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This was my first time going on an adult mission trip and my first time in Cuba. In the weeks 

before my trip, I was amazed at how little I knew about the country. As I read about the history of the 

country, the history of the Presbyterian Church in Cuba, and the current events and issues facing the 

country, I became even more excited to join with other members of our FPC team to learn how God is 

(and has been) at work in this amazing country. 

Immediately upon arriving, I began to see the wide array of emotions people felt about Cuba. 

When our plane landed on the runway in Havana, many people on the plane broke into applause. One 

member of our group sat next to a man who had tears streaming down his face as the plane landed. 

While I don’t know his story, over the next seven days I learned the stories of several Cubans, so I have a 

better understanding of the complexities of being Cuban. 

We were welcomed outside of the baggage claim area by our host, Dopico, the pastor of Dora E. 

Valentín Reformed Presbyterian Church of Cuba (IPRC). As I looked around, I saw a mixture of new, 

South Korean cars next to vintage, American-made cars from the 1950’s. The number of new cars 

significantly decreased as we departed the airport. I saw cars of all makes, models, and colors, but all 

were manufactured before 1960.  

We drove 90 miles to Varadero, Cuba – a town that sits on a very thin peninsula in the Mantazas 

province. At most places in the town, you can see the coast at any given moment. This is the community 

that Dora E. Valentín IPRC serves through worship and extensive outreach. As we arrived, members of 

the church welcomed us with a delicious meal and gracious accommodations—as they continued to do 

throughout our stay.  

 Over the next five days in 

Varadero, we saw some of the amazing 

things God is doing through the work of 

Dora E. Valentín IPRC. Each day we saw 

a variety of ministries and groups of the 

church, but one of the most meaningful 

to me was our meeting with the youth 

and young adults of the church. One of 

the 16-year-old girls knew both English 

and Spanish and graciously served as our 

translator during our time together. As a 

young adult (who also works with youth 

at FPC), it was moving to hear how 

similar our faith experiences are. We 

were really moved by their stories of 



their summer camp. Many people (including Pastor Dopico and his seminarian) had meaningful 

experiences there as youth. The summer camp is currently in need of extensive work and repairs, but 

you wouldn’t know it from the smiles and bright eyes covering everyone’s faces when they talked about 

it. Like most gatherings with youth, we shared lots of laughs! 

 A lot of activities happen at the church’s building, 

but “church” happens everywhere in the Varadero 

community! We visited ministries and partners of the 

church in a wide variety of places. We were able to watch 

the church’s baseball team practice and they invited our 

own Josh Rodriguez to play first base! We visited a daycare 

for seniors where we danced and laughed with elderly 

Cubans. Despite not being able to speak Spanish, I was 

reminded that dancing and laughter belong to no language!  

One evening we visited a house church led by one of 

the members of Dopico’s church. Dopico estimates that 

there are 25,000 house churches in Cuba. These gatherings 

allow people to worship with others in their neighborhood 

and become places of outreach to the unchurched. There 

were about 20  people, ranging from age 4-80, all 

worshipping together in one of the poorer communities 

outside Varadero. It was beautiful to see the way God was at 

work in this particular neighborhood as we heard their 

stories. 

Our last night in Varadero will forever be one of the 

most memorable experiences of my life. After dinner, 

members of the church gathered to worship, celebrate our 

trip and send us off. We worshipped, talked in small groups 

and then ended the night with a conga line and dancing to 

classic Cuba songs with toddlers, youth, adults and elderly 

people.  It was an incredibly joyful time together—a picture 

of what it will look like when we are all reunited in heaven.   

We spent our last two 

days in Havana, where we met with the pastor of First Presbyterian Church 

of Havana. He spoke of the history of the Presbyterian denomination in Cuba 

and gave a testimony of his 50 years as a Presbyterian pastor in Cuba. He 

described how church membership dropped significantly in the 1960s as 

people immigrated to the US. During this time of change, he was called to 

ministry and has served in the Cuban Presbyterian church since. He credited 

the survival of the Church in Cuba to elderly women who remained active in 



these diminishing congregations. They kept the flame burning until the Church was able to grow again. I 

found this story incredibly moving. In a time when it was difficult and inconvenient to be a Christian, 

these women kept their respective congregations alive; setting an example for the generations that 

followed them. Now, many of these congregations are packed every Sunday and filled with people of all 

ages and backgrounds. Hearing this story was such a testament to how God can use anyone, in any 

setting.   

 The most compelling thing on this trip 

was the enduring relationship between Dora E. 

Valentín IPRC and FPC Nashville. Several members 

of our group were on a repeat visit and our 

fearless leaders, Pam and Mike Shampain, have 

been on this trip 11 times. There’s incredible 

value in that consistency of relationship. The 

congregants know our church and we know them. 

When we first arrived in Varadero, I saw how 

joyful the members of both churches were to be 

reunited. While our respective countries are only 

now beginning to thaw icy relations, it was a 

powerful reminder of the unity we can find in the 

Body of Christ. While this was my first trip to Cuba, I hope it will be not be the last time I worship with 

the community at Dora E. Valentín IPRC. 

 

2016 Team Members: Connie Allen, John Allen, Rachel Davis, Cerrie Gammons, Ellie Pelaez, Wayne 

Pelaez,  Josh Rodriguez, Hal Sauer, Linda Sauer, Mike Shampain, Pam Shampain, Anne Stringham and 

Jack Stringham 

 


