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Medicine and Old-Age Homes

Compasson in Cagtro' s Cuba

By Marvin Olasky

In 1939 Winston Churchill responded to a question about
Stalin’s Soviet Union by calling it a“riddle wrapped in amystery
insidean enigma.” That' smy reaction—and the reaction of many
of the peoplel interviewed during fiveintense daysin Havana—
to speculation about the post-Fidel future of Castro’s Cuba.

A Cuban typically doesn’t even refer to Castro by name—he
moveshishandunder hischinasif strokingabeard—but heknows
that theleader is77 and hassounded shaky inrecent speeches. As
theywaitfortheend, Cubanleadersbicyclealonginapack worthy
of the Tour de France. They watch each other nervously and
wonder whether to attempt abreakaway that could work well if the
timingisright, but could drag them back tothe pack—or evenearn
them astint in prison.

Most Cubans break the law regularly. They buy food on the
black market and seek private medical care when the state health
system failsthem. There' salwaysalow-level of anxiety present.
I’ve seen dire poverty in Indiaand political oppressionintheold
Soviet Union, but Cuba’ s combination of poverty plus nagging
fear under sunny skiesisextraordinary. Soisthecourageandhope
of someCubanchurchgoersready andwillingtounravel theriddle
by trying their own faith-based initiative.

Three Spanish expressions heard in Havana summarize what |
saw. First, heardregularly: Noesfacil (It snot easy). Every aspect
of lifeisdifficult, fromfindingbasicmateria sustenancetotraveling
across town, to relaxing even though any neighbor or associate
might be an informer.

Second, heard occasionaly to help others explain why the
government resents non-government attemptstofill the gaps: Ni
comen ni dejan comer (They don’t eat, neither do they let others
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eat). Churchesare ready and willing to help the poor and particu-
larly theelderly. But it isofficialy and ideologically the responsi-
bility of the state to provideall social services. Officialstherefore
turn down church requests to build homes for the elderly and
citizenattemptstoorganizethecollection of garbagerottinginthe
streets. That’ shecauseall actsof compassionareanindictment of
government failure—and Cuba s Communist Party isdesperately
trying to avoid facing the truth.

Third, abundantly seen on hillboards, “the Beard's” favorite
slogan: Un mundo mejor esposible (A better world is possible).
Marxist sloganeering tendsto havethree stages: belief, cynicism,
andflippingthesloganonitshead. Some Cubansmay still believe
that the regime can produce a better world; many appear to be
cynical; butthefutureiswiththosewhobelievethat abetter world
ispossibleonceCastrohasgone. They aretheoneswillingtotake
reasonabl e risks to strive toward that goal.

My sense, fromnumerousconversations, isthat thosewho have
religious faith also have cultura faith: They don’t underestimate
theriddle, mystery, and enigma,but they still believethat abetter
worldispossible, post-Beard, andthey want to preparefor that. In
early March | travelled to Cubaon ahumanitan visa. Thisreport
summarizes some of the conversations | had with Cubans.

Evangelicals

Estimatesof thenumber of Protestantsintraditionally Catholic
Cubarangefrom 600,000totwo million (total Cuban population: 11
million). The number is hard to estimate because the explosive
growth has come in unregistered casas cultos house churches.
Not morethan 30% of Cuban Protestants, perhapsfar fewer, adhere
to establishment denominations that make up the Consgjo de
Iglesias the Cuban Council of Churches, a leftist body tightly
connectedtoanddirected by government authorities. TheCouncil
isthe only group authorized to publish and distribute religious
literature, broadcast religious radio programs, approve overseas
travel by pastors, and accept large-scalehumanitarian donations.
Thelargest denominations, such asthe Baptist and Assembliesof
God conventions, generally scorn the Council .

* * *

Dr. Leoncio Veguilla, president of the Baptist Convention of
Western Cuba, sits in an office decorated with 18 Don Quixote
statuettes. Thekindly 73-year-olddidhardlaborinprisonfrom1965
to1970forfailuretotoetheParty line. Hespenttimeinaforcedlabor
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camp, cutting sugar caneal ongsidecriminalsandreligiousprison-
ers labeled “social scum” and looks back on that time as “very
difficult, but an opportunity to preach the gospel to prisoners.”
Released and ordered not to preach again, heimmediately defied
hiscaptors. Veguillarecently celebrated his50" anniversary asa
preacher: “ 47 pastorsweresentencedtoprisonwithme. Theothers
aredead or havedl |eft the country. | amthelast.”

V eguillahopestodomorefortheelderly. Thegovernmentallows
Baptists to run one home with room for 30 ancianos (elderly
persons), paysfor adoctor and two nurseswhomtheBaptistscan
select, and recently gave permission to enlarge the home so that
15 or 20 more can live there. But thus far the Baptists have been
denied permission to open more homes. Nevertheless, Veguillais
reading Abraham Lincoln biographies—"| love the history of
Lincoln, how he worked to free the slaves’—and still hopesthat
freedom will come to Cubawithout the need to fight acivil war.

Rev. Efrain Paz, some twenty years younger than Dr. Veguilla,
wearsabaseball cap that shadeshisbroad friendly faceandrides
a 1963 Czech motorcycle. An Assemblies of God church group
used to crowd into hisliving room, but the government gave him
permission to cover his back yard so members could gather.
Instead, the church built a stand-al one sanctuary that houses 84
battered folding chairs, 12 white plastic porch chairs, 28 wooden
movietheater seats, and a pul pit.

Whenagovernment inspector discovered abuilding, not justa
roof, over the back yard. he arranged to have a woman falsely
accuse Paz of rape. Another accuser said the church had given
medicineto needy peoplewithout the proper license, although it
washardtothrow apastor injail for hel pingthesick. Thestalemate
continued for four years until several months ago when the
building wasfinally approved. Thelesson Paz learned: “ Officials
say, ‘Youcan'tdoit,can'tdoit,can'tdoit.’ Butif you'vealready
doneit and enough people likeit, they may say, ‘So beit."”

Paz points out that the number of Assembliesof God churches
hasjumped from 200in 1980 to over 2,600 now, with 130,000 adult
members. He says, “The politics of the government are slowly
changing,” as desperate officials give churcheslimited opportu-
nity to take over social functions. “If the Assemblies of God had
freedom, we would set up homesfor the elderly and hospitals....
We have fully-licensed doctors who have been called to be
ministers. Sincethey do notwork for thestatethey arenot allowed
to do medical work—nbut they could.”

Salvation Army Captain Odilio Fernandez, born in 1963, is a
baseball fan. HisU.S.-madecal endar di splay stwel ve Cubans(such
as “El Dugue’ Orlando Hernandez) who became Mgjor League
starsintheU.S. A lean, thirdgeneration Salvation Army leader, he
explainsthat the Salvation Army cameto Cubain 1912 and by the
1950shad built numeroushomesfor theel derly. It alsoestablished
programs for children and organized food distribution for the
needy. The Revolution seized everything except for onehomefor
the aged—the smallest one.

That home still operates without any restrictions at present. |
visited aprayer meeting there: Sixteen elderly women, bright-eyed
anda ert, someholding Bibles, asked Godforwisdominusingtheir
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time and for His mercy in the lives of each others' children and
grandchildren. Thirty other aged men and women live there in
dignity, threetofivetoaroom; | watched onehel per using afileon
thetoenails of a92-year-old. The bathroomswere clean.

Only three of the 46 persons at the home are Salvation Army
members; oneresident who died recently wasa Communist Party
member. Thegovernment paysfor thesal ariesof onedoctor, three
nurses and some attendants, al of whom the Salvation Army
chooses.

Captain Fernandez explained that the government istrying to
maintain the status quo: “Inside our facility we can do what we
want, but whenweasked permissionto openanother homefor the
elderly the government said no. It always says ‘this far and no
further.” If we had freedom we would open up elderly homes
everywhere.”

I walk up two flights of dark and narrow stairsand enter asmall
roomwithcrackedvinyl couchesandanartificial Christmastreeon
one desk::Welcome to the office of three-year-old MANA, an
interdenominationd MinisteriodeAyudaaNecesitadosy Ancianos
(help for the needy and the elderly). MANA director Dulce L.
Montalvan Diaz haslinked her programto 40 churchesthroughout
Cuba and has 70 employees and volunteers who respond to
requestsfor emergency help: “We' Il help everybody. You don't
haveto be a Christian.”

In1980M ontal vanwasin desperateneed. Her husband escaped
to Miami, leaving her alone with an eight-month-old daughter.
Under house arrest, with neighborsyelling in bullhorns that she
wasatraitor and family members* not hel ping becausethey would
alsobejudged,” she survived only with the help of other “ delin-
quents’ whosent“alittlechicken, alittlerice, alittlecil.” Whenshe
wasallowedtoleaveher houseawomanemployed herincleaning.
“1 met peoplewho weregoingto church, so | went thereal so. | felt
athomethere. Pastorsprayedfor me. | becameadifferentwoman.”

Now Montalvan triesto keep track of resources and needson
a“Frankenstein computer” that was constructed part by part from
computersthat died. Shesays, “ | don’t haveabudget. | scrounge.
| gotothishouse and ask for lemons. Someone moving to Miami
brings me clothes. A failing enterprise leaves meitsleftovers. A
government official can’t do anything for me officialy but helps
personally.” Montalvan finds help in unlikely places: “A non-
Christianwhoworkedinabar gavemepart of histips. Hehad been
very critical of Christianity, but then hesaw that wetry toputitinto
practice. Now hegoesto church, and heand hisfriendsfind milk
forme.”

If the government did not interfere, she says, “1 would loveto
haveahomefortheelderly andahospital.” Sheisworkingnotonly
for charitable purposes but for civic onesaswell: “We must sow
more seeds of Christianity and show the aternative to both the
Beard and to vengeance, or else when he dies desperate things
could happen.”

Catholics

Aboutfourtofivemillion Cubansidentify atleast nominally with
theRoman Catholic Church; priestsestimatethat 10% of baptized
Catholicsattend massweekly. Some Catholics mix into their faith
elements of Santeria (the way of the saints) also called la regla
[ucumi,aritualisticbelief systemwithitsoriginsinWest Africathat
deifiesthesaintsandinvolvesanimal sacrifice. Cubahascloseto



1,000 priestsand nuns, lessthan half thetotal there prior to 1960,
and many fight acoldwar (which sometimesturnshot) against the
stateregime. Many Catholicchurchesregul arly distributemedicine
and other material help to members, even though state health
officials threaten them with “severe sanctions’ for doing so. In
February, 2003, the Archbishop of Havanaissued apastoral letter
asking the government to move from “ policies of vengeance” to
“policies of compassion.”

Father Eduardo Pini of theOr dendelasEscuel asPias, anaffiliate
of theCatholic social servicesagencyCaritasdeCuba, pointedto
the government-constructed wall that now separates his church
from the school it used to run: “Old people say there was always
abreezehere, butit’ sbeen45yearssincewecoul dopenall thedoors
andlettheair movefreely.” It would bewonderful for astatesman
tosay,“Mr. Castro, tear downthatwall,”
but Pini doesnot expect that. Hewould
love to run schools and childcare cen-

betweenthe Cuban Conferenceof CatholicBishopsandtheOffice
of Religious Affairs of the Cuban Communist Party. But with a
glowingly innocent smile the 27-year-old showed the food and
medi cinethat peoplebringtothesisterssothat they cangiveitto
thoseinneed: “Wetry tobelightinthedarkness...If peoplebring
usmore, wewill do more.”

Hector Gonzales and Maria Concepcion Morales, physicians
and co-leaders of Pro Vida-Cuba, run the country’ s anti-abortion
groupout of alivingroom/officeof standard Havanapeelingwalls
and old linoleum. Cuba's pro-abortion policy is different from
China’s, they say: Officialsdo not forceanyoneto abort, but they
apply “great psychol ogical and economic pressure so thewoman
will choose abortion of her ownfreewill.” The government wants
tobragaboutitslow rateof infantmortality, sounbornchildrenwho

Officials do not force anyone to abort, but they
apply* great psychological and economicpressure
so thewoman will choose abortion of her own free

ters, but “that isbeyond forbidden,” so
he concentrates on helping 150 el derly
parishioners and others with medical

needs.

According to Pini the state pharma-
cies"areaeuphemism; weshould die of
shame.” Pini distributes on Tuesdays
medicines donated by Spanish friends and brought to him by
trustworthy tourists from Barcelona. The need for vitamins, anti-
bioticsand Advil-type pain relief and for medication to deal with
diarrheaandhypertensionisparticularly severe. Itwouldbeeasier,
of course, to shipin massiveamountsby container, but anything
comingthroughthePort of Havanaordinarily goestogovernment
concerns, and thievery is common. Pini says: “Even the state
doesn’t get what it wants. Corruptionisthenormin any state-run
activity. Stedling isthe norm.”

Childrenupto ageseven andtheelderly areentitled to astate-
providedquart of milk perweek, buttheredlity isdifferent:“Will the
warehousehavemilk?Didthewarehousemanager sall it? Thetruck
driver?’ Pini notesthat about seven years ago Catholicstried to
bringinalargecontainer of powderedmilk throughtheport: “Itwas
stuckincustomsfor alongtime, andafriendkept aneyeonit. The
government eventually said that theacidic content of themilk was
toohigh, sothemilk hadto bethrown out. But thefriendtold him
that the milk ended up in ice cream for tourists.”

Sister MariaSotoof theS ervasde Mariaspeaksof goingtothe
homesof elderly sick peopleat 7 p.m. and returning to the convent
twelvehourslater: “ Firstwepray withthesick, andthenwatchover
them. | likeit that wework at night, atime often of robbery, of bad
things.”

Mariarecalledthat when shewas16 sheplannedtobeateacher,
but theideaof becominganungradual ly overwhelmedher: “When
| wasalittle girl they always spoke very badly about the church.
But the church never spoke hatefully of anyone. At school they
wereawaysharsh. Atchurchl feltlove.” During her school days
Mariahadtopresent oral reportsonMarxist-Leninism, “but| didn’t
believewhat | hadtosay. | asked Godtoforgiveme. Most students
werelikethat: Weagreedwiththeprofessorsout of necessity. L ater
| realized that the professors said what they said out of necessity,
so | can forgive them too.”

Mariaandother nunscan’ thel pbut beawareof rumorsof abattle

will.”

might havephysical problemsor whowill bebornintoworse-than-
average economic conditions are almost always aborted.

Thegovernment doesnot allow pro-life centersoutside church
walls, so somenunstry to offer counseling within their churches.
(However, when a few nuns created a childcare program the
government shut it down.) Dr. Concepcion leads a center in her
churchthat counseled 107 pregnant young women last year. She
recalls a typical situation. A hospitalized six-month-pregnant
woman had decided to have an abortion because “I don’t have
anyonetohelpme.” Dr. Concepcionfound anunwithintwo hours
who pledged to stick by the woman.

One Catholic dissident (I’m withholding her name) livesin a
building that reminded me of slum housing in Chicago or New
Haven. Until recently 10-15 people per week would walk up five
flightsof narrow stairs, turn into adim corridor, and knock on her
apartmentdoor. Theywouldask for oneof several hundredbanned
books—Orwell, Sol zhenitsyn, and so forth—that she kept in her
bedroom and loaned freely. Like 80 or so other Cubans,she was
runningan“independent library” and taking agreat risk doing so,
especially because she hasasmall son. She ceased that activity,
in part because Cuban State Security agents play rough: When
theyinterrogatedherlastfall they threateningly askedher,“ Doyou
love your son?’

Shades of Gray

Theevangelicalsand Catholicsl’ vequotedsofar areall dissent-
ers from the Castro regime, but others are in more ambiguous
situations. They have tried to work with the state, but Cuba's
government sees the social projects of non-state organizations,
even non-antagonistic ones, as competition.

A 33-order Masonic leader (whose name | will also withhold),
withfingernail strimmedor bittendowntothequick, satinarocking
chair in hisairy front room and explained how hisfraternal group

isprovidingameansof community for Cubansthatis“safer” than
continued on page 4
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that of religion. Hislodge has memberswho are also Communist
Party members, butthey will not allowinemployeesof theMinistry
of thelnterior. (The Party isalso allowing and sometimes encour-
aging members to join churches, but denominations like the
Assemblies of God require Party membersto renouncethat affili-
ation beforejoining.) Fraternal organizationssuch asRotary are
seen as counter-revolutionary and areillegal, but officials allow
others, such asthe Masons and the Odd Fellows.

ThisMason arguesthat the30,000 Cuban M asons—downfrom
34,000 in the 1950s but up from the post-Revolution nadir of
19,000—will play animportant rolein the post-beard period: State
officials once argued “that all organizationsin civil society were
obsolete, since the government would take their place, but the
governmenthassinceseenthatitneedsus.” Officialshaveallowed
the Masonsto retain their 220 pre-Revolution temples (although
most areinastateof disrepair) and heanticipatesthat, post-beard,
“the government will come to the Masons and other groups for
moral support.” But he concluded, “My personal opinion isthat
Masons have not been able to give answers to the deeper ques-
tions of life.”

Just astheMinistry of thelnterior isknown astheorganization
that makes Cuba hellish for any who dissent, so the Ministry of
Agriculturethroughits Socialist controls has maderich farmland
produce food shortages. Over the past decade, though, the
government hasbecome so desperatethat aslightly moreflexible
bureaucracy, theMinistry of I nternal Commerce, hasbeenallowed
toset up*“demandand supply markets’ at which sellersset prices;
the relation of the two kinds of marketsis somewhat like that of
regular schoolsto charter schools. A government supervisor at
one neighborhood mer cado boasted to methat hismarket did 30
million pesosin sales—over $1 million—Ilast year.

Onone Sunday morning, akilo of tomatoeswasgoing for eight
pesos, alemon or abunch of bananas for one peso. But onions,
which have been selling sluggishly at 12 pesos for a kilo, now
droppedtotenatonebooth, andasellerinaBenand Jerry’ sT-shirt
who identified himsdlf as “William, but not Clinton” was selling
onionsof thesamequality at thenext boothfor el ght pesos. | asked
William, “Why the difference in prices,” and he smilingly re-
sponded, “That's competition.” Why would anyone buy your
neighbor’ s onionsfor ten pesos when they could buy yoursfor
eight?“Hissignisat thefront, mineiscloseto the back. It would
beunjusttohavemy signexactly nexttohis.” Hmmm—thusfarand
no further. But even William's small step is a challenge to the
socialist status quo.

Sadly, the Presbyterian Church has been the prime sycophant
among thedenominationsthat make up the government-affiliated
Cuban Council of Churches; Hector Mendez, pastor of the First
Reformed Presbyterian Church of Havana (founded in 1906 by an
Americanmissionary), hasservedontheCCC' scentral committee.
Another reasonfor suspicionistheimmacul atel y-restored church
building that he proudly showsoff. Real churchesinHavanahave
junky chairs and broken windows, not dark wooden pews that
wouldfitonthe Philadelphiamainline. A third strikeishisboast
that “we arethefirst churchinthe country to haveawebsite’: In
Cubaittakesspecial permission, aswell ashigbucks, justtohave
accessto the Internet.

But Mendez suddenly looked at me hard with hissad, deep-set
eyesand said, “Not all pastorsare asthey appear. Do you know
what pleases me most about the past ten years?1n 1994 very few
people came to church for activities — transportation problems,
perhaps, blackouts. So | started going to different housesto set
upBiblestudies. Wenow have50Biblestudiesinhomes, eachwith
5-15people. Inall wehavemorethan400peoplestudyingtheBible
every week in 23 different places.”

Then he reviewed, apologetically, the history of the past 45
years. “ Thestatetook over all churchschoolsin 1961. Only 14 out
of 50 Presbyterianpastorsstayed. People, especially youngpeople
whowanted to continuetheir studies, werefearful .... | wasyoung
then and studying to be alawyer, but | saw churchesthat didn’t
have Bible studies and had no one to preach, so | entered
seminary....l didn'twanttobepalitical, | justwantedtohel ppeople
spiritually. Wedidwhat weneededtodotokeepthechurchesalive.
| went to a meeting in Peru in 1982 where people talked about
victories, and all | could say iswe teach the Bible and preach.”

He asked with a fixed stare like that of Coleridge’s Ancient
Mariner, “ Do you understand how important discretionishere?’
Eventhough hisPresbyterianchurchiswell-connected, “Wecan't
even give away clothing with a lot of publicity. You have to
understandthat for over 30yearsevery aspect of social servicehas
belonged to the government. When we distribute medicine or
glasses, we haveto bevery careful ... Wewould liketo do much
more. We want to be known as the church with Bible studiesin
homes and the church that hel ps people materialy aswell. We'll
take advantage of opportunities... | dream, but | keep my feet on
theground, and now, perhaps, abetter situationispossible. Doyou
understand?”’

Next month Dr Olasky discusses his conclusions about the
enigma of Cuba and offers some practical suggestions for indi-
vidualswho would liketo help.
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