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The Quest for the Cuban Christ, the most recent work
of Miguel A. De La Torre, is an exceptionally concise ex-
ploration of the ways in which Cubans have both con-
ceived and perceived religion in general and Jesus Christ
in particular, over the last five centuries. Specifically, the
author examines religion and spirituality from the point
of view of both subaltern and dominant groups through-
out the history of Cuba. The real focus, however, is on
the role of faith in the formation of the identity of Cubans
resident and in exile that have been historically subordi-
nated to the interests of hegemonic powers like Spain,
the United States, and successive Cuban (including revo-
lutionary) governments.

By structuring his study chronologically, and using
the idea of Christ as an analytical vehicle, the author pro-
vides a good sense of the trajectory of Cuban identity as
it evolves and is shaped by formative experiences under
Spanish imperialism, U.S. hegemony, and social revolu-
tion. At the same time, the idea of Christ as presented
here is much more than an analytical instrument for un-
derstanding Cubans’ struggle over identity. Christ is at
the heart of thematter. De La Torre argues that religion is
essential to an understanding of Cuban heritage (or any-
one else’s, for that matter), and that the way in which
Christ and Christianity are, through history, understood
by a people can greatly facilitate understanding about the
cultural development of that group. The author cites Al-
bert Schweitzer’s classic,TheQuest of the Historical Jesus,
as being part of the inspiration for the present work (Gus-
tavo Gutierrez also, of course). While De La Torre claims
to attempt a more modest project, the effort in so concise
a format is impressive.

The author breaks down his analysis into chapters

which correspond roughly to distinct, formative periods
in the emergence of Cuban identity as influenced by dis-
tinctive, but also evolving, ideas of Christ extant during
each of those eras. Accordingly, the first chapter on the
“Conquistador Christ” addresses the historical Christ and
Cuban identity from the perspective of Spanish imperial-
ism and the “Catholic Monarchs,” Ferdinand and Isabela,
for whom Christianity was an imperial, if somewhat, en-
lightened enterprise. The product of such an enterprise
in colonial Cuba was a struggle between an imperialis-
tic Christianity and los humildes, or indigenous Cubans,
starting with the Tainos. As De La Torre (and Gutier-
rez) point out, important byproducts of the imperial en-
terprise in Cuba were Bartolome de Las Casas and his
conception of the more humble aboriginal Cubans as the
real Christ-bearers, in opposition to a very unChrist-like
Spanish Crown and colonist population.

In this and other ways, Spanish imperialism helped
establish the foundations for both Cuban nationalism and
a new understanding of Christ, as represented in the likes
of Felix Varela and then Jose Marti. Unlike Las Casas,
Marti rejected Spanish–and U.S.–imperialism in princi-
ple. Like Las Casas, however, as the author explains in
his chapter on the “Marti Christ,” Marti also promoted
a vision of Cubans as los humildes: oppressed yet striv-
ing for self-determination. De La Torre argues that Marti
not only became a symbol for Cuban nationalism but
was also “a metaphor and catalyst for the quest for the
Cuban Christ.” The African-Cuban faith Santeria pro-
vides yet another source for the understanding of the
Cuban Christ, here based in the struggle and contribu-
tion of Black Cubans, and the role of popular religion
in the evolution of Cuban nationalism, as the author ex-
plains in the chapter, “The Black Cuban Christ.” Next to
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African-Cubans, among the most historically disenfran-
chised and therefore in solidarity with a Christ who ex-
ercised a “preferential option for the poor”–are women.
In “The Female Cuban Christ,” De La Torre relates the
ways in which, historically, the “suffering servants” con-
tributed to the quest for the Cuban Christ along with the
role of Marianism as expressed through the veneration,
by both men and women, of La Virgen del Cobre.

De La Torre incorporates all of the above considera-
tions into a discussion of the “Three Christs of the Twen-
tieth Century”: the Euroamerican, Protestant Christ; the
Christ of Revolution; and the Christ of the Cuban exiles.
Not unlike earlier epochs, U.S. imperialism also spawned
diametrically-opposed conceptions of being Christian,
further influencing conceptions of a CubanChrist, as rep-
resented by Cuban exiles and revolutionaries. The cul-
mination of the Cuban historical, spiritual and therefore
cultural experience is presented in “The Ajiaco Christ,”
the author’s concluding chapter. By including a cre-
ative analysis of Cuban art, the author provides a vivid
illustration of the ways in which the collective roots of

the Cuban experience(s) continue to shape the quest for
the Cuban Christ and inform Cubans’ understanding of
themselves.

TheQuest for the Cuban Christ addresses questions of
great significance in the study of the historical Christ in
general, and its meaning for the history of Cuban cul-
ture and identity in particular. The book seemed to end
almost too abruptly, leaving one wishing for more elab-
oration, for example, of the implications of the “Ajiaco”
or collective indigenous experience. Overall, however,
De La Torre is to be commended for such an effort, one
that brings to the surface the considerably nuanced and
complex culture and spirituality of a Cuban people con-
sidered historically as “nominally Christian.”
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