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From the editor
BleSt Be tHe tIeS tHAt BInd

A fter I joined New World Outlook as associate editor, I was assigned 
in 1996 to cover the 25th anniversary meeting of the Council of 

Evangelical Methodist Churches in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(CIEMAL) in Mexico City. Delegates had come to celebrate, but they had 
also chosen to meet in México with a deeper purpose in mind. Indig-
enous people in 36 different communities across the Chiapas Province 
in southern México had been expelled from their land in the 1970s by 
wealthy landowners who sought more control over Chiapas’ natural re-
sources. Twenty years later, the dispossessed were still waiting for jus-
tice. CIEMAL had invited members of the Ecumenical Commission for 
Peace and Reconciliation in Chiapas to speak to the Methodist gathering.

 I shall never forget the deliberate way in which the members listened to 
the guests and to each other. Following that, they turned to their Bibles and 
met in small groups to discuss their ideas about the ways in which Scripture 
informed the situation. Then they came together again and debated. Aldo 
Etchegoyen, who was bishop of the Methodist Church in Argentina at the 
time, described what he saw as a “connectionality of death” gripping the 
Latin American region, in which poverty, hunger, sickness, debt, military dic-
tatorship, and economic and educational inequality came together to weave 
a deadly web, destroying the people and the lands that got caught in its 
strands. The job of the Methodist connection, he said, was to form a con-
nectionality a favor del la vida, “in favor of life,” because God had decided to 
break the human disconnectedness from the divine by sending Jesus Christ.  

 Today, Latin America and the Caribbean constitute a signifi cant part of 
the Methodist mission family. Most of the national Methodist churches of 
South and Central America are autonomous, but they have their roots in the 
mission outreach of The United Methodist Church’s predecessor denomina-
tions. The cross and fl ame is identifi ed with Methodists in many countries.

 The General Board of Global Ministries relates to the Methodist 
churches of Latin America and the Caribbean through collaboration with 
CIEMAL and other special emphases, such as Encounter with Christ in 
Latin America (see p. 43).

 CIEMAL, now 50 years old, was started to promote connectional activ-
ity among the Methodist churches of the hemisphere, strengthen witness 
and service in various contexts, and accompany new emerging Methodist 
churches in the region. “CIEMAL is more than history,” stated Bishop 
Etchegoyen, at CIEMAL’s 25th anniversary. “It is more than a structure—it 
is a community rooted in Jesus Christ, a family. We cross languages and 
national boundaries to be in mission to the world in the name of Jesus 
Christ. We are searching for a new Latin America, more than history has 
revealed so far, announcing the salvation of Jesus Christ.”

Christie R. House

Greetings from the Virginia 
Conference:

I just read Denise Honeycutt’s 
article in the January-February 

2015 issue of New World Outlook 
(“75 Years of Accompanying and 
Learning from the World’s Most 
Vulnerable People,” p. 6). Thank 
you so much! I liked the way she 
grabbed the story with a current 
event, then went into the history 
and mission, theology, etc. But 
my biggest thrill in reading the 
article was to see the name of 
John R. Mott (in relation to the 
creation of MCOR). John R. Mott 
and Dwight L. Moody partici-
pated in a collegiate effort in the 
1930s to enlist young people in 
the mission fi eld. My dad was an 
agriculture major at Cornell, not 
quite sure of his direction, when 
Mott spoke on campus, calling 
for Christians in all fi elds to seek 
positions with whichever de-
nomination they were affi liated, 
for Christ had called us to serve 
Him in the world. Dad did apply 
to the mission board at that time 
and was told: 1. Get some work 
experience; 2. Take care of your 
college debts, and 3. If possible, 
get married (that, whereas single 
women did well in the mission 
fi eld, the board had found that 
men did better if they were mar-
ried with like-minded wives). 
This would have been about 
1935 or 36.
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                     Letters from Readers  

 So, when he proposed to my mom, 
whom he met in graduate school in 
UT Knoxville in 1939, he asked if she 
would be willing, if the Lord opened 
the way, to enter the mission fi eld 
as well. (She took the length of the 
bridge across the Tennessee River to 
think about it—then said “yes.” They 
graduated that year, worked to pay 
off college debts, then were married 
in 1940.)

 Besides working for the mis-
sion board in Cuba and México, they 
were “on loan” to MCOR in 1961-
62 to work with Cuban refugees in 
Jamaica, and in 1966-67 to work with 
refugees in Hue, Vietnam.

 So you see, the whole issue is of 
special signifi cance to me!

 
Ann  Klotz

Virginia Conference

Dear Editor: 

I am looking for an overview type 
of presentation about UMCOR for 

our congregation. I really liked this ar-
ticle (“A Mustard Seed Multiplied,” 
by Linda Unger, p. 10). I was won-
dering if anyone has taken the main 
points from this article and put it in a 
presentation format appropriate for a 
church service?

If not, I can do it but was hoping 
someone else already has!

Thank you.

Laura Sweeny Durant

                     Letters from Readers                       Letters from Readers  

Dear Laura:
UMCOR has developed a toolkit to assist congregations that are looking for ways 
to celebrate UMCOR’s 75th anniversary. A number of resources can be download-
ed from http://www.umcor.org/UMCOR/umcor75 . 

Christie R. House, Editor

Errata: On p. 9 of the January-February 2015 issue (UMCOR 75th Anniversary 
issue), the photo credited to J. Rollins should have been credited to Jack Amick.

On p. 21 of the same issue, the earthquake referred to in the text and photo 
caption struck Nicaragua in 1972, not 1979, as indicated. Thanks to Paul Jeffrey 
for this correction.

Dear Editor:

I am researching the Trail of Tears and injustices of it. There is a song that the 
women sang when one of the young girls was being raped by a soldier. I saw 

an article about this in some of the Methodist publications that I receive. Is there 
any way that you can tell me about this article and song?

Thank you so much,

Lindia Speer

Dear Lindia—and all who are interested in historic and archived New World Outlook 
issues:

Thanks for the inquiry. New World Outlook 
receives inquiries like this one every month, 
and the editorial offi ce does its best to track 
down what readers are looking for, so don’t 
hesitate to contact us.

The entire collection of New World 
Outlook volumes (1970 to 2014), and 
its predecessors, The Missionary Voice 
(1911 to 1932) and World Outlook (1932 
to 1970), can be found online through the 
United Methodist General Commission on 
Archives and History. The collection can 
be found here: http://archives.gcah.org/
xmlui/handle/10516/1279

receives inquiries like this one every month, 
and the editorial offi ce does its best to track 
down what readers are looking for, so don’t 
hesitate to contact us.

Outlook
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M
ethodism was originally planted in 
Latin America by missionaries from 
both Great Britain and North America. 
Some regions in Latin America 

became traditional strongholds for Methodists and 
others for Presbyterians, or Disciples of Christ, or 
Pentecostals. Protestant mission agencies in the 
19th century cooperated in mission engagement 
to avoid duplication of efforts in a region that was 
overwhelmingly Catholic in Christian orientation. 
Today, there are some Latin American countries 
in which the Methodist churches are more than 
a century old and others where Methodism was 
introduced within the last 25 years. In general, 
Methodists are present in all Latin American 
countries except French Guiana.

The General Board of Global Ministries works 
mainly with autonomous Methodist churches in 
the region but has more specifi c responsibilities 
for the United Methodist Mission in Honduras, a 
mission outreach of the UMC. But when Global 
Ministries coordinates training in the region, all 

new Methodist churches are involved because 
Methodists are connected and want to strengthen 
church development and growth across the 
entire region.

 There are three types of Methodist churches in the 
region. The historical churches—those in Argentina, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, México, Peru, Uruguay, Cuba, 
and a number of the Caribbean churches—were 
started in the 19th century. A second group of 
churches have Methodist roots from more recent 
mission movements, but they are in various stages 
of transition. These are located in the Dominican 
Republic, Ecuador, Paraguay, and Guatemala. 
Methodists in the Dominican Republic form a united 
church. In Guatemala, an indigenous Methodist 
Church took root, and in Ecuador, a united church has 
recently decided to become a Methodist entity again.

The newest Methodist churches and emerging 
churches in Latin America are developing in 
Colombia, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Venezuela. 
Honduras, as noted earlier, is a United Methodist 
Mission in Honduras.

Methodism in 
Latin America
and the Caribbean

by Edgar Avitia Legarda
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Historic Churches—Planted 100 or more 
years ago

Churches in transition—with relationship 
to the Methodist Connection

new and emerging Methodist Churches

united Methodist Churches

Methodist Church in the Caribbean and 
the Americas

Argentinian evangelical 
Methodist Church

the Methodist Church 
in uruguay

the Methodist Church in Brazil

Christian Methodist Community 
of Venezuela

evangelical Methodist Church of Costa rica

the Methodist Church 
in Cuba

evangelical Methodist Church 
of Panama

the united evangelical Methodist 
Church of ecuador

evangelical Methodist Church 
of nicaragua

national evangelical Primitive 
Methodist Church of guatemala

the Colombian Methodist Church

evangelical Methodist Church 
in el Salvador

the united Methodist Mission 
in Honduras 

the Methodist Church in the Caribbean and the Americas

the Methodist Church of Puerto rico

dominican evangelical Church

the Methodist Church of México

evangelical Methodist Church 
in Bolivia

evangelical Methodist 
Community of Paraguay

Methodist Church 
of Peru

Methodist 
Church 
of Chile

KEY TO COUNTRY’S CHURCHES

eCUMenICal ChUrCh agenCIes In 
latIn aMerICa and the CarIBBean
The United Methodist Church through Global Ministries 
cooperates and engages with Latin American Methodists 
directly and through a number of different councils and 
agencies. They are as follows:

the Council of evangelical Methodist Churches in latin 
America and the Caribbean (CIeMAl)—A nonlegislative 
association of churches that coordinates the work of 
autonomous Methodist churches and institutions.

the latin America Council of Churches (ClAI)—A group 
made up of members from the historical Protestant traditions 
and some Pentecostal bodies to explore the feasibility of a 
continentwide organization of churches.

the Committee on the Caribbean and latin America 
(CClA)—Division on Mission, National Council of Churches of 
Christ, USA.

the latin American ecumenical Committee on Christian 
education(CelAdeC)—An organization that works across 
national borders to prepare and publish Christian educational 
materials, especially for children and youth.

the Methodist Church in the Caribbean and the Americas 
(MCCA)—The MCCA is composed of eight districts covering 
many of the island nations of the Caribbean and Central 
America. Many, but not all, of these churches were originally 
planted by British Methodists.

French
Guiana
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As we read the word of God in the Bible, we find a special and loving 
focus directed toward the migrant. “You shall also love the stranger, 
for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” (Deuteronomy 10:19, 
NRSV) “The Lord watches over the strangers; he upholds the or-

phan and the widow….” (Psalm 146:9a, NRSV). These are only two of the 
many biblical texts that describe God’s love for the vulnerable migrant com-
munity. In the Bible, this is a recurring message throughout. 

 For migrants in the Western Hemisphere, México is considered to be a 
great trampoline or an immense bridge across which thousands of people com-
ing from Central America and México’s southern provinces pass in a desper-
ate effort to reach the United States. Each day migrants try to make it across 
México’s northern border in search of what they believe to be the “American 
Dream.” But for many, this dream all too often turns into an unbearable night-
mare along the way.

People who leave their countries of origin hoping to find a better life far-
ther north are striving to escape the harsh realities of their homelands. Some 
leave home because of poverty. Others are fleeing gang violence in their home 
communities. Whatever their reasons, they usually travel in one of three pos-
sible ways. The most fortunate journey by plane. Others travel over land by 
bus or car. Those without any resources travel by rail. In the Mexican state of 
Chiapas, the poorest travelers climb onto a freight train known as “the Beast.” 
The train was given its name because many of the unfortunate souls who ride 
it suffer accidents, harassment, robbery, rape, loss of limbs, and even death. 

 This train trip is not like the ones in which the traveler has a seat inside the 
cars and can expect at least minimal amenities. No, this trip is taken while 
outside “the Beast,” with migrants clinging to the roof of each freight wagon, 
subject to rain, sun, wind, and cold or heat, without any food or water.

We’ve heard testimonies by countless people who have fallen off the top 
of this freight train, some of whom have suffered amputations of their arms or 
legs. Others have been hit so hard they have been rendered unconscious, or 
they have been paralyzed by the blow of the fall.

P a s t o r a l  C a r e  a l o n g  t h e  r o a d

a Guatemalan woman holds a photo of her missing son 
during a vigil in Tapachula, México, on December 16, 2013. 
The woman was part of a group of Central americans 
who came to México in search of family members who 
disappeared there, many while on their way north to the 
united States. The group, mostly mothers looking for 
their children, spent 17 days touring 14 Mexican states in 
search of their loved ones.
PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey

by Felipe de Jesús Ruiz Aguilar

 Being with Migrants 

 as They Travel
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The trip itself can take from two to four weeks if the train and tracks are in 
decent condition. Otherwise, there can be long delays until repairs are done. 
In earlier days, the train route took people to the Tamaulipas and Chihuahua 
borders with Texas. However, because of current violence along these bor-
der sections, the migrants have switched to taking the rails that lead toward 
Mexicali and Tijuana in the northern Mexican state of Baja California. This adds 
24 more hours to the trip—10 hours of which include travel across a blistering 
desert. This catastrophic means of transit kills the dreams of all who have to 
travel that way: young people, women, children, and men of all ages, from all 
social classes, and by those of different religious beliefs.

The Call to Migrant Ministry
As the Methodist Church—a church of Jesus Christ—
we cannot turn a blind or apathetic eye to this human-
itarian disaster. When we witness such a situation, 
we should not remain contemplative or wait for a 
physical response to fall out of the sky providentially. 
We are the people of God—God’s instruments used 
to bring blessings to others. We are God’s hands, 
used to bring hope to those who do not know what 
will happen when darkness falls or when the next day 
dawns. It is our responsibility as Christians and as 
human beings to care for those who suffer contempt, 
lack of attention, insults, discrimination, and violence. 
We must care for the people who are forgotten or 
rejected by those who have not known the love of 
God, who do not know the fear of God, and who have 
never suffered extreme need in their lives.

 God calls out to us today to attend to our sisters 
and brothers who, because of some misfortune, are 

Members of the Methodist Church in apaxco, in the state of México, help migrants along their 
journey. a freight train called “the beast” begins its journey on the south border of México 
(Chiapas) and runs the length of the country to arrive at its destination on the northern border 
of México.  PhoTo: CourTeSy The MeThoDiST ChurCh of MéxiCo

bishop felipe de Jesús ruiz aguilar, of 
the Northwest annual Conference of the 
Methodist Church of México.
PhoTo: CourTeSy biShoP feliPe ruiz

separated from their families and find 
themselves far away from home, 
searching for a better future.

Identifying Assets
From this urgent call, a project has 
grown from my heart that we are 
calling Acompañamiento Pastoral 
en la Ruta del Migrante (“Pastoral 
accompaniment along the migrant 
routes”). The objective of this proj-
ect is to be the giving hands for mi-
grants in transit, whether from south 
to north or from north to south. This 
dream incorporates all six confer-
ences of the Methodist Church 
of México, along with the vital in-
volvement of the Central American 
Methodist churches and The United 
Methodist Church in the United 
States. The first steps have been 
developed with the involvement of 
Global Ministries and the National 
Plan for Hispanic/Latino Ministry.

Together we have created a map 
that marks the location of all the routes 
used by migrants across the span 
of the Mexican Republic. The map 
also indicates the locations of all the 
Methodist congregations along these 

routes and marks the 
offices of the National 
Institute for Migration, 
along with human rights 
organizations, homeless 
shelters, dining halls, 
and any other places 
that offer migrants help.

The project’s second 
stage will strengthen 
the migrant ministries 
that are currently being 
developed in México, 
with the hope of reach-
ing more migrants in 
need of assistance and 
support during this dif-
ficult segment of their 
journeys. Today we lift 
up the services in place 
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at the border between México and 
the United States—specifically in 
Tijuana, Tecate, and Mexicali in the 
state of Baja California; in San Luis 
Rio Colorado, Sonoyta, Nogales, and 
Agua Prieta in the state of Sonora; 
and in Ciudad Juarez in the state of 
Chihuahua. We also have places 
where migrants can stop to eat in 
Apaxco, in the state of México.

 Still, most of our existing work 
with migrants is along our northern 
border. Only one service is available in 
the center of the country. Our dream 
as a church is to strengthen the work 
in the center and southern parts of 

México while continuing our ongo-
ing efforts in the north. We can joy-
fully proclaim that we have accom-
plished much, having helped 63,200 
migrants last year with food, cloth-
ing, blankets, and health kits provided 
by the United Methodist Committee 
on Relief (UMCOR). We’ve also pro-
vided telephone access for migrants 
to call home and speak with family 

members, along with donations en-
abling them to buy tickets back to 
their towns of origin.

Joining Forces
The third stage of the project involves 
joining forces with those already 
working with the vulnerable migrant 
sector in our communities. Global 
Ministries has sent two young adult 
missionaries to the city of Tijuana to 
work with migrant shelters run by the 
Salvation Army. That shelter will soon 
provide services in other cities to mi-
grants who are being deported or are 
in transit. We have also joined our 

efforts with those of municipal and 
state offices that offer services to aid 
migrants. Acompañamiento Pastoral 
en la Ruta del Migrante will help to 
accompany the migrants along their 
way, enabling us to know which 
phase of their journey they are in 
and allowing us to alert their families 
when they come to us seeking news 
of their absent family members.

 All of this developing work is part 
of an even larger picture of ministries 
with migrant communities through 
such programs as The Right to Stay in 
One’s Region of Origin, Safe Passage 
Along the Corridors, Welcoming and 
Belonging, and a new program added 
to these segments of the pipeline: 
Support for the Migrant Who Has Been 
Deported. All of this is prophetic work, 
calling us to serve those whose circum-
stances have forced them from their 
homes—often onto a difficult and very 
dangerous path.

 I thank God for giving me the oppor-
tunity to preach about the human ca-
lamity that migration can become. I also 
thank God for the tremendous team 
that is at the forefront of this impor-
tant project and dream: the Rev. María 
Calixto Luna, President of the National 
Commission on Migrant Affairs 
(CONAM); each executive in CONAM 
in each of the annual conferences of the 
Methodist Church of México (IMMAR); 
the great team from the General Board 
of Global Ministries—Lisa Katzenstein, 
Jorge Luiz Domingues, Edgar Avitia, 
and Francisco Cañas; and my brothers 
and sisters in Central America. Further, 
I cannot but thank my great friend 
Bishop Elias G. Galván for his invalu-
able collaboration and inspirational ad-
vice that comes from his many years 
of experience. Above all, we give 
thanks to God for having mercy on us 
and for allowing us to do what we had 
forgotten to do. God is giving us a new 
opportunity to extend a hand to those 
men, women, and children who are 
suffering on the road, so far away from 
their friends and loved ones.

Bishop Felipe de Jesús Ruiz Aguilar, of 
the Methodist Church of México, serves 
as an advisor on immigration issues for 
The United Methodist Church. He over-
sees the Northwest Annual Conference of 
the Methodist Church of México, based 
in Tijuana, Baja California.

The Methodist Church of México and the Pastoral accompaniment team created this map using Google. it 
shows the migration routes of most migrants crossing México, indicates the Methodist congregations along 
the way, and pinpoints major service points and agencies that can provide aid. https://www.google.com/
maps/d/viewer?mid=zjJupZUrpVdw.ku7hKut8x9sY 
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rethinking Hispanic/latino Ministry
In March, The United Methodist Church’s third National 
Consultation for Hispanic/Latino Ministry drew 250 
United Methodist leaders to Duke Divinity School in 
Durham, North Carolina. A United Methodist News 
Service article by the Rev. Gustavo Vasquez (see origi-
nal article at http://www.umc.org/news-and-media/
time-to-rethink-hispanic-latino-ministry) said the 
meeting focused on nurturing a new generation of church 
leaders to address changing realities.

According to the US Census Bureau, the Hispanic 
population will reach about 106 million by 2050, about 
double what it is today. English has displaced Spanish 
as the first language used in Hispanic/Latino families 
and a higher proportion of US Hispanics/Latinos are part 
of interracial or interethnic couples than any other US 
ethnic group. The number of Hispanic/Latino births in 
the United States now outstrips the numbers arriving 
through immigration.

The Rev. Francisco Cañas, director of the National 
Plan for Hispanic/Latino Ministry housed with Global 
Ministries, said: “Far from thinking that we have reached 
the end, we must be convinced that it is only the be-
ginning of a new time and a new way to bring hopeful 
changes into the church. The Hispanic/Latino people—
especially young people—must have a leading role in the 
mission of The United Methodist Church.”

uMCor Assists ukraine’s displaced
The United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) 
is aiding communities that were forcibly displaced from 
their homes in eastern Ukraine because of ongoing con-
flict. The area’s infrastructure has been heavily damaged 
and it continues to be battered. Hospitals, schools, gro-
cery stores, and pharmacies are among the many build-
ings that have been destroyed. 

UMCOR is working with the Union of Young Christians 
of Ukraine (UYCU) and with The United Methodist 
Church of Ukraine in the capital, Kyiv, to address peo-
ple’s needs. The agency is also working with The United 
Methodist Church in Eurasia, helping families that have 
fled to Russia.

“We are supporting humanitarian efforts irrespective 
of ‘sides’ in the conflict,” stated Francesco Paganini in a 

February 2015 UMCOR story. Paganini is UMCOR’s ex-
ecutive secretary for International Disaster Response.  
“We help in solid, practical ways while upholding our 
important guiding principle to be both humanitarian and  
impartial,” he continued.

the Methodist Church in Vietnam
In February, the West Ohio Vietnam Leadership team met 
to examine areas of growth for the Vietnam Methodist 
Church. What began more than a decade ago with half a 
dozen Methodist churches in the Mekong Delta has now 
swelled to more than 300 churches. A new goal is to de-
velop 1,000 more churches by the year 2020. 

Global Ministries’ missionaries, Ut and Karen To, out-
lined the details of the plan, called Vision 20/20, to 300 
Vietnamese pastors during the Vietnam Annual Meeting 
last October. This vision calls for existing churches to 
start new churches and existing church members to 
recruit new members. Delegates established a circuit 
rider team comprised of 40 people to spread out into un-
churched areas.

Mission Agency Completes Purchase of  
Atlanta Property
In March 2015, the General Board of Global Ministries 
finalized the purchase of the Grace United Methodist 
Church property in Atlanta, Georgia. The agency’s board 
of directors announced plans last October to move its 
headquarters from New York City to Atlanta. The move 
is part of an overall plan to open regional offices in Africa, 
Latin America, and Asia.

In a release, General Secretary Thomas Kemper stat-
ed, “I am excited to be moving toward this vision. Our 
transition team is generating strategies that will allow us 
to partner with the local church and with local ministries, 
strengthening the way The United Methodist Church lives 
out God’s mission throughout the world.” The move to 
Atlanta is expected to be completed by fall 2016.

deAtHS—Milton l. kalso, retired missionary with 
15 years of service in Zimbabwe, died December 16, 
2014…Pauline Precise, retired deaconess and Church 
and Community Worker, with nearly 30 years of service 
in the United States, died March 6, 2015.
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Every Sunday, the California-Pacifi c 
Annual Conference of The United 
Methodist Church and the Methodist 
Church of México hold a worship ser-

vice together—on opposite sides of the US-
México border.

The service is held in San Diego, California, 
at a place called Friendship Park—a half-acre 
area overlooking the Pacifi c Ocean at the 
southwest corner of the continental United 
States. At the center of the park stands a 
monument marking the fi rst meeting of the 
US-México Boundary Commission in 1848. 
Friendship Park was dedicated in 1971 by 
then First Lady Patricia Nixon as a symbol of 
binational friendship. On the Mexican side of 
the border is the city of Tijuana.

The Border Fence
In the fall of 1994, as part of the US govern-
ment’s attempts to curb the migration of 
workers and others between San Diego and 
Tijuana, Operation Gatekeeper authorized 
the construction of a border fence along a 
14-mile corridor eastward from the Pacifi c 
Ocean inland to the desert chaparral of East 
San Diego County. The original barrier was 
built of old metal aircraft carrier landing 
mats used in the Vietnam and Gulf Wars.

el Faro Border ChUrCh

Children separated from their mother by 
deportation can talk with her through the border 

fence in east San Diego County just once a week.
PhoTo: CeleSTe CaToN

by Celeste Caton

Heaven Is 
Breaking in
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The fencing used along the top 
of the divider in Friendship Park was 
an open-weave metal. In April 2009, 
a fenced corridor along the border at 
Friendship Park was built. The barrier 
has three layers: the primary barrier 
at the border, a 20-foot-wide border 
patrol access road, and a 20-foot wall 
of steel metal bars. In late 2011 and 
early 2012, a new 20-foot-tall steel 
wall was constructed on the interna-
tional border. The new wall cuts off 
any and all communication between 
the two sides at Border Field State 
Park, except for a few designated 
hours each weekend.

It is here, through a wire mesh so 
thick and tightly woven that you can 
barely stick your pinky finger through, 
that families split apart by deportation 
have been able to meet on Saturdays 
and Sundays from 10 am to 2 pm.

In 2011, the California-Pacific 
Annual Conference initiated a border 
mission. Every Sunday morning, a 
pastor and a missionary would meet 
to break bread and to distribute juice. 
The pastor remained in the United 
States in San Diego, and the mission-
ary crossed into México, at Playas de 
Tijuana. Through the border fence at 
Friendship Park they conducted a bi-
national service. In March 2013, the 
Methodist Church of México opened 
a chaplain position for its El Faro 
Mission. Guillermo Navarrete is cur-
rently the pastor of El Faro on the 
Tijuana side. I help to facilitate this ser-
vice, working with Pastor Navarrete 
and another Global Mission Fellow, 
Edward White.

As long as deportations occur, fam-
ily separations are inevitable. The goal 
of El Faro Border Church is to bring 
together on both sides of the fence 
family members who have been sep-
arated by deportation.

I will never forget the first Sunday 
I attended this service. Standing next 
to me in México was a mother whose 

two children—a daughter about 16 or 
17 years old, and a son of about 7 or 
8—stood on the opposite side in the 
United States. Tears filled the moth-
er’s eyes as she fought to keep them 
from spilling onto her cheeks.

On the US side, the eyes of her 
daughter reflected the same pain. The 
daughter stood there, one hand linked 
with the little boy and the other rest-
ing on the fence across from her moth-
er—with only their fingertips touching 
through the small holes in the wall. 

The expression on the little boy’s face 
changed back and forth from happi-
ness to see his mother to confusion by 
the barrier that separated the family.

It was one of those moments 
that sends your mind spiraling with 
a million questions and leaves you 
speechless at the same time. But 
somewhere between the chaos going 
on in my head and the lack of words 
on my lips, I was able to muster up 
one thought: This cannot be.

And, from there, a thousand more 
thoughts flowed forth. This cannot 
be right, no matter what caused the 
mother to be deported. This cannot be 
good for her or for her children. This 
cannot be a picture of justice. This 
cannot be what loving your neighbor 
looks like. This cannot be the life God 
intended for this family. Where is the 
love of God in this moment?

I believe it was the love of God 
that breathed this service into exis-
tence in the first place. And today, 
it is this unconditional love—love 
that knows no borders—that con-
tinues to be present every Sunday 
in this place. Even though every 
week more tears sink into the dusty 
ground as they fall from faces worn 
out by heartache…it is here that I 
see the kingdom of God breaking in.

Because every week, on both 
sides of the US-México border, peo-
ple gather to sing, to pray, and to 
share communion. They are Spanish 
and English speakers alike, families 
who are currently split in half, and ad-
vocates for reconciliation in a world 
that continues to be divided. They 
come together to hope for a day in 
which this is no longer their reality.

Celeste Caton is a Global Mission Fel-
low serving a two-year mission with the  
Northwest Conference of Iglesia Metodista 
de México (Methodist Church of México) 
in Playas de Tijuana, México. She is origi-
nally from Boone, North Carolina.

Pastor Guillermo Navarrete, of the el faro 
Mission, serves communion every week, 
as people on both sides of the uS/México 
border gather to sing, pray, and share in 
the burden of families divided by walls and 
deportation.  PhoTo: CeleSTe CaToN

“el Faro Border Church, 
in my opinion, is one 
of the best examples 
I have seen of what a 
church can be.

“every week I am 
reminded that we are 
more than one race, 
nationality, or language. 
We are simply citizens 
of the kingdom of 
god—brought together 
through faith, united in 
purpose, and stitched 
together by love.”
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Since 1957, the local Salvation 
Army in Tijuana, México, has 
been serving both the migrant 
community and the least for-

tunate citizens of Tijuana. Part of my 
mission assignment is to work with 
the Salvation Army Shelter for Men. 
The Salvation Army has recently 
opened a shelter for women and chil-
dren, and I will work there soon too.

The men who come to the ex-
isting shelter have many differ-
ent stories. Some made their way 
north from parts of Central or South 
America, hoping to fi nd work. Others 
left rural Mexican villages with the 
goal of eventually getting into the 
United States, where they heard that 
jobs are plentiful. But, in recent years, 
many men have been deported to 
Tijuana after residing in the United 
States for years. They are now liv-
ing in a kind of limbo—complete-
ly uprooted from the life they have 
known and not really fi tting into this 
new society where they hardly know 
anyone. Many men arrive at the shel-
ter with signs of abuse (from travel, 
assault, or US immigration offi cials, 
among other causes).

The shelter functions 24 hours a 
day, 365 days a year. The men pay 
15 pesos a day (roughly $1.25) for a 
bed, a place to bathe with hot water, 
and two meals. Right now, the shel-
ter is at its maximum capacity, serv-
ing about 80 men per day, or 550 per 

month—a tiny num-
ber in comparison to 
the huge daily need in 
the city. For the many 
men at the shelter 
who do not get beds, 
even sleeping on the 
concrete fl oor of the 
dining room with a 
blanket is a safer op-
tion than sleeping in 
the streets.

As of now, Edward 
White (another Global 
Mission Fellow) and 
I work from 4pm to 
9pm, Sunday through 
Friday. The men come 
into the shelter at 
7pm. Twice a week 
they have a worship 
service, and every 
night they are given 

dinner and then enter the dorms to 
sleep. When we arrive, we assist 
about 10 other volunteers with clean-
ing, cooking, or preparing the wor-
ship space. We serve dinner, check 
the men into the shelter, supervise 
the kitchen and eating space, and 

t h e  s a lV a t I o n  a r M Y  s h e lt e r  F o r  M e n

edward White is a Global Mission fellow from lakeland, florida, 
who serves with Celeste Caton at both the Salvation army 
Shelter and the el faro Mission in Tijuana, México.
PhoTo: CeleSTe CaToN

by Celeste Caton

El Ejército de  

  Salvación



New World Outlook MAy/June 2015  15

clean everything up before 
we go home.

Although we are able to 
talk to the men who come 
to the shelter, the people 
I have gotten to know are 
the men who volunteer 
their time working there. 
While there are a couple of  
Salvation Army employees 
who oversee the organiza-
tion, the men who actual-
ly work in the kitchen and 
spend the day cleaning the 
facility are all volunteers—
and all of them are men 
who have been deported 
from the United States. 
Several used to live at the 
shelter when they were 
first brought to Tijuana, 
and a few still do. In ex-
change for their work, these men do 
not have to pay to stay at the shelter, 
and they can eat their meals for free. 
Several have been able to get back 
on their feet. They have paying jobs, 
yet they still come to the shelter daily 
to volunteer.

These new friends range in age 
from their mid-20s to their late 60s. 
Several of them lived in the United 
States longer than I have been alive. 
A few had been taken to the USA 
by a parent or other family mem-
ber when they were babies. While 
several were deported because of 
crimes they had committed, just as 
many—if not more—had lived com-
pletely happy and average lives until 

they were discovered in an immigra-
tion raid or at a checkpoint or were 
caught living undocumented in the 
United States because of something 
as minor as a speeding ticket.

One of my jobs is to manage the 
front desk as the men arrive and 
check in. When new men check in, 
we log in each one’s name, origin, 
age, and length of time he was in the 
United States. Each man is assigned 
a number to speed up the process. 
When the men return (because most 
will return for many more nights), 
each simply tells us his number, pays 
the 15 pesos, and enters the shelter. 
Many parts of this process make my 
heart ache.

The men arrive more weathered 
and weary than anyone else I’ve ever 
seen. Without even knowing their 
specifi c stories, I can see that they 
have already been stripped of much 
of their dignity. They enter a place 
where they are known by a number. 
Every night as I listen to men share 
their basic information. I hear num-

bers like: “Age, 35…in the US for 
33 years,” or “Age, 67…I was in 
the US for 55 years.” Regardless 
of your opinion on immigration, 
most of these men are essentially 
American—because that is the life 
that most of them have known.

The reasons why these men—
these human beings—end up in 
such circumstances are much 
deeper than the stereotypical ex-
cuses: “they did drugs, they com-
mitted crimes, they did something 
wrong,” or whatever else is plas-
tered all over the news concern-
ing immigration and deportation. 
Shelters like the Salvation Army’s 
for Men exist because of broken 
systems, long-running historical 
confl icts, and multiple layers of in-
justice on both sides of every bor-
der. It is past time to address the 
problems that create a need for 

such places.
I love my work here very much and 

I fully believe in the shelter’s mission 
and purpose—it is crucial, benefi cial, 
and desperately needed. But organi-
zations like this are not the only nec-
essary response.

Welcome the stranger, love your 
neighbors, and pray for the day when 
there are no more lines outside of this 
door—or any doors like it in the world.

Celeste Caton is a Global Mission Fel-
low serving a two-year mission with the 
Northwest Conference of Iglesia Metodista 
de México (Methodist Church of México) 
in Playas de Tijuana, México. She is origi-
nally from Boone, North Carolina.

left: The sign that greets men as they 
enter the Salvation army Shelter for 
Migrants in Tijuana, México.  
PhoTo: CeleSTe CaToN

Below: Celeste Caton serves the evening 
meal at the Salvation army Shelter in 
Tijuana, México. 
PhoTo: CourTeSy CeleSTe CaToN



16 	 newworldoutlook.org

Starting Over             in the 

DOminican republic
a contrast of contexts—images 

from the Dominican republic 
and bolivia. Clockwise from top 

left: Photos 1 and 4, Dominican 
republic. Photos 2, 3, 5, and 6 are 

images of bolivia. Photo2 is Pastor 
Gustavo loza in Cochabamba.  

PhoToS: CourTeSy The  
GraNer faMily

by Gordon Graner
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the site of our language training—the place where, for six months, we labored 
to acquire a new language: Spanish. Language school proved to be no fast 
track to fluency, but it did help us dig out a foundation on which we could build. 
So we have continued to learn through practice and humiliation—even to the 
present day. One of the beauties of language learning is that it requires careful 
and active listening—a great discipline for new missionaries. 

After our training, we were assigned by the Bolivian bishop to work at the 
Thiu Rancho Center, 20 miles outside the city of Cochabamba. Thiu Rancho is 
a rural retreat center and farm. It needed a complete transformation in order to 
function again as a mission site for the church. This work of restoration brought 
us into contact with a host of Bolivians. Working together with them in mission 
became our way to follow Jesus. The journey together brought us closer to 
one another as brothers and sisters in Christ. Our Bolivian family taught us by 

W
hat is mission?” Ardell—my 
wife and mission partner—
and I have asked ourselves 
this question many times and 

in many ways, including: “What are 
we doing here? Are we making any 
difference? What does it mean to fol-
low Jesus?” 

The answers to questions like 
these should come easily for mission-
aries. After all, mission is what we do 
day after day until the days become 
years. But ask 10 different missionar-
ies what mission is and you are likely 
to get 10 different answers. That is 
not because mission is so complicat-
ed but because it is so contextual.

Jesus was not a theologian or a 
seminary professor. He simply asked 
his disciples to follow him. So they 
did—and they learned in an “on-the-
job” kind of way. They walked and 
talked, shared meals, learned about 
healing, listened to Jesus teach and 
tell parables to the multitudes, and 
asked him questions. Then they 
walked some more, observed the 
compassion of Jesus, had many 
“Wow!” moments, slept under the 
stars, rejoiced together, prayed to-
gether, suffered together, and walked 
some more. 

I am not sure Jesus had any pre-
planned kind of program or schedule 
in mind. He had a ragtag bunch of 
disciples, and together they entered 
the uncharted waters of Jesus’ pub-
lic ministry. I am sure this was a jour-
ney full of surprises, frustrations, and 
plenty of detours. The way forward 
was simple: go and be with the peo-
ple. The how, when, where, and what 
would be determined along the way. 

Ministry in Bolivia
Ardell and I began our mission jour-
ney with Global Ministries in Bolivia in 
1989. We were assigned to work with 
the Evangelical Methodist Church of 
Bolivia. Cochabamba, Bolivia, was 

ardell Graner and Maybis in batay, Dominican republic. ardell was facilitating a devotional 
writing curriculum workshop with a Presbyterian missionary.
PhoTo: CourTeSy The GraNer faMily

“
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example to be resourceful and to bear 
all things. Bolivians also taught us that 
personal relationships are more im-
portant than programs. We, in turn, 
helped them open some doors to dis-
cipleship, encouraging them to devel-
op their gifts and to enter into minis-
try. All of us were changed.

The Impossible Happens
Then what we thought was impossi-
ble happened. The bishop of Bolivia, 
together with executives at Global 
Ministries, decided that our time 
at Thiu Rancho was complete. We 
were to be reassigned 
to another country, the 
Dominican Republic, 
which shares an island 
with Haiti. We were to 
move from the cool, 
dry climate of a land-
locked country in the 
Andes Mountains to a 
hot, humid tropical is-
land in the Caribbean 
Sea. This formidable 
change would require 
all of our adaptability 
and flexibility—charac-
ter qualities that mis-
sionaries are supposed 
to have in their back 
pockets.

But rather than 
being adaptable or 
flexible, we were feel-
ing disillusioned and even angry—
when we came across a little book 
by Richard Rohr. It taught us that our 
Christian walk could involve a sec-
ond-half-of-life journey. We read that 
getting to this second journey often 
involves a failing, or a falling, or a 
“being done unto,” but the one who 
superintends this movement is God. 
This new understanding came to us 
like the dawn after a long, dark night. 
We felt that God not only understood 
our grief but was also the author of 

our reassignment. This good news 
brought us peace and a sense of ex-
citement at beginning again.

Ministry Dominican Style
But how were we to start again in 
a completely new setting? We had 
spent many years in Bolivia and had 
learned many lessons about how to 
do mission. We had also made our 
share of mistakes. How should we 
proceed while hoping to move for-
ward with fewer mistakes this time?

We decided that our first task 
was to understand our new context: 

the people, a new dialect of Spanish, 
the history, and the people’s world 
view. We had read of one missiol-
ogist who placed such high impor-
tance on understanding the context 
that he suggested taking nine years 
to do so before deciding how to pro-
ceed! That may well be the optimum 
theoretically but was not possible or 
practical for us. However, taking sig-
nificant time in our first year to ex-
plore our new setting became our 
number one priority.

A new people—Part of our sad-
ness in leaving Bolivia was our fear 
that we would not find another peo-
ple as wonderful as the Bolivians. 
But we soon observed that the peo-
ple of the Dominican Republic, al-
though not the same as our Bolivian 
brothers and sisters, are equally 
wonderful. This should have come 
as no surprise because all people 
are created in the image and like-
ness of God. 

A new historical context—The 
history of the Dominican Republic 
is traumatic. With the arrival of 

Columbus came the 
genocide of the indig-
enous Taino Indians 
to the point of extinc-
tion. Tens of thou-
sands of slaves from 
West Africa were then 
brought to the island 
to replace the Tainos 
as agricultural labor-
ers. The severity of 
this injustice is still 
apparent, as a ma-
jority of Dominicans 
continue to suffer in 
poverty. The modern 
era has been led by 
cruel, self-seeking dic-
tators who continued 
to exploit the land and 
population, while cre-
ating an environment 

for outside business interests to do  
the same. 

A new partner church—Our new 
supervisor is the Rev. Miguel Angel 
Cancú, the Executive Secretary 
(bishop) of the Iglesia Evangelica 
Dominicana, the IED, or, in 
English, the Dominican Evangelical 
Church. This church has roots in 
the Methodist, Presbyterian, and 
Moravian traditions. Rev. Cancú is a 
kind, humble, and holy man. He was 
very understanding of our need to 

Miriam and edson zubieta at Thiu rancho, bolivia. Miriam has served as a tutor 
at the Tiu rancho library since she was in 7th grade.
PhoTo: JoSe GraNer
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explore our new context and made 
every effort to introduce us to nearly 
all the pastors. He included us in im-
portant meetings and invited us to 
accompany him on his pastoral vis-
its to churches throughout the coun-
try. The significant amount of time 
we spent listening to the pastors 
gave us a basic understanding of the 
church’s history, its people, and its 
strengths and weaknesses.

Finding Our New Path
The better our understanding of the 
Dominican context, the better able 
we are to find our place in the mis-
sion of this church, to work in soli-
darity with our brothers and sisters 
in the IED, and to harmonize the mis-
sion goals of the church with the 
endless needs that surround us.

For example, through our re-
search, we learned that the 
Dominican Republic has a serious 
problem with teenage pregnancy. 
Girls aged 11 to17 are getting preg-
nant twice as often as the world’s av-
erage for girls their age. Fifty percent 
of Dominican girls in this age group 
are poor and are faced with few life 
choices. In addition, their society 
has a cultural respect for machis-
mo (male domination) that provides 
an unspoken cultural permission for 
older men to exploit women. It is not 
uncommon for a man to buy the in-
nocence of a young girl for the price 
of a few pieces of bread. The church 
must find the resolve to take the love 
of Christ outside church walls and 
into the neighborhoods where these 
girls live and are exploited.

The Iglesia Evangelica Dominicana 
with whom we partner has begun a 
Sunday School Extension program 
that could begin to address this prob-
lem. Its primary goal is to reach chil-
dren and adolescents in their own 
communities. These children are 
not accustomed to coming to the 

church but will attend weekly meet-
ings in their own neighborhoods. 
They come to sing, to pray, and to 
hear the Good News that they are 
loved by God. They come to partici-
pate in arts-and-crafts and recreation 
and to discuss the Bible and how it 
can change their lives. They come to 
hear that they are children of God, 
that they can have control of their 
own lives, and that they can choose 
a healthy future.

We have visited these Sunday 
School Extension programs around 
the country and find that the children 
attend regularly and with much en-
thusiasm. However, their teachers 
lack educational materials and have 
little training. We met with some of 
the IED pastors involved with this 
program and brainstormed with 
them about ways to equip and ex-
pand the program by providing the 
necessary material resources and 
teacher training. 

“What is mission?” In our new 
context, Ardell and I will probably 
continue to ask this question be-
cause the answer always seems to 
be just out of reach. But some ba-
sics we know. Mission is working to-
gether with our brothers and sisters 
of the Dominican Evangelical Church 
and The United Methodist Church. 
We have a clear calling and a general 
direction in which to move. But the 
path we follow, here and now, will 
be established only by walking it—by 
following Jesus, the living Christ.

Gordon (Advance support #10835Z) 
and Ardell (Advance support #10836Z) 
Graner have served as United Method-
ist missionaries since 1989. Originally 
from North Dakota, the Graners have 
educational backgrounds in agriculture 
and religion. After serving 23 years 
as missionaries in rural Bolivia, they 
started a new assignment in the Domin-
ican Republic in April 2013.

Gordon Graner (far left) on a church visit in Neyba, Dominican republic. The rev. Miguel angel 
Cancú (white shirt), is the executive secretary (bishop) for the iglesia evangelica Dominicana.
PhoTo: arDell GraNer
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T he United Evangelical 
Methodist Church of Ec-
uador (UEMCE) is a young 
church in the Methodist 

community. In 1964, it was orga-
nized as the United Evangelical 
Church of Ecuador, bringing to-
gether several denominations to 
carry out mission work in Ecuador. 
The Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South, was one of these unit-
ing denominations. Then, after a 
long process of analysis concern-
ing ecclesiastical identity, an im-
portant decision was reached by 
delegates in the National Assem-
bly of 2001. Bishop Silvio Cevallos 
explains:

“The current United Evangelical 
Methodist Church of Ecuador arose 
from an evangelical Protestant 
hybrid. Its historic ecclesial pre-
decessor was called the United 
Evangelical Church of Ecuador, 
in which a variety of foreign mis-
sionary movements with various 

names were represented. The fol-
lowing churches cooperated and 
had theological infl uence in it: the 
United Church of Christ, the Church 
of the Brethren, the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, South, the 
United Presbyterian Church, and 
the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States of America.

“Although it achieved many 
things…the historical background 
demonstrates that it was a church 
without identity—without commit-
ment to its own history—that did 
not put emphasis on its unity. Each 
congregation functioned according 
to the customs of its own founders. 
This caused many of the projects 
undertaken by the church to be 
thwarted and led to internal prob-
lems and power struggles.

“An important development 
was the General Consultation 
held in the 1970s with representa-
tives from the cooperating mission 
agencies. An analysis was made of 

the national reality of the church 
and a report from a consultant on 
the results of the work of the mis-
sion in Ecuador was presented. At 
the end of this process, there was a 
break between parties and as a re-
sult, most of the mission agencies 
returned to their country of origin 
and withdrew their support, but 
The United Methodist Church and 
some others decided to continue 
support, continuing cooperation 
and fellowship.

“Over the years, the collabora-
tion and ongoing partnerships—
with Methodist churches from the 
region, Global Ministries of the 
UMC, and UMCOR when natu-
ral disasters struck—supported 
and affi rmed the mission of the 
church in Ecuador. Finally in 2001, 
the United Evangelical Church 
of Ecuador decided to become a 
Methodist Church, establishing 
itself as the United Evangelical 
Methodist Church of Ecuador.” 

The United Evangelical   
Methodist Church of

Ecuador

T he United Evangelical names were represented. The fol-

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, 
I am with you always, to the close of the age. Matt. 28:19-20 (RSV)

Ecuador
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 

by Sara Flores

background photo: illiniza Sur Mountain in ecuador.
PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey
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Methodist Church Growth 
Since 2001, the Ecuadorian church 
has maintained the life and witness 
of the 12 local congregations that 
united in this decision. By 2011, 
that number had increased to 16 
congregations. Now, in 2015, the 
church has 20 Methodist congre-
gations and seven new mission 
initiatives in both rural and urban 
areas of Ecuador. A main priority 
of the UEMCE is the strengthening 
of the current congregations and 
an emphasis on church growth. 
This emphasis is refl ected in stra-
tegic planning and especially in the 
passion and daily efforts of pasto-
ral staff and leaders in each local 
congregation.

 The UEMCE is organized into 
two districts: the Sierra District, 
located in the Andean mountains, 
and the Coast District, located in 
the western tropical zone. Most 
congregations are located in small 
towns and rural villages, where a 

pastor and congregation carry out 
the work of evangelization while 
supporting families and communi-
ties. In the last National Assembly, 
held in November 2011, the church 
elected new leadership to guide its 
mission. The Rev. Silvio Cevallos 
was elected bishop, accompanied 
by an elected board. The work is 
carried out under the leadership of 
the bishop, along with the district 
superintendents, Pastor Alfredo 
Sierra Pilatuña of the Sierra District 
and Pastor Nolberto Vivas of the 
Coast District. The national trea-
surer is Pastor Freddy Balseca.

A Church for the Young
One day, a local pastor of a new 
indigenous congregation ad-
dressed the leaders of the church, 
saying: “I’m sorry brothers and 
sisters, in our church we cannot 
say we have a large church atten-
dance because only children and 
youth fi ll the temple during our 

worship services. We don’t have 
many adults.” This was surely a di-
vine irony. How many of us would 
love to have that kind of congrega-
tion in our Methodist churches all 
over the world? The UEMCE is a 
young church; our congregations 
include many children and youth. 
We thank the Lord that the Word of 
God can bring renewed life to the 
smallest of the small.

The presence of youth is a typi-
cal feature of the Methodist Church 
in Ecuador and is true in many 
parts of Latin America. We are 
challenged to reach these children 
and youth with the best tools that 
God can give us.

Ecuadorian Methodists
For me, accompanying the church 
in Ecuador is a wonderful task—
not only for meeting the needs 
here but also for meeting the peo-
ple. One aspect that enriches my 
life of faith is that the people of 

Pastor laura Tocagon teaches a guitar class during 
an educational program for children in the united 
Methodist Church in Gonzalez Suarez, ecuador.
PhoToS: Paul Jeffrey

an indigenous woman in Pastocalle, ecuador.
PhoTo: CreDiT
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the Methodist Church in Ecuador are 
learning more and more about the 
theology, faith, and life of the people 
called Methodist.

A notable element of this is a 
comprehensive understanding of 
faith and Christian life—a realization 
that Methodists take the gospel se-
riously, finding personal and social 
holiness as an expression of an inte-
grated mission of the church. One of 
our indigenous leaders—a lay pastor 
named Alonso, who lives and works 
in the Otavalo region—shared this 
with me, expressing how happy he 
was to come to this understanding. 
He has enriched and broadened his 
understanding of faith through the 
workshops in theological and pastoral  
training that UEMCE organized.

Ordination of Women
Another important new element for 
many in the UEMCE is the acknowl-
edgment of the full participation of 
women in the life of the church. 
Here in Ecuador, most evangelical 
churches do not allow women to 
assume the role of pastor. But hav-
ing women as pastors is a practice 
that people in the UEMCE value. 
Our first ordained woman, the late 
Pastor Yolanda Vivas, gave great 
testimony to the work of the church 
in Ecuador. So the ordination of 
two other women as pastors was 
an important event in 2014. Blanca 
Viracocha and Carmen Castañeda 
are the two courageous women 
who have most recently responded 
to God’s call to ordained ministry.

 Both of these women are excel-
lent pastors with a vocation for minis-
try and gifts for service that give tes-
timony to the love of God not only in 
their local congregations but also in 
the communities where they serve. 
Both are excellent examples of the in-
tegrated mission the Lord calls us to 
in the gospel.

UEMCE Mission Initiatives
Since the UEMCE is a growing 
church, the challenge of proclaiming 
the gospel fills the hearts and lives of 
our pastors and church members. As 
a result, we currently have seven new 
mission initiatives.

 Chiguilpe Community is an indig-
enous T’sachila community that pre-
serves its traditional language and 
culture. The indigenous leaders have 
come to know the Word of God and 
want to support a congregation and 
provide services for their community.  
In December 2014, this congregation, 
serving some 90 families, was official-
ly inaugurated. Every week members 
hold Bible studies for children and the 
community.

 El Prado Community is a minis-
try with children started in late 2012 
just outside the town of Cayambe in 
the Sierra District. Some 60 children 
now meet for “Bible Encounters for 
Children” in a patio and room lent by a 
local family. This indigenous Quichwa 
community is a rural settlement locat-
ed on a former hacienda.

Children’s Ministry in Quevedo 
is a ministry carried out in marginal 

neighborhoods in the city of Quevedo 
in the Coast District, where needy 
families live in houses constructed 
of cane. A Sunday school program 
reaches children with the Word of 
God, and visits are made by Volunteer-
in-Mission medical teams.  

 There are four other mission ini-
tiatives in rural communities of the 
Coast District—in Chone, Calceta, 
Flavio Alfaro, and Manta, where there 
are now individuals and families com-
mitted to the gospel and desiring to 
grow in God’s Word. It is a challenge 
for UEMCE to carry out Jesus’ great 
commission in these communities 
where families work in tropical agri-
cultural fields. 

 The central goal of  mission ini-
tiatives is to develop an integrated 
ministry—with pastoral care and dis-
cipleship for children, adults, fami-
lies, and the community guiding 
people to a life transformed by the 
gospel of Jesus Christ.

Laborers for the Harvest
It is wonderful to see the way fami-
lies offer their yards, their homes, 
or a simple room to gather people 

Sara flores, a united Methodist missionary, sings with children who live on the contested 
hacienda el Prado, near Cayambe, ecuador. flores is from bolivia.
PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey
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together in worship for growth in 
faith. The new initiatives and many al-
ready-formed churches are in need of 
basic infrastructure and parsonages. 
They need our support.

 The biggest challenges today are 
to support the passion for disciple-
ship and church growth in the church 
in Ecuador, while, at the same time, 
strengthening the organization of the 
church and providing training for pas-
tors and lay leaders. We need the 
support of and the sharing of experi-
ence by our sister Methodist church-
es in the region and around the globe. 
As Bishop Cevallos says:

“In our 12 years of existence, 
the UEMCE still has pastors who 
were originally from various other 
evangelical Christian organizations 
(such as Baptists, Pentecostals, and 
Foursquare) and who now feel they 
are Methodists because they are in 
the Methodist Church. Yet, many 
do not know Methodist history or 
Methodism’s basic principles. They 
have lived other realities with other 

emphases. This fact has motivated us 
to hold ongoing training in Wesleyan 
theology, with the help of brothers 
and sisters from other Methodist 
churches in Latin America. We feel 
that if we do not claim our Methodist 
identity, we cannot achieve our ideals 
together. For the future, we want to 
have a large, well-established church 
with deep theological and biblical 
foundations—a church that responds 
to the current reality of the context in 
which we live. We are preparing our 
leadership for that. We also want a 
church that puts aside old paradigms 
to become truly united. We must 
begin to write a new history from our 
own reality that glimpses a future of 
hope, with local congregations that 
demonstrate in their daily lives a per-
sonal holiness and social holiness 
as true Methodists in service of the 
Kingdom of God.”

My constant challenge and convic-
tion as a missionary and as a servant-
partner in God’s mission in Ecuador 
is to understand and accompany the 

goals and dreams of the Ecuadorian 
church. It is a blessing for me to be 
present at this time of consolida-
tion, growth, and ongoing forma-
tion of this new Methodist Church. 
I pray that, together with Volunteers 
in Mission, local churches, annual 
conferences, and Global Ministries 
as partners in mission, this young 
church can be useful in God’s mis-
sion, guided by our Methodist sisters 
and brothers in Ecuador.

Sara Flores (Advance support #13988Z) 
serves with Global Ministries as a mis-
sionary in Ecuador. Originally from Bo-
livia, Sara served as a missionary there 
with her husband, Dakin Cook (Advance 
support #11919Z), before they were 
moved to Ecuador for their current as-
signment. Dakin translated Sara’s article 
from Spanish.

Staff members of Global Ministries, newly commissioned missionaries, and ecuadoran 
facilitators attended the missionary training in Quito, ecuador in 2014. Back row: alberto 
Domingues; alma and richard Navarro, newly commissioned missionaries from the 
Philippines; alonzo Tocagon; Catherine Whitlatch; laura Tocagon. Front row: adam Shaw 
and alisana bethel Tocagon.  PhoTo: Sara floreS

Priorities for United 
Methodist Support  
in Ecuador
Pastoral Support in ecuador #3021092
http://www.umcmission.org/give-to-Mission/
Search-for-Projects/Projects/3021092

Integral Ministry for Children #3021530
http://www.umcmission.org/ 
give-to-Mission/Search-for-Projects/
Projects/3021530

Building Churches and Parsonages #3021546
http://www.umcmission.org/ 
give-to-Mission/Search-for-Projects/
Projects/3021546

training Pastors and leaders for Mission 
#3021547
http://www.umcmission.org/ 
give-to-Mission/Search-for-Projects/
Projects/3021547
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For more than 130 years, the 
Methodist Church in Cuba 
has experienced peaks and 
valleys that make it an endur-

ing, determined—and, today, vibrant 
and growing—member of the Latin 
American Methodist family.

An initial effort to introduce 
Methodism to Cuba in the 1880s 
was overwhelmed by political re-
alities. Then, for the fi rst half of the 
20th century, US government and 
church interests held sway. A long, 
deep period of uncertainty followed 
the 1959 Communist Revolution led 
by Fidel Castro. Finally, new social 
demands cascaded upon the church-
es when the collapse of the Soviet 
Union undercut the Cuban economy 
in the 1990s.

Today, the Methodist Church in 
Cuba has more than 42,000 mem-
bers and a worshiping community of 
65,000—a remarkably large number 

CUBA’S 
VIBRANT,
GROWING 
METHODIST CHURCH
by Elliott Wright

for a Protestant denomination in a country with a Roman Catholic culture (by 
tradition) and a Communist government. Many churches that were damaged 
or destroyed during the revolution have been restored, often with the assis-
tance of mission volunteers from other countries. These volunteers were also 
instrumental in building a church camp and restoring a theological seminary 
for pastoral training in Havana. Now, the Cuban Methodist church is part-
nering with the United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) in build-
ing more than 200 houses for people whose homes were destroyed during 
Hurricane Sandy in 2012. At this point UMCOR has constructed 100 houses, 
supported 450 families, and reconstructed 26 churches. 

“The church in Cuba is something of a miracle,” notes the Rev. Edgar 
Avitia, the Global Ministries’ staff member who relates to Cuba. “It survived 
tough times and now thrives, in large part because it combines the grace of 
Wesleyan theology with Cuban culture. Its leadership and style of worship 
are unapologetically indigenous. It sings and dances and serves others to cel-
ebrate God’s love.” 

The Cuban church uses a Caribbean liturgy “because it allows people to ex-
press themselves with authenticity and freedom,” explained Bishop Ricardo 
Pereira Diaz, the episcopal leader of the church, in a video interview last year 
when he visited the offi ces of Global Ministries in New York. He pointed out 
that young Cubans, especially those raised in a secular culture, are attracted 
to a church that embraces their Cuban heritage.

Even at the lowest point after the Communist Revolution, when most pas-
tors and many church members left the country, the Methodist Church in 
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the Spanish-American War, which 
concluded in 1898 with a US occu-
pation, a new colonial master. A new 
Methodist start was needed.

The plan from the 1880s for 
Cubans to lead the Cuban church 
faded during the decades when US 
economic and political interests con-
trolled the island. Most Methodist 
missionaries and church officers 
in Cuba were foreigners. Church 
records indicate a high turnover 
among missionaries, partly because 
of their susceptibility to tropical dis-
eases. One standard history of the 
fi rst 50 years of Cuban Methodism 
records the comings and goings of 
missionaries from the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, South. Cuba be-
came an annual (regional) confer-
ence, fi rst of the MEC, South, in the 
1920s and later, of the Methodist 
Church, which was formed by the 
union of three Methodist entities 

above: People on the street in Cardenas, on the Caribbean 
island of Cuba, discussing the events of their day.  
PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey; above, right: Methodist church 
members in Santiago, Cuba, praying in the street. They 
received signifi cant hurricane Sandy relief from uMCor and 
the Cuban hurricane Sandy relief team.  PhoTo: CourTeSy 

The MeThoDiST ChurCh iN Cuba; right: a house of the 
uMCor housing project in Cuba, built by Cuban and uS 
volunteer teams.  PhoTo: GerMáN aCeveDo DelGaDo

above: People on the street in Cardenas, on the Caribbean 

Cuba never completely vanished. It also never totally lost contact with fellow 
Methodists in other countries despite a total embargo and blockade imposed 
by the US Congress in 1963. 

While ending the embargo is a hope among Methodists in both Cuba and 
the United States, that possibility resides in the future. Moves in late 2014 
and early 2015 to reopen diplomatic relations between the two countries may 
well facilitate more family, religious, and cultural visits across the borders.

The United Methodist Church’s General Conference opposed the embargo 
from the start. Its 1964 General Conference issued a statement questioning 
the US efforts to isolate particular countries, notably China and Cuba. “The 
Christian gospel involves reconciliation by encounter and by communication 
regardless of political considerations,” the General Conference statement 
said. “Therefore, we cannot accept the expression of hostility by any country, 
its policies, or its ideologies as excuses for the failure of Christians to press…
toward a growing understanding among the peoples of all countries.” United 
Methodist offi cial opposition to the Cuba embargo has never wavered.

Cuba’s Methodist Background
Methodism fi rst arrived in Cuba in 1883, with Cuban migrant workers return-
ing home from Florida after encountering Methodist outreach in Key West or 
the Tampa Bay area. These fi rst missionaries held worship in the lobby of the 
Saratoga Hotel in Havana and established a school, but the going was rough 
in a Spanish possession struggling to shake off the shackles of colonialism. 
Civil unrest also hampered the work. A war for independence escalated into 
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in 1939. Episcopal oversight came 
from the church’s bishop in Florida. 
Not until 1924 did the Cuban church 
even have an indigenous district 
superintendent.

Despite the overlay of religious 
colonialism, many pastors were 
Cubans during the first half of the 
20th century—a testimony to a 
strong emphasis on clergy prepara-
tion and education in general. 
An ecumenical theological sem-
inary was one of the first insti-
tutions to be developed when 
mission work was restarted 
after 1898. Education at all lev-
els was a strong Methodist 
forte and an arena in which mis-
sionary and indigenous com-
mitments coalesced. The Rev. 
Harry Brown Bardwell, originally 
from Georgia, headed Candler 
College, an elementary and sec-
ondary school in Havana, for 40 
years (1909 to 1949). Bardwell 
had a deep missionary com-
mitment to Cuba and its peo-
ple and continued to live there 
until his death in 1956. That and 
other Methodist schools were 
eventually nationalized by the 
Castro government.

At the arrival of Communism 
in 1959, Cuba had 120 
Methodist church buildings and 
some 70 Methodist pastors serving 
5,000 members. Most pastors and 
many members left Cuba as Castro’s 
forces prevailed. These departures 
took place in a series of waves, ex-
tending into the 1980s. The Castro 
government’s initial constitution de-
fined the country as atheistic, and 
by 1962, all 53 Methodist mission-
aries previously serving in Cuba had 
left. The 1968 United Methodist 
General Conference recognized the 
autonomy of the Methodist Church 
in Cuba, which was then electing its 
own bishop.

Florida Conference Ties
In the last two decades of the 19th 
century, work among Cuban mi-
grant workers in Key West and 
the Tampa Bay area was initiated 
by the Florida Conference of the 
MEC, South. It was from Florida 
that the new mission vanguard 
came in 1898, led by its bishop, 
Warren A. Candler, who would give 

his name to the Havana school and 
who also presided many times at 
the Cuba Annual Conference meet-
ing. Across the first six decades 
of the 20th century, many of the 
missionaries and much of the sup-
port for the Cuba mission came 
from congregations in the Florida 
Conference. The southern tip of 
Florida is only 90 miles from Cuba, 
and many Methodists who left Cuba 
in the 1960s made Florida their new 
home. This Florida-Cuban connec-
tion continues today. “I believe that 
God has blessed the relationship 
between our two churches,” wrote 

Bishop Timothy Whitaker, the epis-
copal leader in Florida in 2009. “We 
share a common heritage and a 
common commitment to advancing 
the cause of Christ in our region of 
the world.”

The Florida Conference has an-
other special relationship with 
the Methodist Church in Cuba—
“Methodists United in Prayer.” It is 

organized around person-to-person 
visits for spiritual enrichment and 
has the approval of the governments 
of both Cuba and the United States. 
Under this agreement, each year 
Florida can send 24 persons per dis-
trict to each of the nine Methodist 
districts in Cuba. Likewise, a lim-
ited number of Cuban pastors can 
visit Florida churches each year. 
This relationship is of great value 
to congregations in both coun-
tries, said Icel Rodriguez, director 
of global missions for the Florida 
United Methodist Conference, in a 
February 2015 telephone interview.

Dayanara García, treasurer for the Methodist Church in Cuba, with flags that represent different 
church relationships behind her. Cuban bishop ricardo Pereira Diaz looks on. 
PhoTo: GerMáN aCeveDo DelGaDo
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In many cases, a “sister church” 
relationship exists between congre-
gations in Florida and Cuba. Bishop 
Ken Carter, Florida’s current bishop, 
led a conference celebration of 130 
years of Methodism in Cuba and  
visited the island in 2013. Afterward, 
he said in an email to Florida church-
es: “The Cuban Methodists have  
discovered how to form new com-
munities of Christian disciples… 
and how to call forth the gifts of a 
younger generation.”

 The value of person-to-person vis-
itations is often visible on the web-
sites of Florida’s United Methodist 
congregations or its districts when 
they report on exchange visits by 
Florida pastors to Cuba and those of 
Cuban pastors to Florida. The North 
East District unit of Methodists 
United in Prayer issues a quarterly 
newsletter, Cuba Current, filled with 
accounts of visits as well as Cuban-
centered festivals and studies. The 
newsletter archives are online at 
http://lasierramethodist.com/
resources.html.

Volunteers in Mission
The launching of Methodists United 
in Prayer was facilitated by devel-
opments that also led to a sus-
tained program of United Methodist 
Volunteer-in-Mission (UMVIM) team 
journeys from the United States to 
Cuba. By the early 1990s, relations 
between Cuba’s churches and the 
Castro government were warmer 
than in earlier days. In 1991, the lead-
ership of the Cuban church broached 
the idea of greater contact with out-
side Christian communities. For ex-
ample, perhaps Cuban Methodists 
could even host a missionary. That 
year, a couple—the Revs. Philip 
and Diana Wingeier-Rayo—became 
the first UMC missionaries to enter 
Cuba in 30 years. Then, in 1992, the 
Cuban constitution was revised to 

characterize the country as “secular” 
rather than “atheist.”

Philip Wingeier-Rayo currently 
serves as director of the Mexican 
American and Hispanic-Latino Church 
Ministries Program at Perkins School 
of Theology at Southern Methodist 
University in Dallas, Texas. In a recent 
phone conversation, he recalled the 
six-year venture in faith he and Diana 
took nearly 25 years ago. “It was sup-
posed to be a six-month assignment 
that developed into a two-term mis-
sionary placement,” he said. “I taught 
at the ecumenical seminary and pas-
tored a church. We traveled all across 
Cuba, opened some of the closed 
churches, and laid the groundwork for 
the Volunteer-in-Mission effort.”

Despite rough spots along the 
way—especially given US policy re-
lated to the embargo—the UMVIM 
Cuba program currently allows two 
volunteer work teams (up to 12 per-
sons) from the United States to go 
to Cuba each month. The allocation 
was initially one team per month, but 
the number was increased to lend 
capacity to the work on a Methodist 
theological seminary in Havana, ac-
cording to Aldo Gonzalez, long-time 
coordinator of the United Methodist 
Cuba VIM program. The initial work 
was focused on partnering with 
Cuban Methodists to reconstruct 
churches and parsonages.

UMVIM sojourners, Gonzalez 
notes, were also instrumental in 
building Camp Canaan—a  facility 
that can host up to 700 persons for 
such events as the church’s annual 
conference. The camp also serves 

the Cuban church’s strong emphasis 
on reaching youth and young adults.

Social and Spiritual Holiness
The 1990 collapse of the Soviet 
Union and other Communist govern-
ments of Eastern Europe had what 
has been called “calamitous conse-
quences” for Cuba, but it also trig-
gered new opportunities for evan-
gelization and church growth. Trade 
virtually ceased for a time, negatively 
affecting jobs, incomes, and govern-
ment-funded social programs upon 
which many Cubans relied. There 
was not only a need but an opportu-
nity for churches and other nongov-
ernmental organizations to become 
more socially active. For Methodists, 
that meant combining social holiness 
with personal spiritual holiness. The 
Cuban church started or stepped up 
ministries in health, housing, agricul-
ture, senior care, and services to sin-
gle mothers. 

With the Methodist Church pres-
ent in more than 90 percent of Cuba’s 
municipalities, Bishop Pereira can 
say with confidence—as  he did in 
the interview last year—“We  want 
to have all good things of the gospel 
come to pass in our country.”

Methodists in both Cuba and the 
United States are hopeful that dip-
lomatic relations between the two 
countries—and an eventual lifting 
of the embargo—will expand the 
Christian interactions that now ben-
efit both sides.

Elliott Wright is an Information Consul-
tant with Global Ministries.

F o r  M o r e  I n F o r M a t I o n
elliott wright also wrote an article published on the global 
Ministries’ website: Mission Agency Deeply Interested in Improving 
US-Cuba Relations. http://www.umcmission.org/learn-about-us/
news-and-stories/2015/February/0203improvinguscubarelations
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Bridging the Global Body of Christ” has become 
the motto for Methodism in Panama. Much 
as the Panama Canal bridges the Atlantic and 
Pacifi c oceans, connecting east and west as 

a bridge for the world of commerce, the Iglesia Evan-
gelica Metodista de Panama (IEMPA for short) has con-
nected the country’s northern and southern Methodists, 
and it has created a bridge between US Methodists and 
Panamanians.

In the early years of Panama’s formation, Methodist 
districts were located on Panama’s northern border with 
Costa Rica and its southern border with Colombia. Up 
until recently, there was no Methodist presence in the 
interior, because there were just fewer people living 
there. Today, however, the demographics have shifted, 
and IEMPA is currently engaged in the creation of a new 
Methodist community in Santiago. Located in the geo-
graphic center of the country, the city is growing.

To keep up with this growth, IEMPA is establishing 
a new central district that will connect the two existing 
districts in the north and south. These districts include 
a total of 15 churches. As United Methodist missionar-
ies—my wife, Cynthia Ceballos, a health-care worker and 
nurse and I, a missionary pastor—are collaborating in 
this effort to plant a new church and create a communi-
ty-based health-care program in the region of Veraguas, 
the state in which the city of Santiago is located.

   Bridging 
    the Global
    Body of Christ

The rev. David Ceballos, missionary 
to Panama, celebrates communion 
in Punta Delgadita.
PhoTo: CourTeSy The 
CebelloS faMily

   Body of Christ
by David Ceballos

“
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A Missionary Strategy
As missionaries working with 
IEMPA, we have forged a strat-
egy for this endeavor with the 
Panamanian church. As Cynthia 
puts it: “The acronym PRAY is serv-
ing as our guide. We want to use 
the model that Jesus used, which 
proved to be very successful. Jesus 
went throughout Galilee, teaching 
in their synagogues and proclaim-
ing the good news of the king-
dom and curing every disease and 
every sickness among the people. 
(Matthew 4:23 NRSV) Our efforts 
here are holistic, engaging both 
the physical and spiritual aspects 
of humanity. When we can meet 
the needs of the communities we 
serve, the gospel gains credibil-
ity and the words we share with 
worshipers are not empty.” Our 
target group lives primarily in an 
area called Punta Delgadita, a sub-
urb of Santiago that has a popula-
tion of approximately 80,000. Punta 
Delgadita is comprised mostly of 
indigenous peoples (Ngnöbe-Buglé 

tribes) and others who are econom-
ically marginalized.

The acronym PRAY serves three 
purposes for this stage of church de-
velopment: it sets our values, guides 
our priorities, and determines our 
strategy. “P” stands for establishing 
a presence where there has not been 
a Methodist presence before. We 
are engaged in incarnational ministry. 
And the Word became fl esh and lived 
among us. (John 1:14 NRSV) “R” rep-
resents relationship. We have a voca-
tion of building relationships both with 
God and with our neighbors. That is 
what the greatest commandment 
and the second, which is like it, are 
all about. “A” stands for adaptability. 
The context in which we work de-
termines the strategy and ministries 
we need. We have to remain adapt-
able to our circumstances rather than 
relying on preconceived program-
ming. Finally, “Y” represents Yes. 
“Yes Lord, here am I, use me if you 
can.” We are guests on planet Earth 
and God has asked us to participate in 
telling the redemption story. So, we 

pray with humility and respond with 
“Yes.” Nothing in the acronym PRAY 
says anything about building some-
thing, doing something, or organizing 
something. Those things are second-
ary at this stage of development.

Volunteer and 
Health Ministries
Who can better help us establish a 
presence with a large footprint and with 
relationship-building than Volunteer-In-
Mission medical teams? “We work 
very closely with the Panamanian 
Ministry of Health (MOH),” Cynthia 
explains. “It is our partner in what we 
do. We coordinate volunteer medical 
teams of all sorts—general medicine, 
dental care, physical therapy, vision 
care, pharmaceuticals. VIM medical 
teams create a Methodist presence far 
stronger than the two of us alone can 
achieve. We also invite environmen-
talists to help the Ministry of Health 
reach its health goals. We travel to 
rural areas and remote places that the 
Health Ministry cannot reach because 
of its limited resources. In return, 

above: in Guabal, a Panamanian church member plays a handcrafted guitar and a harmonica at a worship service. right: Cindy Ceballos, shown here 
with patients at a volunteer medical clinic in Guabal, veraguas, works with the Panamanian Ministry of health and volunteer medical teams. 
PhoToS: CourTeSy The CeballoS faMily
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the MOH gives our ministry 100 per-
cent support. We have formed a very 
successful collaborative relationship 
with them and are engaged in build-
ing strategic relationships through-
out the Veragus region.

Local Panamanians are fully en-
gaged in these efforts as well. They 
love to take part in every aspect 
of what is being done here. After 
all, the church is their church and 
this is their work, as well as ours. 
Part of our strategy of growing the 
church in central Panama is having 
Panamanians involved alongside the 
US VIM teams. Establishing a minis-
try presence throughout the region 

of Veraguas encourages Panamanian 
members to do ministry in their vil-
lages. We plan to keep the relation-
al bridge we are building in place so 
that they can continue this dynamic 
on their own for further growth.

Following Jesus’ Example
“Recently,” Cynthia said, “we had 
an exciting experience that validated 
our ministry here in this region. While 
working with a medical team to serve 
a community on the fringes of the 
jungle near the Comarca—the indig-
enous reservation—we treated mem-
bers of the Casika family, not knowing 
that they were family members of the 
tribal chief. Thanks to their enthusi-
asm about the way in which they were 
treated, we later received a delegation 
from the chief with an open letter of 
invitation. He asked us to come into 
his territory and work with the people 
there. He gave us permission to enter 
their homes, conduct worship servic-
es, provide medical care, and establish 

a presence.” This is exactly the 
model Jesus followed. It worked 
for Him and now it’s working for us.

Under the Mango Tree
Cristina Chavez stood at a distance 
as she watched us conduct ser-
vices under the mango tree near 
the construction site where a mul-
tipurpose building is going up. She 
sang quietly and listened intently 
to my sermon. After the service 
she slowly approached me and in-
troduced herself. As we talked, I 
told her who we were, what we 
were all about, and our vision for 
the work in Punta Delgadita. After 
a few weeks of continued visits, 
her husband, Victor, became in-
volved in the work. Since then, he 
has become my right-hand man 
and Cristina has become Cynthia’s 
cultural broker and right-hand 
woman. When VIM teams arrive, 

both are ready to jump in and work 
alongside the visitors.

Bridging the global body of Christ 
is really more than just a slogan. It’s 
a reality that happens here in Panama 
all the time. “We are so blessed to 
be a part of what God is doing here in 
Panama” Cynthia says, “to be able to 
use our gifts and graces to bring both 
physical and spiritual healing to the 
indigenous people and marginalized 
populations of Panama. It’s even bet-
ter knowing that we have great min-
istry partners—IEMPA and Panama’s 
Ministry of Health—working with us.” 

The Rev. Dr. David Ceballos (Advance 
# 14287Z) and his wife Cynthia Ce-
ballos (Advance # 14288Z) have been 
missionaries serving in the Punta Del-
gadita area of Panama (Advance Project 
#3021573) since 2012. They have also 
served in previous placements as mis-
sionaries in Honduras and Barcelona, 
Spain. David Ceballos is a member of the 
Northwest Texas Annual Conference. 

above: The rev. David Ceballos preaches at an 
outdoor worship service at the construction site, 
in Punta Delgadita, Panama. left: a uS united 
Methodist volunteer-in-Mission team helps with 
the construction of the multipurpose church 
building in Punta Delgadita, Panama.
PhoTo: CourTeSy The CeballoS faMily
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T he United Methodist Church 
in Honduras is “the church 
on the other corner.” While 
most churches position 

themselves in the center, this church 
has moved from the center to the 
periphery—to a corner. It is a church 
that is strong, prophetic, symbolic, 
political, and social—yet invisible. For 
15 years, in the Honduran context of 
popular spirituality, the United Meth-
odist mission has refl ected whole-
ness, salvation, and a mission on 
behalf of the poor and marginalized 
people. In the corners of life, God is 
revealed to children, youth, women, 
and men living in a marginalized so-
cial situation. In part, this is why the 

church is invisible—it serves invisible 
people. These vulnerable groups have 
been—and will continue to be—the 
focus of development for the United 
Methodist Mission in Honduras.

 Now consider the corner not only 
as a social place, but also as a theo-
logical place, where people encoun-
ter God. The contemporary church, 
by the grace of God, comes out of 
this place as an answer to need—
which changes us and encourages 
us to reach out to and accompany 
oppressed people. Our task is to help 
them transform their situation of suf-
fering to one of hope and liberation.

 In Honduras, the majority of 
church leaders make no mention of 

social or economic suffering—or the 
absence of human rights—in their 
sermons. They are only concerned 
with personal spirituality and morality 
in their congregations. The reason for 
being the church is forgotten in this 
new socio-cultural context that tends 
to exclude people who live in poverty 
and social marginalization.

 A central characteristic of the 
church is its presence with poor and 
marginalized people. If Jesus had not 
established a mission in the world, 
“outside” of the religious institution, 
then the Christian church would not 
have been necessary—at least not 
the church as described in the Book 
of Acts.

a street scene in Salama, honduras. 
PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey
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A Church Outside
Pablo Andiñach, an Argentinian theolo-
gian and Professor of Old Testament 
at the ISEDET theological institute in 
Buenos Aires, discusses this concept 
in his book, Being Church. The pur-
pose of a congregation in a particular 
neighborhood is to give witness to the 
gospel of salvation and call everyone 
to the faith. But those who are invit-
ed to join this community that we call 
church see it from “outside,” receive 
the Word from a group of believers 
whom they can see and objectively 
consider, who are there in that temple, 
and who announce with their words 
and their lives a particular message. 
(Andiñach, 2007, 42)

From this perspective, the church 
on the other corner is a church like the 
one described in Acts, which practiced 
a social gospel. It is the church John 
Wesley intended, that goes out to the 
people and proclaims the Gospel in a 
personal way. This church is God’s re-
sponse to the tragedy of exclusion 
experienced by people living on the 
margins of a dehumanized society. Its 
mission is found outside the church 
building. In response to the experi-
ences of these excluded groups, the 
cross of Christ must be lifted up out-
side the church building—in market 
places, in streets, on corners, in parks, 
under bridges, anywhere in the public 
thoroughfare. “As Christ had to die in 
order to save the world, the church, 
in its own way, has to die in order to 
be an instrument of salvation.” (Miller 
1980, 22) The church dies each time it 
goes into the streets, because there it 
is resurrected with the people in need 
of Christ’s grace. 

 The socially marginalized people 
of Honduras live in communities 
that need to be resurrected because 
God also is revealed there and saves 
there, because God’s grace is infi-
nite, free, and does not discriminate 
against anyone. We must not forget 

that the church is the people of God. 
Belgian theologian Lode Wostyn 
urges us to use the communities of 
the New Testament as a framework 
in which to judge the situation of our 
present church.

 As long as the church denies the de-
humanization that takes place outside 
the church building, and as long as it 
exists only to serve its own members 
or to satisfy the needs of a “select” 
few who meet for mutual perfection, 
it stops being the church. The church 
must affirm that it is inclusive, with a 
centrifugal force that separates it from 
the institutional doctrine of exclusion 
and moves it outside. This is to take on 
the basic character of our Methodist 
ecclesiological heritage. 

When the United Methodist Church 
of Honduras, through the practice of 
social holiness, works among mar-
ginalized and excluded people, trans-
forming spaces of death into spaces 
of life, the church itself is transformed. 
Faith and hope are renewed, and at 
the same time, the church becomes a 
pilgrim church, alive and active. It be-
comes the truth of Christ in action.

The Invisible Church
The United Methodist Church in 
Honduras is a church on the other cor-
ner, each day and each moment. It is 
present where there is social margin-
alization and suffering. It is an invisible 
church, the church of Christ, where 
Christ is revealed and becomes incar-
nate and gives witness to a God of soli-
darity and mercy. It is present in the 
dirty, sad, beaten, and desolate faces 
of oppressed people. 

In this sense, the invisible church 
is where two or three meet in God’s 
name, on the corners. The church on 
the other corner is where the Holy 
Spirit acts where it will and with whom 
it wants. The invisible church is the true 
church, founded not on our accom-
plishments but despite our actions and 
imperfections, by the free and gener-
ous grace of God.

 But how do we make this church on 
the other corner visible? According to 
Andiñach, the invisible church is pres-
ent in the world through the visible 
church. When the church preaches, ed-
ucates, creates links between people, 
shares the faith and the sacraments, it 

The rev. Jose roberto Peña-Nazario is a united Methodist missionary in Danli, honduras. 
here he visits with Celina rodriguez (right), who is processing her corn harvest, and Jamileth 
Moncada, a lay pastor in the rural community of Quisgualagua.
PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey
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is making visible a much deeper reality. 
It is able to transcend our abilities and 
actions (Andiñach 2007, 28).

This is where The United Methodist 
Church in Honduras is being built—on 
the other corner. Its mission state-
ment affirms that it can only be church 
if it understands that its life is mission 
with the poor. Dr. Carmelo Álvarez, of 
the Disciples of Christ Church, editor 
of Pentecostalism and Liberation: A 
Latin American Experience, believes 
that mission is not a special function 
of one part of the church but, rath-
er, it is the entire church in action. 
It is the body of Christ expressing 
Christ’s concern for the whole world. 
It is God’s people trying to make it 
possible for all human beings to be-
come members of the family of God. 
Mission is the purpose for which the 
church exists. (Álvarez 1992, 23).

 Having this definition of the church 
on the other corner and of its mission, 
it is clear that, as United Methodist 

Christians, we have the task of making 
visible the reality of social marginaliza-
tion that exists in our communities of 
faith. We do this by serving our neigh-
bors on the corners, on the periphery, 
and on the side of the road.

 Service within marginalized commu-
nities reveals the need to create bridg-
es between the church and the poor. 
Thus we succeed in making it possible 
for God to be revealed by God’s own 
grace and mercy. In this way the visible 
church is transformed into an inclusive 
and healing church so that all who are 
tired, beaten, sick, or in need can enter 
and seek transformation in an atmo-
sphere of solidarity, grace, and love.

 The Realm of God is based on the 
prophetic promises of justice, liber-
ty, love, reconciliation, eternal peace, 
mercy, salvation, inclusion, mission, 
tolerance, ecumenicity, grace, and 
spirituality. This Realism is found in 
the places where Christ is revealed—
in the corners.

Pastor Daniel Alberto Trujillo is pastor 
of a United Methodist Church in Ciu-
dad España, Honduras. He has studied 
sociology and psychology and holds a 
Master’s degree in Pastoral Theol-
ogy from the Latin American Biblical 
University in San José, Costa Rica. He 
currently serves as the director of the 
first school established by The United 
Methodist Church in Honduras, the 
John Wesley School, which has an en-
rollment of 397 students who live in 
poverty. English translation for this 
article was provided by Joyce Hill.

Pastor Jonathan vanegas of iglesia Metodista unida Cristo in San Pedro Sula, the uM Mission in 
honduras, participates in a shoe distribution for the community.
PhoTo: CourTeSy The uM MiSSioN iN hoNDuraS
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O
ne morning in December 2014, as I walked with a multinational 
group of fellow faculty members along an unpaved street in 
Ahuachapán, a small city in El Salvador, one of the teachers 
stopped to pet a dog that had come out to greet us. A fl ock 

of chickens in the middle of the road barely seemed aware of our presence 
since nothing could interrupt their search for food. When our group fi nally ar-
rived at the New Jerusalem Church of the Evangelical Methodist Church in 
El Salvador (IEMES), one of our waiting students announced: “The teachers 
have arrived!” The students’ one-week Course of Study was about to begin.

About 70 students, both women and men, had assembled for this Course 
of Study. Most had come from Central American Methodist churches in 
Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala (including some indigenous 
Guatemalans). The churches of all four countries had devised an approval pro-
cess to determine their students’ eligibility for theological education or lay-
leader training.

A Week of Lifetime Learning
The week of study opened with a worship service led by the pastor of the host 
church, the Rev. Martha Landaverde Rodríguez. She was the fi rst woman to be 
ordained as an elder in this Central American region. Now she was inviting us 
to develop a deep faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, to practice a healthy devotion-
al life, and, through discipline and study, to increase our biblical and theological 

IN AHUACHAPÁN, EL SALVADOR

“With this people it is hard 
not to be a good pastor.”

—Monsignor Oscar Arnulfo Romero 

by Jorge Alberto Ochoa Lonji

IN AHUACHAPÁN, EL SALVADOR
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knowledge from a Methodist per-
spective. In every worship service 
during the week, people of different 
nationalities sang hymns of praise 
and shared in a liturgy designed to 
help us worship God with both our 
hearts and our understanding.

The Rev. Juan de Dios Peña, pres-
ident of the Evangelical Methodist 
Church in El Salvador, coordinated the 
course schedule as El Salvador’s host 
for the Central American visitors. Dr. 
Edgardo Colón-Emeric—a professor 
at Duke Divinity School and senior 
strategist for its House of Hispanic 
Studies—introduced the teachers and 
explained how the Course of Study 
was developed. He had been a key 
participant in developing the Course 
of Study and was continuing to pro-
vide leadership. A wonderful team 
of collaborators from Duke Divinity 
School and its House of Hispanic 
Studies, directed by the Rev. Ismael 
Ruíz, provided resources. The gen-
eral boards of Global Ministries and 
Higher Education and Ministry also 
played essential roles in the develop-
ment and success of the curriculum, 
while providing valuable study re-
sources. For example, the Rev. Edgar 
Avitia, Global Ministries’ Executive 
Secretary for Latin America and the 
Caribbean, maintains close com-
munication with the regional leader-
ship. He attends most of the Course 
of Study sessions, at times present-
ing papers on the structure and mis-
sion of The United Methodist Church 
and of other Methodist churches and 
missions in Latin America and the 
Caribbean.

Among the teachers, a balance 
is maintained between men and 
women, clergy and laity. Different 
nationalities are also represented. 
For example, during the course in 
December, a Russian woman served 
on the faculty. Some of the teachers 
are well known for their expertise 

in a particular area; others, for their 
work experience with Hispanics 
and Latin Americans. Still others are 
young teachers with a great passion 
to serve God in Hispanic and Central 
American communities. Some are 
graduates of Duke Divinity School 
or other universities in the United 

States. Also serving as faculty are 
graduates of ISEDET, an ecumenical 
seminary in Buenos Aires, Argentina; 
the Methodist Seminary in São Paulo, 
Brazil; the John Wesley Methodist 
Seminary in Monterrey, México; 
and the Methodist Dr. Gonzalo Báez 
Camargo Seminary in Mexico City.

A Central American Context
Central America is a subcontinent 
with an abundance of natural resourc-
es, magnifi cent beauty, and volcanic 
activity. Along with México, which 
is considered part of North America, 
the region is the cradle of the great 
Mayan civilization. Its people are 
most hospitable. At one time, 
Monsignor Oscar Arnulfo Romero, 

an Archbishop of El Salvador who 
was assassinated in 1980, said of the 
Salvadoran people: “With this people 
it is hard not to be a good pastor.” His 
words ring true for Salvadorans and 
Central Americans in general.

Nevertheless, the region has suf-
fered through wars in recent years. 

Its scars are new and some wounds 
are still breaking open today. The 
Central American countries have suf-
fered, and continue to suffer, recur-
ring economic crises. Many families 
today have members living in dif-
ferent countries, some having left 
home in search of work and eco-
nomic advancement. Our Course 
of Study takes these harsh realities 
into account.

During their week of study, par-
ticipants are given at least one op-
portunity to visit places outside the 
classroom. Their time for relaxation 
is brief, since their courses are ex-
tremely intensive, but students ap-
preciate the break. They have time to 
visit the countryside, view a volcano 

Jorge alberto ochoa teaches at the Course of Study, New Jerusalem Church, el Salvador, in 
December 2014.  PhoTo: CourTeSy JorGe alberTo oChoa loNJi
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or an archeological site, or relax at a 
park or a coffee shop. On the bus dur-
ing a recent trip, a Guatemalan pastor 
and student, Germán Ramírez—from 
the National Evangelical Primitive 
Methodist Church of Guatemala—
taught us a beautiful song: “America 
Will Be for Christ.” This was an af-
firmation that, throughout the length 
and breadth of the Americas, more 
than 35 nations will follow Christ.

Students Speak
The courses often empower women 
who attend and help to restore their 
dignity. Pastor Martha Landaverde 
Rodríguez, who was taking an ad-
vanced course of study, commented: 
“These courses provide opportunities 
for women to share the gifts that God 
has given us and receive training that 
enables us to better serve God. We 
have seen women who came to the 
courses as lay leaders and are now 
serving as pastors in local churches—
not only in El Salvador but also in other 
countries. Ministry for women is dif-
ficult,” she added, “ because of the 
machismo (male dominance) that pre-
vails, even within the churches, based 
on biblical references that are used to 

deny women leadership in ministry. 
In addition, deeply rooted customs 
and beliefs have been engrained in 
women themselves. Therefore, being 
in a course like this one, backed by in-
stitutions of world Methodism, con-
tributes to a change of attitude. That 
way, equality can become a reality in 
the Methodist churches of Central 
America.”

The courses have also enabled both 
men and women in their pastoral work 
to preach and teach Methodist doc-
trine to their congregations. “These 
courses have been a great blessing in 
my ministry,” says Pastor José Miguel 
López Guerrero of the Evangelical 
Methodist Church of Nicaragua 
(IGLEMEN). “We have studied the 
meaning of infant baptism and the 
sacraments. We have been able to 
provide instruction for brothers and 
sisters who come to the Methodist 
Church from other denominations. For 
me,” he adds, “as a Methodist pas-
tor, these courses are a victory that our 
Triune God has given us, a gift to ac-
company us on our path.”

The Course of Study they follow 
also enables pastors and laity from 
various Central American countries 

to live and work together as one body 
of Christ. A young adult layperson 
from México, Abraham Isaí Olivo, is 
part of a missionary family based in 
Honduras. “The courses have made it 
possible for me to know Methodists 
from different countries,” he says, 
“broadening my knowledge of their 
culture, speech patterns, food, and 
points of view about theology.”

Pastor Carlos Eduardo Cornejo, 
also a pastor of the Honduras Mission, 
noted: “Since I began the Course of 
Study, my life has been transformed. 
I have developed strong bonds of 
friendship with my classmates and 
teachers. The content of the classes 
is applicable to our ministry and to 
life in general. It has enabled us not 
only to learn from our coursework but 
also to become a community without 
boundaries, living in harmony with 
one another.”

At the closing worship, a 
Nicaraguan pastor said he wished 
the course could go on past the al-
lotted week. But he was encour-
aged as he thought about what he 
had learned and what he would 
share with his congregation. As stu-
dents returned to their native coun-
tries, they knew that they had more 
to do in order to pass their courses. 
Yet, they now feel much better pre-
pared for their work in carrying out 
God’s mission. There is no doubt 
that Central American people long 
for this process of learning in order 
to make God’s reign fully visible. 

Jorge Alberto Ochoa Lonji was one of 
the faculty members providing theo-
logical training in the Course of Study 
in El Salvador. He is an Itinerant Pres-
byter of the México Annual Conference 
of the Methodist Church of México and 
a Wesley scholar. Currently a special 
student at Duke Divinity School, he 
serves as pastor at La Trinidad UMC in 
Sanford, North Carolina.

Students participating in the Course of Study at the Colegio Metodista ahuachapaneco in 
el Salvador.  PhoTo: CourTeSy JorGe alberTo oChoa loNJi
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W hen a tangle of land-
less farmers fi rst took 
possession of the ter-
rain that eventually 

would become the Cristina 
Alves settlement in north-
eastern Brazil, the farmers 
must have had their doubts. 
The depleted soil, dry grass, 
and armed henchmen who 
guarded the land must have 
given them pause. Yet, over 
the years, those farmers in 
the impoverished state of Ma-
ranhão have coaxed prom-
ise from the abused land. By 
employing sustainable, earth-
friendly practices, they are re-
turning the soil to a lush and 
productive state that ben-
efi ts their families and their 
community.

These Cristina Alves resi-
dents are working together. 
They have set aside 35 per-
cent of the settlement as a 
natural reserve, by which 
they seek to promote eco-
logical balance, expand the 
forest, restore the water-
sheds, and increase food 
production. They have 
also set up a model farm to ex-
periment with crop diversifi cation (or 

 "Building a New World"
                  in Brazil

farmer ulises firmino da Silva works the land. all the food production in the Chico Mendes iii settlement is based on agroecological practices.
PhoToS: GraSSrooTS iNTerNaTioNal

by Linda Unger

polyculture) and other agroecological practices, such as alternat-
ing rows of pineapple plants with fruit trees and local hard-
wood species for timber. These farmers then seek to repli-

cate what they’ve learned at the reserve on their own small plots.

Access and Title to Land
Organized by the Landless Rural Workers Movement (http://
www.mstbrazil.org/), known by its local acronym, MST, 
with support from Grassroots International (http://www.

grassrootsinternational.net/), a nongovernmental organi-
zation (NGO) headquartered in Boston, Massachusetts, im-

poverished farmers across Brazil are occupying and gaining 
title to abused or abandoned lands. As they build a new 

life for themselves, they are making a dent in the huge 
gap between Brazil’s landed and landless, rich and poor. 

Their effort is supported by UMCOR, the United 
Methodist Committee on Relief (www.umcor.org) through its 

Sustainable Agriculture and Food Security program. “Without 
access to and secure title to land,” said Alice Mar, who heads 

UMCOR’s agricultural program, “along with the knowledge and re-
sources to sustainably farm that land, it’s virtually impossible for 

rural families to meet their food and nutrition needs, escape from 
poverty, or otherwise realize their potential.” 

Mar also pointed out that, while Brazil is considered a relatively 
wealthy country, in fact, it ranks 16 out of 141 nations in terms of eco-

nomic inequality—meaning, she said, that “only 15 countries on earth 
have a greater disparity between rich and poor.” Brazil also has one 
of the world’s highest levels of concentrated land ownership, with 
about 1 percent of Brazilian landowners owning about 45 percent 

of all the country’s land. “Agribusinesses grab as much land as they can,” Mar 
noted. “Since their cultivation practices exhaust the land after just a few years, 
they have to continually acquire new land in order to continue their business.” 

Through the work of Grassroots International and MST, hundreds of thou-
sands of Brazilian families have successfully gained title to land. Another 
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150,000 continue in that struggle. Because available land often has been de-
pleted and abandoned by agribusiness, Mar said, “it is vital that these new 
communities learn sustainable and equitable ways to rebuild their agricultural 
resources and create just and representative governance structures.”

Agroecology
The Cristina Alves settlement is continually looking for new ways to employ 
sustainable, earth-friendly agricultural methods. Besides developing a natural 
reserve and a polyculture system, mentioned earlier, resident farmers are also 
planting nitrogen-fi xing legumes to fertilize the soil, developing an organic com-
posting project, and building a nursery to multiply native seeds for distribution 
among the farm families.

 All of these are agroecological practices. “Agroecology,” Mar explained, “re-
fers to farming practices that take into account the natural or environmental 
relationships in the area to be cultivated and in the land that surrounds it.” 
It’s an approach that helps farmland and other natural resources recover from 
past damage caused by unsustainable cultivation. Agroecological practices aim 
at systemically restoring and maintaining a healthy environment, minimizing 
artifi cial inputs (such as chemical fertilizers), and managing agricultural pests, 
weeds, and diseases in a natural way.

In agroecology, the cultivated land is understood as part of a broader environ-
mental picture, including the human community. “Agroecology takes into ac-
count the effects of farming on water, energy, and other common resources,” 
Mar pointed out. “And it is concerned with how agriculture can be employed 
for the collective good—to advance the community and not just the individual 
farm family.” 

 She underscored that the work UMCOR is supporting with and through its 
partners in Brazil is a model approach for UMCOR’s Sustainable Agriculture and 
Food Security work. “It builds the capacity of local farmers through targeted 
and appropriate inputs (such as tools and seeds) and provides them with train-
ing in practices that are both environmentally and economically sustainable. It 

brazil Grassroots international group.  PhoTo: GraSSrooTS iNTerNaTioNal

also builds the leadership capacity of 
community organizers and youth and 
builds partnerships with Brazilian ex-
perts in agroecology,” Mar continued. 

Those experts are working not just 
on food security but on food sover-
eignty, Mar added, “where people 
acquire the knowledge and power to 
make decisions about what their food 
systems look like.”

Another Settlement Site
At another settlement of formerly 
landless farmers—Chico Mendes 
III in Pernambuco State—the farm-
ers are using the “agroecology rule” 
whereby all the food produced in 
the settlement is grown according 
to agroecological practices. “They 
acknowledge that through agroecol-
ogy, they are bringing health to the 
community and to Mother Earth,” 
said Jovanna García Soto, Grassroots 
International’s Brazil coordinator, who 
visits settlements and encampments.

Ulises Firmino da Silva is one of 
the farmers here who have become 
adept in agroecology. “The land is my 
professor,” he said simply. His wife, 
María, who works with him, has cre-
ated a seed bank. There she collects 
and saves seeds for all the families of 
the Chico Mendes III settlement. By 
using agroecological practices, the da 
Silvas and other settlers have been 
able to diversify their production, im-
prove the quality of food for their fam-
ilies, and increase their family income 
by selling some of their produce at 
the municipal farmers’ market. 

María is proud of the life that she, 
Firmino, and the other settlers are 
making in Chico Mendes III. They 
have held title to their land now for 
more than six years. “This is a small 
space where we are building a new 
world,” María says.

Linda Unger is senior writer for the 
General Board of Global Ministries. 
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Y
ou feel the weight of histo-
ry in the Gran Chaco region 
of Argentina, Bolivia, and 
Paraguay. Gran Chaco, the 

world’s largest dry forest, and the 
second largest forest reserve in all 
of South America, has been a site of 
grave injustices against indigenous 
peoples for centuries. 

Little known in North America, this 
immense body of land—about twice 
the size of California—has been over-
run and abused by colonial and local 

government forces, displacing indig-
enous families and leaving them im-
poverished and neglected. Problems 
of poor health care, poverty, and spot-
ty education have plagued the region. 
That has created what Fionuala Cregan, 
Gran Chaco program offi cer for Church 
World Service (CWS), has called “harm-
ful patterns of social exclusion.”

Today, new incursions are tak-
ing place: deforestation—in order to 
grow soybeans for the burgeoning 
international soy market—and cat-
tle ranching are now big parts of the 
Gran Chaco story, resulting in the loss 
of about 500 acres of forest daily.

Yet with support, in part, from 
United Methodists, CWS is helping 
the people of the Gran Chaco reclaim 
their ancestral lands and change these 
dynamics. The United Methodist 
Committee on Relief (UMCOR) has 
supported CWS projects and those 
of its local partners in the Gran Chaco 
since 2012, providing funds to im-
prove and shore up access to water, 
encourage better nutrition, and em-
power women as community leaders 
and agents of change.

Martin Coria, CWS regional co-
ordinator for Latin America and the 
Caribbean, emphasized the impor-
tance of denominational support, 

Reclaiming Land 
    and Food Security 
I N  G R A N  C H A C O

New highways are being built in the Chaco region near 
a largely Wichi indigenous area, Santa victoria este in 
northern argentina. The Wichi, who traditionally survived 
as hunter-gatherers, have struggled against the systematic 
expropriation of their land for more than a century by 
mestizo cattle raisers who migrated into the region from 
elsewhere in argentina.  PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey

by Chris Herlinger
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“My father and grandfather lived free-
ly. There were no shortages of food. 
Water wasn’t an issue. We’d move to 
the river to fish, and then, off season, 
return to the land, where we found 
fruit and honey. We had a sense that 
the land was for all,” he said.

Such history—and the hope that 
reclaiming the land might lead to 
greater income and food security—
has animated CWS support for indig-
enous groups to defend their rights 
and reclaim what once belonged to 
their ancestors. 

This slow, difficult work has begun 
paying off in recent years. Indigenous 

families and communities of the Gran 
Chaco have, in the last decade, won 
court victories that have given the 
ethnic groups title to land the size of 
Rhode Island.

Repairing the Land
But this is hardscrabble land now—
with, as Cregan of CWS notes, “lit-
tle access to water, more sandy soil, 
low vegetation, and fewer fish,” as 
well as challenges posed by mining 
contamination.

So, reclaiming the land is just the 
first step. The next is to “effectively 

calling it “critical for participating families, communities, and civil society 
organizations.”

Yet, he cautioned that change won’t happen overnight. “The CWS experi-
ence is that positive change in the Gran Chaco continues to need small-scale 
but patient long-term, context-appropriate, collaborative actions,” he said. 
“And denominations like The United Methodist Church through its UMCOR 
agency understand that.”

That understanding helps CWS and its local partners tackle problems with 
an eye toward the long view. And a long view is needed, as the challenges in 
the region go back centuries.

Ancestral Lands
The Gran Chaco is home to more than two dozen indigenous ethnic groups—
Guarani, Wichi, Qom and Enxet Sur among the largest. For centuries, they 
lived as hunters and gatherers (Chaco comes from the Quechua word, chaku, 
meaning “hunting ground”) before they lost much of their land to European 
colonizers. Though able to withstand the European invasion and 
conquest through much of the 1800s, indigenous peoples really 
began to lose control over the land—and many aspects of their 
lives—in the 1900s. Foreign investment bankrolled new beef 
and mining industries and the exclusive cultivation of cash crops. 
Indigenous families watched as their forests were felled, their 
land crisscrossed with railways to haul freight, and their soil de-
pleted through extensive monoculture. 

A study conducted by CWS and Foods Resource Bank in 2010 
found that, in some communities of the Gran Chaco, as much as 
95 percent of children under five suffered some degree of malnu-
trition. The study concluded that the alarming findings were “just 
the tip of the iceberg of the serious food insecurity and nutritional 
problems of each participating community.” That’s how profound 
the loss of forest is for the people of this region

In Argentine communities, such as La Curvita, residents like 
Rogelio Segundo—a fisherman, contractor, and indigenous com-
munity leader—understand such realities. “Before, there were 
many fish in the river and honey and fruits in the forest,” said 
Segundo. But the rivers now are overfished and forests, sparse. 

In neighboring Bolivia, the Weenhayek, living in a community called 
Quebracho 2, have taken direct action. In 2014, after many Weenhayek fami-
lies were forced off their ancestral lands, a number of them sought to reclaim 
their lands by participating in land occupations. In all three countries of the 
Gran Chaco, the right of indigenous people to the land—as first inhabitants of 
the continent—is recognized in their respective constitutions.

But the legal process for communities to recover land “has been painfully 
slow, bureaucratic, and conflictive,” Cregan reported. She noted that conflicts 
between cattle raisers and indigenous peoples have taken years to resolve. 
But in some areas, the two sides, working with government bodies and with 
the intense, hands-on participation of church organizations, including CWS, 
have worked out solutions.

To Weenhayek leader Nestor Nakub, it all comes down to land—what it 
means, what it provides, and how it defines him, his family, and his people. 

Weenhayek indigenous fishers harvest fish from the Pilcomayo river outside 
of villamontes, bolivia. The river has been plagued by contamination from 
upstream mining and road construction, and the Weenhayek have had to 
struggle against large agricultural plantations and cattle raisers to retain 
access to the river.  PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey
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said Pinto. Now a degree of independence and “food sovereignty” exists. 
People are proud of that.

Down the road, neighbors Gregorio Galzarza and Edulia Vaquera agreed. 
“Before, we had no help—we were on our own and cultivated corn and squash 
only,” Galzarza said. But now that they and others have legal title to the land, 
they are expanding their crops. In the future they want to grow melon.

“The land is ours,” Vaquera said. “We feel more calm and relaxed now.”

Support for Self-Reliance
Ricardo Paita of the Bolivia-based Center for Regional Studies of Tarija, a 
group supported by Church World Service, Foods Resource Bank, and other 
groups with ties to the 
US church commu-
nity (and known by its 
Spanish-language ac-
ronym CERDET), said 
all that CERDET and 
CWS do reaffirms and 
channels the knowl-
edge and skills com-
munities already have 
so that they can be-
come independent and 
in control of their lives.

“It’s recovering val-
ues of ancestral knowl-
edge,” he said.

Alice Mar, program 
manager of UMCOR’s 
Sustainable Agriculture and Food Security program, agreed. “That indige-
nous peoples return to their ancestral lands—to productive lands—is impor-
tant,” she said. “The ability to work the land is key to the identity and culture 
of the people—and to the future of food security in each of the countries of 
the Gran Chaco.”

And it is made easier by the denominational support of United Methodists 
and others, said Martin Coria of CWS.

“For us, denominational support to CWS’s work in the Gran Chaco region 
means an extra dose of protection and accompaniment for indigenous lead-
ers, communities, and advocates, who often suffer violence and harassment 
from local elites. It reinforces the credibility of indigenous-led advocacy at the 
local and international levels,” Coria continued. “It also provides critical funding 
in areas very hard to fund even for local churches—like leadership formation, 
conflict resolution, land titling, and women’s empowerment.”

For Mar, community empowerment such as Coria detailed is what makes 
these efforts in the Gran Chaco sustainable. “Communities become advocates 
for their own rights before their own local governments,” she said. “CWS’s 
long-term commitment to the communities and its holistic approach support 
that. UMCOR is happy to be part of this strong partnership.”

Chris Herlinger is a former senior writer for Church World Service.

occupy” the land, developing it in 
healthy ways so that indigenous 
communities can begin to improve 
their food security—the availability 
and access to food—and to prosper.

One way to do this is through 
community vegetable gardens. 
Such gardens reaffirm and reclaim 
“ancestral knowledge.” There, vari-
eties of crops are grown, a common 
practice before indigenous commu-
nities became dependent on a diet 
of corn and pasta—a result of work-
ing for nearby sugar plantations.

Justina Romero and Adolfo 
Torres, a couple who reside in the 
Guarani village of Kapiguasuti in 
Bolivia, said the support from CWS 
and its partners has greatly improved 
their lives and the lives of others in 
the community. For one thing, poly-
cultivation has given the community 
a variety of vegetables and fruits to 
eat and enough left over for sale at 
local markets, improving families’ 
incomes. In eschewing dependence 
on one crop, like corn, and using 
natural pesticides—in this case, a 
mixture of chilies, garlic, and vin-
egar—the communities are renew-
ing traditional indigenous respect for 
the earth itself.

Though the natural method of 
pest control takes more time, it is 
less expensive than using chemical 
pesticides and results in more care 
for the process of planting and culti-
vation, said Juancito Pinto, a neigh-
bor, who now owns a small 14-acre 
plot. Before, he said, people would 
overuse pesticides at the mere sight 
of a bug.

Challenges remain, Pinto said as 
he proudly displayed his chard and 
lettuce. But people are making a go 
of it. He said that before the support 
of CWS and its partners, residents 
were struggling. “People were 
hungrier before the gardens, yes, 
and people had to buy their food,” 

Justina romero and her husband, adolfo Torres, work 
together in their garden in the Guarani indigenous village 
of Kapiguasuti, bolivia. They and their neighbors started 
the gardens with assistance from Church World Service, 
supplementing their corn-based diet with nutritious 
vegetables and fruits.  PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey
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W
hat if it were possible to vaccinate young children against 
violence, abuse, and bullying for the rest of their lives? And 
what if that vaccine, instead of lasting for only one lifetime, 
was capable of being passed on, like a gene, to each vacci-

nated child’s own children and grandchildren?
In the midst of gang violence, domestic violence, human traffi cking, and 

abuse suffered by women and children across Latin America and the Caribbean, 
the CLAVES organization, an ecumenical outreach group in Uruguay, began to 
wonder if the prevailing culture of violence could be changed into a culture of 
benevolence instead. The resulting attempt at positive change started out as 
“Latitrato,” a vaccination campaign against the mistreatment of children and 
adolescents, funded by a little seed money from a grant given by the United 
Methodist Encounter with Christ (EWC). Today, this movement has grown 
into the Good Treatment Network, with awareness campaigns in Uruguay, 
Argentina, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Brazil. These awareness campaigns on 
children’s right to grow up free from abuse and bullying take place in schools, 
in churches, and on the streets.

As children become involved in the Good Treatment Network, they learn 
how to make short videos about positive ways to confront situations of vio-
lence and bullying. They work together to resolve confl icts and to cultivate 
the perception that peace, rather than violence, is the goal of life. After pro-
ducing their own video with the program, the children of public school #1 in 
Durazno, Uruguay, declared that good treatment and kind acts should be every 

Encounter 

                With 

                          Christ 

        Today
by David L. Harvin

top: a teen participates in a demonstration for 
uruguay’s pai de buentrato “Good Treatment 
Network,” to bring awareness and advocacy to the 
issues of child abuse and mistreatment. above: 
a poster advertising an event sponsored by the 
ClaveS organization to increase awareness in 
teens about their rights and increase participation 
in the Good Treatment Network, a program that 
received a grant from encounter With Christ.
PhoToS: CourTeSy The GooD TreaTMeNT NeTWorK
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child’s experience in life. (You can see their video on You Tube: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=H78ygkAfVh8.) As the Good Treatment Network 
grew and gained more recognition, it was also able to secure funding from a 
variety of other partners. The Encounter with Christ grant had provided suffi-
cient leverage to attract greater support.

Endowment for Ministry
In 1992, the Encounter with Christ Permanent Fund (025100) was established as 
a way to partner with the work of Methodist brothers and sisters in the autono-
mous churches of Latin America and the Caribbean. This unique fund allows do-
nors to support mission and ministry now and into the future. Since it is a sustain-
ing fund, interest from its investments continues to support ministry. That means 
that each gift to the fund will last a lifetime!

The fund is a true partnership, enabling the United Methodist General 
Board of Global Ministries, the Council of Evangelical Methodist Churches in 
Latin America (CIEMAL), and the Methodist Churches of the Caribbean and 
the Americas (MCCA) to work fruitfully together. Wilson and Nora Boots, re-
tired missionaries and church executives, both well known in the mission field, 
have been longtime supporters of this ministry. They helped establish many of 
the initial relationships that guide the fund today.

The Encounter with Christ Permanent Fund has been receiving contribu-
tions since 1994. Since its inception, it has supported Methodist ministry with 
more than $600,000 in direct grants. With the recent bequests of two former 
missionaries, the fund has now passed the $2 million threshold. Current proj-
ects include work with street children, evangelistic outreach, new church de-
velopment, community-based primary health care, and clergy training. 

As the new Mission Interpreter for Encounter with Christ (EWC), I bring a 
strong developmental background to the task, having worked with Project Agape, 
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National Meeting of laity, May 2014, an encounter With Christ-sponsored meeting to 
strengthen the laity connection of the argentinian evangelical Methodist Church.
PhoTo: CourTeSy The NaTioNal MeeTiNG of laiTy

Stop Hunger Now, and Imagine No 
Malaria. Our current goal for EWC is 
to raise its profile within The United 
Methodist Church while also raising 
an additional $1 million over the next 
three years. We can do this by bold-
ly laying out our vision of a fund that 
is sustained—a fund that will last into 
the future. Contributing to a sustaining 
fund is often legacy giving. We hope 
that people who have served in Latin 
America and the Caribbean will re-
member EWC in their estate planning. 
The fund can receive not only mon-
etary bequests but also accumulated 
assets, such as stock or property.

We are working on a new web 
presence that will provide informa-
tion about the projects we support 
and the donors who feel God’s call to 
help sustain ministry in Latin America 
and the Caribbean.

There is also an opportunity to 
give to the fund through Advance  
#14729A, which supports the fund-
raising and personnel costs of the 
Permanent Fund.

Projects funded over the past few 
years are diverse and are often initiat-
ed by the bishops of the autonomous 
conferences. They are wide ranging 
and include youth mission formation 
in Argentina, training for indigenous 
leaders in Bolivia, vocational training 
in Brazil, communications training in 
Colombia, support for women in mar-
ginal zones in Costa Rica, and Sunday 
school training in México. So far dur-
ing the life of the fund, more than 50 
projects have received support.

The Rev. David L. Harvin is a retired el-
der in the North Carolina Conference of 
The United Methodist Church, having 
served for 38 years. In addition to ser-
vice in local churches, he held special ap-
pointments with Stop Hunger Now, Inc., 
and the Imagine No Malaria Campaign 
in North Carolina. He may be contacted 
by email: Dharvin@nccumc.org.
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A Prayer for Sm
all-Scale Farm

ers
R

ebekah Forni, a w
orker-ow

ner at Equal Exchange, a fair-trade coffee 
cooperative that only purchases from

 sm
all-scale farm

er co-ops, offers a prayer 
in observance of W

orld Fair Trade D
ay, M

ay 9. Learn m
ore at equalexchange.coop.

G
od, bless the cam

pesinos, 
th

e
 

sm
all-scale

 
co

ffe
e 

farm
e

rs 
w

h
o

 
sp

e
n

d
 

all 
year w

orking sm
all, fam

ily-
ow

ned farm
s, w

ith unpre-
dictable harvests. 

R
enew

 their souls so that 
they m

ight carry on through 
the 

next 
harvest, 

as 
their 

coffee fuels m
e through the 

next challenge in m
y life. 

H
e

lp
 

m
e

 
re

m
e

m
b

e
r 

th
at 

w
hen I choose to buy the 

things that I need from
 fair-

trad
e

 
co

m
p

an
ie

s, 
I’m

 
in

-
ve

stin
g

 in
 so

cial p
ro

je
cts 

like fresh-w
ater w

ells, edu-
cational 

m
aterials, 

and 
or-

ganic agriculture projects.

R
em

ind m
e every day that I do 

m
ission w

ork sim
ply by choos-

ing the coffee that I drink. 

A
m

en. 

I Decided Not to Rem
ain the Sam

e
M

ission Intern A
nnie Solis Escalante shares her experience at last D

ecem
ber’s 

W
orld C

ouncil of C
hurches’ advocacy strategy m

eeting at the 20th C
onference 

of the Parties (CO
P20) of the U

nited N
ations Fram

ew
ork C

onvention on C
lim

ate 
C

hange in Lim
a, Peru. This is an edited portion of her January 2015 blog.

In D
ecem

ber 2014, I had the opportunity to be a part of the W
orld C

ouncil 
of C

hurches’ delegation to the C
O

P
20 in Lim

a, P
eru. O

n opening day, I 
arrived w

ith lots of expectations—
m

ostly fueled by the m
ood of the peo-

ple there w
ho w

ere interested in taking action on clim
ate change issues. I 

fully expected that m
y exposure to conferences, trainings, discussions, and 

m
edia—

but principally, m
y ow

n realization about m
y role as caretaker of 

G
od’s creation—

w
ould have repercussions beyond the Lim

a talks.
The first day contributed to keeping 

this 
m

ood—
encouraging 

speeches, 
interesting press conferences and ex-
hibitions, and a variety of perspectives 
w

ere 
presented 

from
 

different 
cul-

tures, roles, ages, and faiths. B
ut as 

tim
e passed, the new

s becam
e m

ore 
discouraging. G

overnm
ents w

ere not 
w

illing to sign a binding agreem
ent to 

reduce greenhouse gas em
issions in a 

proportional am
ount or to contribute to the green clim

ate fund.
A

lthough the outcom
e of the m

eeting did not m
eet m

y expectations, 
this C

O
P

20 brought together a strong social m
ovem

ent that can potentially 
sham

e governm
ents into acting. W

ithin this m
ovem

ent w
ere indigenous 

peoples and youth. The indigenous peoples had a space at the C
O

P
20 to 

share their w
isdom

 and advocate for their rights. The youth show
ed that 

creativity can refresh these talks and help enlarge the m
ovem

ent.
A

nd I decided not to rem
ain the sam

e. I chose to “fast for the clim
ate” 

(#fastfortheclim
ate). I am

 blessed to have a choice about w
hen I w

ant to fast, 
but lots of people are forced to fast because of the effects of clim

ate change. 
These sam

e people do the least to contam
inate the planet but suffer the m

ost 
from

 the consequences. Is this not a clear exam
ple of injustice?

C
lim

ate change is not an issue of the future or lim
ited to the hands of 

governm
ents. A

s people of faith, w
e need to restore healthy relationships 

w
ith G

od, our neighbors, and creation.

A
nnie Solis Escalante at the m

ain 
entrance of the C

O
P20 venue.  Ph

O
tO

: 
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E

francisco G
onzalas is a sm

all-scale farm
er in 

n
icaragua and a part of Prodecoop. 
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The topic of this issue, Latin America 
and the Caribbean, is of particular 
relevance to me because it was in 
Brazil that my wife, Barbara, and I 

spent eight years as missionaries. I learned 
so much from the people with whom we 
worked in Brazil and from friends we made in 
the region through such organizations as the 
Council of Evangelical Methodist Churches 
in Latin America and the Caribbean (CIEMAL) 
and the Methodist Church in the Caribbean 
and the Americas (MCCA).

 Our friends taught us an indelible lesson 
about the centrality of the Bible in making 
sense of life and, at the same time, the im-
portance of how experience affects our un-
derstanding of the Bible. As we prepared 
for service in Brazil, we read the works of 
theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez and 
Leonardo Boff, who stressed the importance 
of looking at the world through the eyes of 
the poor, particularly as they seek libera-
tion from unjust political and economic sys-
tems. Such ideas highlight God’s preferential 
option for the poor and describe the work 
of faith as being a calling to accompaniment 
alongside those in poverty.

 What we found when we arrived in Latin 
America were members of Christian commu-
nities reading the Bible in new ways. People 
were bringing their lives—their real situations 
of need, desperation, or hope—to the Bible 
for illumination. They grappled with questions 
about how Scripture infl uences life and how 
life infl uences our interpretation of Scripture, 
whatever our context. We learned to read and 
hear the Bible with people who lived on the 

streets and with Roman Catholic nuns, stu-
dent activists, poor farmers, and bankers.

 “Life-to-Bible: Bible-to-Life” is a gift that 
Latin American Christians gave me and offer 
to the church around the world today. From 
this perspective, we take the Bible with 
greatest seriousness 
and allow life to impact 
the way we read and 
comprehend Scripture.

 M e t h o d i s t ’s  i n 
Latin America and the 
Caribbean may not 
be part of the formal 
United Methodist struc-
ture, but they are part 
of “us” and we are 
part of “them” in spirit 
and mission, as much 
as are the churches of 
Africa, Europe, and the 
Phil ippines—formally 
“United Methodist.” They are part of our net-
work of missionary service and the Methodist 
churches of Latin America host a large num-
ber of the Volunteer-in-Mission teams from 
the United States each year.

 I thank God for Methodism in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. It has changed my life and 
has infl uenced my faith in so many ways.

Thomas G. Kemper
General Secretary
The General Board of Global Ministies

From the 
General Secretary

by Thomas Kemper

Life to Bible: Bible to Life

PhoTo: Paul Jeffrey
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bringing their 
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or hope—to 

the Bible for 

illumination.”



As the conflict in Syria continues, 
a concern for the well-being of Syrian

refugee children grows.

Since the conflict began in March
2011, more than 3,000 Syrian schools

have been damaged or destroyed, and
2 million children have dropped out of

school. What’s more, many children
are experiencing frequent nightmares

and drawing images of violence 
and destruction. 

The United Methodist Committee on
Relief (UMCOR) is working with Inter-
national Blue Crescent in Kilis, Turkey,

to address the health, psychological,
and education needs of more than 600
Syrian refugee children through newly

created Child Friendly Spaces.

A Child Friendly Space offers 
children a safe place to receive the

needed psychosocial care and 
education to help them deal with the

anxieties of war. It is also a place
where children can make new friends,

develop their artistic talents,
and boost their self-esteem.

International Disaster Response,
Advance #982450. A Safe Place

Syrian children playing at an 
UMCOR-funded Child Friendly Space 

in a refugee camp in Turkey. 
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Be Hope. Be UMCOR.

At OUR Best 
PRePARing  
fOR tHe  
WORst
UMCOR’s Disaster  
Risk Reduction Program

Visit the International Disaster  

Response page at www.umcor.org  

to learn more about the vital and  

preemptive measures the  

United Methodist Committee  

on Relief’s (UMCOR’s) Disaster  

Risk Reduction program utilizes  

when preparing communities  

for the worst.

You can also donate to this important work by giving to  
International Disaster Response, Advance #982450.75 Y e A Rs

OF BEING WITH THOSE 
IN TIMES OF CRISIS


