly, to schools, and 
to child-care centers. For years, Carda 's farm
ing efforts were ignored by government officials, 
but now the farm is cited by the same officials as 
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an example for farmers to follow. 
Carda has become well-known for his 
campaigns to clean up the city 's pollut
ed bay and to address the needs of 
young women who started working as 
prostitutes at the nearby Varadero 
tourist complex. 

Paul Jeffrey: Why is a church 
center involved in growing food? 

'.o attend < Raimundo Carda Franco: For many 
iing,Jood I years we've had a crisis with the 
~x educat ~ production of food. The govern
~gy, gen 'L ment tries to implement new plans 
Is. The c ,, and projects, but we always find 
~own gro1 t~ ourselves facing problems. So we 
) lo schoo '' decided to get involved, to do 
, Garcia' ~ things in an organic and sustain
rnmenl o b able manner. And the Ministry of 
sameoffi Q• Agriculture has declared our farm 

, 

; 

a provincial reference center. Last 
year we produced 108 tons of veg
etables. We've got chickens and 
ducks and pigs and fish, and we're 
working on increasing production 
at lower cost. We're trying to 
develop new ideas and new tech
nologies that can be implemented 
in the country, especially focused 
on saving energy. 

You're not the only ones growing 
vegetables. Everywhere you look 
in Cuban cities today, lettuce and 
onions are growing. 
The government is pushing the 
idea of gardens in the cities. It's an 
attempt in some ways to make up 
for the great inefficiency of agricul
tural lands in the countryside. But 
the government has to make new 
laws that will provide incentives. 
No one is going to go to the coun
tryside to work eight to ten hours a 
day for a minimum salary. I'm 
hopeful that the 6th Congress [of 
the Cuban Communist Party] will 
have some responses to this. 

You give away a lot of those veg
etables you grow. 
Our program of pastoral accompa
niment and consolation attends peo
ple like the elderly with no family, 

those who are disabled, and people 
living with HIV-AIDS. We have per
sonnel who cook and deliver food to 
130 people every day. We have three 
social workers who are helping 
these folks with their daily prob
lems, whether it's a single mother or 
a child with different capacities. 

on their own, and there are lots 
that we don't even know about. 

Your work is part of a larger gl-een 
movement in Cuba. 
There's been a big change. Until the 
1980s, the issue of ecology didn' t 
count for anything. Back in the 

Clockwise from top: The Rev. Raimundo Garda Franco; A woman looks over a balcony 
onto a street in Santiago de Cuba; A couple rides in an ox cart, a common mode of trans
portation in rural sections of Ciego de Avila; Two men play dominoes on a street in 
Cardenas, a port city near the Provi11ce of Mantanzas . Above: A woman picks greens in 
an urban garden that supplements countryside agriculture. 

You've said that the church needs 
to talk not only about heaven but 
also about excrement. Is that why 
you've become a bio-gas fan? 
We're working on alternative ener
gy and waste recycling. We've 
helped with the construction in 
this province of more than 150 bio
gas plants [bio-gas, or methane, 
can be collected from rotting vege
tation and manure and then used 
as fuel]. We' re using some new 
technologies now and hope this 
year to build as many as 40 new 
bio-gas installations. This is a 
movement that will continue to 
grow, although the government 
authorities haven't yet caught on 
to its potential. At first, we had to 
beg people to try this out. New 
people are building bio-gas plants 
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1960s, they irr plemented agricultur
al programs that were true disasters. 
But then, with the development of 
the Ministry of Science, Technology, 
and Environment, there's much 
more ecological consciousness 
today. And the message is getting to 
the grassroots through television 
programs and other means. 

We need to move forward 
quickly with alternative energy. 
One of the negative impacts of our 
relationship with the Soviet Union 
was thinking that we could have 
all the electricity and petroleum 
we wanted. 

What does the Center for Reflection 
do to foster reconciliation? 
We have a program focu ed on rec
onciliation and peace. We' re trying 
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The many activities you carry out 
reflect a greater space for the 
clrnrcltes and civil sociehJ titan 
existed earlier in tlte revolution. 
I' had the privilege of participat
ing in all of the church- tate dia
logue in Cuba since the 1960s, 
including dir ct dialogu with the 
pre ident. Some will argue that 
th re haven' t b n big changes in 
Cuba. Yet from my point of view, 
there have been. The consciousnes 
of the people and the society has 
changed. This is not the Cuba of 
1970, or 1980. This is a Cuba that 
started to change in the 1990s, and 
that change has continued. 
Although we're still living under 
the same political and ocial regime, 
people today express themselves in 
a different manner. I'm not saying 
that socialism will fall tomorrow, 
but people are provoking a crisis 
that obligates a response. 

There are those within the gov
ernment who think differently 
about whether we're going to have 
more freedom. The figure of our 
president keeps things together. But 
at some point we will have to move 

on. W should not throw away 
wha t we have but improve it. 

Poverty certainly exists in Cuba, 
but you don't have the misery 
that's so extensive in much of 
Latin America. 
De pite all the grea t errors and 
probl ms we have her , we're still 
better off than most of Latin 
America. But we need mor space 
for dialogue and for a kind of free
dom that's not just something we'd 
copy from the United State . You've 
got serious problems in the United 
States with the kind of freedom you 
have. How do we go forward unless 
we expand the commercial relation
ships we've b en developing inside 
Cuba? Where's the money to invest 
going to come from? 

We need a wider political dia
logue at the same time. The United 
States has to dialogue with this lit
tle country. 

You said Cuba isn't the same as it 
was in the 1960s. Do you have a 
hard time convincing Cubans in 
Miami of that fact? 
This is a serious problem. They 
refuse to recognize that here in 
Cuba there has been change, and 
there will continue to be change. 

In the 1960s, my freedom was 
incredibly restricted. Today, I can 
move around with ease. I don' t 
have all that I want, of course. And 

Sugar production was once a main 
industry in Cuba. This is one of many 
sugar mills in Aguacat that closed. 

I'm not talking about money. There 
are social changes that I, as a 
Christian, want to take place. But I 
have a freedom that I never had in 
those years. 

I spent two years in the famous 
UMAP. [Military Units to Aid 
Production were camps in the 
ea rly 1960s. The state interned 
homosexuals, priests, pastors, men 
with long hair-anyone consid
ered socially suspicious.] The gov
ernment closed the camps after 
two years and later admitted they 
were a grave mistake. Cuba has 
been changing over time. 

You promote dialogue. Yet some 
say that certain sectors of the 
Cuban population monopolize 
discussions about Cuba, that the 
majority of Cubans aren't taken 
into consideration. 
There's a meeting this week in the 
Carter Center in Atlanta for sever
al sectors of the Cuban emigrant 
community. They're discussing the 
future of Cuba and focusing on the 
emigrants and the emigrant organ
izations in Miami, along with the 
so-called "dissidents" inside Cuba. 
And the rest of us? I'm not from 
the government, nor am I an emi
grant, nor am I a dissident. So it's 
as if I don' t exist. We need new 
space for dialogue, which is what 
we're trying to do with our center. 

An important point here is that 
whether we agree or not with a 
government, we've got to respect 
the government. The fact that 
some North Americans don' t agree 
with [President George] Bush 
doesn' t mean that he's not the 
President of the United States. 
We've got things here that are 
good, some that are bad, and some 
things that are very bad, but we've 
got a government. And it should 
be present in every dialogue. 

How do you address the issue of 
human rights in your center's work? 
When we talk about human rights 
in Cuba, we talk mostly about 
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Doe · di-criminatiott again · t 
Clrristia11 still L'\i · t 111 ulw? 
It till i t - a I t I , but ther 
ar till c rtain functi nari who 
don' t lik u . Th re al o still i t 
om leftov r of all that Soviet 

f rmation we had h r f r o many 
y ar , wh r r ligion wa ome
thing to b controlled and ev ntu
ally don away with. It' incredibl 
to what th church i doing 
with th fr edom it now ha . 
Traditionall w had om 50 reli
giou gr up in Cuba, but now 
th r ar mor than 100. Vi itor 
got in, found d new group , and 
today tho e group are working, 
with or without I gal p rmis ion. 

ivlrnt ' going to lrnppe11 wliett 
ftdel astn> dit' ? 
Id n' t know what will happ n. But 
I do h p that the control of the 
country pa to re ponsible p ople 
who will impro e up n what we've 
done until now and n t d troy it. It 
would b a huge hi tori.cal error to 
claim that everything done ince 
1959 wa nu good. You've got to 
rememb r th gr at things we've 
achi v d as well a th things we've 
not don w 11. And the only ones 
capabl f making tho e d cisions 
ar w ubans who have lived here. 

A a pa tor, I hop we'll be able 
to do i t without violence, that 
through dialogue we can achieve 
p ac and reconciliation, as has 
b n don in other place . And if 
ome of tho e who live outside 

want t come back, then let them. 
We'll n ed to create a ociety that' 
more plurali tic. But we houldn't 
de tro the accompli hments 
we've achieved along the way. 

Paul Jeffrey is a United Methodist 
mi ionary serving in Hondura . 
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unteer worker with a church-spon
sored health program, Marcena 
usually leaves her home early and 
comes home late, often when 
there's a freight train stopped on 
the tracks in front of her house. No 
problem. Marcena pulls off her 
prosthetic leg and nimbly crawls 
under the boxcars. 

ships following the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. Several agencies, 
including United Methodist-sup
ported Church World Service, 
responded with shipments of med
icines and other humanitarian aid. 
In some cases, church agencies 
shipped the raw materials to Cuba, 
and the council supervised the 

health system could lower maternal 
mortality." 

In response, Dr. Corrin helped 
local Christian medical profession
als begin educational health pro
grams. A staff member of the 
General Board of Global Ministries 
sent Corrin a book about the pio
neering work of the Comprehen-

Left: Alcoholism in Cuba is a major problem, which Pro-Salud helps to combat through its sponsorship of health programs. Right: 
Members of a health team lead singing during a meeting of health program promoters. 

She said: "I didn't have much of 
a childhood. I was raised by an 
aunt and didn't get much love. Yet 
since I lost my leg I've felt accom
panied by God, loved for who I 
am. So this is how I share that love 
with others." 

Marcena' s love for the margin
alized of El Cristo is typical of hun
dreds of committed Cuban 
Christians who are working to 
help their sisters and brothers 
enjoy the fullness of life promised 
to them in the Gospel. They' re part 
of an ambitious program-coordi
nated by the Cuban Council of 
Churches-that has helped the 
church find a niche for ministry 
amidst the complicated political 
and cultural changes that Cuba is 
today experiencing. 

The program has its roots in the 
early 1990s, when churches in the 
United States and elsewhere 
responded to an appeal for help 
from Cuba. The country was enter
ing its "Special Period" of hard-

manufacture of medicines and 
monitored their distribution 
through the government's health 
system. 

Dr. Noemi Corrin, a pediatri
cian appointed by the council to 
oversee the work, traveled 
throughout the country, ensuring 
that assistance was used as agreed 
and looking for unmet needs to 
which the churches could respond. 

In a 1993 meeting with medical 
professionals in the eastern 
province of Guantanamo, the 
provincial director for the Ministry 
of Public Health asked Dr. Corrin 
for help. "He told me, 'We sure 
could use you here.' He said 60 per
cent of the people in the area were 
Christians, but maternal mortality 
was rising, despite the fact they had 
medical professionals in every cor
ner of the province. It was a cultural 
problem. The men wouldn't allow 
their wives to see a male doctor. He 
said that if the churches could help 
change people's attitudes, then the 

NEW WORLD OUTLOOK MAY I JUNE 2004 

sive Rural Health Project in 
Jamkhed, India. She liked what she 
read, and in 1995, GBGM sent 
Corrin to J amkhed for three weeks. 

"In Jamkhed, I learned that the 
church can do its work anywhere. 
In a country with a culture and 
religion very different from ours, 
the church-although a small 
minority-was doing impressive 
work. If they could do it, so could 
I. I returned to Cuba more deter
mined than ever that I could work 
with the Marxists." 

Since her return, Dr. Corrin has 
led the churches of Cuba in craft
ing an ever-expanding program of 
medical assistance. 

Implementing Health Programs 
One of the first programs she 
launched was in Santiago de Cuba, 
where alcoholism, always a prob
lem in Cuba, was getting worse in 
the middle of economic crisis. 
Working with Christian health 
professionals from several fields, 

13 

, , · , , , , , , • • , .• • . . . . , ~ ,-·,. : • .,. ; ,.,· ~ •· - t,\ 1 ., - 0. ~:!i' ; , . • ~ : ... . o .. J : .••'•- ,. ........ ,u r ~v• , .,.. ~-::.~,~ .... ..,, , , • • 



14 

the program d veloped a network 
of promoters who started small 
self-help groups in city neighbor
hoods and rural villages. 

Another project, developed 
largely by Methodists around 
Santa Clara, provided accompani
ment to the families of people liv
ing with HIV I AIDS. 

Yet another project encouraged 
the use of natural medicines and 
better eating habits. Coming in the 
middle of the Special Period, the 
project helped us "nourish and cure 
our bodies with what we have 
rather than look for things that 
come from the outside," according 
to Dr. Corrin, who lost 40 pounds 
during the Special Period. 

In 1998, with help from the 
Christian Blind Mission and evan
gelical churches in Germany, the 
program began an overhaul of the 
medical system's ophthalmology 
clinics. Dr. Corrin and her staff 
administer the program, but-in the 
spirit of cooperation that has 
marked the collaborative relation
ship since the beginning-the 
Cuban health system does the work. 

Other programs focus on the 
health of the elderly, reproductive 
health education for women and 
youth, and family counseling pro
grams in areas of the country with 
the highest rates of divorce and 
domestic violence. Gorrin said 
most Cuban churches are asking to 

get involved, even those that have 
long shunned the ecumenical 
council or any collaboration with 
the Cuban government. 

"I Promise You That Things Are 
Going to Change" 
Dr. Corrin recalls a 1990 meeting 
between church leaders and Cuban 
President Fidel Castro. "Fidel said 
something that day that I'll never 
forget. 'From now on, I promise 
you that things are going to change. 
I will help ensure that those 
changes take place,' he said. He 
meant he was willing to do battle 
with the conservatives in the 
Communist Party who opposed 
any change in the relationship with 
the churches. What we're trying to 
do as a church is not just talk about 
what benefits us Christians. That 
kind of opportunism limits dia
logue with the government." 

President Castro kept his word, 
Corrin said. "The attitude of the 
country's top leaders has done a 
lot to ensure that attitudes toward 
Christians have changed. We're 
really in a moment of kairos [grace] 
for the churches in Cuba." 

In Cuba's precarious religious 
landscape, however, some are still 
unwilling to move on. "Several peo
ple have told me they don' t under
stand how I'm today helping people 
that yesterday mistreated me. Yet 
that's what our Christian principles 

Rosaneris Yvanis Domfnguez (left), a rural promoter for the ecumenical health program, 
walks with Ores tes Batis ta, a recovering alcoholic. 

are all about. We're supposed to 
love our enemies. On the other 
hand, there are people in the Party 
who are just as sensitive and caring 
as any Christian. You could believe 
all you want but have nothing 
Christian about how you deal with 
other people." 

According to Dr. Sandra Salazar, 
a Methodist physician in Santiago 
de Cuba, there are also theological 
battles to wage. In her work with 
the program, Salazar educates peo
ple about natural medicines, 
acupuncture, and floral therapy. 

Dr. Salazar said: "This provoked 
quite a controversy in my church, 
with some people saying that what 
we were doing was satanic. But we 
met with some theologians who 
helped us with the Word of God, 
and then we presented our case 
from the scientific point of view." 
She reports the church finally decid
ed to approve all the medical tech
niques discussed with the exception 
of hypnosis. 

In the Santiago area, the program 
is called Pro-Salud (Pro-Health). It 
sponsors a variety of programs that 
change people's lives. 

Guillermo Rodriguez, a promi
nent lawyer and former state secu
rity agent, said: "I struggled with 
alcohol for 20 years. Many psychi
atrists tried to heal me, and failed . 
Over time I lost my job and my 
family, and I thought I was going 
to lose my life. But four years ago 
someone called me at home and 
said there was a meeting of a self
help group at the Baptist Church." 

So Rodriguez went to the 
group. "They explained how alco
hol works, and I slowly started to 
understand. But even more, I start
ed to understand the love of God, 
something I experienced in the 
group and in the church. They 
never demanded that I join the 
church. I was the one who felt the 
grace of Christ and decided to be 
baptized and join the church." 
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to "I lost everything to alcohol, 
1er but now with the love of Christ, 
iy I've recovered my family, my 
ng work, and my personality. Thanks 
ve to God and this self-help group." 
1g 
th "The Church Can Be the Church 

in Whatever System" 
u, The program in the Santiago area 
~o is coordinated by Drs. Angel Prado 
al and Eliza Duques de Estrada, a 
th husband-wife team. Dr. Duques 
:r de Estrada said the groups, 
s, which function differently from 

Alcoholics Anonymous, are the 
d key to recovery. "These groups 
1, carry on no matter what. They 
it keep meeting even during hurri
'e canes," she said. 
o Faith is at the center of the alco-
1, holic' s problems, said Duques de 
e Estrada, a professor of anatomy at 

the Universidad del Oriente. "One 
of the characteristics of alcoholics 
is that they don' t have faith in any
thing. And someone who doesn' t 
have faith has lost everything. 
Some participants say they don' t 
drink because every Friday we 
come to their group meeting. So 
they have faith in us, or in the 
group. It's a place to start, where 
they begin to see the world from a 
different point of view." 

The couple's commitment led 
Dr. Angel Prado to retire early 
from his work directing a medical 
laboratory so he could devote him
self full-time to directing Pro
Salud. "This work has changed me 
a lot. Before, I wanted to be the 
well-known Dr. Prado. Now I'm 
happy being known as the physi
cian of the alcoholics . I rejoice 
when an alcoholic tells me, ' I'm 
not drinking. I got my family 
back.' I rejoice whether they are 
Christian or not. What's important 
is that they've become a useful 
person in society." 

According to Prado, many psy
chiatrists in the government health 
system have recognized that alco-

Above: Two men in Cafiona traveling home with chickens. Below: Genoveva Ochoa a 
health promoter, visits Augustina Carrion in the rural village of Barajagua. ' 

holism is more than a medical 
problem and now regularly refer 
their alcoholic patients to the 
church-sponsored groups. "The 
great majority of people working 
in the hospitals understand. They 
accept and get enthusiastic about 
what the churches are doing." 

Dr. Prado said dealing with 
alcoholism shouldn' t be seen as a 
problem exclusively for the state. 
"It's the church that should open 
up new paths and demonstrate 
that it can work on this issue 
together with others. And we're 
much better equipped than before 
to convince the state that we can 
work together. We have learned 
ways of being involved, for the 
interests of all and not just the 
interests of the church. We've 
shown that we can work with oth
ers and that the church can be the 
church in whatever system." 
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Yet some changes in Cuba's reli
gious landscape have caused prob
lems for the program's work, 
organizers say. "There are a lot of 
fundamentalists inside our church
es, and they vehemently oppose 
what we're doing," said Timoteo 
Reyes, a retired Baptist journalist 
who helps direct the program. 

Dr. Prado said: "They consider 
alcoholism a product of demons 
that needs to be confronted. So 
they think we're wasting our time, 
that what we're doing is satanic." 

The resistance to the program 
by some conservative pastors has 
been worse than any opposition 
from the government. "We go to 
the Party to ask for help, and 
they've never told us no." Prado 
said. "But in the churches, they tell 
us no quite a bit. Some of them are 
too worried about life after death. 
They love to talk about how the 
soul might float out of the body 
toward a bright light. But I'm more 
worried about whether there' s life 
before death, because for many of 
these alcoholics, what they're liv
ing cannot easily be called life." 

Paul Jeffrey is a United Methodist 
missionary serving in Honduras. 
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For many Cuban Methodists, UMVIM was synonymous 
with money needed for the construction and repair of our 
properties. We knew from the start that this was not the 
initial purpose of the Volunteers in Mission program. It 
was just one aspect of the brigades of volunteers who came. 

I recall a special moment in early May 2003 when a group 
joined me under a mango tree in the city of Pinar del Rio. It 
was difficult to understand one another because of the lan
guage differences. Our levels of English and Spanish differed. 
But the love of Christ that made us one family was definitely 
there. We hugged each other and wept together when we said, 
"Goodbye." But that farewell did not separate us. We are still 
united, each with a great variety of memories a11d emotions 
and all with changed lives. 

I join Aldo Gonzalez, who said, "Anyone who travels to 
Cuba with [UMVIM] returns home a different person. " 

The Rev. Emils6n Cruz Pena, pastor of Igle ia Metodi ta, 
Pinard I Rio, Cuba.Translated by Joye Hill. 

n January 1993, a team of volunteers from the 
Methodist Association Representing the Cause 
of Hispanic Americans (MARCHA) was able to 
visit the Methodist Church in Cuba for the first 
time after many years of isolation. This great 
accomplishment paved the way for UMVIM to 

establish a mission-related work-team program in 
Cuba. At first, it was difficult to get permission for the 
teams from the Cuban government. Given the icy rela- • 
tions between the United States and Cuba, the Cuban 
government suspected the United States would plant 
spies among the team members. After much assur
ance, the Cuban government allowed the team to enter 
Cuba to work on the roof of a church. The roof of the 
adjacent building, a government-run bakery, was al o 
in need of repairs, so the team fixed the adjacent roof 
at the same time. Once the government realized what 
United Methodist volunteers were all about, it decid
ed to allow work teams to enter Cuba. 

Soon after, an exploratory team, led b Le ter 
Spencer of the Southeastern Jurisdiction (SEJ), traveled 
to Cuba to talk with Cuban Methodi t Church official 
and plan continued assistance. In 1994, a joint group of 
representative from the General Board of Global 
Ministrie (GBGM) and UMVIM, led b John 
McCullough of GBGM, traveled to Cuba to continue 
building the foundation for a work-team program. 

For the ne t everal month , team mainl from the 
UMVIM-SEJ traveled to e eral area of Cuba to a i t 

in repairing and reno ating Methodi t church . 
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At the same time, a coordinated effort was devel
oped by the church in Cuba, the government of 
Cuba, and UMVIM to send teams to Cuba. The pro
gram, headed by Walter and Betty Whitehurst, began 
to send teams to Cuba to work in locations where the 
church identified the greatest need. 

The Prerequisites 
The parameters established by the Cuban govern
ment and UMVIM at that time continue to be fol
lowed today. We are allowed to send one team per 
month, with no more than 12 people, for a period not 
to exceed 14 days. The Cuban government issues 
special religious work visas that allow these volun
teers to work and preach while visiting Cuba. 
Likewise, the US Treasury Department issues special 
licenses to allow US citizens to reenter the United 
States from Cuba legally. The team members going to 
Cuba must be Methodists, not members of the 
Armed Forces of the United States, and not holders 
of clearance for work in the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, the Central Intelligence Agency, or 
other US government agencies. Team members may 
not be pilots. 

Knowing th at I was Cuban and raised in the 
Methodist Church, Betty Whitehurst asked me if I 
would take over as the new coordinator and liaison 
between Cuba and the United States after she and 

grea Walter retired. 
Mt 

I try to provide much-needed assistance to the 
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church in Cuba and to understand the circumstances 
under which it must work. I have developed a very 
close relationship with former and present church 
leaders; and although I may disagree with their 
approach sometimes, my primary objective is to help 
the many thousands of Cubans who benefit from the 
hope and salvation that the church offers them. 

UMVIM workers rebuild the parsonage of Entronque de 
Herradura Methodist Church. 

UMVIM 
Accomplishments in Cuba 

Since 1995, except for three months when the gov
ernment in Cuba decided not to issue visas, 
UMVIM has sent a team to Cuba every month . 
Every province has benefited from the work, and 
in many places in Cuba today, there a re new or 
rebuilt churches where people can worsh ip God . 

• More than 100 teams have brought money, 
clothing, medicines, and their working hands to 
assist the church in Cuba. 

• More than 1000 United Methodist volunteers 
have traveled to work in Cuba . 

• From UMVIM alone, more than $500,000 has 
been given to the church in the last e ight years. 

• Every team takes with it quantities of prescrip
tion medicines to distribute . The total amount is 
valued in the millions of dollars . 

• Cloth ing, bedding, tools, musical instruments, 
laptops, and many other items are brought 
every month . 

• The most important statistic cannot be meas
ured : many people have come back renewed 
and have experienced deep spiritual growth . 

• Cubans have developed an understanding of 
US culture and the loving relationsh ip between 
The United Methodist Church and the church in 
Cuba . 

• Many people in Cuba no longe r consider peo
ple in the Un ited States as !heir enemies. 

Working in Cuba 
The work teams bring many of the construction and 
work supplies with them but obtain most of the 
heavy equipment in Cuba. Each team brings a love 
offering of $5000 to the project. This money defrays 
the cost of labor and materials incurred by the church 
in Cuba before and after the team's departure. Often, 
more than one team is needed to complete a project. 
A detailed accounting is kept for each project. 

In the past decade, UMVIM teams have raised 
and rebuilt many churches from their foundations, 
including churches in Bauta, Cacocun, and Miller. 

Church buildings in Pinar de! Rio, Herradura, 
and Holguin among many others have benefited 
from UMVIM projects. Several churches have built 
annexes for schools and other activities. Teams have 
also worked at the Methodist Center in Havana and 
the Home for Adults in Mariana. 
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(Left to right) The Rev. Pamela Gable, Larry Cochran, and Bob 
Boughton help with construction at San Juan Methodist Church 
in Santiago de Cuba. 

Camp Canaan 
Several years ago, Bishop Pereira of the Methodist 
Church in Cuba asked if it would be possible to send 
half of the UMVIM teams every year to work on the 
construction of Camp Canaan. The camp has been 
the number-one priority for the church in Cuba, 
which had an urgent need to finish the project. 
Although a lot of work remains to be done, the camp 
hosts many annual church activities. In addition, it is 
also being rented to other denominations because 
few have facilities that can host more than 500 people 
at a time and offer food and accommodations. We 
continue to send half the teams to Canaan to meet 
the needs of the Cuban church. 

Future Projects 
Many churches throughout the island are still in dire 
need of help. Most have not been granted a permit by 
the government. Other churches are waiting for the 
opportunity of a team visit or of having their sister 
churches in Florida provide them with funds to 
rebuild through the Cuba I Florida Covenant. 
Currently, I have scheduled groups to go to Cuba 
through February 2007. We are looking at other 
needs, such as the Methodist Center in Havana, the 
Home for Adults in Mariana, and the bishop's office 
and center in Holguin. 

Political instability continues to be the greatest 
hindrance to the church in Cuba. The infrastructure 
of the island is not stable enough to support the trav
els and housing needs of the volunteers. It is still very 
difficult for an UMVIM coordinator in Cuba to pro
vide the constant communication necessary for folks 
to feel at ease while traveling. 

Many young people in Cuba have grown up with
in the indoctrination apparatus of the government. 
They have been told very little about the United 
States from a cultural standpoint. There is a need for 
someone to be responsive to some of the questions 
that arise from time to time. 

Many people still have family members who 
remember the days before the revolution and can 
explain some of the indoctrinating activities. As an 
example, I remember that on our first trip to Cuba in 
1996, the 13-year-old daughter of our hosts was very 
upset that her father was allowing "Americans" to 
stay in her house. She was afraid and didn't know 
what we would do to her. But the fact that people 
from the United States continue to visit many church
es and develop interpersonal relationships with 
many people in Cuba has created a trust that would 
not have happened otherwise. The package of infor
mation sent to every team leader is important in fos
tering that relationship. 

Aldo Gonzalez is the national coordinator for United 
Methodist Vo lunteers in Mission-Cuba. 

Letters from Cuba 
Holguin-from Bob Boughton 
Julio Serrano, a young Cuban pastor, was visiting his 
mother in Holguin, Cuba, the city where our mission 
team had been assigned. She had terminal cancer and 
was too sick to visit him on the opposite end of the 
island. So Pastor Serrano had traveled over 20 hours 
by train to be with her. When the time came for him to 
return, the authorities told him he could not board the 
train even with a ticket because it was too crowded. In 
Cuba, this common occurrence meant his wait could 
be days or even weeks. With no money in his pocket, 
and checking the trains daily, Julio wandered the 
streets, faithfully praying that the Lord would provide 
a way back to his family and congregation. After a 
week had passed, he noticed the bus carrying our 
faded Cross and Flame logo. Excitedly, he motioned 
for our driver to stop. Of course there would be room 
for him on our trip back to Havana. 
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That night, after a 15-hour bus ride, Julio sat with 
us at dinner and praised God for the mission assign
ment that had now become part of God's response to 
his prayer. With humility, and a glow that shone in 
his face, he quietly offered what we hear throughout 
Cuba, "Gracias Senor." 

After Julio retired to his room that evening, our 
team gathered for devotions. We discussed Julio's 
story of optimism, faith, and courage, and decided 
we should offer him some of the clothes donated by 
our congregation and given to the bishop to distrib
ute, plus the few clothes and shoes that remained in 
our own suitcases. We also collected $220 from what 
money we had brought from home and gave it to him 
the next morning, as he left for the final leg of his 
journey home. 

After we returned, we heard from Julio in the 
accompanying letter. As you read his words of 
thanksgiving, know he is but one of many being 
served by Christ, using the hands, the hearts, and the 
prayers of so many of you who have responded to 
this ongoing Cuba mission. 

; wit Bob Boughton 
woul 
infor To Aldo Gonzalez, 
infos I praise God for your life, and it is my prayer and desire 

that the Lord bless you richly and abundantly. This is what 
we have seen accomplished in the scriptural text found in 

Unite Acts 4:35, "They laid it at the apostles ' feet, and it was 
distributed to each as any had need." 

According to the necessity of each person, the clothing 
you gave me was distributed. When the brothers received 
it, one could see on their faces the gratitude to God and the 
desire to be able to embrace you in the same manner as you 
embraced me in Havana. All felt the presence of God and 
knew it was an answer to those who put their faith in 
him. After having prayed for months and years for God to 

The parsonage at Entronque de Herradura as construction is 
nearly completed. 

Top: Bob Boughton stands in front of Bauta Methodist Ch~~C:h, 
which was renamed Iglesia Metodista Voluntarzos en Mzszon, 
after the UMVIM teams. 

send ~is Comforter, know that God has used you and your 
church greatly. 

We also bought a bicycle for a missionary and light 
bulbs for places in the mission that were dark. The mis
sionaries have received monetary help, since they don 't 
work for a salary. Three of them have children and have a 
lot of trouble just having enough to eat and clothes to wear 
because they have completely dedicated their time for God's 
work. Part of the money was converted in to Cuban pesos 
to help others in the congregation, including one who is 
very sick and without money or family to help him buy his 
medicatfon. We also made a few improvements to the small 
church building, which, even though it is just a house, is 
where 50 to 70 people meet for worship. We bought a Jan 
because it gets so hot. The sister who in broken sandals led 
our praise worship now leads in the shoes you gave to us. 
She cried with joy when she received them. 

We give thanks to God that we can read Psalm 40 in 
unison in our church. Although not all, a great part of the 
congregation received a lot from you. We made a covenant 
with God to be in prayer and fasting for all the UMVIM 
brigades, and for you and your congregation, that God 
may bless you. 

The Rev. Julio Serrano, 
Iglesia Metodista de Minas de Matahambre, Cuba 
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As Churches Jill with Newcomers, 
Cubans Prioritize TheoloCJical Education 



he dramatic growth of Cuba's 
churches has posed difficult 
challenges for church leaders 
struggling to respond to new-

mers' spiritual needs along the 
th of discipleship. Church lead
wam that if theological educa

n, especially of laity, isn't taken 
·ously, the island nation's 

urch sanctuaries may one day go 
ck to being empty shells. 
"The churches have grown rap
y, but some people-who come 
the church looking for new 

radigms in the middle of a 
· is-will just as easily leave the 
urch when the crisis passes. And 
e churches will be empty once 

again," said Dr. Reinerio Arce, for
mer president of the Cuban 
Council of Churches. "I saw that in 
Gennany before and after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall. We have to pro
vide the churches with theological 
and biblical resources so that peo
ple can understand what they 
believe, why they believe, and 
what faith means for their commit
ment in society. Otherwise, in a 
few years, we'll see a decline in 
membership, just as church mem
bership is declining in the United 
States or as it dropped in churches 
in the former socialist camp." 

After almost three decades of 
official atheism, many people have 
come to the church afresh, without 
prior knowledge of the scriptures 
or Christian faith. The Council of 
Churches distributed a quarter 
million Bibles last year. Dr. Arce 
said: "There was a long period of 
time when all education was secu
lar and atheist. So many people 
under 40 don't know anything 
about the church or the Bible, 
except for what was transmitted 
through popular wisdom and cul
ture. So people come to the church 
thinking one thing and you've got 
to help them understand another." 

Some come to the church seek
ing a political alternative. Others 

come to the church seeking shelter 
from difficult economic times or 
from the moral crisis provoked by 
changes in Cuba's economy since 
the demise of the Soviet Union. 
"With behavior like prostitution 
and drug abuse on the rise, many 
people come to the church looking 
for a refuge, a place where other 
values can be found," said Reding · 
Sanchez, a professor of electrical 
engineering at the University of 
the East in Santiago de Cuba. 
"Some parents don' t want to go, 
but they want their kids to go. Or 
they want their spouse to go, while 
they stay home, because they see 
the church as a refuge, a place 
removed from bad influences." 

A leader of the Sovereign Grace 
Pentecostal Church, Sanchez coor
dinates an ecumenical Christian 
education program that tries to 
counteract the antisocial, antigov
emment view of the church. "Some 
of us have a vision of the church as 
being salt in the world, salt within 
our local community. Salvation isn't 
found apart from the world, but 
within the world. The task of theo
logical education is to help empow
er and equip church members to be 
the salt in Cuba today." 

Theology "Made in Cuba" 
At the center of several innovative 
efforts to help Cuba's churches be 
the salt of their country, the United 
Methodist-supported Evangelical 
Theological Seminary (SET) over
looks the bay of Matanzas, two 
hours east of Havana. 

There are a dozen or so evangel
ical seminaries in Cuba, but the SET 
is the only ecumenical one. For the 
seminary's rector, Dr. Ofelia Ortega, 
that's essential. "If theological edu
cation isn't ecumenical, something's 
wrong," she said. "The give and 
take of professors and students 
from different traditions is essential 
in forming competent pastors and 
church leaders." 
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Dr. Ortega says the seminary 
intentionally exposes its students 
to international thinking, with 
readings and visi ting professors 
from Asia, Africa, and the rest of 
Latin America. Yet the main focus 
is on developing a genuinely 
Cuban theology and pastoral prax
is. Of 20 faculty members, 19 are 
Cubans. The lone foreigner is 
Fletcher Anderson, a United 
Methodist missionary who teaches 
Hebrew. Dr. Ortega has put great 
effort into developing Cuban fac
ulty, sending prospective faculty 
members off to train abroad when 
necessary. Many go to Brazil. Dr. 
Ortega would like to send more to 
study in the United States, but the 

Participants in a CEPAS class hold a 
discussion. 

US government consistently refus
s to grant the necessary visas. 

Matanzas is not a haven for the 
theologies of dead European males. 
"What we' re teaching here passes 
through the nuances of Cuban ped
agogues and theologians. We have 
some visiting professors, but we 
select them; and when a foreigner 
teaches here, a Cuban always co
teaches the course. We also have a 
course on the theologies emerging 
from our unique Cuban context. 
We study the writings of Cuban 
theologians, including those we 
don't agree with. We publish a 
magazine on Cuban theology and 
books on theology and biblical exe
gesis from a Cuban perspective." 
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If the Cuban church is going to 
reach beyond its four walls, Dr. 
Ortega believes the SET should 
model that behavior, and in recent 
years the seminary has developed a 
variety of ties with the town of 
Matanzas. A huge seminary garden, 
besides furnishing fresh vegetables 
for the dining hall and student 
kitchens, provides fresh produce for 
two child-care centers, a home for 
the elderly, a center for people living 
with HIV I AIDS, a home for 
Catholic nuns, and the neighbor
hood school in Matanzas. The semi
nary obtained funding from Swiss 
churches to rebuild a nearby audito
rium that had been in ruins for 
years; it will be co-managed by the 
seminary and the municipal com
mission on the arts and culture, 
available for use by both church and 
municipal groups. 

When a local choir needed 
music, the seminary helped out. 
And when the seminary got inter
ested in liturgical reform, it invited 
a local dance group to teach stu
dents the basics. "The missionaries 
had told us that dancing was a sin, 
so none of us knew how to dance," 
Dr. Ortega said. "We had to invite 
people from the town to come and 
show us how to dance." The semi
nary shares its gifts with the com
munity during the year, including 
concerts at Christmas and during 
Holy Week. More than 1000 people 
attend an Easter sunrise service on 
the Matanzas waterfront. 

The SET has also reforested its 
campus and sponsors frequent 
workshops on sustainable devel
opment. "Most of our students are 
going to rural areas, so they have 
to learn to plant gardens and form 
cooperatives, because the future of 
our economy is in the local, not the 
big, enterprises," Dr. Ortega said. 
"Our students are learning how to 
use and care for the land because 
life comes from the soil." 

The seminary's ministry isn' t 
limited to training pastors in 

Top: Students interact in a class at 
ISEBIT. Above: Dr. Ofelia Ortega, rector 
of Evangelical Theological Seminary. 

Matanzas. It has opened five exten
sion centers for the theological edu
cation of laity, and three more are in 
the planning stage, including a joint 
project with the Methodist Church 
in Cuba on the Isle de la Juventud 
(the Isle of Youth). 

Several other church-related 
institutions also sponsor decentral
ized programs of lay theological 
education in Cuba. The two-year 
Pastoral Education Course, run by 
the Martin Luther King Center in 
Havana, has more than 500 partic
ipants meeting in 68 different loca
tions around the country, 90 per
cent of them outside Havana. 
According to Adalys Vazquez, the 
program's coordinator, the pro
gram focuses on educating lay 
people usually excluded from tra
ditional seminary programs. Over 
two-thirds of the participants are 
women, who are often kept from 
traveling far from home by child
rearing responsibilities. 

"What we offer is a space to 
develop the potential of people 
who want to live their faith criti
cally, to develop their own faith, 
not just reproduce someone 
else's," Ms. Vazquez said. 

According to Vazquez, the 
course aims at equipping laity to 
lead the Cuban church into new 
engagement with society. "We're 
pushing the churches to climb over 
the walls and serve society. This can 
be difficult in Cuba because the gov
ernment provided everything, the 
churches were happy looking only 
inward, and the government was 
equally happy that the church 
remained inward-looking." 

"We Face the Problems" 
The Superior Institute for Biblical 
and Theological Studies (ISEBIT in 
Spanish), offers Havana residents 
an intensive Saturday program 
that includes courses taught by 
church leaders and professors 
from the University of Havana. 
According to the Rev. Rodolfo 
Juarez-a Methodist pastor who 
serves an English-speaking con
gregation in Havana and helps 
to coordinate ISEBIT-having 
Christian and non-Christian pro
fessors teaching in the program is 
helpful to both groups. "The ten
sions between Christians and 
Marxists in this country emerged 
initially not from any real under-
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standing of each other's thinking 
but from the superficial knowl
edge each had of the other." 

Although Marxists teach some 
classes, Juarez said ISEBIT stu
dents don't study Marxism per se. 
"Studying Marxism isn't as impor
tant today, because Cuba is not so 
much Marxista as it is Fidelista. 
What Fidel says is what counts, 
whether it's Marxist or not." 

According to Belkis Garcia, a 
Methodist hairdresser who serves 
as lay pastor of a small congrega
tion outside Havana, ISEBIT is one 
of the few spaces where laypeople 
can study theology. "The seminar
ies are full of people wanting to be 
pastors, so there's no space for us 
laypeople," she said. Belkis report
ed she had learned a lot from the 
University of Havana professors. 
"I don't look for faith from them, 
but knowledge. I look for faith in 
Jesus Christ," she said. 

Javier Alvarez, a 22-year-old 
dentist, studies in ISEBIT. "[I was] 
searching for answers to questions 
that no church had managed to 
answer," he said. "Many of my 
questions get answered here 
because we're open and honest in 
our discussions. We have respect 
for differing views. In ISEBIT, I'm 
getting the tools to find out what I 
need to know and to shape the 
faith I need." 

Another program with groups 
all over the country is the Popular 
Reading of the Bible. According to 
the Rev. Victor Martinez, a Church 
of God pastor in Havana, these 
study groups try to understand the 
biblical message within Cuba's 
unique context. 

"In Cuba, we received a Bible 
systematized by fundamentalist US 
churches, so the reading is funda-

mentalist and literal when it's con
venient and not when it's not," he 
said. "We're working with laity and 
pastors to read the Bible in a differ
ent manner, from the perspective of 
life. We want to read the Bible in a 
way that shows that God is with us, 
accompanying us in the line of peo
ple waiting to buy food. Wherever I 
go, God is with me." 

Martinez said the group's 
approach to scriptures helps avoid 
seeing faith as a refuge from 
difficulties. "We avoid escapist 
responses. We don't chase false 
dreams that tomorrow will always 
be better. We face the problems we 
have today. If there's not enough 
food, what are we going to do? 
Can we share what we have? 
Our reflection on the text invites 
us into koinonia, in to service to 
others," he said. 

One issue facing the Cuban 
church as it seeks to disciple the 
faithful is what kind of curriculum 
to use in Sunday schools. Dr. 
Ortega remembers an ecumenical 
effort in the 1970s that brought 
together educators from several 
denominations to develop a joint 
curriculum. "We met for weeks 
writing it and then published it on 
mimeograph machines on old 
yellow newsprint. There are hard
ly any copies left, as it's all fallen 
apart. But the churches used it for 
10 years. It was extraordinary, in 
part because it was ours, it was 
Cuban. But now some churches 
have begun to import materials for 
Sunday schools once again, includ
ing from Costa Rica, whose situa
tion is very different than Cuba's. 

"Religious education belongs in 
the churches. We support the pub
lic schools. Before the revolution, 
we had our own schools. But they 

were beside the church sanctuaries 
and were an attempt to resolve the 
catastrophe of public education in 
Cuba. Once the problem of public 
education was resolved by the rev
olution, we lost any reason to run 
such schools. We are free to 
address religious education within 
our Sunday schools. We just need 
to focus on doing that well." 

Paul Jeffrey is a United Methodist 
missionary serving in Honduras . 

A tobacco worker in Pinar del R{o 
carries a small portion of the crop. 
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Since 1998, the General Board of Global Ministries (GBGM) has deepened its involvement with the Methodist Church in Cuba (IMECU), 
developing a partnership that seeks to serve the Cuban people as an outreach of God's love. In a series of consultations, the Methodist 
Church in Cuba identified several areas in which outside assistance in fulfilling its mission ministries would be welcome. 

In order to support mission work with the Cuban people, the GBGM and IMECU negotiate with the Cuban government to obtain 
permission for some programs, access state resources when applicable, and apply for various licenses or permits as necessary. The GBGM 
has supplied grants secured from a variety of program funds for the ministries listed below. 

Support of House Churches 
House churches have enabled the Methodist Church to 
reach thousands of people who would otherwise have 
no access to the church. The Methodist Church has 108 
recognized church buildings and is restricted from build
ing more without government permission; however, it 
has grown by leaps and bounds by opening more than 
400 small house churches. The smaller venue provides 
space for people who are seeking to know God and 
explore Christianity w ith others in their community. 

Building/Rebuilding Churches 
Many of the Methodist churches in Cuba are in disre
pair and need immediate attention . In addition, two 
new churches have received the proper permits for 
construction . Scarcity of building materials and of hard 
currency (dollars, not Cuban pesos) to buy materials 
has hindered IMECU's efforts to build churches and 
mainta in existing ones. 

Leadership Development and Training 
Training for lay leaders and ministerial cand idates is a 
major priority for the church. Scholarships for students 
attending the Evangel ical Theolog ical Seminary in 
Matanzas are necessary if the Methodist Church is to 
keep pace with its growing membership. 

Facilities and Programming for the Elderly 
The Noemi Deulofeo Home for the Elderly was in need 

of repair and at full capacity with 20 residents. IMECU 
sought to expand it by building an additional two 
stories and doubling its capacity. A grant also improved 
the health service facilities. After six years of negotia
tions, the church is also ready to build a small apartment 
complex to provide housing for retired pastors. 

Salary Subsidy for Pastors 
Recent actions taken by the Cuban government to alle
viate the economic hardships caused by the collapse of 
the Soviet system an.d the ongoing US embargo have 
included opening the country to international tourism, 
capital investments, and legalizing hard currency for 
economic transactions in the country. Pastors who do 
not have access to hard currency, through either the 
tourism or investment industries, have suffered severe 
economic hardship. 

Exchange Visits 
The Cuban church has felt isolated not only from its US 
partners but from other Latin American partners as 
well . Church leaders, both lay and clergy, wi ll receive 
travel funds to share thei r stories wi th other churches. 

Support for Basic Operating Expenses 
Funds are used for pastors' salaries and benefits, semi
nary support, annual conference meetings, basic fuel 
costs, communications, housing costs, and administrative 
staff salaries. 
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A number of Advance projects support the work of the Methodist Church in Cuba . Individuals, congregations, and 
conferences may send contributions to the Advance to assist in any of the following projects in Cuba . 

All-Purpose Camp, Havana, # 122S5N 
Camp Canaan, described on p. 18, an all-purpose camp meeting 
place for the Cuban church. 

Christian Center for Family Orientation, # 131 S3A 
A center for healthy fam ily development, providing counselors, work
shops, educational activities, and nonviolent conflict resolution . 

Evangelical Theological Seminary, Scholarships, 
Matanzas, #OS401 B 
Provides books and tuition . 

Evangelization, # 12156A 
Provides training for personnel and materials for new methods of 
evangelizing new constituencies in Cuba . 

Leadership Development for Church Women, # 131 S6A 
Provides training for women to help them utilize their skills in the 
programs of the church . 

Literature, Supplies, and Materials, #05979C 
Books, magazines, and audiovisual supplies for the church . 

Liturgy Renovation, # 131 S7 A 
Development and publication of a liturgy that reflects the Cuban con
text and meets the needs of the church . 

Material Assistance for the Needy, # 131 SSA 
Allows the church to provide food , clothing, shoes, personal-care 
items, and transportation to those in need . 

Methodist Christian Home, Havana, # 11635A 
The Noemi Deulofeo Home for the Elderly, described on the previous 
page, in the Mariana section of Havana . 

New Ministries of Artistic Expression, # 121 SSA 
Developing programs of dance, poetry, drama, and puppets to reach 
new constituencies . 

Repair of Cuban Churches and Structures, #OS757N 
Intended for churches, parsonages, and other church structures . 

Russian Community of Faith, # 131 S9A 
Evangelistic outreach, leadership training, and financial support for 
Russian-speaking women left behind after the Russian exodus from Cuba. 

Shalom Choir, Vehicle, # 121595 
Support to purchase a minivan to transport the choir. 

Training and Support for Adolescents and Counselors, 
#13190A 
Support for the Methodist Youth League's camping program for 11 -
to 15-year-olds . 
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An Interview with Bishop Ricardo Pereira 
The Methodist Church in Cuba 

Richard Lord interviewed Bishop 
Ricardo Pereira, of the Methodist 
Church in Cuba (IMECU), in Havana, 
Cuba, in January 2004. At that time, 

by Richard Lord 

the Methodist Church in Cuba was 
hosting the Evangelism Leadership 
Summit of the Americas, an event spon
sored by the Wo rld Evangelism 

Institute of the World Methodist 
Council. About 100 participant from 
North America, Latin America, and 
Cuba attended the event. 
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Bishop 
Ricardo Pereira 

Richard Lord: Can you tell me a 
little bit about the history of the 
Methodist Church in Cuba since 
the revolution in the 1960s? 
Ricardo Pereira: During the 1980s, 
the first changes began to happen 
within the church. During the 
1960s and 1970s, there were few 
people in the church because they 
were fearful about attending 
church. 

Why were they afraid? 
At the time of the revolution, many 
pastors and church members left 
the country. They believed that if 
Communism took over Cuba, the 
church would not be able to con
tinue. There was friction between 
the churches and the state. Some 
pastors were even jailed and the 
members became afraid to attend 
services. In the firs t stage of the 
revolution, we had a very close 
relationship, not a total depend
ence, on the Socialist bloc, particu
larly the Soviet Union. During this 
time there was never an abun
dance of things, but through 
rationing, the basic needs of fami
lies were met. Since the disman
tling of the Socialist stronghold, 
we have been more limited in 
many aspects, especially clothing 
and medicines. This is one reason 
the people have said, "Let's look to 
God for help." 

In the 1980s [after the Cuban 
government eased some of the 
restrictions concerning church 
membership] the first young peo
ple began to attend church as a 
result of evangelization, prayer, 
and their own searching. The 
young people brought their musi-

cal instruments-guitars, drums, 
tambourines-and began to use 
them instead of the organ and 
piano, the more traditional church 
instruments. New ways of express
ing worship, together with this 
search for an experience of the 
Holy Spirit, resulted in a more 
free-flowing and open liturgy. 
People began to stand up and give 
their testimonies, to sing, and to 
pray aloud. 

worship, just as it happened in the 
time of John Wesley. They put reli
gious words to the tunes of popu
lar songs and began to sing them. 
So now our liturgy is varied. 

The older members began to 
ask, "What about the hymns?" We 
continue to sing the familiar 
hymns of the church, but they do 
not predominate. We sing 
melodies based on our own cul
ture. One of the results is that we 

Left: The Methodist Church in Cuba baptized close to 300 people as part of World 
Evangelism Institute events in January 2004. Above: You ng girls at Iglesia Metodista 
Universitaria in Havana, Cuba, worship through litu rgical dance during a service. 

So this change was not the result 
of a conscious decision of the 
church leaders to attract the 
youth, but rather, when the young 
people came, they said, "We need 
to make some changes and do 
things our way?" 
That's right. But we give God 100 
percent of the credit as the One 
who originated the changes. The 
cabinet did not say, "As of such 
and such a date, we will begin 
using the guitar in the church serv
ice." The youth converted and 
began to bring popular songs to 
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now have more Black Cubans 
coming to church. Today, the 
church service is more related to 
our cultural heritage than it was 
when it followed a liturgy based 
on the example of the church in the 
United States. 

Are other art disciplines used in 
worship as w ell? 
We believe that the liturgy of the 
church needs to be more open in 
all the ways we Cubans express 
ourselves. We are boisterou , so we 
freed our liturgy so that this aspect 
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Students at Iglesia Metodista Universitaria offer worship through music. 

of our character could be expressed. 
We are beginning to develop liturgi
cal dance, not just spontaneous 
dance. The National Ballet of Cuba 
is beginning to influence the church. 
We incorporate poetry. All aspects 
of our culture can be used in our 
church liturgy. 

A Cuban can feel "Cuban" in our 
worship service today in a way that 
was not possible before the 1980s, 
when we had to tiptoe into church 
and become something other than 
Cuban. Outside the church door, we 
were 100 percent Cuban, but when 
we went through the door, we had 
to leave our "Cubanness" behind. 
Today, all can come in, regardless of 
how they dress or the way they 
express themselves. They can shout, 
"Glory to God!" as loud as they 
want to. 

Where is the greatest growth tak
ing place in the church? 
In general, all of the denominations 
are experiencing the same phenom
enon. So the Methodist Church is 
not alone. In Havana, the churches 
have grown to the point that some 
of them have to hold more than one 
service to meet the needs of the peo
ple. In the rural areas and smaller 
cities, the church buildings are 

smaller and are holding several 
services during the week, not just 
on Sunday. 

Another model being used is 
that of "house churches." The fami
ly that owns the house keeps one 
room for itself and puts benches, 
chairs, and a pulpit in the living 
room to form a chapel. The house 
churches host Sunday school class
es, Sunday worship, mid-week 
services, youth fellowship, and the 
women's group. The government 
has not given us permission to build 
new churches at the present time. 

In other cases, a family will 
move out and dedicate the house 
for the use of the church. People 
attend services there when they 
might not feel comfortable in a 
"church." A lot of people who 
attend the house churches are 
becoming Protestants, and espe
cially Methodist, in their faith. 

What were the church's relations 
with the government at the begin
ning of the revolution and how 
have they changed today? 
It has been a long process. Each 
stage during the past 45 years has 
een some improvement and bet

ter relationships. Today, we are 
able to have an open dialogue with 

the government. We can express 
our needs and problems. And we 
receive a high percentage of 
response, most of which is posi
tive. The person who represents 
the concerns of the religious com
munity before the Communist 
Party attended our last General 
Conference. She listened to the 
Bishop' s report, and then she 
addressed the conference. I said: 
"We are sitting on the same side of 
the table. We can openly discuss 
any of our concerns." 

Several years ago, the Com
munist Party changed the restric
tions that impeded any member of 
the Party from believing in God. I 
do not know any member of our 
church who has wanted to join the 
Communist Party. But there are 
hundreds of Communist Party 
members who are accepting the 
Christian faith and becoming mem
bers of Methodist churches. There 
are also government leaders, 
including high-ranking military 
officers, who are faithful members 
and tithers. They openly attend 
worship services on Sundays. 
Several years ago neither military 
nor police officers could be church 
members. 

What is the place of the church in 
Cuba today? 
We can say two things. Using the 
years of tension in the 1960s as a 
starting point and moving up to 
the present time, the church has 
made great advances. Consider: 
we have gone from holding a wor
ship service for a small group of 
people, some of them filled with 
fear, to being able to walk freely 
into a worship service. 

On the other hand, compared 
with the Methodist Church around 
the world, with it trong empha
sis on both spiritual and social 
ministry together, we are just a few 
points above zero, maybe at five 
percent. The church should not 
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only give people the spiritual 
bread of life found in the Bible but 
hould literally give bread to the 

hungry, work with ubstance 
abu ers, and help young people 
whose lives are in chaos. 

For example, th Cuban Council 
of Churches and the leaders of its 
member churches have limited 
access to the radio. Once a year, we 
can produce a television program. 
This is a very limited opportunity. 
We also have limited ability to do 
anything, as the church, in the 
health-care field. We can participate 
in one of the government programs, 
but we cannot set up a church
sponsored heal th-care program. We 
have a vision of our society opening 
up a bit more, which will enable us 
to have centers for children and 
more homes for the elderly. At the 
present time, we have only one 
home for the elderly. 

But in a Socialist, or Communist, 
country such as this one, where the 
needs of tlte people are met by 
state-operated services, w lty 
w ould the church need to be 
involved in that kind of ministry? 
I think that Christians add a differ
ent quality to service ministry. We 
are not concerned about money. 
Service is a Christian vocation, 
which church members are called 
to fulfill, even though the govern
ment may provide the same kinds 
of ervices. Christian faith is not 
only spiri tual; it also has a materi
al a pect because God took on 
human form. Faith must be in 
one's heart, but it has to permeate 
the entire body and live and walk 
with the people. 

Bishop Ricardo Pereira is the episcopal 
leader of the Methodist Church in 
Cuba, Iglesia Metodista Evangelica 
Cuba (IMECU). Richard Lord is a 
freelance photographer living in New 
York City. The interview was translat-
ed by Joyce Hill . 

Rapid Growth of the Church in Cuba 

Rapid growth is occurring in the Methodist Church in Cuba in five 
specific areas. 

1 . Membership 
The church is growing by approximately 15 percent each year. At the 
end of 1999, we had 8000 members . Today, we have 14,000. That 
could be considered an insignificant number by itself, but it is a high 
percentage of growth . 

2. Pastoral Charges 
At the end of 1 999, we had 96 pastoral charges and today we have 
203. At the end of 1999, we had 150 house churches. The most recent 
reports of the district superintendents indicate that there are more than 
900 house churches today. We have just begun a new type of ministry 
in 1500 houses, in which we engage in Bible study and take care of the 
spiritual needs of people who have no intention of becoming a "church." 

3. The Arts 
The church is cultivating spiritual disciplines through the arts. Our musicians 
and dancers are top quality. Our three-hour worship service is a cultural 
expression . The richness and depth of art will heal the inside of a person. 

4. Lay Training 
We work diligently to prepare laypeople in our churches. We have 
developed a course of study with a formal curricul m that we adapted 
from the seminary. Over a period of three years, laypeople participate 
in workshops and receive quality training . The most recent challenge I 
have given the district lay leaders is to develop this course of study as a 
correspondence course. At the present time, about 10 percent of the lay
people across the church receive leadership training. 

5. Missionaries 
The last area of growth is a response to a call from the General Board 
of Global Ministries . We have sent missionaries to help develop new 
work in Honduras, as well as a pastor to the church in Ecuador. We 
have also responded to a call from the church in Great Britain to send 
a pastor to work in England . We have been blessed by being able to 
reciprocate the work missionaries have cultivated among us. We are 
able to share human resources with other churches in order to share our 
faith , which we proudly do as Methodists . 

-Bishop Ricardo Pereira 
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Joel Ajo Fernandez served as bishop of 
the Iglesia Metodista Evangelica Cuba 
(IMECU, the Methodist Church in 
Cuba) from 1991 to 1995. He now 
lives and works in Perth Amboy, New 
Jersey, serving as the pastor of 
Simpson United Methodist Church 
and Bread of Life Hispanic Mission. 
He served for 36 years as a pastor in 
the Methodist Church in Cuba, spent 
time in the forced-labor camps called 
the Military Units to Aid Production 
(UMAP) in the 1960s, and served 
small rural and large urban churches. 
His narrative gives some insight into 
the trials of the Methodist Church in 
Cuba and the changes that occurred in 
the last decade-changes that Joel Ajo 
envisioned and worked to fulfill. 

Early Years After Revolution 
After the Cuban Revolution, about 
1960, the government began to 
persecute Christians in Cuba. I 
remember a pastor in Santiago de 
Cuba (now living in Miami) who 
had a radio program that men
tioned something about the Revo
lution; within two days he was 
thrown into jail. Many Cuban pas
tors decided to come to the United 
States. They were asking: "Will 
our children be converted to 
Communist ideology?" 

In 1960, the Rev. Armando 
Rodriguez was my District 
Superintendent in the eastern part 
of Cuba. The majority of the 
churches were without pastors, as 
the pastors emigrated to the 
United States. Armando called the 
youth of the churches to begin 
a project called Sembradores del 
evangelio, the Planters of the 

Many balconied apartments in Havana, 
Cuba, were once occupied by the most 
affluent society members. 
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Go p I. I wa on of 60 young p -
pl all d to join Armando and 
oth r t ach r for a we k of train
ing. Wh n we fini hed, he nt u 
a la pa tor to 45 church that 
had no pa tor in the ea t m part 
of uba. I wa 16 year old . 

I b gan a pastor of a mall 
hurch in Holguin and at th am 

tim I wa a tudent in colleg . Th 
unda hool had about 110 chil-

dr n who m t in a mall an tuary. 
M girlfri nd, who later becam 
m wif , work d with me. 

n ffi ial f th local gov m 
m nt all d m and aid, "If you 
ontinu working with childr n, 
ou will t jail." 8ut I d cid d to 

continu . ft r I fini hed colleg in 
1 65, th cam for m and put m 
in jai I (UMAP) f r two year and 

n m nth . It wa like a forced
lab r amp, with barbed wire 
f n . In ach c mer, an arm d 
guard atch d u . fter two 
m nth , th ent u to cut ugar-
cane 12 h ur a day. On1 unda 
dtd w re t. 

Th fir t two month , I cri d 
e ry da , lik a bo , a king G d: 
"Wh am Ih r? HI am a ervant, a 
pa t r f the o p 1, wh did ou 

nd m h re t uff r e ery da ?" I 
had uch pain in m hand , all th 
kin a g n from them, all bli -

t r d . Wh n I pick d up th 
mach t , m whole arm ach d . 

da , a man ab ut 1 
old came t m and a k d, " an 

u h lp m . I want to kill m lf 

Shoppers look fo r bargai11s at a fl ea market in Havana. 

tonight." He had made a rope using 
b d h t . He wa all prepared. H 
had elected th lo ati n. 

I told him, "Ye , I an h lp ou; 
let' talk." We talked about an 
hour, and when w fini hed, I 
a k d, "Do ou want me to pra 
for you?" I wa thinking, "Onl 

od can help you." I prayed for 
him. When we fini hed, he tood 
and hugged m , and aid, "Jo 1, 
thank ou o much; ou changed 
my mind." But I aid, " o, God 
chang d our mind." 

I r cognized that h wa the 
fir t per on God placed in front of 
m to an w r my que tion: "Why 
am I h r ?" I wa uffering only 
phy ical pain, but p ople there 
were uff ring piritual pain, and I 
could help th m . By working in a 
church in Holguin and going to 
college, I could not help them. But 
th re, at the labor camp, I received 
m an wer. Of 'n I ha e a ked 
God, "Wh am I here?" and He 
alway put omeone in my path 
to an wer me. 

We began to have a ervice 
every unday at 5 o'clock in ide 
the labor camp. By the time we 
were relea d, about 15 young 
p pie from the camp had convert-
d . When I fini hed my term in th 

labor camp and went back to the 
church, I wa another per on, pre
pared b God for life in the church. 

Thi wa m fir t e perience in 
1 arning how much ome people 
uffer in life. I decided not to go to 
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the United State but to r main in 
the church in Cuba. I could ee 
new po ibilitie for the church 
b cau e Cuban people needed 
help. In 1967, every day people 
were being thrown into jail, many 
of whom were involved in the 
church. For about 10 year , tension 
exi t d between th church and 
the government. 

In 1970, Armando Rodriguez, 
who wa now the bi hop, decided 
to end me to seminary in 
Matanzas. When we fini hed, the 
church sent me to Baguanos in the 
ea tern part of Cuba. It wa ugar 
central, with a ugar mill in the 
middle of town. In that area, there 
were very poor people. 

Just Preach and Visit 
When I arrived in Baguano , the 
congregation told m , "Pastor, we 
have a lot of problem with the 
governm nt. So all you hould do 
is pr ach in the church and visit 
our member in their home , but 
don' t do any more. They are check
ing on u all the time." I decided to 
change the situation, o I vi ited 
the Communi t Party headquar
ters in town to introduce myself. 
"Well, I' m the new pastor here." 
The looked at me and asked 
each other, "Who i this man? Is 
he crazy?" 

Some of them were angry with 
me, while others embraced me. 

ome party member decided to 
tr to trick me. For many years, a 

. . . 
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Top: The capitol building in Old Havana. 
Above: Congregants participate in a 
worship service at Iglesia Metodista 
Universitaria. 

statue of Jose Marti stood in the 
front yard of the church. He is a 
hero of Cuba [the father of inde
pendence] . The statue was cracked 
and in very bad shape. The party 
members decided to accuse me of 
intentionally not maintaining a 
symbol of the country. 

That night, when they finished 
the meeting, some of them called 
to warn me. So the next day, I took 
the statue to the office of the 
Communist Party and said: ''I'm 
here because I don' t want to keep 
this symbol of our country in this 
bad state. I don' t have money to fix 
it. So could you help me?" They 
looked at each other, thinking, 
"Who told him?" After this inci
dent, the majority of them became 
my friends. 

This created a space for new 
projects to help the poor. We began 
to visit all the people of the town, 
not just church members. We 
asked: "What is your problem? 
What can we do for you?" People 
normally said, "We want you to 
pray for us . We want spiritual 
health." Nobody said, "I need 
soap." They needed that, but they 
didn't expect the church to have 
the resources to provide things like 
soap. Going from house to house 
opened the door for more ministry. 

When I arrived, the church had 
40 members. When I left, there were 
100. They had been taught to see the 
church as an enemy, but now they 
saw it as people who wanted to 
help. Then Armando called me and 
said, "We need you in Havana." 

Called to Havana 
I worked in churches in the 
Havana area until I was elected 
bishop in 1991. In Havana, there 
are many poor people. When 
tourists visit Havana, they often 
don't see the poor. We began an 
exciting program with the help 
of the local and municipal 
Communist Party, which author
ized us to visit people to assess 
what they needed. 

Bishop Joel Ajo 
When I became the bishop of the 
Methodist Church in Cuba in 1991, 
one of my challenges was to create a 
good relationship between the 
church and the government. I 
didn't publicize it, but it was 
one of my goals. Fidel Castro had 

been visiting other churches around 
the world and meeting with church 
leaders, but he didn't meet with the 
church leaders in Cuba. 

In 1991, Castro invited Cuban 
church leaders to the Communist 
Party office in Havana. About 400 
people representing the SO differ
ent churches in Cuba attended. 
One of the problems we had was 
that the government would not 
permit us to build new churches, 
and you could hold worship only 
in buildings recognized by the 
government. We were assembling 
people in homes for worship, 
which was against the law. The 
congregations were growing and 
we needed more space. 

At that time, the Methodist 
Church had about 40 house 
churches in different parts of Cuba 
holding services every Sunday. We 
were receiving notices from the 
local governments that threatened 
to put the pastor and all the con
grega tions in jail. I told Fidel 
Castro in the middle of the tele
vised meeting: "Mr. Castro, we 
have at this moment in Cuba about 
40 houses used for worship, and 
we know that houses used in this 
manner are against the law. But 
people need the Gospel of Jesus, 
and we want to continue this 
work. I ask you, do you feel it 
would be possible to change the 
law so these places can be made 
legal?" And he said: "Why not? If 
people of Cuba need your spiritual 
help, we have to recognize that. " 

And because of this conversa
tion, not only the Methodist 
Church but all the churches of 
Cuba that held underground erv
ices could be recognized. When I 
finished my term a bishop, we 
had about 500 hou e churches. 
And they continue to grow today. 

Coming to the United States 
When I finished as bishop, I didn' t 
understand why, but I had to leave 
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Cuba. The problem in Cuba is that 
if you want to do something that 
helps people in a physical or mate
rial way, you have to be in contact 
with the government. It has the 
resources. At the end of my time as 
bishop, the church accused me of 
being a political bishop and a per
son too close to the Communist 
Party. At the same time, the gov
ernment of Cuba, because I was 
talking to US groups every day, 
accused me of being a US inform
ant. And they began to pressure 
me in different ways. At that point, 
I felt that my work was finished in 
Cuba and I had to go. 

My theological formation at 
Matanzas was in Calvinist and 
Wesleyan theologies. I learned that 
the Gospel calls us to meet both the 
spiritual needs and the physical 
needs of people. I cannot conceive 
of the work of the Gospel as only 
spiritual transformation. If I want 
to be very faithful to the Gospel 
and to Jesus, I have to bring people 
not only spiritual health but also 
physical health . 

My first bishop in the United 
States was Sharon Rader in 
Wisconsin. She told me, "Joel, you 
will pastor an Anglo church." And 
I told her: "No, no, no. For me this 
is impossible. I will not be able to 
understand the culture, and my 
English is very bad!" She told me, 
"Well, if you want to grow, you 
have to learn!" 

And I began, three months after I 
arrived, as a pastor of an Anglo con
gregation in Wisconsin. Within a 
year, we began a Hispanic mission. 
But because of the cold weather I 
moved to New Jersey. The problem 
in Wisconsin is that you have to 
shovel snow every day. 

There are many challenges here. 
It is exciting. But my heart remains 
in Cuba. I will always be Cuban. 

This interview was conducted and 
edited by Christie R. House, editor, 
New World Outlook. 

A Jann worker picks flowers near San Antonio, Cuba. 
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Yunior Galano Martinez 

The following stories are derived from interviews conducted by Richard Lord 
with young adults who were attending the [vangelism Leadership Summit of 
the Americas held in Uavana, Cuba, in January Z004. The event was sponsored 
by the World Methodist [vangelism Institute of The World Methodist Council. 

Translated by Joyce mll 

Age: 2 7 • Occupation: Student in music • Church: Methodist Church in Holguin 

The Methodist Youth Fellowship in my church is very active. Right now we have a very active president and a chair
person of evangelization who plans activities such as street preaching and excursions to the countryside, where we 
preach and show religious films . Our primary purpose is to bring young people to Christ. 

I am in the Praise Ministry of my church. Today people are attracted by our music, and they know that belonging 
to the church is not boring. Our way of praising God has changed. Our music used to be soft and of a moderate 
tempo, but now our music is more lively. 

When I graduate, with God's help, I will put the talent I have received to use in God's service to praise and glori
fy God's name. Because the greatest thing that has ever happened in my life is to know God. One of my dreams is 
to become the d irector of a good choir in my church . It makes no difference whether they pay me or not, I want to 
do this for God, who deserves our praise and glory and the best we can offer. 
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Yusandra Fonseca 

Age: 18 • Occupation: Accountant, 
unemployed • Church: Havana 

In church I participate in the the Praise 
Ministry, the dance group, and 
church administration. I am chaplain 
for the junior high youth group and 
president of the young adults. So I 
spend a lot of time in rehearsals, 
planning activities, and organizing 
meetings with other churches. 

Here in Cuba, the pastors move 
from one church to another. I have 
had three different pastors. And 
although each pastor had different 
characteristics, a spirit of love never 
faltered in the congregation. Thanks 
to that love, I have been able to grow 
in my own spiritual life. Each pastor 
offered kindness and the love of Jesus 
Christ. 

In addition to the worship services, 
we plan a lot of activities and outings 
to affordable places around Havana, 
such as Morro Castle or Lenin Park. 
We don't have resources to charter a 
bus and visit other provinces. We 
plan fiestas, birthday parties, recre
ational activities, and the like. This 
year, as president, I have been trying 
to strengthen our unity. It isn't easy, 
but we are achieving it. We have 106 
members in the youth group, and a 
lot of others attend occasionally. And 
there are times we invite everybody in 
the congregation to join us in some of 
our activities. 

We also have a dance group 
using a variety of dance styles: one is 
Hebrew-a messianic dance. We use 
tambourines. We are doing some 
new things, like Spanish dancing and 

country dancing. 

Dayami Ortega Tabares 

Age: 33 • Occupation: Local preacher, married to Methodist pastor in 
Cuba • Church: University Methodist Church of Vedado, Havana 

I work as a counselor with young people and others who come 
to the church seeking orientation. I also help with the preaching. 

Our church is in a strategic location, only a few blocks from 
the University of Havana. A lot of people attracted by the archi
tecture of the building come in to see what is going on. They have 

questions about faith and Christianity. On Saturday evenings, we have worsh ip 
services specifically geared to young people and their concerns. 

We work on leadership development and address issues such as health , 
homosexuality, and HIV/ AIDS. The youth of the church lead and organize 
their own programs, which are based on their own experience. 

On Saturday nights, young people often come in because they hear 
Cuban rhythms that arouse their curiosity. They are used to hearing popular 
music, and we set Christian lyrics to the musical accompaniment of drums 
and guitars. We pray with them and often they are touched by God's spirit. 

People are coming to the church by themselves, out of a spiritual need. 
People, in one way or another, have tried in vain to fill an internal emptiness. 
The church is preaching salvation, new hope, the message of Jesus, who is 
the only one who can fill this spiritual emptiness. A few years ago people 
were inhibited and did not come to church . Young people thought it was only 
for old people. But today the majority of those attending are young people. 

Yusaima Fonseca Romero 

Age: 21 • Occupation: Pharmacist, unemployed • Church: Havana 

I am at the church every day, all day long. I am in the dance 
group and lead the singing, spiritual retreats, prayer vigils, fast
ing, Bible study, and outings that the young people organize. 

When I started, there were only a few members, but now we 
have almost 900 members. 

Young people here in Cuba have been lost. We say there is no prostitu
tion or drugs but in reality there are both. And when young people realize 
that life is empty, they come to the feet of Jesus. In Cuba today, there is a thirst 
for God in the lives of young people. 

I am one of the officers of the youth group, and our goal is that every 
young person have a personal encounter with Jesus Christ. We pray earnest
ly for the Holy Spirit to show us the way to work. 

God filled my life with love when I came here as a student in junior high 
school. I was immediately accepted by others of my own age and I felt at 
home. And I felt that God was with me. The emptiness had been filled . My 
family was in disarray, but I found a church family. 

I feel called to become a pastor, so I am studying to fu lfill that call. 

Richard Lord is a freelance photographer based in New York City. 
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BLESSED BY CRISIS: 
Cuba's Churches Explore New ~orms of Mission 

W
hen the Soviet Union 
collapsed and over
night Cuba lost the pref
erential trade relations it 
had enjoyed for decades, 

the Caribbean island was thrust into 
an economic and political crisis. 
While the resulting troubles 
sparked a rush to the churches as 
people searched for meaning 
amidst the ashes of failed para
digms, they also presented a new 
challenge of meeting social needs 
that the Cuban state was no longer 
capable of satisfying. In recent 
years, many of the island's churches 
have reached out in new ways, qui
etly but confidently helping fellow 
Cubans experience the abundant 
life promised to them in the Gospel. 

Although church-state relations 
had begun to improve in the 1980s, 
the economic crisis of the 1990s 
helped push the church into new 

by Paul Jeffrey 

kinds of social ministries consid
ered implausible for a system in 
which the state provided every
thing. Yet there were still a few 
holdouts on both sides. 

"In Cuba, conservative Christ
ians and conservative Communists 
understood religion as a private 
personal phenomenon," said Dr. 
Reinerio Arce, former president of 
the Cuban Council of Churches. 
"But the harsh reality of the nineties 
forced this to change, and those 
with a broader theological under-
tanding convinced the conserva

tive Communists and the Christians 
that mission extended beyond the 
walls of the churc.h." 

The Rev. Gisela Perez, a Baptist 
theologian in Santiago de Cuba, 
referred to the "crisis of jineteris
mo," the rebirth of prostitution 
when massive foreign tourism was 
introduced in the 1990s, pushing 

the government to look to the 
churches for help. "For a while 
[government officials] thought that 
to ask the church for help was to 
confess themselves incapable of 
resolving problems. Yet in recent 
years, they've understood that it's 
possible to resolve things by work
ing in cooperation." 

According to Dr. Ofelia Ortega, 
rector of the United Methodist
supported Evangelical Theological 
Seminary in Matanzas, the 
church's new mission goes beyond 
just providing services to those 
marginalized by economics or dis
ease. "When we've talked with the 
government lately, including Uose 
Ramon] Balaguer [the principal 
ideologue of the Communist 
party's Politburo] and [Cuban 
Vice-President Carlos] Lage, 
they've asked us to help them with 
ethical issues and the problems of 
prostitution, drugs, and alcohol. 
Many churches now have pro
grams with alcoholics. Cuba has 
one of the highest divorce rates in 
the region, even among pastors. So 
all the churches now have pro
grams for families to help recover 
the values of marriage." 

A Self-Help Initiative 
One example of the many creative 
programs that have emerged from 
Cuba's churches in recent years is 
Bio Vida, headquartered in San 

Left: Pastor Abel Mirabal tends the 
garden in the yard of his church. Right: 
Congregation members raise their hands 
in praise at a worship service in Havana. 
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Antonio de los Banos, south of 
Havana. According to the Rev. 
Santiago Delgado, a pastor of 
the Sovereign Grace Pentecostal 
Church and BioVida's coordinator, 
the "Special Period" of hardship 
that followed the Soviet collapse 
produced a dramatic shortage of 
medicines. 

"Cubans were accustomed to 
having adequate supplies of medi
cines in the pharmacies, and this 
was hard to take. At the same time, 

the churches were filling up with 
professionals, many of whom want
ed to use their talents and training 
for the good of the population." 

Yet merely wanting to help 
wasn't enough, Delgado said. "We 
first had to overcome our pater
nalistic vision of how to help. For 
a long time in Cuba, if your head 
hurt, they'd give you aspirin. We 
had to help people move toward 
helping themselves by taking 
advantage of natural medicines 
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and healing practices and chang
ing their eating, behavior, and 
thinking patterns." 

Bio Vida has grown to have 
projects in 13 of Cuba's 14 
provinces. It carries out several 
projects in coordination with the 
government's health ministry, 
which also took up "green medi
cine" during the 1990s. Much of 
BioVida's work today is educa
tional, ranging from sharpening 
the skills of traditional village 
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A worker at Bio Vida checks an aloe vera plant, which has many medicinal uses. Opposite 
page, top right: Adolfo Buchi/lon pours sesame oil produced by an alternative project at 
Central Ecuador. Below right: Bio Vida 's gardens supply vegetables like these being sold 
by this woman in Las Tu nas. 

healers to offering postgraduate 
work for medical specialists. 

The Re . Delgado said: "Some 
claimed this was witchcraft or that 
working in social development 
w as the government' s job, not that 
of the church. This took a lot of 
dialogue to w ork through. We had 
to, as we say in Cuban Spanish, 
play good dominoes in order to 
overcome the opposition. 

"Some officials said to us, 'You 
need to be in your sanctuaries, not 
out here.' They felt we were doing 
work that belonged to the 

Committees for the Defense of the 
Revolution or the Cuban Women's 
Federation. With a lot of patience, 
and with respect for the work that 
the government does, we said, 'This 
is a need we can respond to, and 
we're part of the people of Cuba.' 
More and more churches got 
involved, and we slowly opened 
spaces where we could all work 
together in social development." 

Raising Plants and Consciousness 
"The Special Period was a blessing 
of sorts for Cuba and for the 
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church in that it helped us under
stand that we can do valuable 
things for our people," said the 
Rev. Abel Mirabal, a Presbyterian 
pastor in Guanabacoa who is turn
ing the backyard of his church into 
a garden to supply the neighbor
hood with fresh vegetables. 

Wherever one travels in Cuba 
today, vacant lots are being 
plowed up and weeds replaced 
with orderly rows of vegetables. 
The government, still struggling to 
keep the economy on track, has 
encouraged and even mandated 
the gardens. 

When Pastor Mirabal, who 
came to Guanabacoa last year, saw 
the church's backyard filled with 
construction debris, garbage, and 
dead animals, it took some "very 
creative dreaming" to envision a 
garden. A lot of work and 11 
dump-truck loads later, the space 
has raised beds for plants, fenced
off spaces for chickens, and a thriv
ing worm farm. 

"We Cubans have grown accus
tomed to asking for what we need. 
Even if we have land that's not 
being used, it has been easier to 
ask for food. If we could be better 
stewards with our time and our 
land, it wouldn't be necessary to 
ask anymore," he observed. 

When his first crops matured 
early this year, Pastor Mirabal 
divided the harvest between a 
neighborhood school and a nearby 
home for the elderly. 

"More than raising lettuce, I 
want to raise consciousness. If all 
we do is produce food and hand it 
out, people will keep on asking for 
what they need. My goal is to moti
vate people to take advantage of 
what they have." 

The idea is catching on in his 
parish, and several church mem
bers are beginning to transform 
their yards. "There aren' t many 
pastors who are willing to get their 
hands dirty or pick up a shovel. 
They' d rather wear a tie. But Jesus 
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w a y from the treet; he wore 
sand and he didn' t have a place 
o lay d wn his head. \\:e' ,·e lo t 
ome of · ense of mis ion." 

The Guanabacoa o-arden ha 
received technical and other as · -
ance from the Abundant Life pro
~am of the Cuban Council of 
Church , which onsor ustain
able arncultural proje throu h
out the country. me, like P tor 
~ fuabal' arden,. are in churche . 
Othe , · e several projects to pro
duce sunflower oil from former 

manda suo-ar plantation land, are carried 
out in coordination with farmer 

al, 11~ cooperatives and tate enterprise . 

Removing P ychological Barriers 
The Council of Churche · also 
helpino- to empower di abled 
Cubans. I "~ finistry ,,;th Differ
ently Abled Per ons" is providin 
a model for other Latin American 
countries of hm\ to empower the 
blind, deaf, and other . 

Thi project also require a 
chano-e of attitude. 

The Rev. oel Fernandez, a 
Bap · t pastor in Gego de Avila 
who head the council' program, 
aid: "Throuo-hout Latin America, 

our culture have encouraged 
paternalism toward people with 
ome ort of vulnerability. The 

Cuban church has been part of 
this, because we never had the 
know led o-e or methodolocie to 
insert these people into the life of 
the church." 

Accordino- to Fernandez, ome 
extreme!) fundamentalist church
e reject opportunitie to train 
interpreters for the deaf, claiming 
the church hould · tead heal the 
deaf of their infirmity. 

\\ ith as i tance from the 
Christian Blind Mis ion, the 
program has remodeled and re
equipped ophthalmology facilitie 
throughout the country, retraining 
per onnel and lm ering the rate 
of blindne by detectino- and 
removino- cataract at an early 
tao-e. ' lhen cane for the blind 
topped arrivino- from Poland and 

the former USSR, the program set 
up a factory. When proeram direc
tor realized that Cuban sign lan
guao-e had no igns for religious 
vocabulary, they convened a con
ference to devise igns for words 
like alvation and redemption. Then 
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th y got th government to recog
nize it additions officially . 

The program helps churches 
wrestle with obstacle to full access 
for the disabled . The Rev. Fernan
dez said: "Taking out the architec
tural barriers in churches usually 
isn' t that hard . What's difficult is 
to remove psychological barriers 
that impede the full acce s of peo
ple to the community." 

In Babiney, a community in east
ern Cuba where town bullies turned 
two deaf and blind brothers into vil
lage drunks, the program support
ed a pastor who devised ways to 
communicate with the men, con
verted them to Christianity, and 
then developed a bicycle repair 
shop where they could work with 
dignity. Today the two men visit 
and pray for the sick in the commu
nity. When a government-span-

sored national conference looked at 
ways to help people who are both 
deaf and blind, it moved its closing 
session to the Baptist Church in 
Babiney in order to see firsthand 
what had been achieved. 

"Within the Cuban Revolution 
there has been an internal revolu
tion among the disabled," said 
Fernandez, who is himself blind. 
"And this is one of the few times 
that the church has gone ahead of 

the state, with an experience 
would be valuable in any part of the 
world. Usually the churches are in 
the rear guard. But because of what 
we've done, those with an atheistic 
conception of the world have recog
nized the value of faith in transform
ing human beings and integrating 
them into the fullness of life." 

Paul Jeffrey is a United Methodist 
missionary serving in Honduras . 

Methodist Pastor Danaiky Soler (left) talks with a parishioner in Villa Clara. 

A Time of Multiplication 

The dramatic growth of Cuba's churches in recent years is, in part, a product of unique his
torical conditions. It's the result of creative and humble pastoral work by dedicated Cubans 
committed to sharing the Gospel. 

The Rev. Danaiky Soler is the Methodist pastor in Desengaiio, a small town in Matanzas 
Province. She visits her flock on a bicycle. Her salary is the equivalent of $6 a month, though she receives an 
additional $10 a month from someone in the United States. Asked how she survives on so little, Soler responds, 
''We' re living w ith two fishes and five loaves of bread. It's the time of multiplication ." 

Four years ago, Soler asked to go to the mountains as a pastor. "If I can't be a pastor in my country in the 
most difficult places, I don't deserve to be a pastor. I can't really know this country until I go to the mountains, 
where there is hunger, where even rice doesn't grow because of lack of rain . I want to go somewhere where 
people aren't so worried about mopping the floor, because there is no floor; where people aren't so worried 
about seeing the soap opera at 9 :00, because there is no electricity," she said . 

Soler's dream has been put on hold while she finishes supervising the construction of a sanctuary and par
sonage in Desengaiio. But she has her eye on one community. 

"It turns out there is a church in the mountains that has had a series of problems w ith male pastors. They want 
a woman pastor. So when I told the bishop that I wanted to go to the mountains, he said, 'I have a church there 
waiting for you.' So they' re writing to me, and I see in their letters that they' re looking for someone who can tell 
them the truth, but with love." 

As one of the Cuban Methodist Church's few women pastors, Soler faces challenges w ith courage. "Sexism 
has hurt us," she says, "both in the larger society and within the church, where women were told they couldn't 
be leaders or speak in public. Yet that history creates a sense of humility in me. I don' t want to stand out. I just 

want to do God's work." 
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Mission Memo 
UMCOR Aid to Haiti 
Civil trife within Haiti has led to the departur of it 
pre 'id nt, d teriorating civil condition , and e calating 
violenc in th country. 

Kristin achen, UMCOR' ecutiv ecretary for dis-
a terr pon , met with leader of th Methodi t Church 
in Haiti in March. They hope to involve the church in 
educational and h alth reform there. Three projects of 
priority for the recovery of Haiti's people are: raising 
fund for chool fee to benefit 1200 children; health-care 
upport for Haitian living in rural ar as where medical 

treatm nt is inaccessible; and pa toral and church leader 
piritual-car -in-crisis training. L'Eglise Methodiste lead

er r que t financial a sistance rather than food or sup
plie that may be stolen or misdirected. Contribution 
may be sen t to UMCOR Advance #418325, Haiti Civil 
Emergency. 

Cuba Friendshipment Caravan 
The 15th US/Cuba Friendshipment Caravan, sponsored 
by th Interr ligious Foundation for Community 

rganization (IFCO), will travel from Canada to Texas 
on June 20, 2004. Upon arrival in Texa , there will be an 
orientation and then a border crossing into Mexico. The 
cara an end direct aid to Cuba wi thout a US license. 
Donated it m of educational and medical supplies, 
recreationa l equipment, con truction and auto mechanic 
tool , and clothing collected en route will be cargo-
hipp d to Cuba. On July 19, the caravan is scheduled to 

return to th United States. 

Congo Missionaries' Reunion 
The triennial Congo reunion will be held at Lake Juna
luska, July 9-11, 2004. The Rev. R. Randy Day, General 
Secretary of the General Board of Global Ministries, will 
be the keynot peaker. The reunion is open to active and 
retired mi ionarie to Congo, their families, and others 
intere ted in the Democratic Republic of Congo. For 
more information, contact the Rev. Lynn DeMo sat 231-
744-0336 or e-mail Puzisha@iserv.net. 

ew Missions Program at Pfeiffer University 
This summer, Pfeiffer University will inaugurate the cre
ation of a new mi sions major program for young people 
interested in exploring a life of mi ion service. This 
four-year degree program is a first for a United 
Methodist-related university. The inauguration of the 
new course will take place at a Conference on Missions, 
Augu t 27, 2004. For more information, visit the website 
at http: I I www.Pfeiffer.edu. 

DEATHS Mattie Edna Johnson, retired mis 10nary 
with nearly 3 years of service in Liberia, died December 
12, 2003 .. . Harriet B. Heggoy, retired missionary with 
nearly 25 years of service in orth Africa, died 
December 19, 2003 .. . Howard W. Yoder, retired mission
ary with 25 years of service in Bolivia and Peru, died 
December 28, 2003 ... Helen E. Trebes, retired missionary 
with nearly 13 years of ervice in igeria, Puerto Rico, 
and Sierra Leone, died December 30, 2003 ... Emily 
Shacklock, retired missionary with 2 years of service in 
Japan, died January 8, 2004 ... Virginia Law Shell, re tired 
missionary with 15 years of service in Central Congo, 
died January 12, 2004 ... Mary G. Legg, retired mission
ary with 30 years of service in Guatemala, Uruguay, and 
the United States, died January 15, 2004 ... Laton E. 
Holmgren, retired mis ionary with nearly 3 years of 
service in Japan, died January 18, 2004 ... Thomas Lung, 
retired missionary with nearly 42 year of service in 
Hong Kong, died January 21, 2004 ... Everett M. 
Matzigkeit, retired missionary with 22 years of service 
in Zimbabwe, died January 21, 2004 .. . Margaret A. 
Vreeland, retired missionary, with 15 years of service in 
Bombay and the United States, died January 21, 
2004 ... Millard Lowry, Jr., retired missionary with 3 
years of service in the United States, died January 22, 
2004 ... Harriet Sinks, who served with the Red Bird 
Missionary Conference, died January 26, 2004 ... Evelyn 
Murphree, retired deaconess with nearly 40 years of 
ervice in the United States, died January 27, 

2004 ... Edna Sexton, retired deaconess with 34 years of 
service in the United States, died January 30, 
2004 ... Dorothy H. Emerson, retired missionary with 34 
years of service in India, died March 1, 2004 ... Doris 
Benesh, retired missionary with nearly 5 years of serv
ice in Austria, died March 3, 2004 ... Dow Kirkpatrick, 
retired missionary with 12 years of service in Latin 
America, died March 10, 2004 ... Christopher Ishaku, 
active missionary with 4 years of service in Nigeria, 
died December 30, 2003 ... Roxanne Webster, active 
missionary with 11 years of service in Burundi, died 
January 27, 2004. 

Boris Trajkovski, the 47-year-old president of 
Macedonia, died February 26, 2004, when his plane 
crashed en route to an economic conference in Mostar, 
Bosnia . Trajkovski, a United Methodist lay preacher, 
had worked to unite various religious and political fac
tions in his country and in the Balkans region. 

rlJ See page 2 for Advance giving. 
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Top: Before the most recent hurricanes struck, Proyecto de Vivienda residents lived in 
houses like the one in this photograph. UMCOR funds were provided to reconstruct 
homes. Below left: A mother and son sit in front of their new home in Barrio Santa 
Fe, Havana, Cuba. 

UMCOR Projects in Cuba 
by Christie R. llouse 



The United Methodist Committee on 
Relief (UMCOR) has funded several 
projects in Cuba, initially in response 
to disaster relief for Hurricanes 
Georges (1998), Mitch (1998), and 
Michelle (2001), all of which struck 
Cuba with deadly force. Working 
through the Methodist Chu rch in 
Cuba and the Cuban Council of 
Churches, UMCOR has distributed 
grants for four projects centering on 
housing needs. 

Projects With the Methodist 
Church in Cuba 
The Santa Fe area, on the north
western coastline of Cuba just west 
of Havana, sustained severe dam
age during Hurricanes Georges 
and Mitch. UMCOR began a three
phase project with the Methodist 
Church in Cuba to build housing 
units in the Sante Fe area. 

The housing projects have been 
contracted with the Cuban govern
ment, which provides an architect, 
the necessary licenses, approvals, 
security, materials, and workers. 
Recipients of the housing provide 
"sweat-equity," putting in time 
and labor to the project. Phase 
three of the project is expected to 
begin in 2004. 

•Phase one, an eight-unit apart
ment house called Vivienda 
has been completed. 

• Phase two is a 14-unit apartment 
complex nearing completion. 

•Phase three is the renovation of 
an abandoned five-story build
ing into a 42-unit apartment 
complex. Under a government 
program, workers in the commu-

nity were able to finish about 
half of the building when funds 
for construction ran out and the 
project had to be abandoned. 
UMCOR would provide the 
means to finish the project and 
return it to the community. 

Projects With the Cuban Council 
of Churches 
UMCOR has provided funds to the 
Cuban Council of Churches for 
a project related to damage caused 
by Hurricane Michelle. The Cuban 
Council of Churches, working 
through a Christian Reformed 
congregation, reconstructed sever
al homes in two villages. UMCOR 
funds provided supplies for 
reconstruction. 

Christie R. House is the editor of New 
World Outlook. 

Left: A man, who lives in 
the Vivienda project in Barrio 
Sante Fe, converses with 
a young resident. Above: 
Vivienda project provides suit
able housing for the children of 
Barrio, Santa Fe. 

43 



A Brief History of Camp Canaan 
by the Rev. Sergio Santos, early director of the camp, with excerpts from the 
diary of Alejo Simon 's, its first administrator. Translated by Aldo Gonzalez. 

Camp Canaan, built by the Methodist Church in Cuba in the mid-
1950s near Manicaragua, was a small retreat used primarily for youth 
activities until it was occupied by revolutionary forces. The camp was 
never returned to the church. We prayed that another site would be 
found to create a new retreat center. During the late 1980s and early 
1990s, annual conferences agreed that a retreat center was needed 
because of the growth of the church as a whole, and particularly of 
its youth membership. 

An accord was passed by the board of the annual conference to 
create a camp for the Methodist Church in Cuba. We had no land, 
construction permit from the government, money, or materials. We 
had only a promise, necessity, and faith . The board named Manuel 
Sardiiias Iglesias as the first director of the camp. Without any 
resources, he began to create the infrastructure around which the 
camp would be constructed. 

Church members began to look for a parcel of land, mainly in the 
center of the island. Many parcels became available in Ciego de Avila, 
Villa Clara, Aguada de Pasajeros, and parts of the Province of 
Havana. For financial, strategic, and political reasons, these locations 
were unacceptable. The church was concerned about the time desig
nated to begin the project. The following is a narrative from a diary 
of Alejo Simon. 

Our brother Jorge Isla Duenas was asked by one of the members to help 
him find a cluster of plantains. Jorge then went to Mrs. Veneranda, mother 
of Rafael Mart{nez, and asked to buy her plantains. Mrs. Veneranda told 
Jorge to cut the bananas himself because her son was not home. While cut
ting the plantains, Jorge felt that this place would be the perfect location for 
the camp. This was not to be, but in subsequent days Roy Rodr{guez, 
Manuel Sardinas Iglesias, and Alejo Simon approached a neighbor, Tomas, 
who owned a parcel next to Mrs. Veneranda's. So the first agreements 
became a reality. 

With these first agreements, we began negotiations with the 
authorities. Former Bishop Joel Ajo, Engineer Manolo Sardinas 
Iglesias, and the Rev. Roy Rodrf guez dedicated much time to this 

effort. Faith and enthusiasm grew throughout the church in Cuba. 
The Conference Board, during a memorable meeting, named the 
project Canaan- the Promised Land, a place to be obtained only by 
faith and under dire circumstances. 

We agreed that a symbolic offering of 1¢ per member per week 
would encourage the whole church to a greater sacrifice in the future 
when needed. Soon after, there were special offerings for construction 
of the camp from Methodist women (who have given 1000 pesos 
every year) and other church organizations, as well as offerings from 
individuals in the faith. Eventually, the Central District was given a 
line item in the budget to ensure that the work would continue. 

It is impossible to forget the monetary assistance of our Methodist 
brothers and sisters in the United States. Many churches were moved 
by our faith and, working together with the church in Cuba, by faith 
have made our dreams possible. We must also mention Volunteers in 
Mission. Not only have they brought financial assistance, but, more 
importantly, they give their time, hard work, blood, and tears. They 
have also given hope, smiles, and joy. Canaan was a dream, a project 
to be attained in the future. Today, Canaan is a sanctuary for all visi
tors. On this blessed parcel of land, you can find faith that is not pre
tentious but forged by spiritual Christian fellowship and the desire 
always to serve our Lord. 

The new chapel at Camp Canaan. 
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Public 
Education 

~DULY RESOURCES 
:uba, by Joseph A. Perez, is an insightful history of Cuba 
nd its land, people, and religion that opens this unique 
ulture to our understanding. Study Guide by Joanne R. Perez. 
:ng. #3593, Span. #3594, $7.50) 

'ublic Education: Issues and Challenges, by Mary Grace 
.yman, with study guide. View the rich history of public 
!ducation in the U.S., while confronting contemporary 
>Sues of education including vouchers, home-schooling, 
iequalities of education, and faith in public schools. 
#3597, $7.50) 

fOUTH RISOURCE 
Dream of a School: Mission Study on Public Education 
routh Book with Leader's Guide by Martha Bettis Gee. 
#3598, $6.00) 

CHILDRIN'S RESOURCES 
~ Taste of Cuba: Three Illustrated Stories for Children by 
=aye Wilson. (#3595, $4.00; 5 for $15.00; 10 for $25.00) 
4 Taste of Cuba Teacher's Guide by Faye Wilson. 
#3596, $6.00) 

fo order call Toll-Free: 1-800-305-9857 
Neb Address: www.scorders.org 
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United Methodist Development Fund 

illion 
Available for Church Loans 

United Methodist Development Fund 
General Board of Global Ministries 

The United Methodist Church 

For United Methodist local churches, 
annual conferences, districts & mission institutions 

For more information call 
800-UMC-UMDF (800-862-8633) or 212-870-3856 





UMCOR 
multiplies 
hope in place 
that might 

• surprise you 

T he United Methodist Committee 

on Relief supports many hope-filled 

ministries-rebuilding homes and 

dignity ... providing the water 

of life with new wells ... supplying 

children with schools, tablets, and 

pencils so they can learn ... empower

ing communities with livelihood 

skills and support. 

When the chance to contribute 

comes your way, please give gener

ously. It's remarkable what your 

gift will do. 

A place where you can serve. 
United Methodists' ministry 
of hope around the world. 

UMCOR 
United Methodist Committee on Relief 

General Board of Global Ministries 
The United Methodist Church 

http://gbgm-umc.org/umcor/ 


