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I don’t remember ever saying aloud from this pulpit or silently thinking to myself or 
whispering under my breath, the words, “I wish I was not here today.”  

Countless times I have stepped into this pulpit with a heart heavy with grief, trying to 
manage anxiety pounding in my soul knowing that I must speak to a hurting congregation, 
aware that I had not convinced all of our members or neighbors that love is primal, knowing 
that the sermon that I felt compelled to preach would be controversial, aware that I must 
deliver a sermon on this occasion while battling with depression, and watching some 
congregants mistake words of biblical morality for poisonous partisan politics.  Those times 
have never been easy. But never, not even then, have I not wanted to be in this pulpit on 
Sunday morning. 

Regularly I have said to you that there is nowhere else I would rather be on a Sunday 
morning than in this pulpit.  For me the place where I am standing is holy ground, a place where 
only truth must be spoken. Every time I have stood in this pulpit, I have been aware that not to 
tell all of the truth that I know on a subject is an abomination to God and a dangerous form of 
betraying a congregation.  This pulpit is for me a place of confession as well as proclamation.  
So, as I begin the sermon for this morning, honest confession requires me to tell you that “I 
wish I was not here this morning.”  

 I realize that to share that truth with you is not very uplifting if not worse.  I was hesitant 
to make my confession the title of the sermon-- “The Worst Sermon Title Ever.” However, I 
thought if I said that you would give me a chance to explain my confession.  Please note, that I 
did not say today you will hear “The Worst Sermon Ever” only the worst sermon title ever.  Or, 
so I hope. 



Well over a year ago, Enmanuel Baptist Church in Ciego de Avila, Cuba, asked me to 
come to Cuba and deliver in their church a sermon celebrating the 25th anniversary of the 
partnership that exists between our two congregations.  I am glad that pastors Claire and 
Zachary, along with Craig and DH, are representing us there today on this festive occasion of 
celebration. But I do wish I was there. 

 Now, that does not mean that I am not honored to be here today to share in our time 
together insights into experiences that have made churches geographically far apart develop a 
bond with each other spiritually.  Twenty-five years ago, loaded with shoes, clothes, 
medications, and glasses collected by members of our church and badly needed by people in 
Cuba, four members of this congregation boarded a plane to Havana, where nervously we 
disembarked, slowly made our way through the process of immigration, and waited an hour or 
so while Cuban officials went through our luggage piece by piece.  Eventually, we met our hosts 
for the first time and crammed ourselves into an overloaded van that took us to Ciego de Avila 
dodging rumbling, old beat-up, open-air busses crowded with people for whom this was their 
only transportation. We carefully kept our eyes fixed on the road ahead filled with huge 
potholes as well as deep and wide ditches that had been washed out and made parts of the 
road nearly impassable.  

Partners in the Alliance of Baptists had told us of a church in Cuba that would be a good 
match for Northminster Church if we wanted to cooperate with that congregation in ministries 
that could be good for both congregations. The church in Ciego de Avila was led by two pastors 
each of whom was the marital partner of the other aided by good musicians and a congregation 
eager to be and do church. 

On our first night in Cuba, one of the pastors and I sat alone at a kitchen table and 
began talks about our churches forging a partnership.  Our conversation lasted long into the 
evening.  Noel Fernandez and I shared our problems, our histories, our visions, and the 
ministries that we could be doing together. “This is not a venture to get us money,” Noel said, 
“We want a partnership between equals. We have gifts to share with you that you don’t have, 
and you have gifts to share with us that we don’t have.”   

Noel and I shared in common the desire for a “holistic relationship”—a relationship that 
would involve not just an easy exchange of material gifts, but a sharing of spirits, visions, and 
ideas and a complete-as-possible partnership in mission, worship, fellowship, and ministry.  At 
that time, neither of us could anticipate the exact manner in which such high and 
comprehensive expectations could be realized, if, indeed, even a minimal realization of these 
expectations was possible.  Today, however, we know that with God’s help, the generosity of 
numbers of people, and careful planning, our highest hopes related to the partnership of our 
congregations have found fulfillment. Noel had a vision and wanted to work together to see it 
fulfilled. 

On that evening a quarter of a century ago, I knew that I had a new friend from whom I 
could learn.  Noel is blind.  Shortly after the Revolution, Noel lost his eyesight completely while 
confined to a work camp set up for pastors, homosexuals, and other people considered 
unimportant in the advancement of the Revolution. None of it slowed him down or robbed him 
of motivation. Noel has been a model minister for Enmanuel as well as a pioneer who has 



started at least four other churches in surrounding communities and touched in many ways 
other churches around the world. My love for Noel and his wife Ormara is filled with admiration 
and wonder. 

On our first trip to Cuba, Craig, DH, and I were housed in the Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Center which had no air-conditioning to cool us under the hot June sun. Because the 
government rationed almost everything, we never knew whether or not we would have 
electricity. Watermelons were the most prolific snacks available to us, though the first time we 
gathered around the table to eat the melons, literally we could barely see the red color of the 
fruit because of the covering of a tablecloth made of black flies. Pictures of heroic 
revolutionaries were painted on the side of the outdoor bathrooms. Why would we ever want 
to come back there? The people, the people. 

Enmanuel Church and Northminster Church shared an amazing number of parallels. 
Both congregations had lost their spiritual homes for the same reasons. After Ormara disagreed 
with the biblical interpretation of the pastor of her church, she was dismissed from 
membership in that church and told she likely would not go to heaven. People who had been 
long time friends in the Baptist community, condemned Enmauel’s insistence on the equality of 
men and women in the church. Enmanuel welcomed everybody into its fellowship—
everybody—members of the LGBTQ community, members of the Communist party, visitors 
who other churches called “not our kind of people.” 

The divide between Cuban Baptists was prompted by a sermon preached by one of its 
leaders in the Baptist movement—Adelberto Ceullar—who was charged with heresy.  After 
reading words attributed to Jesus in the text from the gospels that we read earlier in the service 
today—the time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand—Adelberto said this text is being 
fulfilled in Cuba. A storm erupted immediately. The conservative Baptists saw Christianity as a 
religion for the future—some would say “in the sweet by and by.” More progressive Baptists 
understood Christianity as a present reality in which the words of Jesus related to every 
moment of our lives now.  

The schism in the Baptist community was difficult. Ormara became physically ill. But the 
people in Enmanuel, including Ormara, never considered not moving full speed ahead.  Life 
looks very different when we embrace the words of Jesus—the kingdom of God is at hand—and 
the counsel of the wisdom literature—without a vision, people perish. 

One day in Cuba, Noel and I took a long walk together.  Suddenly he stopped. “Do you 
hear that bird?” he asked. I did not. He heard a bird singing. With Noel’s encouragement, I 
looked more closely into the trees overarching us and listened more intently to the sounds 
around us. I never did see the bird, but I heard and enjoyed its beautiful music. That whole 
experience was sort of a parable.  Across the years, Noel had compensated for his loss of sight 
by developing great sensitivity in his hearing. 

Reflecting on that moment, I began to wonder what I was missing in life—insensitively 
and imperceptibly moving past sights and sounds as if they were not there—the music and the 
voices, the beauty and the visions.   



God-given wisdom is close to us for our well-being. Our church, like me, can benefit 
immensely from hearing about the Cubans in the Enmanual Church. The list of lessons from 
Enmanuel is far too long for me to share with you this morning, but here is a part of it. 

At the top of the list of lessons is Enmanual Church’s reckless generosity. The people in 
that congregation have consistently shared with others when they did not have enough of what 
they were sharing for themselves. Meal times with members of the church in Cuba are 
enjoyable.  However, as visitors, we quickly learned that we had to be careful of what we said 
about the food. When the Cuban people heard an affirmation such as “That’s a wonderful dish; 
I could eat that every meal” they tried to provide the food we praised even when their families 
had none of what they had served us.  

For most people in Cuba, food is not plentiful anytime. Periodically the island 
experiences severe shortages even of their staple foods—red beans and rice.  I learned that 
scarcity does not prohibit generosity.  Sharing with others is every bit as important as taking 
care of ourselves. 

Faith. Worship in Enmanuel Church is a vibrant, thoughtful and prayerful celebration of 
faith.  Diverse people gather for worship.  The windows to the sanctuary open right on to the 
street so that people passing by the church feel welcome to walk in and be a part of the 
congregation.  Frequently members of the Communist Party or people who have no 
relationship with religion attend worship services there.  The congregation is radically 
welcoming. 

 Enmanuel members value the life of the church as a gathering place, a place to work, a 
place to worship, a place to keep clean, a place to welcome others, and a place to go when 
laughing or crying, questioning or praying. Enmanuel Church reaches out to other Christians 
and to people of other faiths. Ormara was a significant figure attending the World Conference 
on Women held in China in 1995 and more recently the leader who helped bring together and 
write materials for the World Day of Prayer.  Both Noel and Eduardo, the pastor now, have 
been important leaders in the Cuba Council of Churches.  Noel has traveled all over the world 
helping the World Council of churches develop ministries for disadvantaged people. 

 Enmanuel Church values a comprehensive understanding of faith. Thankfully, they 
understand that faith is not just something one believes or talks about; faith is something one 
does; faith is best exhibited when acting to change the world or a neighborhood or a person for 
the better.  

 Citizenship, democracy, and freedom. Getting to know Cuba has positively impacted and 
expanded my understanding of all three. The Cuban Christians I have met choose to support 
their government and try to affect changes within it rather than demonize their government 
even when they are enduring major hardships because of their government. It is precisely the 
embodiment of the teachings of the earliest Christians who prayed for their government and 
obeyed its laws despite the government’s meanness and governmental leaders’ opposition to 
their faith.   

   After spending times in Cuba and other habitats of authoritarianism, I am filled with 
gratitude for democracy and fearful of current attacks that weaken democracy. I am well aware 



that a lack of democracy threatens freedom, but it does not prohibit a vital Christianity and the 
practice of biblical civility.  Now I know that one does not have to live in a democracy to be a 
part of a church with integrity and vital spirituality.  Never have I left the shores of Cuba that I 
have not had the sickening feeling that I am going home to a land that is free and my dear 
friends remain in a land where freedom is always in question.  

Cubans understand the importance of religious freedom with levels of depth and 
gratitude that are missing in the United States.  They know the importance of religious freedom 
for minority religions being as free as majority religions because they are among the minority. 

On several occasions in Cuba I had the privilege of participating in in-depth 
conversations with religious and political leaders there. I remember well a vigorous civil debate 
with a leader of the Communist Party in Ciego de Avila.  A quiet dialogue with an old friend in 
Cuba is lodged in my mind.  Raul Suarez is the only minister who is a member of the Assembly 
of Cuba. We talked about religious freedom and the future of Cuba. I was reminded of the 
patience and skill with which he and colleagues have wrung an amazing amount of good out of 
a bad situation that easily could be worse.  After the Revolution, Raul and two colleagues began 
to work with Fidel Castro on the issue of religious freedom.  After months of interaction, they 
secured a change in the Cuban Constitution, removing atheism as a pillar of the Communist 
Party so that Communists who were Christians could serve in the churches and Christians could 
participate in the Communist Party and serve in the government.  They were able to add a 
provision on religious freedom to the Cuban Constitution. Many times, I have thought of the 
dynamic cooperation going on helpfully between Enmanuel Church and Communists and the 
ugly stand-offish, destructive battles in our land between Democrats and Republicans. As Raul 
and I parted with a tight hug, I could not help but ask: Where is such a passion for real religious 
freedom among us? We are willing to give away what people risk their lives to secure in Cuba.  
This weekend, as the world celebrates the 30th anniversary of the destruction of the divisive 
wall that separated East and West Berlin, we see Cuba as a land still not free but filled with 
people who claim their spiritual freedom.   

Courage. Courage is a word and a way of life related to everything I have mentioned as 
important. The courage of Cubans challenges me because our friends there are constantly faced 
by challenges. A few people drive 1959 cars that remain semi-operational. One afternoon I 
watched a man fix a car engine using sticks. Caring Cuban doctors with medical skills hopelessly 
watch patients die because of a lack of new medications and medical equipment. Politically-
motivated religious- extremists are now moving under the cover of a Christian fundamentalist 
identity while trying to destroy the historic churches in Cuba—Baptists, Methodists, Episcopal, 
and Catholic churches.  Many of these people, daring to call themselves “evangelicals,” are 
funded by intelligence arms of the U. S. government and are using religion in their efforts to 
overthrow the government of Cuba. They are paying pastors to join their movement. Major 
trouble is brewing. Thank God, churches like Enmanuel are vigorously protecting their integrity 
and faith courageously. 

 I must mention one other lesson and value that I have encountered on this island--
forgiveness. Forgiveness is a form of rebirth. I often have wondered how the people of Cuba 
could even like visitors from the United States. I am amazed by the reality that they actually 



love us.  People all across Cuba have lost family members needlessly because our nation has 
prevented the importation of items that could have saved the ill, allowed sight for people who 
cannot see, refused help in education and so much more.  We have lived peaceably with 
governmental leaders who still hold hostage our good friends without seeking to lift an 
embargo that has brought death, drought, and poverty under an embargo that most Americans 
cannot even remember why we seek to make life miserable for Cubans.  Yet, with stunning 
forgiveness, the Cubans welcome us.  

I have learned that faithful people don’t have to have good eyesight to see what is 
important.  I have learned that the rage of injustice from the past does not have to  

consume good people who inspire us to seek justice for others in the present.   

The first words I ever heard from an amazing man in the fellowship of Enmanuel, Jose 
Aurelio, who likes to be called “Tury,”— 

an artist, musician, and bold, award-winning journalist. He sang: 

Our night is very dark—extremely dark— 

     But there are stars in the sky. 

Though the stars are few, 

     They feed on spirituality. 

 I still wish I was in Cuba today, but I am so glad we could be together and talk about the 
church there and our church here and God’s people everywhere. 

I hear the music now. Noel taught me 

how to hear a bird singing that otherwise I might never have heard. Ultimately, I think our 
friends to the south will be alright. They have strong values.  I hope we will be alright as we 
continue trying to settle the war on values that will shape our future.   

Lyrics from the second hymn we sang this morning constitute my song and my prayer at 
the end of this sermon.  

O hear my song, O God of all the nations, 

A song of peace for their land and for mine. 

As we celebrate our partnership with Enmanuel Baptist Church, I am grateful for our 
church and for our friends in Cuba who have  

embraced the scriptures, translated them into actions, and encouraged us to do likewise:  

“the kingdom of God is at hand” 

“without a vision, people perish” 

Amen. 


