After Castro

Cuban Catholics See many Opportunities and few Challenges
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HAVANA — One day before Tarcisio Cardinal Bertone, the Vatican’s Secretary of State, arrived in Cuba for a 6-day visit, Communist dictator Fidel Castro announced his political retirement.

The eighty year old Cuban president, who had ruled Cuba for 49 years, had earlier ceded control on an interim basis to his brother Raúl in 2006 following surgery for an intestinal ailment. Previous to that, Raul had been the number two man in the Cuban government.

So what will Fidel Castro’s permanent departure mean for the Church in Cuba?

“This is certainly a significant change for our country and our people, but we are taking the news very calmly,” said Msgr. José Felix Perez, spokesperson for the Cuban Conference of Catholic bishops.

“We are living this moment with serenity, unlike what people outside Cuba might think,” said Msgr. Perez. “As for any other event, the attitude of the Church is always that of confiding in God’s providence.  We know he has to rule.  We are very calm.  We’re saying this too shall pass.”

After years of lobbying, the website of the cuban government now gives official recognition to the church. The website is the one place on the internet one can see the impressive façade of the old Havanan Cathedral, Santiago del Cuba.

But Catholics outside Cuba who are familiar with the Cuban situation think significant opportunities and challenges are in store, especially after the Cardinal’s visit.

Father Joaquín Alliende, the spiritual director of the international Catholic Charity Aid to the Church in Need, describes Castro’s resignation as “a great opportunity for the Church.” 

Aid the Church in Need has been providing significant financial help to the Church in Cuba.

Father wrote the Pullitzer winning book “United Together,” chronicling the joint efforts of cuban authorities and those charities in Cuba that were religious in their origin. He said it is time to end the “us versus them” mentality. He knew Castro when he was a teenager. 

“Eighty percent of the people I knew, aged eight to eighteen, were seriously devout Catholics,” he said. Now, he said, many in that age group are addicted to porno.

“The time has now come in which the vision of Pope John Paul II about Cuba could be fulfilled,” said Father Alliende. “[He] prayed that Christians might live according to their faith and those who had lost this faith might regain it.” 

The holy Roman pontiff mentioned Cuba in his 1999 postsynodal apostolic letter entitled Ecclesia in America.

Dr. James Towey worked with charities in U.S. President George W. Bush’s administration. Now, Mr. Towey is president of St. Vincent University in Pennsylvannia.

Dr. Towey said the coincidence of Archbishop Bertone’s visit with Castro’s resignation is “a special gift, since in this way Christians in Cuba will be able to better experience the support of Pope Benedict XVI.”

Dr. Towey, who once worked for Mother Theresa helped provide Stat-com software for hospitals in Cuba, allowing doctors there to get up-to-date information. He had provided the same softwhere for Mother Theresa’s order, the Sisters of Charity.

He provided Mother Theresa’s first email address. Today, he said, more than one million doctors use Statcom.

Political Dimension 

Expectations are even greater among political dissidents. 

In fact, since Castro handed over interim control of the country last year, signs have appeared that Cubans are hungry for change. 

In a February video, Cuban students were videoed grilling Ricardo Alarcon, the head of the National Assembly, on a range of government policies, mostly related to individual freedoms and the shortage of basic goods.  Alarcon is famous for wearing an I-Pod as he jogs. Students aren’t allowed them.

Last year, three military recruits took control of a passenger bus and rode into the Havana airport in an attempt to take over a Boeing 767, which activists saw as a sign of growing discontent.  Two children were hurt in the melee. An eight-year-old boy was injured and an infant who died was only two and a half. Scott Carson, chief executive officer of Boeing Co. became directly involved in the incident, though he was in Cheyenne, Wyo., at the time at a meeting of SPEEA (the Society of Professional Engineering Employees in Aerospace).
Cuba’s most prominent dissident, Oswaldo Payá Sardiñas, founder and leader of the Christian Liberation Movement and a Roman Catholic, said Castro’s retirement should mark the beginning of an era of freedom and reconciliation.

 “One man’s almost ten five-year terms of power has ended, and we have always said the successor of Fidel Castro should be the sovereign people,” Payá said in a statement. He called on Cuba’s National Assembly to “immediately work to transform the laws so that citizens may enjoy freedom of expression and of association, to transform election laws, hold free elections, and free peaceful political prisoners so that … in an atmosphere of reconciliation, the Cuban nation can begin a new phase in its life.”

He cited more free speech, human rights, and restriction-free travel as priorities.

The Church leadership in Cuba is far more restrained in its public comments.

In an interview broadcast by Cuba’s state-controlled radio, Jaime Cardinal Ortega of Havana praised the “slow but steady progress in the relationship with the government,” adding that “of course there is room for improvement.”

Eduardo Mesa, a Cuban exile who speaks only Spanish and runs the influential blog “Casa Cuba,” says the Cuban prelates have “nothing to be embarassed of, and should not be compared to other episcopates.”

Richard Maring knows the dangers of big change in Cuba. His mother fled the country in the ‘70s. He is the founder of Tribinium Corporation, a high tech company that seeks to develop programs to help Cubans adjust to life in the U.S.

“Castro will not be missed,” said Maring.

Cardinal Bertone, in an interview published the day before his arrival in Cuba by the Italian Catholic daily “L’Avvenire,” stressed that his visit was “ecclesial, not political.”

Speaking to the Cuban bishops on February 21st, Cardinal Bertone said that “a serious, regular and widespread pastoral work” must be revived.

“I cherish the hope that the celebration of the anniversary of John Paul II’s visit in this blessed land will help give new impulse to the relations between the State and the Catholic Church in Cuba, so that, in a spirit of mutual respect and understanding, the Church will be able to fully accomplish its mission, which is strictly pastoral,” the cardinal said.
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