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WATERING SEEDS

WATERING SEEDS—A LAYMAN’S REPORT OF
RECENT VISITS TO CUBA, JULY 2012, JANUARY 2013

David Simpson*

Behold, A sower went to sow! . . . The seed is the Word of God. (Matthew

13:3 . . . Luke 8:11)

Jesus said, “The kingdom of God is like a man who scatters seeds on the

ground . . . The seeds sprout and grow, although the man doesn’t know

how.” (Mark 4:26,27)

Rocks jump and jitter,

Push surface roots.

Dreamed of clay and water,

Simmer up the shoots.

The levee breaks,

The Spirit shakes,

And something switches ON . . .

Running with abandon.

Rushing out . . . and gone . . .

There’s a new wild feeling dancing in the air

There’s a new wild everywhere . . .

Tony Dekker, “A New Wild Everywhere”

The flight from Toronto was brief, not much longer than the three hour bus ride to
my sister’s house in Windsor and maybe even a tad more comfortable. I had given
no thought to the fact that the short sleeve shirt I had worn to the airport would be
drenched in sweat within 20 minutes of disembarking from the plane.

“Man”… I thought to myself, wiping the sweat off my brow. “I forgot how hot it
gets down here in the summer.”

* Email address: dpsimpson@sympatico.ca
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It was July 27th, almost 10:00 p.m. and the lingering heat of the Caribbean sun,
long set, was still radiating out of the concrete walls and terrazzo floors of José
Martí International Airport. My carryon bag was heavy like the air; loaded up
with all the Latin editions of Swedenborg’s writings I could get my hands on in
the last month, packed in with all the other books by Swedenborg in English and
Spanish that would fit. The gaunt Cuban customs official motioned me over with
his head and asked me to open my bag. He browsed through the tightly packed
books, some fragile enough with age to fall apart.

“Are these all in Latin?” He asked in Spanish.
“Some are in English, some in Spanish” I explained.
“What are they about?”
“They are about spiritual and religious subjects.” I said.

With a curious expression he examined a Spanish edition of El Cielo y el Infierno
printed in Argentina with an introduction by Borges, bound in a blue leather
jacket made by an Ecuadorian woman living in Kitchener.

“What are they for?”
“They’re for my friend. He is a Professor of Latin and he’s going to translate them
into Spanish” I replied.

The official thumbed through the book and put it back in my carryon.

“Pase adelante” he said and nodded us through.

Vicky and I passed out of the low ceilinged customs enclosure into the open public
atrium of the Airport. I heard my name called and in seconds Douglas Calvo
Gaínza and his father Luis stepped forward to greet us. Luis had a bouquet of
flowers, pink gladiolas for Vicky. Douglas greeted me warmly, throwing his arm
around my shoulder.

“Amigo” He said with a broad smile.
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In that moment I felt as if all the hopes and frustrations, small victories and
embarrassing failures I had felt in the past four years carrying a burden had come
to a completion, a good ending. We stepped out into the Cuban night, luminous
with the glow of a Latin moon. “No,” I said to myself as I felt the expanded
atmosphere of a new place, an entire nation encompass me. “This is just the
beginning . . .’”

BRIEF SUMMARY

During the week of January 7th to 12th, 2013, a delegation from the New
Church conducted a conference consisting of a series of lectures and
discussion groups dedicated to the popularization of the life and work of
Emanuel Swedenborg in the Republic of Cuba. These lectures were com-
bined with ministerial work; preaching and performing baptisms in the
facility of the Episcopalian cathedral in Havana.

The lectures took place at four separate venues in two different cities.
Three of these venues were in Havana; namely (1) Higher Ecumenical
Institute of Sciences of Religions, (ISCRE); an adjunct institution of the
Ecumenical Theological Seminary in Matanzas (SET), (2) the University of
San Geronimo (USG); the center for historical and cultural studies affili-
ated with the University of Havana, and (3) the Center for Martisian
Studies (CEM), an institute dedicated to the editing and publishing of the
collected works of the Cuban patriot and philosopher José Martí. Presenta-
tions were also held in the Ecumenical Theological Seminary in the city of
Matanzas, being the fourth venue of the locations visited by the delega-
tion.

The delegation consisted of Reverend Göran and Josephine Appelgren
from Sweden, the Reverend David Lindrooth from the U.S.A, Professor
Anders Hallengren from the University of Stockholm and current titular
President of the Swedenborg Society in London, David and Vicky Simpson
from Toronto and Gunnar Borgsten, a retired physician and a longstanding
member of the Stockholm Society.
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A CONDENSED PROGRAM OF THE LECTURES1

1 See Appendix for the full program.

Other scheduled events Interspersed between the lectures included
meetings in Havana with Pastor Joel Ortega Dopico, President of the
Cuban Council of Churches and Dr. Reinerio Arce Valentín, the Rector of
the Ecumenical Seminary in Matanzas. Introductions were made with Dr.
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Esuebio Leal Spengler, Rector of San Geronimo University and the Histo-
rian of Havana, and Dr. Pedro Pablo Rodríguez López, President of the
Centro de Estudios Martianos (CEM), (Center of Martisian Studies).

Admittedly the preceding account of people and events, although
accurate and necessary for the record, does little to provide a good under-
standing of what really transpired in that country during that time. Being
honest, although I was a participant and a witness to each and all of these
events, the challenge of giving a thorough account of what really happened
in Cuba looms larger than my limited capacity to fully comprehend it still.

So many parallel and synergistic events took place on so many levels
and forums of encounter it would be vain to try to summarize it all in
terms of a set of fixed results. I think I am being fair when I say that our
delegation didn’t really know what to expect beforehand from these en-
counters. It is also fair and accurate to observe that the driving force
behind the conference itself, its conception, planning and execution, origi-
nated with the Cubans themselves, not us. We were their invited guests
and they wanted us there for a mutual purpose; to bring Swedenborg’s
teachings to the light in their country.

To give some account of how that purpose was achieved in the context
of all that happened, it is helpful to take a perspective view. As the
Reverend Lindrooth observed, “. . . we were able to witness and partici-
pate in what I believe is the founding of the New Church there . . . a
historical event . . . the birth of the New Church in Cuba . . . How does one
find words beyond the simple thought that this had to be the Lord’s
doing?”

Personally I believe David’s perspective is wholly accurate. It was a
historical event; the birth of the New Church in Cuba. Still we know that
any birth or emergence is preceded by a coming together of elements that
give rise to life. The inception of a church arises from a deep desire to know
and understand spiritual truths, accompanied by a charitable longing to share
those truths with others out of love for their spiritual welfare. These spiritual
forces stirring in the hearts and minds of earnest seekers after the Lord
come together, from which a gestation takes place, when something
switches on that gives rise to the forming and coming forth of a new
identity; the tender shoot of a new plant that surges from a seed in the
earth, emerging into the full potential of its being to follow the sun.
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What we observed in Cuba was the initial emergence of a new shoot, a
young plant that will no doubt become a strong tree, growing from seeds
that were planted in that country a long time ago. We were simply privi-
leged to water them. Maintaining the historical perspective and leaning
toward a deeper understanding, it is worthwhile to consider [at least some
of] the historical events in the causal chain that led to what we were
privileged to witness.

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

We all know about Swedenborg. Most of us couldn’t raise an eyebrow
if presented with the names of Leopold Calleja, Jørgen Andersen, Dionisio
De Lara Minguez or Luis A. Baralt. These men who have now long passed
on into the spiritual world played an important part in the unfolding of
our story. We might be familiar with the beloved Cuban patriot José Martí,
if only by name, and would likely be better acquainted with the figures of
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman. The American
transcendentalist’s admiration for Swedenborg and their explorations of
his teachings are well known. (Emerson’s chapter on Swedenborg taken
from his work Representative Men is the only portion of that work trans-
lated into Spanish.) But did you know José Martí by means of Emerson
and Whitman also professed a deep respect for Swedenborg, calling him a
mystic with an “oceanic mind.” In fact it was more than just admiration
that drew Martí to Swedenborg. As a poet, like Emerson, Whitman,
Baudelaire, and Octavio Paz, Martí found an ethical harmony in
Swedenborg’s doctrine of correspondences to counter “the mechanistic
and divisive rationalism of the Enlightenment” that distressed him. This
worldview, an expression of a vital wholeness between the celestial and
terrestrial realms, revealed to the imagination and nourished by
Swedenborg, remained central to Martí’s aesthetics and ethics. The point
to take from this, for now, is that a meaningful similitude exists between the
thought of José Martí and the teachings of Emanuel Swedenborg. To
continue following the links in the chain of our story we now need to jump
across the Atlantic from North America to Spain at the turn of the twenti-
eth century to meet Jørgen Andersen.
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Most of us would know little if anything about Jørgen Andersen, a
Norwegian national who after taking residence in Valencia, Spain, during
the late 1800s and early 1900s formed the Sociedad Swedenborg Española
(Spanish Swedenborg Society). Andersen worked tirelessly “Para establecer
y fomentar la Nueva Iglesia en Espãna.” (To establish and promote the
New Church in Spain). We can easily imagine that promoting the New
Church in Catholic Imperial Spain at that time period was no small ambi-
tion. At times Jørgen was the only member. Nevertheless Andersen pro-
duced Spanish translations of Heaven and Hell2 and a hefty abridgement of
True Christian Religion which were published in 1911. Throughout the
years of his continuing and ceaseless effort in Spain he also prepared,
printed and distributed a periodical called Heraldo de la Nueva Iglesia, (New
Church Herald) which was read in Argentina, Brazil, the Philippines,
Puerto Rico, and Cuba. Anderson in Spain, like Leopold Calleja in Mexico,
worked his entire life for the cause of the heavenly doctrines in the Spanish
language, practically without recognition, reward or visible result, but he
and Calleja were scattering seeds, sowing the seeds of love. Should we be
surprised if the seeds of love germinate, even a hundred years later or in a
way that no one expected? I suspect that Andersen and Calleja themselves
would be taken by surprise if they were able to witness their efforts
coming to fruition in this way, and of all places not in Spain or Mexico, but
in Cuba.

A BRIEF LOOK AT THE WRITINGS IN CUBA IN
THE MID-TWENTIETH CENTURY

By the 1930s and 1940s there was an active circle of Swedenborgians in
Cuba. At this point in our narrative we can introduce the names of Dionisio
de Lara y Minguez and Luis Alejandro Baralt. Dionisio de Lara Minguez
or “Dr. Lara” as he is still affectionately called became a voice in Cuban

2 The author is pleased to report that after obtaining a scan of Anderson’s 1911 translation
from the Swedenborg Library in Bryn Athyn in 2009 to put on the internet website
www.swedenborg.es in the hopes that a Spanish language publisher would avail themselves
of the manuscript and reprint it, such an event did occur. One hundred years after Anderson’s
translation first appeared it has been reprinted in Madrid in 2012. To my knowledge the first
printing was sold out. Andersen’s full text of La Verdadera Religión Cristiana (True Christian
Religion) also exists on the site.
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intellectual circles, writing regularly for philosophical journals. He was an
Episcopalian priest and taught at the Seminary in Matanzas. Luis Baralt
was a Cuban man of letters well known in cultural circles, principally the
performing Arts. Both men were, amongst unknown others, part of this
circle and it is not hard to envision that the group, if not seeded was at least
aided by the efforts of Jørgen Anderson; in as far as his Heraldo was
distributed in Cuba. In 1941, while in the United States, Dr. Lara obtained
a full set of Swedenborg’s writings which he placed in the Seminary
library in Matanzas. In 1945 he translated A Brief Exposition into Spanish
which was published by the Swedenborg Foundation. At that time Dr.
Lara engaged himself as a self-described “pastor-missionary of the Chris-
tian Church of the New Jerusalem in Cuba.” When Dr. Lara left Cuba for
the United States in 1960 he confided to a young protégé, Adolfo Ham
Reyes, regarding the writings of Swedenborg in the library at Matanzas,
“Do not lose these books, they are spiritual gold.” Adolfo Ham eventually
became the President of the Cuban Council of Churches and never lost the
interest in Swedenborg’s revelation implanted in him by his mentor and
teacher Dr. Lara.

Luis Baralt, who assumed a professorship at Southern Illinois Univer-
sity (Carbondale) in his later years, also retained his lifelong affection for
Swedenborg’s writings, editing and writing the introduction to Thomas
Spiers’ translation of John Spalding’s Introduction to Swedenborg’s Religious
thought in 1968, a year before he died in 1969. Luis Baralt’s father, also
named Luis and also a man of considerable reputation, was without
question a Swedenborgian, a fact plainly attested to by those who knew
him. The interesting connection here is that Baralt’s mother, Blanche
Zacharie de Baralt, a Swedenborgian like her husband, was a personal
friend of José Martí. In fact it was Martí who held the honour as Best Man
at Luis Sr. and Blanche’s wedding. Blanche Baralt is the author of a
memoir entitled El Martí que yo Conocí” (The Martí that I knew) published
in 1945. This well-loved work is maintained in print under the auspices of
the Centro de Estudios Martianos in Havana and considered obligatory
reading by students and admirers of Martí’s life and work.

Earlier mention was made of Leopold Calleja, the Mexican physician
who devoted most of his life to the translation of Swedenborg’s writings
and other efforts to establish the New Church in Mexico. It is unknown if
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Andersen and Calleja had contact or dealings with each other, although
their lives and passions followed parallel paths. In the cause of Spanish
translations of the Writings, Calleja appealed to his American friends in
1930 in a simple, laying-out of the facts that he hoped would be irresistible
when he wrote:

Think of so many people submerged into the darkness of ignorance about

the Lord and His Heavenly Doctrines . . . that for this cause they are

enshrouded in evils (and) of the power of the Doctrines for removing

those evils in the hearts of men. Don’t you think it is worth it to support

it?

To my sensitivities, Calleja’s appeal would have resonated in com-
plete harmony with Andersen’s dedication to his calling, and we would
do well to hear anew this echo from the past that is once again reverberat-
ing at our door. We would do well also to take whatever we can from the
efforts and the example of these men who persevered in the service of the
Lord’s coming against discouraging obstacles. I believe the Lord has seen
to it that nothing was, or will be in vain. Andersen’s and Calleja’s work
and voices are once again revived in the service of “so many people” for
whom they felt such great compassion.

We can picture from these simple relations that beginning in the early
twentieth century Swedenborg’s teaching and influence began to be seri-
ously felt in the Spanish speaking world, leaving a marked impact on
notable figures particularly in Cuba, who themselves became influential
and admired by those who knew them in the spheres of their contribu-
tions. Dr. Lara: in the arena of religious and philosophical studies; The
family of Luis Baralt: in the Arts, and in the person of José Martí, a
philosopher poet statesman beloved by an entire nation that has rever-
ently installed his life and work as a pillar of its constitution.3 Each one of

3 The Cuban Constitution evokes José Martí five times, three times in the preamble and
twice in the Articles dealing with Political, Social, and Economic Principles of the State and
Education and Culture. The Preamble closes with the following statement: . WE DECLARE:
our will that the law of laws of the Republic be guided by the following strong desire of José
Martí, at last achieved; “I want the fundamental law of our republic to be the tribute of Cubans
to the full dignity of man.”
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these distinct religious, cultural, and political/social currents carry strong
elements of Swedenborg’s message in them. I am careful here not to imply
that Marti was a professed devotee of Swedenborg. This should not be
inferred. Only that Martí was influenced by the Writings, particularly the
doctrine of correspondences and possibly in other as yet unknown ways,
and that he was further influenced by men who themselves were capti-
vated by Swedenborg’s message. But that fact, as a fact, is still important.
This “connection” offered an unexpected opportunity to speak about
Swedenborg to a wider audience in Cuba, as we shall see.

WHY DID WE GO TO CUBA?

In the year 2008 a number of New Church people interested in pro-
ducing Spanish translations of the Writings were drawn together by this
common cause. Where to begin and how to muster the human and mate-
rial resources to accomplish such a monumental undertaking were ques-
tions to which no simple answers could be found. Notwithstanding the
enormity of the task, the logical first step was to gather all the material that
had already been produced. At this point the hand-typed Calleja manu-
scripts were found. Andersen’s translations which had already been printed
in Spain were rediscovered and scanned into digital files. Several previ-
ously published collateral works were reclaimed, such as Spalding’s
Introducción al Pensamiento Religioso de Swedenborg (Introduction to
Swedenborg’s Religious Thought); The Essential Swedenborg compiled by
Sig Synnestvedt and translated into Spanish as Testigo de lo Invisible (Wit-
ness to the Invisible); Helen Keller’s Luz en Mi Oscuridad (Light in My
Darkness). A Downloadable PDF print-ready file of Andersen’s transla-
tion of El Cielo y el Infierno (Heaven and Hell) was also prepared.

The material, though fragmented, was substantial enough to populate
a website that would serve as a solid introduction and thereby accomplish
the widest and most direct distribution of Swedenborg’s Writings and
ideas to people who up to now have had virtually nothing. From its
inception, www.swedenborg.es, although a purely amateur effort, has
hosted 63,000 bona fide (non-bounce) visitors, of which 16,000 are return-
ing. The website provides an opportunity for visitors to submit comments
or ask questions via email. I can report that all sincere comments I have
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received have been very positive, some were especially moving and in
almost all cases the gratitude and the hunger for more was palpable.

On June 26th, 2012 I received a message from a young man writing
from Havana. This is the first contact I had with Douglas Calvo Gaínza
(42), a teacher of ancient history and languages (Latin and Greek) in the
Higher Institute of the Science of Religion (ISCRE). What impressed me to
the point of puzzlement was how much Douglas already knew about
Swedenborg and his teachings. After several exchanges which included
Douglas’s offer to translate Swedenborg directly from Latin into Spanish, I
knew I had to go to Havana with Latin editions of Swedenborg’s Writings
for Douglas to work from. We arrived (my wife Vicky, a Peruvian and
native Spanish speaker and I) together in Havana in the high heat of a
particularly oppressive July. Within days we were introduced to Adolfo
Ham Reyes, a retired pastor and former president of the Cuban Council of
Churches. Adolfo didn’t delay in discussing the possibility of a conference
on Swedenborg to be held in Havana at the earliest possible opportunity.
To that end a meeting was planned for the following day with Dr. Reniero
Arce Valentin, Rector of the Ecumenical Theological Seminary at Matanzas
(SET) who happened to be in Havana at that time. While I waited in
Adolfo’s modest apartment the next day for Dr. Arce to arrive I was
absorbed with viewing the many acknowledgements and photographs
adorning the walls. Here was a framed photograph of Adolfo personally
meeting John Paul II when the Roman Catholic Pontiff came to Cuba in
1998. There was another of Adolfo receiving an honorary doctorate from
McGill University in Montreal. I paused to read a plaque that read:

To: The Reverend Adolfo Ham Reyes,

For your outstanding participation as President of

the Cuban Council of Churches in the

strengthening and development of ecumenism

between the diverse religious expressions in our

country, a movement that has consequently

contributed to the defence of the inalienable rights

of our people, to their sovereignty, liberty,

equality and social development.
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From: the Politburo of the Central Committee of the Cuban Communist

Party, May 25, 2006

(Translated from the Spanish by the author.)

Dr. Arce arrived. We spoke in English and I was surprised to learn that
he knew my hometown very well, having spent six months teaching at the
University of Toronto. That University didn’t let him go either without
bestowing an honorary doctorate on him as well. I conversed with Dr.
Arce about Swedenborg, about whom he admitted he knew little, but
nevertheless readily agreed to allow the use of the seminary’s facilities for
a conference when informed by Adolfo of Dr. Lara’s affinity for the
Writings. Although at the time I knew very little about Dr. Lara, a man
who had been missing from his country for fifty-two years, I was amazed
at the inestimable weight his name still held in these circles. The idea of a
conference was now a living possibility. Communicating through the
Reverend Andy Heilman and the Reverend Mike Gladish, the Cuban
invitation was made known to the clergy of the General Church. That is
why we went to Cuba, because the Cubans wanted us there. This is how
the delegation that ultimately consisted of those participants mentioned in
the Brief Summary above came into being. I personally believe our mutual
desire, guided by providence, was fulfilled in unique and remarkable
ways by the special talents and interests of each of the participants. In the
days that made up the actual conference, I saw first-hand how subtly and
beautifully those talents served to bring about a wonderful turn of events.

In the days that remained of our first visit to Cuba, Vicky and I took a
bus tour to visit several cities and towns, hoping to talk to local people and
become better acquainted with the flavor and mood of the country. On the
first day our bus pulled into a busy roadside restaurant that was part of a
resort for a lunch stop. The waiter, a short but pleasant looking man,
probably in his late forties, came to our table and spoke to us in good
English. I complimented him on his ability and without hesitation he
replied, with a lilting Spanish accent: “I learn English by reading my Bible
that has Spanish on one side and English on the other. This way I can learn
to speak and at the same time learn more and more every day of the
wonderful love of my Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ”
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I replied in Spanish that I learned to speak Spanish the same way, with
a parallel New Testament, which was true, and for the same reasons. He
smiled at me and left. I saw him from the corner of my eye conversing with
his workmates near the door to the kitchen, pointing in our direction.
Heads bobbed up and down to obtain a look at us. I have no idea what he
said to them. Maybe he was pointing out a Gringo that can speak Spanish,
maybe he was presenting us as Christian believers. I don’t know. But as
we prepared to leave he came to me and took my hand warmly. “Brother,”
he said. “Hermano,” I replied. That was a moment of original awareness.
Between our hands, firmly clasped in the brotherhood of our faith there
was literally no room for tainted history, politics, prejudice, grievance, or
disputes over ideology.

In five short months after those five incredible days, our conference
would become a reality.

WHAT REALLY HAPPENED IN THAT COUNTRY?

My earnest desire is that this report will maintain fidelity with the
facts. But facts alone and dry recitations rarely reveal meaning. Some form
of interpretation therefore becomes unavoidable. I would say that our
experience in Cuba in January of this year, throughout the many meetings
and lectures, worship services, and baptisms can be considered in terms of
three distinct yet inextricably intertwined “event horizons,” each of which
has its own special importance. I would label each of these event horizons
as follows:

1. EVANGELICAL OUTREACH (Watering Seeds) Use for the Church
Universal

• Teaching
• Relationship building
• Translations of the Writings
• Baptisms

2. ECCLESIASTICAL/ECCUMENICAL CONNECTIONS (Opening
Doors) Use for the General Church in Particular by means of:

• Interdenominational Exchanges
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• Contact with the Cuban Council of Churches
• Contact with the Ecumenical Theological Seminary

3. PHILOSOPHICAL/POLITICAL/CULTURAL (Social Connections)
Use for the Nation)

• University of Havana (San Geronimo)—Dr. Eusebio Leal Spengler
• Centro de Estudios Martianos—Dr. Pedro Pablo Rodríguez López
• Unveiling Swedenborg’s hitherto unrecognized contribution

to Cuban Philosophical, Political, and Cultural foundations

I would like to touch on each one of these event horizons as succinctly as
possible.

1. EVANGELICAL OUTREACH (Watering Seeds) Use for the Church
Universal

This particular use needs no attempt at rational justification. It speaks
for itself. Teaching, baptizing, reaching out to people with spiritual hun-
ger is the Lord’s command. Only the Lord can prepare us to be the
instruments to bring into effect the results for the future that he desires but
I am confident now, as I always have been, that this is what he wants: A
new light in the heavens that will settle over the southern hemisphere of
our Americas. Perhaps Cuba will be the birthplace and a beacon for the
light that will shine all over Latin America. Perhaps some of us will even
see this unfold in our lifetime as Calleja and Andersen desired to see it in
theirs.

What is wonderful to me, as is always the case, is that whenever
meaningful interaction takes place both sides are changed. Whenever we
purposefully and lovingly reach out to others, it always happens in a self-
transforming way. As Swedenborg says, love to the Lord is service to the
neighbor and the greater the number of people served, the greater the
love. He also reminds us that the Lord helps people by means of other
people, allowing his love to flow through them in the accomplishment of
the spiritual aim. Combining these two truths, how could we not gain
from allowing that great love to flow through us in the service of an
overdue work whose time has come? We will be transformed merely by
agreeing to participate. The joy of real service can become an attendant
reward to rejuvenate a confidence that arises from a bright hope.
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With regard to Spanish translations of the Writings, there has been an
impending motion toward this for a century. Writing to The New Philoso-
phy in 2002, the secretary of the then newly reformed Sociedad Swedenborg
de España (The Swedenborg Society of Spain), Señor Jesús de la Fuente,
commented regarding the challenge facing the Spanish Society respecting
the sharing of the Writings noting;

It is difficult to speak about Swedenborg to people who know nothing about him,

especially if they cannot find Spanish versions of his Writings.

This comment echoes almost verbatim an observation made by in an
Editorial concerning the work of Dr. Calleja which appears in New Church
Life in May, 1910, almost one hundred years earlier wherein it was ob-
served:

The greatest external impediment to the spread of the New Church in Mexico is

the lack of Spanish translations of the Writings.

The problem was monumental. I realize now the burden I felt was based
on a false perception that this was something that we had to do. I realize
precisely now that is why it was not done. We can’t do that, but we don’t
have to. They will do it and they are doing it. Our role could be to help,
where and how we can.

2. ECCLESIASTICAL/ECCUMENICAL CONNECTIONS (Opening
Doors.) Use for the General Church in Particular

As mentioned, our delegation met with the current president of the
Cuban Council of Churches Pastor Joel Ortega Dopico. This introduction
was effected by that institution’s former President, Adolfo Ham. The
council is made up of member affiliates which include sixteen different
churches (denominations) and eleven “movements” and ecumenical insti-
tutions. In tune with the historical perspective, we can note that after the
fall of the Soviet Union, Cuba redrew its constitution in 1998. The redraft-
ing saw the elimination of the nation’s commitment to Soviet mandated
“Scientific Materialism,” i.e. atheism. The new constitution confirmed
Cuba in the manner of most western nations as a “secular” state, and
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incorporated a separation between church and state that allowed for
independent churches to go about their business within the established
political system.4 In short, the Cuba of today is not the Cuba of fifteen
years ago, at least where the practice of religion is concerned. Practicing
Christians are now members of the government, even present in the
national assembly, something that was specifically banned in the past.
Today religious freedom exists and many Cubans are actively enjoying it.
The seminary at Matanzas operated uninterrupted throughout the various
political transformations of the country.

If I might use a simple analogy, the churches in Cuba reminded me
somewhat of that little anecdote about boy scouts walking down the
street. One boy scout in his uniform is self-conscious and maybe a little
nervous. Two boy scouts will recognize each other immediately and walk
side by side, even if they are from different troops. A whole group of boy
scouts will automatically become a parade. Cuba is experimenting with
religious freedom. With the lifting of restrictions under the new constitu-
tion there has been a steady influx of denominations into Cuba. One
source confided to me that this makes the government a little nervous. It
makes the established churches a little nervous too. They are afraid that
the careful balance that has evolved between the member denominations
in the council and the government for many years will be upset by the
spontaneous growth of “home churches”; that self-appointed spiritual
leaders will draw people to themselves by means of the charismatic tech-
niques that we have all seen elsewhere and are no doubt familiar with. In
other word they are afraid of “cults” where no real ecclesiastical gover-
nance or accountability to any recognized authority exists within a coop-
erative framework. We might find this difficult in view of our
understanding of what freedom of assembly and freedom of speech are
supposed to mean. Those freedoms do exist in Cuba but they are under-
stood differently. The established churches are nervous that the new or
fringe denominations will upset the spirit of ecumenism that has kept the
churches together in the political climate, as well as luring away their

4 ARTICLE 8. “The state recognizes, respects and guarantees freedom of religion. In the
Republic of Cuba, religious institutions are separate from the state. The different beliefs and
religions enjoy the same consideration.”
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members. The government is concerned that the new denominations could
undermine the state, in short, engage in what is considered seditious
activity under the mere guise of being a “religious” organization. It is
touchy and complicated but it is what it is. By connecting with the Council
of Churches, our delegation was able to walk in the front door of the
established respected Christian community, escorted by the council’s former
president. Endorsement by the recognized body will help to establish our
church in that country in a way that will avoid any concern or suspicion
about our intentions. The heavenly doctrines are respectful of all religions
and therefore work well with the spirit of ecumenism that has been the oil
in the engine of the church in Cuba for the past half century. We can
remember that the Writings of Swedenborg, thanks to Dr. Lara, were
quietly waiting in the Library of the Seminary at Matanzas, perhaps like
the urn that Jeremiah buried in the field in Benjamin before the exodus,
long before any member of the organized New Church ever set foot there.
Like the exiles returning home, all we have to do is to dig it up.

3. PHILOSOPHICAL/POLITICAL/CULTURAL (Social Connec-
tions) Use for the Nation

This event horizon is perhaps the most speculative but I will engage
the topic with care. We have seen something about Swedenborg’s influ-
ence on José Martí (1853–1895), a very interesting and useful subject that
perhaps will be deeper explored by future scholars. Martí’s collected
works involve some 25,000 pages in twenty-seven volumes including the
index, an incredible output for a man who died in the service of his
country at the young age of forty-two, an age when most of us would be
just entering the most productive period of our lives. Readers and stu-
dents of Swedenborg however would not be rattled by a system of thought
and ideas that requires a whole shelf, written by a man whose life and
death was a testimony to all that he wrote and believed. It was providen-
tial, I believe, that Anders Hallengren, as President of the Swedenborg
Society and a recognized academic himself was part of our delegation.
Anders’ credentials allowed us access to a different forum than the class-
rooms and sanctuaries of the seminary and the churches. The topics of
Anders’ two lectures were “Swedenborgianism in the Caribbean: a social
force in the XIXth century West Indies” and “A Transcendental Inquiry:
Marti, Emerson, Whitman, Swedenborg.” These lectures were well re-
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ceived and well attended. Adolfo Ham had invited Dr. Pedro Pablo
Rodríguez López, the current director of the Center of Martisian Studies
and he came. Dr. Pablo is the general editor of the new critical edition of
Martí’s complete works. Pedro expressed that this work has been a labor
of love for his country, for what Martí means as the soul and symbol of
Cuba. While in the university we were also met by Dr. Eusebio Leal
Spengler, the Rector of San Geronimo; Havana City Historian; Director of
the restoration program of Old Havana, a UNESCO World Heritage Site;
Deputy to the National Assembly; Ambassador of Good Will to the United
Nations and rumoured by some to be a possible successor to Raul Castro
as President of the Republic. Dr. Leal had expressed interest in our topic
directly to Adolfo and opened the door for the use of the universities’
facilities. After the lecture he met with Anders, Dr. Pablo and Adolfo.
When I look at the photograph of those four men together it strikes me that
these three Cubans are the living representations of the religious, cultural,
and political institutions of their nation, standing together with the presi-
dent of the Swedenborg Society after the lecture on Swedenborg.

Thereafter Dr. Pablo invited Anders to address the Academic Panel at
the institute. We, the lay and clergy members of our group, did not attend
that session but Anders shared his experience with us when he returned.
“I arrived at the institute and entered a large meeting room with high
ceilings and frescos on the walls and there, seated at a long mahogany
table, was a row of scholars in their crisp suits, with hands folded patiently
in front of them, waiting for me. ‘Tell us about Swedenborg and Martí,’
they asked, and I talked to them for three hours, an hour alone, about
Swedenborg.” Anders indicated he was then asked to consult for their
editorial board to which end Dr. Pablo came to our hotel to deliver Anders
a disk containing the digitized collected works of Martí recently produced
for the new critical edition.

Any doubt that Swedenborg’s influence coursed through the mind
and work of José Martí is likely unfounded. The Cuban custodians of
Martí’s work are on the cusp of not being able, or even wanting, to doubt
that either. Not now. It was exciting to see, what to me was the unveiling
of Swedenborg’s hitherto unrecognized contribution to Cuban philosophi-
cal, political, and cultural foundations. Is it mere coincidence that one of
the best known and well-loved biographies of Martí was written by a
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Swedenborgian? Was it a mere coincidence that Swedenborg’s writings
were lovingly placed in the Seminary library at Matanzas fifty years ago?
Was Dr. Lara’s influence as a Swedenborgian on a young Aldofo Ham—a
man who later in his life would become a bridge between the New Church
and the ecclesiastical, cultural and political pillars of his nation—also a
random accident? If all these things are disconnected and random events
then so is the work of Douglas Calvo, Adolfo’s nephew and student, in his
work to translate the Writings from the Latin into a modern Spanish. And
this right at the precise time when it has never been easier to send informa-
tion around the world and the consciousness of the church is awake to this
need as it never has been before. It is clear to me that all these seeds were in
the ground by the Lord’s providence, waiting only for the ambient condi-
tions that would allow them to sprout. Yes, we were watering seeds.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN? – A PERSONAL REFLECTION

Two people witnessing the same event may recite the same facts, but
render an entirely different interpretation of what they mean. What fol-
lows is a series of personal perceptions. My best attempt, humbly submit-
ted, at an interpretation of the meaning of multiple and simultaneous
events. The reader is free, as always, for whatever reason, to doubt or
dismiss anything that can be called speculative as they see fit.

From my observations and reflections I came to identify, in a very
general sense, two very distinct elements or characteristics of Cuban na-
tional character. The first is a high dedication to principle. Education is,
theoretically at least, a constitutional guarantee offered free of charge at all
levels. The Cuban revolution, independent of our perception of it, is to
them a paradigm of ideas. Even Che Guevara, the image of a modern
Templar knight, though often depicted with his weapon, is more popu-
larly regarded for his ideas and sacrifice, his call for the development of a
consciousness in which there is a new scale of values. The magnitude of
Martí’s copious writing is only matched by the level of adoration he is
given. If Martí had lived to write another 25,000 pages the Cubans would
love him twice as much as they already do, if that were possible. And
they’re not afraid to take it all on, from the first to the last, from start to
finish; to dig down deep for any gem that might be there.
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The second is a deep altruism Cubans share. There is a Cuban motto:
“We don’t have much, but what little we have, we share.” Cuba’s impact
on the world’s stage has been wholly disproportionate to the size of the
country. According to Nelson Mandela, it was the Cubans who effectively
paved the way for the fall of apartheid by sending 200,000 soldiers to
defeat South African troops in Angola. (Whatever is to be thought of that,
they did it.) Hundreds of thousands of students from developing coun-
tries around the world have come to Cuba to receive a free education. In
the case of medicine, The Escuela Latinoamericana de Medicina, (Latin
American Medical School) in Santa Clara, the world’s largest, has 19,500
students, two thirds of whom are mostly from the rural poor from 110
different countries. They come to study and become doctors on full schol-
arships, in other words, for free. Today, Cuba sends more doctors to assist
in developing countries than the entire G8 combined. If you go to see a
doctor in Ghana, for example, that doctor is likely to be Cuban. Whatever
it is, that tells us something.

I suggested earlier that the inception of a Church arises from a deep
desire to know and understand (faith) spiritual truths, accompanied by a
longing to share those truths with others out of love for their spiritual
welfare (charity). I believe if the Cubans latch onto Swedenborg, in as
much as the two characteristics I have suggested above are more real than
imagined, then out of a love of ideas (truth, even spiritual truth) they will
make the effort to “get it,” really understand it, from the first to the last,
from start to finish. If their treatment of Martí’s writings is any example,
that’s what they’ll do. Secondly, they will share it. “What we have, we
share.” If the record is any indication for the future, what they discover
they disseminate. Throughout history, Cuba’s value to the various em-
pires that have held the territory has always been strategic. Cuba became a
base of operations from which the Spanish launched their Mexican and
South American conquests. In recent history Cuba’s role in the Cold War is
still in living memory. It is astonishing to realize how one little Island has
been crucial to so many empires, at the center of so many world events for
the past half century. Perhaps today Cuba is strategic for a different
reason. I don’t pretend to know, but I know the Lord does. For some
reason, and maybe for reasons that are altogether different than anything
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that has been said here, providence has brought the heavenly doctrines
and the New Church to Cuba. Whatever the reason is, it’s a good one. T

APPENDIX

Left to right: Josué Herrera Vasconcelos, Yutnelis Benítez Márquez, and Douglas

Calvo Gaínza. Douglas was, together with Dr. Ham, the organizer. Josué and Nelly

(Yutnelis) work on translations. Josué was a pastor in the Pentecostal church.

Subsequently, he was baptized at Easter by Rev. Brad Heinrichs on his visit to

Cuba, and just very recently was appointed the leader of the Cuba New Church

movement.
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Dr. Pedro Pablo, José Martí Society president. He invited Dr. Anders Hallengren to

a special session to talk about Martí, Emerson, and Swedenborg. Anders was then

asked to become an associate editor of a critical edition of Martí’s works.



435

WATERING SEEDS

Rev. Joel Ortega Dopico, president of the Council of Churches in Cuba. He is in

favor of different churches sharing their different beliefs with each other rather

than trying to get everyone into the same mold.
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Dr. Adolfo Ham, the man with a living New Church history in Cuba. Organizer of

the conferences together with Douglas.
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Students attending our lectures at the ISECRE Ecumenical Seminary in Havana.
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Adolfo interpreting when Göran Appelgren preached at the SET Ecumenical

Seminary church in Matanzas.
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