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Purpose:  Denominational leaders and local church leaders wishing to explore mission 
opportunities in the Republic of Cuba will find it helpful to come to an understanding of the 
unique and complicated issues of such an undertaking.  Contemporary Cuban society, 
economics, politics, and religion are complex, multi-layered subjects.  Cuba has been described 
as a land of contrasts, an island of many secrets and much whispering.  My experiences in 
visiting Cuba over the past sixteen years have taught me that what I am seeing and hearing in a 
particular moment has many other faucets or layers of meaning requiring experienced 
interpretation. 

 
    Fifty years of the Castro regime’s Caribbean brand of Marxist Communism and its hostile and 
paranoid views of the United States have created a unique and complex setting in which to do 
Christian ministry.  Seeking to initiate mission projects in Cuba requires taking the time to 
research and learn as much as possible about the Cuban scene and to take care not to separate the 
subjects of its society, politics, economics and religion from each other. 
 
    From my own experience, observations and dialogue with others involved in mission 
activities, approaching mission work in Cuba would require a similar style as one would use in 
attempting the same in the People’s Republic of China. 
 
Background: A Thumbnail Historical Perspective - For almost five hundred years Cuba was  
ruled by Colonial Spain.  Following our war for independence from Great Britain, the newly 
founded and expanding United States looked at Spanish ruled Cuba with much envy and dreams 
of someday having it “fall into our hands like newly ripened fruit”. (James Madison)  Such an 
attitude has driven U.S. foreign policy toward Cuba for over two centuries. 
 
    The Cuban war for independence of 1898 was led by Jose Marti whom I call the George 
Washington of contemporary Cuba.  (Jose Marti was killed in one of the first battles of this war 
for independence.)  As the Spanish-American War was approaching victory for Cuba, The U.S. 
made its entry into the war with “Teddy” Roosevelt and his Rough Riders.  The goal of U.S. 
involvement was to  insure Spain would be defeated and to assert its influence in the 
establishment of a new Cuban government.  The United States had long feared a Cuba that 
would fall into the hands of a hostile nation.  Thus, establishing U.S. hegemony over Cuba was 
seen as in our best national interest. 
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    Jose Marti’s dream of a free and sovereign Cuba was soon dashed as the U.S. Congress 
adopted the Platt Amendment of 1903 which greatly limited the powers of a new Cuban 
government.  Even to this day young Cuban elementary students study and write essays on the 
impact of this power play over Cuba and its right to determine its own destiny.  
 
    From 1903 to the mid 1930’s the United States continued its heavy hand of hegemony over all 
aspects of the Cuban government. 
 
    If the name Fulgencio Batista sounds familiar it is because he was the infamous dictator that 
ruled Cuba for almost fourteen years.  Sgt. Batista, who in the mid 1930’s was an officer in the 
Havana police force, led a strike for better working conditions for the police.  This strike 
developed into a full blown revolution which was victorious over the U.S. supported Cuban 
system.  Almost immediately the new Cuban government headed by Batista abrogated the Platt 
Amendment.  For the first time in over 500 years Cuba was a free and sovereign nation! 
 
   Within in a matter of months the United States not only recognized the new government 
headed by Batista but reluctantly supported it with renewed trade agreements.  Unable to control 
who headed the new Cuban system, the U.S. found ways to pour funds into Cuba, and in time, 
bring Batista into the fold of Latin American dictators who catered to the needs of U.S. corporate 
and political interests.  Casinos run by U.S. mobsters sprang up in Havana like mushrooms.  
Within a few short years into the Batista regime, Meyer Lansky, a well known Las Vegas 
mobster boss, built the Riviera Hotel in Havana, the site of many annual mafia meetings. 
 
    Havana soon became the playground for U.S. citizens amidst widespread corruption.  Legal 
prostitution flourished catering to U.S. tourist.  At the same time, the gulf between those few in 
Cuba who profited from this corruption and the millions of Cubans living in stark poverty grew 
wider and deeper. 
 
    Where were the Christian churches during this tragic  period of Cuban history?  The Catholic 
Church virtually went to bed with the Batista regime,  choosing to accept the good graces of 
Batista and the perks that went with such graces.  One of those  perks saw Batista place parking 
meters in the most popular tourist areas of Havana and handing the profits from them to the 
Catholic Church leaders. 
 
    Protestant churches, though small in number, did little at the time to speak out against the 
corrupt and brutal Batista regime. 
 
    Though length and time will not allow this document to go into the depth I would prefer, one 
can see how a young, charismatic lawyer at the University of Havana named Fidel Castro had 
been provided a stage for revolution.  The rest, one could say, is history! 
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   We can debate ‘til the cows come home’ why, or when did the Castro-led revolution turn to 
Marxist Communism and its socialist system as the form of government for a new and 
independent Cuba.  For whatever the reason(s), this system remains in control of Cuba. 
 
   I would like to make the readers aware of a prominent Cuban revolutionary hero by the name 
of Frank Pais.  Frank was born in the First Baptist Church of Santiago de Cuba.  His father was 
the pastor of this church.  He grew up in the Baptist church and later not only taught at a Baptist 
Secondary School, but became the pastor of a small Baptist mission in the town of El  
Caney where he met his fiancé, America. 
 
    Frank’s legacy regarding the 1959 Cuban revolution is an amazing story.  By the age of 23 
Frank Pais had gained a reputation as a superior organizer and an articulate, charismatic speaker 
and leader which caught the attention of Fidel Castro.  Later, Fidel assigned Frank to the position 
of the head of the Revolutionary July 26th Movement in all of Cuba.  Frank Pais was murdered 
by Batista police after his hiding place had been revealed.  The day following Frank’s murder, 
60,000 people went to the streets of Santiago de Cuba to join Frank’s mother and his fiancé, 
America, in their funeral procession to his grave site. 
 
    Many Protestants, including Baptists, Methodists and Presbyterians supported the Cuban 
revolution of 1959.  Yet, when Castro assumed full power, he began to imprison many 
clergymen whom he viewed as a part of the problem regarding the corrupt system that had been 
in power under Batista.  One of the protestant pastors imprisoned by the new Cuban regime was 
a Baptist, the Rev. Raul Suarez.  Today, Rev. Suarez is the Director of the Martin Luther King 
Center for Peace and Justice  in Havana.  In addition, Rev. Suarez is a non-Communist member 
of Cuba’s National Assembly.  His current status in Cuba is testimony to the complex and often 
misunderstood reality of Cuba! 
 
    I will leave it up to the reader of this document to refresh their knowledge of the many 
confrontations between the U.S. and the Castro regime including the Bay of Pigs, the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, the Elion Gonzales confrontation not to mention the 8 or 9 attempts by various 
U.S. administrations to have Castro assassinated!  One might also want to research The U.S. 
Embargo against Cuba, the impact of the Helms/Burton legislation and the Cuban Adjustment 
Act. (Wet foot/Dry foot) It is my firm belief that at least an elemental knowledge and 
understanding of contemporary Cuban history is essential to an effort to begin Christian 
mission projects in the Republic of Cuba. 
 
 

BEGINNING THE JOURNEY 
 

1.) Discuss the viability and interest of your community of faith in exploring a church 
partnership or mission projects in Cuba.  Involve key church leaders and mission leaders 
in your congregation in giving prayerful and informed consideration to this possibility.  
(You might wish to have someone with experience with this issue come to your church or 
group and make a presentation and to answer questions that arise.) 
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2.) It is recommended your group make an initial trip to Cuba before making any solid 
commitment to enter into a partnership or conduct a mission project.  In deciding to make 
an exploratory trip to Cuba seek the input of respective Cuban denominational leadership, 
Baptist, Methodist, Lutheran, etc. seeking information as to where you and your church 
would be most useful to them.  Next, set a date for your visit.  Generally, allow a 
minimum of four months in advance to prepare for the trip.  Seven days for the trip is a 
good time frame to calendar, allowing one day to travel to Cuba, five days in Cuba, and 
one day to return home. 

 
3.)  The next step would be to work with your contacts in Cuba to establish a daily agenda 

and to plan for ground transportation, lodging and meals. 
 

4.) Once the above steps have been taken you are ready to apply for the U.S. government’s 
Office of Foreign Assets Control Cuba Travel License.  The application for this permit 
must contain precise information including your anticipated daily agenda in Cuba and the  
purpose of this visit.  This process can take up to six weeks.  At the same time you will 
need to have your Cuban church contact  person apply to the Cuban government’s 
Ministry of Religious Affairs for a Cuba Religious Visitor’s Visa.  This process can take 
up to three months and will cost $85 per visa.  * I would strongly encourage your group 
to seek the assistance of an experienced Cuba traveler in filing these applications with the 
respective governments.  *The Cuban government does not allow religious groups to 
come into Cuba with a Tourist Visa to do religious activities. Some groups and 
individuals have found this out the hard way. 

 
 

5.) Make airline reservations.  Direct flights to Havana, Cuba, can be obtained from Miami, 
Los Angeles, and New York via U.S. licensed charter flight companies. Should you 
travel direct to Cuba from the U.S., the charter flight company will not take your 
reservations without a copy of your Cuba Travel License!  A R/T ticket from Miami will 
be about $460.  Flights to Havana and other cities in Cuba can be booked from Nassau, 
Cancun, Toronto and Montreal.  Upon your return home, U.S. Immigration will need to 
see a copy of this license from each team member including a letter from your church 
authorizing each team member to use the license for travel to Cuba. 

 
6.)  It is highly recommend that beginning several weeks before departure for Cuba, your 

group hold a series of team building and orientation sessions.  This time should be used 
to review contemporary Cuban history, its society and its religions.  It would be wise to 
learn a few key phrases in Spanish as well as certain social customs to observe and 
respect.  This also is a time for the team members to bond and to spend time  in prayer. 
 
Note:  Generally, the cost of a 7 day trip to Cuba, including r/t airfare, housing, meals 
and domestic ground transportation, will cost $1,400. 
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The Cuban Council of Churches 
 

Founded in 1941 as the Cuban Council of Evangelical Churches, it later became the 
Cuban Ecumenical Council, and in 1995 the Cuban Council of Churches. 
 
Basis:  The Cuban Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches, ecumenical groups, 
and other ecumenical organizations which confess Jesus Christ as Son of God and Savior, 
according to the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, and seek to respond to 
their common calling, to the glory of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
 
Member Churches: Apostolic Church of Jesus Christ, Christian Pentecostal Church, 
Church of Christ, Church of God, Church of the Friends (Quakers), Church of the 
Nazarene, Episcopal Church (Anglican), Evangelical Church of the Lutheran Confession, 
Fraternity of Baptist of Cuba, Free Baptist Convention, Free Evangelical Church, Global 
Mission Church, Methodist Church, Missionary Church of God, Pentecostal Church of 
God, Presbyterian-Reformed Church, Rural Brotherhood Church, Salvation Army. 
 
Observer Members:  Open Bible Church, World-wide Missions, and Greek Orthodox 
Church. 
 
Fraternal Associates:  Autonomous Bethel Church, Church of the Moravian Brethren in 
Cuba, Hebrew Community of Cuba, International Community of Cuba, Pentecostal 
Church of Sovereign Grace of Cuba, United Church, and Yoga Association of Cuba. 
 
*The Council of Churches of Cuba is affiliated with the Commission on World Mission 
and Evangelism of the World Council of Churches. 
 
 

           
            About the Author and Cuba Pilgrim, Edward “Ned” Walsh:  

 
I have been traveling to Cuba for the past 16 years and have ventured from one end of 
this island nation to the other.  Currently, I am a member of Sharon Baptist Church, 
Smithfield, NC, which has established a partner church relationship in the Cuban 
province of Ciego de Avila. 
 
During the fall semesters of 1995 and 1996 I taught U.S. History at the University of 
Matnazas, Cuba.  In December of 2000 I served as a consultant to the North Carolina 
Department of Agriculture in making its first Agribusiness visit to Cuba.  In 2004, I led 
representatives of my local Habitat for Humanity affiliate to Cuba to explore the 
possibility of a project in Cuba and a partnership with the 1st Baptist Church of Matanzas, 
Cuba. 
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I stand ready to assist any church, humanitarian, or educational group wishing to explore 
the possibility of travel to and conducting projects in the Republic of Cuba. 
 
My email address is nedward425@embarqmail.com and my home phone number is 919-
936-0498.  Mailing address:  457 Madison Avenue 
                                               Princeton, NC 27569 
 
 

Attachments 
“Baptists in the Republic of Cuba” 

 
“Religion and Human Values in Cuba Today”  by Margret Nell Johnston 

 
“Background Information on Cuba’s Protestant Churches” 

Prepared by the National Council of Churches 
 

“2009 Report on International Religious Freedom – Cuba” 
Published by United States Department of State 

 
“Fidel’s Final Victory”  by Julia Sweig, 2007 
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“Hasta Siempre” 
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