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Andrea Rodriguez Associated Press

H AVANA — Fidel Castro’s govern-
ment sent the Rev. Juan Francisco
Naranjo to two years of work camp

in the 1960s for preaching the Gospel in a
Cubawhere atheismwas lawand the faithful
were viewed as suspect. For years, Naranjo’s
church was almost abandoned, with just a
handful of people daring to attend services.
Naranjo died in 2000, but on a recent

Sunday his William Carey Baptist Church
was packed and noisy. Government doctors
treated disabled children at a clinic inside.
A Bible study group discussed Scripture in
one corner of the building before a service
attended by 200 of the faithful.
“In the 1960s, the few brothers and sisters

who came here had to hide their Bibles in
brown-paper covers,” said Esther Zulueta, a
57-year-old doctor. “It’s night and day.”
Trump administration officials have said

religious freedom is one of the key demands
they will make of Cuba when they finish
reviewing former President Barack Obama’s
opening with the island. Outside groups
have accused Cuba of repressing the grow-
ing ranks of evangelicals and other Protes-
tants with acts including the seizure of hun-
dreds of churches across the island, followed
by the demolition ofmany.
An Associated Press examination has

found a more complicated picture. Pastors
and worshippers say Cuba is in the middle
of a boom in evangelical worship, with tens
of thousands of Cubans worshipping unmo-
lested eachweek.
While the government now recognizes

freedom of religion, it doesn’t grant the
right to build churches or other religious
structures. It has demolished a handful of
churches in recent years, but allowed their
members to continue meeting in home
sanctuaries. And like the Roman Catholic
Church, the island’s dominant denomina-
tion, evangelical churches have begun pro-
viding social services once monopolized by
the Communist government.
“There’s a revival of these churches, of the

most diverse denominations in the coun-
try, and all of them are growing, not just in
the number of members, but in their capac-
ity to lead and act in society,” said Presby-
terian pastor Joel Ortega Dopica, president
of Council of Churches of Cuba, an officially
recognized association of 32 Protestant
denominations. “There is religious freedom
in Cuba.”

Clergy and academics say Cuba’s 11 mil-
lion people include some 40,000 Method-
ists, 100,000 Baptists and 120,000 mem-
bers of the Assemblies of God, which had
roughly 10,000 members in the early 1990s,
whenCubabeganeasing restrictions onpub-
lic expressions of religious faith. The church
council estimates there are about 25,000
evangelical and other Protestant houses of
worship across the country. About 60 per-
cent of the population is baptized Catholic,

with many also following Afro-Cuban syn-
cretic traditions such as Santeria.
Naranjo was part of that opening. After

the work camp, he returned to a church
whose worshippers were barred from many
state jobs. A thaw began in 1984 when visit-
ing American civil rights activist Jesse Jack-
son stunnedCuba by taking Fidel Castro to a
Protestant church service. In 1990, Naranjo
was among a group of pastors who met with
Castro to push for a greater freedom, and

ownchurchworked onbuilding ties between
religious groups and the Communist Party.
The opening culminated in the 1998 visit

of Pope John Paul II, which led to new liber-
ties for Catholic andProtestantworshippers.
The Cuban constitution now recognizes

freedom of religion, but is silent on church
construction. In a system where the gov-
ernment has long monopolized public life,
virtually all activities are presumed illegal
unless the law says otherwise. Authorities in
some areas have prohibited new churches.
The London-based advocacy group Chris-

tian Solidarity Worldwide issued a report
alleging the Cuban government commit-
ted 2,380 violations of religious liberty in
2016,most linked to the declaration of 2,000
Assemblies of God churches as illegal, with
1,400 in process of confiscation.
Religious freedom advocates cite the

cases of Juan Carlos Nunez, a minister in
the Apostolic Movement in the city of Las
Tunas,and Bernardo de Quesada, in the city
of Camaguey, as examples of religious per-
secution.
Both men said the government demol-

ished churches they built in the yards of
their homes because they were constructed
without permits. Both continue leading ser-
vices inside their homes, where hundreds of
worshippers gather eachweek.
“They tolerate me, but they don’t accept

me,” de Quesada said. “I’m not shutting up
or leaving. We have passion, and no one will
stop us.”

Evangelical churches
BOOMING IN CUBA

Worshippers sing during theMarch 19 service atWilliamCareyBaptist Church inHavana. Evangelical churches have begunproviding social
services oncemonopolized by the Communist government. Desmond Boylan, AP

But tensions
linger despite
new religious
freedom

DouglasKindschi Director,
Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

Jonathan Sacks has pointed out that the
20th centurywas dominated by the politics

of ideology. The battle between two universal ideologies,
communism vs. capitalism, dominatedmuch of the polit-
ical landscape. The debate was aboutwhich political and
economic systemwas best. Various identities came together
in a “melting pot” working to bring some sense of coherence
to our lives and communities.
The 21st century, however, is about the politics of iden-

tity, Sacks claims. Today there is aminimumof shared
identity, and the resulting division tends toward polariza-
tion in our political as well as religiousworld. Some refer to
this as a reemergence of tribalism. In his latest book, “Not in
God’s Name: Confronting Religious Violence,” Sacks argues
that this tribal approach is built into our biology.While we
inherit our genes fromour individual father andmother,
we survive not as individuals but as groups.We need fami-
lies and communities and identificationwith our “tribe,” all
historically necessary to survival.
The issue of identity and its potential conflict takes form

in a playwritten byMuslimnovelist and playwright Ayad
Akhtar. “Disgraced”was first performed in Chicago and
then inNewYork City, where it played on Broadway and
received a Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 2013. It has been per-
formed inmany other cities in the past few years, includ-
ing in Europe in translation. It is now being presented by
Actors’ Theatre in GrandRapids and is in its second and

final week.
The tensions emerging from identity

and tribalism can take place even among
the sophisticated society of NewYork City,
which is the setting for the action involv-
ing two couples at a dinner party. The char-
acters include aMuslim attorney and his
Caucasian artist wife, and a coworker in the
law firmwho is African-American and her
Jewish husbandwho is an art promoter.
What begins as a celebration soon exposes
racial, ethnic, and religious prejudice that
becomeswhat one reviewer calls a “combus-
tible powder keg of identity politics.”
The author, born in America to immi-

grant parents, describes how religion has
become an identitymarker,more import-
ant than ethnicity or nationality. Since 9/11,
“folks get labeled ‘Muslim’ nomatter where
they’re from,” Akhtar said in an interview in
Guernicamagazine. He continued:
“If you areMuslim, then that is part of it,

but here’s the complicating factor forme:
growing up, the only part ofmy identity that
matteredwas beingMuslim, and I knew
that. Being Pakistani was not as important
as beingMuslim. So the black guywhom I
metwho’s aMuslim, I’mmuch closer to him
than the Christian Pakistani guywho ismy
dad’s friend.We have a closer bond. This

was innate tome as a kid.”
As I watched the performance at Actors’

Theatre, the increasing separation and divi-
sion in our society, which seems to be reas-
serting a tribalmentality, was disturbing.
The theatre asked the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute to lead “talkback” sessions follow-
ing each performance, and it was in this
discussion that I sensed real hope that this
division is not the directionwe have to go.
There are still many peoplewhowant to

affirm the basic humanity of all people as
well as the fundamental principle of reli-
gious freedom. Our efforts to reach out to
all religious groups and find that common-
ality are not in vain, but ismore needed
than ever. Wemay not hear it on the news
or fromour leaders, but there is indeed a
yearning for an alternate narrative.
Wemay not be able to remove all tribal

loyalties, andwewill not likely all agree on
politics or religious truth. We can, however,
see that personwho does not look likeme,
dress likeme, vote likeme, or worship like
me as someonewith human dignity and to
be treatedwith respect. Theymay not be in
my image, but we can see them as created in
God’s image.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INSIGHT

Finding an alternative to identity politics
Actors’ Theatre
“Disgraced”

Performances and Talk-
backs: 8 p.m. Thursday, Friday
and Saturday

Location: Spectrum Theater,
160 Fountain St. NE, Grand
Rapids

Information and discount
code at: interfaithunderstand-
ing.org

Sunday service lets out at FuenteDeVida Church inHavana.While the government now
recognizes freedomof religion, it doesn’t grant the right to build churches or other religious
structures. It has demolished a handful of churches in recent years. Desmond Boylan, AP
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