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INTERVIEW WITH: ARMANDO RODRIGUEZ 

 
INTERVIEWER: DR. JAMES M. DENHAM 

 

here again to continue our work with the oral history of 

Armando Rodriguez.  How are you today Armando? 

 

R:  I am fine and happy to be here with you and working on our important history. 

 

D:  We left off last time with the siege of the barracks you were involved in, where, fortunately, 

there was only person wounded instead of many, many others killed.  That was the day that it 

was reported that Batista left the Island.  You would like to speak now about an incident that 

occurred just a few months before? 

 

R:  Yes, the last months of 1958 when the political situation was very, very bad and the Batista 

army was killing people and so.  Then, in 
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D:  Did that process begin soon after Fidel seized power or did they first round up the people 

they really wanted to get and then send them there?  Did that begin quickly? 

 

R:  They began quickly with the important, high-ranking members of the Batista army.  But there 

was a very big process in which they held trials in every city and every town in Cuba and they 

judged all the people.  This was a . . . 

 

D:  They had revolutionary committees in every city that would interrogate people that had been 

identified? 

 

R:  Then they would judge them and many of them were executed. 

 

D:  That’s a typical process.  In the French Revolution they did that, in the Russian Revolution 

they did that.  That is a very typical process. 

 

R:  Of course, in Cuba, there was a confrontation with different ideas; the people who did not 

like the executions and also the people who agreed with Fidel.  But, Fidel justified that because 

they were people who killed other Cubans, innocent and so, and they needed to do it for that 

reason.  But, what happened was that, not only in the executions but also in the process of 

establishing a new government, many very good leaders in the revolution saw within five, six, or 

eight months of 1959, that the revolution had a lot of communist leaders and they were afraid 
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were calling him a traitor to the revolution.  After that, he and his staff were put before the court 

and the main idea was that he would be sentenced to death.  But, in that situation, my opinion 

and, in general, that of the Cuban people, both revolutionary and not revolutionary, were against 

that.  Because, at that moment, there were many ideas that there was a problem with the 

communists taking places in the government in a big way.  Then, many Cubans did not agree 

with that and it was a very difficult situation.  At that time, I was pastor in Manzanillo, where I 

was appointed during the annual conference of June, 1959.  Hubert Matos’s family was from 

Manzanillo and were very good Baptists.  One of Hubert Matos’s sisters was the wife of a 

Baptist pastor in Oriente.  At that time, I learned that the family was having a difficult time and I 

visited them.  His mother was a very, very nice Christian lady and she was an old woman that 

did not receive many visits.  But, when she knew that I, as a pastor, was there, she wanted to 

spend time with me and I was with her in the room when Fidel was asking to have her son 

executed.  I read the Bible with her, prayed with her, and at the end of my visit, this old, 

Christian woman said to me the sweetest words.  She said to me, “Pastor, I know that maybe my 

son will be executed, but my prayer to God is that if Fidel executes him, God will use it for the 

good of the Cuban people.”  This was a very, very emotional moment for me.  But, thanks be to 

God, many people said that the reaction of the Cuban people helped Hubert Matos to be 

sentenced to 30 years of jail or some very long jail term.  I think that in 1981 or ’83, at a time 

when Fidel agreed to free hundreds of thousands of the political prisoners, Matos was released.  

In my opinion he is alive and living here in the United States where he came immediately after 

he was freed.  This was a very difficult time in our history but this was the situation. 

 

D:  Did you think at the time that this may be a positive for the Methodist Church?  What did 

you think about the revolution and what it would mean for you, the Methodist Church, and the 

Cuban people? 

 

R:  I have a very clear memory of that time because it was a very emotional time.  In the first 

place, when Batista left the country on January 1, 1959, I will say that at least ninety
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R:  My understanding is this.  In the first place, when the Spanish-American War ended in 1898, 

the American army came to Cuba and took the power until May 20, 1902 when they handed over 

power to Estrada Palma, the first Cuban president.  At that time, all the Cuban people recognized 

many, many good things that the American government made in Cuba.  They worked very hard 

for the health situation of the Cuban people.  They worked very hard for the education of the 

Cuban children, and they worked in a very, very good way.  When I am telling this, this is not 

my opinion, since I was not born in that time, but everything that I heard from the time was that 

the Cuban people were very, very appreciate of the actions of the American government.  The 

problem came when the Congress of the United States disclosed the future of Cuba and 

suggested that Cuba had its own government.  There was a Senator, Dr. Platt, that did not agree 

with that and he put the Platt Amendment in and this was bad for the Cuban people.  

  

D:  But even after the Platt Amendment was abrogated, in 1934 I think it was, there was always 

the American economic control of many, many industries and much of the land.  Whenever there 

would be political upheaval or concern about the government going too far with various things, 

the Americans would always be there to change it. 

 

R:  In my opinion there are two sides to this reality.  On one side, most Cubans were in favor of 

the economic participation of the Americans in Cuba because the American enterprise offered 
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D:  That event, with Jesse Jackson, was kind of an ice-breaking kind of thing which created this 

dialogue then? 

 

R:  In my opinion, at the beginning of 1980 with the visit of Jesse Jackson to Cuba, even when I 

know that he had some trouble in his personality and so, I can tell you that his visit to Cuba at 

that time made a great, great contribution to the relationship between the Evangelical church, 

Fidel, and the government.  There were also other important circumstances.  Frei Betto, a 

Brazilian, Catholic priest, wrote a book, Fidel y la Religion, Fidel and the Religion.  The visit of 

Jesse Jackson to Cuba, the visit of Fidel to our service, and this book made a great contribution 

to a new epoch between the state and church relationship.   

 

D:  Now that we are on that subject, can you go ahead and tell us about what happened and 

transpired in that meeting that happened six months later?  Who was represented in the meeting? 

 

R:  I was there, as the bishop of the Methodist Church, the bishop of the Episcopal Church, the 

president of the Ecumenical Council, and the leaders from other churches.  I am sure that not all 

of the leaders from all the churches were there, but the main churches were there. 

 

D:  Were the Catholics involved at all? 

 

R:  No, no this was evangelical only because when he called us, the evangelical people in Cuba, 

he had some trouble with the Catholics and he turned to our part.  This happened all of the time.  

For example, he received the Pope’s visit in 1998 in a very nice way, but, in our opinion, after 

that he liked to say in some way to the Catholics that they were not the only ones.  In my 

opinion, I was out of Cuba at that time because I left Cuba in 1990, I heard that he promoted 

activities for the Evangelical Churches just like the Catholic Churches and finished with a big 

evangelical service in the Plaza de la Revolucíon in which he was present.  In my opinion, he 

liked to say to the Catholics on that occasion that they were not the only ones.  In my opinion, 

God uses everything in this life for the good of His kingdom and the people.   

 

Now, in the meeting with the thirteen us and Fidel, there was Fidel, Dr. José Filípe Carneado, the 

chief of the office for religious matters in the central committee of the party, and there were two 

or three other party leaders at that meeting.  This was a very open and busy gathering.  Fidel told 

us at the beginning, in his official office, that he was very happy with this meeting because the 

Catholic Church, at many times, did very bad things against the revolution, but the evangelical 

people did good things and were very nice people.  For example, we told our members to be an 

example in every place; in school, at work, and so.  Then he said that he was sorry that he made 

decisions that injured, not only the Catholic Church, but all of us, and he asked us to forgive him 

for that.  Then he asked me, “Bishop, what is the difference between the Adventist Church and 

the Methodist Church?”  He was walking around the group which was seated at a big table and 

talking with us in a very, very good atmosphere; But, of course, without any results.   

 

D:  When you say result, you mean reaction from you or follow-up from Fidel. 
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R:  Follow-up for good resolutions and to solve the many, many problems that we had.  I would 

like to add a comment about the way the Evangelical Churches worked and the way that the 

Catholic Churches worked.  In my opinion, we, the Evangelical Churches and leaders, needed to 

learn a lot from the Catholic Church.  Why, because they are specialists in diplomacy and 

negotiation.  For example, every time an important person from the Vatican visited Cuba it was 

not spontaneous.  The leader of the Catholic Church prepared this meeting many months in 

advance, they spoke with the Cuban revolutionary leaders about the agenda, and they planned 

their agenda with a specific topic that they would negotiate and discuss.  We, the Evangelical 

Churches, had a visit from the General Secretary of the World Council of Churches, we had a 

visitor from the Council of Bishops here in the United States, and we had some contact with 

leaders of the revolution, but we did not make any plans in advance.  For example, on one 

occasion, at the beginning of my episcopacy in Cuba, we were totally isolated in Cuba.  We did 

not receive any visitors from outside, any literature from the outside, any counsel from the 

outside, and then the leader from the General Board of Global Ministry in New York visited 

Cuba.  They had a plan for a group of leaders from different Evangelical Churches to visit Cuba 

as a group but they did not have permission or visas for the group.  A leader of our church in 

New York, by mistake, Miss Joyce Hill, sent her petition by herself.  The American government 

and Cuban government granted her permission and she came to Cuba for the first time.  We had 

a meeting with our cabinet and leaders and shared with her many things.  I asked her if she 

would like to make a courtesy visit to Dr. Camiado in the office of religious matters in the 

central committee, and she said, “Oh, o.k.”  Dr. Camiado, who was a very cultural person and 
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D:  Meanwhile, you had a lot of ideas? 

 

R:   Of course, but in another situation when the General Secretary of the World Council of 

Churches, Dr. Emilio Castro, a Uruguayan Methodist, was planning to come to Cuba.  Before his 

visit we met with the other leaders to plan the visit and I asked them if we could make a list of 

different things that we could negotiate with Emilio Castro and present them to the government.  

They did not give me a specific answer but, after that, because of the way the government 

worked in Cuba, many leaders of the different churches felt that I, Bishop Rodriguez, wanted to 

profit from the visit of Emilio Castro for some personal reason.  Then I understood that the other 

leaders did not like to work like we needed to work.  When Emilio Castro visited with us, the 

only thing that these leaders presented to him was the possibility of support for the retired Cuban 

pastors from the revolutionary government.  The Cuban pastors were supported by the Church, 

not by the government, and we did not have any retirement from the government like Social 

Security here in the United States.  For me, this was insignificant because this worked to benefit 

the group of pastors, not the benefit of all the churches and the Cuban people.  However, I 

accepted this reality and was very frustrated. 

 

D:  This will conclude today and next time we will begin our discussion with the June annual 

conference in 1959. 


