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While, on the surface it may have appeared that the CDC had gone into hibernation, but things are moving in new and exciting ways. The relationship between Puerto Rico and Missouri has been quite different from ours with Lui Diocese in South Sudan. The work we did in Lui was focused on meeting direct financial and material needs of the Moru people there. We are still in contact with the Moru people but our relationship is no longer a formal one.

The goals of the CDC have been directed toward developing relationships with people in another diocese. In the previous relationship, we faced the US State Department shut-down on travel, the impossibility of getting permission from our government for people from Lui to travel here, the high expense and long hours of travel getting to Lui, ongoing tribal warfare making trips extremely dangerous for us, plus the rigors of life in equatorial Africa which made it impossible for anyone with an illness, any difficulty walking, or other physical challenges to go. We also wanted young people to travel to places to do mission activities and we couldn’t take them to a dangerous war zone. It became impossible to continue the formal relationship.

Puerto Rico has been a very different experience. When the first group of missioners went to the island, we found life there very different from Africa. It was more like life here in Missouri but speaking Spanish. The initial group of travelers all felt that we could learn more about mission from the people of Puerto Rico than they could from us. We had images of villages destroyed by earthquakes and Hurricane Maria but discovered that the Boricuas (Puerto Rican folks) had been helped by Episcopal Relief and Development who had prepositioned food, water, supplies, and medications before the hurricane had even hit! The people also had food from the World Food Program, and the World Central Kitchen was on the spot as soon as they could get in. And, of course, the United States’ agencies were there such as FEMA (they are US citizens). What we found was that the island was up and running, the roads were good (if the drivers were somewhat less so), the beautiful Hospital San Lucas in Ponce was fully up to date with state-of-the-art equipment. You can get hip and knee replacements for much less cost there, they told me.

So, we have spent time developing relationships with the Diocese of Puerto Rico. Both Companion Dioceses meet monthly together. We also have monthly compline services usually in Spanish. We pray together with the folks from PR and you are welcome to join us if you want to knock some of the rust off your high school Spanish or work on your fluency with native speakers from PR and Cuba. 

That brings me to ways you might support mission. A small group went to Puerto Rico in September before our jaunt to Cuba. We were able to visit places that were in development since our previous visit. One place is Happy Kitchen, a mission that is working out of the old San Lucas Hospital, to provide meals to people in the community. They serve food five days a week, have shower facilities, and offer counseling services to their clients most of whom are men. The folks there are rehabilitating the old hospital building to expand their services. They are working to build a large kitchen to expand their outreach to even seven days a week if possible. They need pots and pans, appliances, and people who can tear down or build walls, and install the appliances as time goes on. 

Happy Kitchen’s biggest desire is to have people who can help them rehabilitate several rooms in a building across the parking lot from the old hospital building. They want to have an Airbnb there so people who come to work with the clients can have a place to stay. They want folks who can do interior framing, dry walling, and roughing in utilities. If that sounds like something within your skill set, talk with us and we can hook you up with people making the plans. We are also considering how to purchase the supplies. Amazon delivers there, too! 

Another wonderful mission in Puerto Rico is Casa Nani. A priest began this ministry that helps young women gain life skills that they can turn into a job that will earn them a living. They are doing amazing work with these women. This ministry is being run on a shoestring and could use support from people who are so moved. There is also a home where young men for whom this is the last resort. The young men go to school, have mandatory tutoring, work with counselors, clean the kitchen after meals, and learn not only how to do the work but live within the expectations of the society to which they hope to return. 

The highlight of the trip, of course, was going to the Consecration and Installation of the former chair of the PR committee, our friend the Rev. P. Angel Roberto Rivera as Bishop of Cuba. What a joy! Altogether, Brother Sam Kincade, Deacon Susan Naylor, and I stayed in Cuba with Lorraine Candelario and her husband Dn. Luis Reyes of PR for nine days during which time we were able to explore parishes around Havana, worship in the diocese, and have children sing and dance for us. One of the big projects for this trip was to take all kinds of supplies to the church in Cienfuegos. They had requested personal care items for the people in the parish, but they also wanted school supplies for the younger children, so palates of watercolors and brushes were included, modeling clay, coloring books, and other things, too. Each of us carried an extra fifty pounds of supplies into Cuba. 

We made a direct connection between Missouri and Cuba, too. A parishioner from Calvary, Columbia knew her life-long friend in Cuba desperately needed dry, enriched, whole milk powder for her young grandson. We managed to carry four two-kilogram cans of the milk (17.6 pounds) to this lovely Cuban woman. Lorraine also added coloring books, crayons, markers, story books and anything else that we could fit in spare corners of our extra bags that were appropriate for a six-year-old boy. What a joy! 

Of course, we all know that our 250 pounds of supplies were only a drop in the ocean of need that we saw there. What it really meant was that the people in the Diocese of Cuba knew that people from outside their insular island nation knew of them and their suffering. We promised to share their stories, show their pictures, and preach about the siblinghood of all people. We are one body. 

The bishop makes appointments to the CDC so if something I have shared here touches your heart, talk with us about how you might become engaged in this wonderful mission. We need you.
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