
Challenging an Immoral Law: Why We Refuse a License to Deliver 
Aid to Cuba 

With your support IFCO has brought broad-based public attention to the mean 
spirited blockade against Cuba. Every time the US Treasury Department backs 
down in the face of our challenge, and allows one of our caravans to cross the 
border with unlicensed aid for Cuba, we know that our message is being heard 
at the highest levels in Washington - and that even Washington understands that 
its blockade of Cuba is indefensible. 

We cannot allow the government to license our conscience. Our faith and hu-
manity demand that we provided "a cup of cold water" (Matthew 25:35) to our 
brothers and sisters in need. We cannot surrender to Caesar the right to decide 
who are our brothers and sisters. We cannot accept a law that commands us to 
treat them as "the enemy" when our faith commands us to love them as mem-
bers of our own family. 

The US government uses its licensing process to create legitimizing exceptions 
which put a more human face on their brutal blockade. The small amount of 
"licensed aid" that is allowed to go to Cuba is used by the US government to 
enhance its public relations image. The US Treasury Department has sent out 
thousands of letters telling people that the US government is the largest contrib-
utor of humanitarian aid to Cuba. In other words, the US is shamelessly taking 
credit for the very aid it arrested IFCO/Pastors for Peace for delivering without 
a license. We insist - as a matter of principle - that Cuba needs the US trade bar-
rier lifted; Cuba is not asking for charity, but normal trade relations! 

The US government uses licensing to maintain control over the flow of aid - for 
its own political purposes. By granting some licenses and not others, the govern-
ment attempts to control which US organizations can send aid to Cuba and 
which cannot. 

While allowing a few licenses but denying commercial trade the US prevents 
Cuba's access to the volume of commodities essential to meet the needs of the 
nation. This is one way our government implements the Helms Burton law- by 
allowing small amounts of aid instead of normal trade. 

US government control of churches' prerogative to give aid and charity violates 
the separation of church and state, which is guaranteed under the First Amend-
ment. Our religious partners in this work rigorously voice their concern about 
this issue - just as US journalists have protested that our government has no 
right to license US news agencies going to Cuba. 

We reject the unconstitutional and immoral efforts to require a license for acts 
of common humanity. Our faith and international law do not permit us to be-
have in such an immoral, unjust and inhumane way. The Declaration of Inde-
pendence and the First Amendment of the Constitution were written by men 
and women who refused to submit their conscience to licensing. We must re-

main true to the spirit, in spite of the law. By so doing, we will challenge the 
unjust law and eventually change it.  
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Pastors for Peace 

What is a Caravan? 

Building an alternative foreign policy 

Pastors for Peace is a project of the award -winning Interreligious Founda-
tion for Community Organization (IFCO). 

A Very Brief History 

In 1988, a regularly scheduled passenger ferryboat in Nicaragua was brutal-
ly attacked by contra forces recruited and armed by the US government. 
An IFCO study delegation was on that ferry, along with 200 Nicaraguan 
civilians. Two were killed and 29 were wounded in the attack - including 
IFCO Executive Director Rev. Lucius Walker. In response to that brutal 
act of terrorism, IFCO formed a new project - Pastors for Peace. The aims 
of the project are twofold: to deliver material aid to support the victims of 
so-called "low intensity" war in Latin America and to initiate education and 
advocacy projects to campaign for a more just and moral US foreign policy 
in our hemisphere. 

 

An Overview  

Pastors for Peace offers concerned US citizens an opportunity to demon-
strate and enact an alternative foreign policy based in justice and mutual 
respect. More than 50 Pastors for Peace Caravans have traveled to Mexico, 
Central America and Cuba - delivering life-giving aid, and organizing at 
home for a more just policy toward our neighbors in the hemisphere. 

Each caravan is an endeavor of love rooted in social justice. It's a huge 
project linking people, vehicles and humanitarian aid. Caravans travel on 
different routes throughout the US and Canada from north to south, end-
ing up together at the Texas border with Mexico, and then moving ahead 
to their destination country. 

Our largest caravan – to Cuba – has 14 separate routes. Often our vehicles 
are brightly painted school buses, but we also donate trucks, ambulances, 
mobile libraries, and cars. 



As we travel through the US and Canada over a 1-2 week period, we 
make many pre-arranged stops in cities and communities. There, we talk 
in public outreach events about what is happening in the country we are 
going to and the purpose of our trip. 

We also participate in press conferences and media interviews. We usu-
ally stay in the homes of local volunteers from organizations that ar-
ranged the public event – usually churches, solidarity committees or 
peace and justice centers. At many stops we pick up new caravanistas or 
aid that has already been collected and packed by the host organization. 

The humanitarian aid we take is principally medical and educational 
supplies and equipment, but also computers, bicycles, tools, and sports 
and cultural equipment. Some of the vehicles we use to transport the 
aid are themselves donated in the destination country. 

When we reach the US border we are joined by more caravanistas and 
we spend three days at Orientation. This is a time for packing and mani-
festing the aid, some preparatory learning about the country we are go-
ing to, and discussion about how to handle any obstacles that US or 
Mexican Customs may put in our way. 

Once we successfully cross the border, we travel on to our destination 
country where we spend an intense 8-10 days. We visit social and com-
munity projects and meet with the local people, learning about their 
lives, struggles and achievements, and also about the impact of US gov-
ernment policy on their lives. The aid is distributed by our local reli-
gious and community partners according to their judgment of need. 

We then return together to Texas. From there caravanistas make their 
different ways home – inspired to report back to their friends, col-
leagues, congregations and communities about what they have wit-
nessed – and inspired to continue to work in solidarity with the peoples 
of that country. 

 

Who can be a caravanista? 

We have had caravanistas from age two to ninety two! We welcome an-
ybody who supports our aims and methods, and who can find both the 
time and resources to participate. Many participants are able to obtain 
sponsorship from their organizations. We welcome people of all ages 
and abilities, of all faiths and persuasions, and regardless of gender, race 
or sexual orientation. Most of our caravanistas come from the US, but 
we also have Canadians, Mexicans, and people from elsewhere in the 

 
Americas and the other continents of the world.  

But a caravan is not just about the caravanistas. It’s about a network of 
thousands of people who may not leave their own community, but who 
organize the outreach events, raise money, collect and sort the aid, feed 
the caravanistas; and who remain ready to protest if the caravan should 
face any problems at the border crossing. We call the latter our Emer-
gency Response Network.  

A caravan is a challenge - in several ways - but for many it has been 
a life changing event 

It can be physically challenging – with long journeys in old vehicles in 
hot climates 

It can be a challenge to authorities, in the US or the country we are visit-
ing, who may not approve of what we are doing 

Our annual US-Cuba Friendshipment Caravan is a legal challenge be-
cause the US government does not want its citizens to visit or send hu-
manitarian aid to Cuba, and puts many legal obstacles in their way. We 
travel to Cuba without a US government license as a conscious act of 
civil disobedience and as a challenge to the US government’s cruel and 
immoral economic blockade of Cuba, which uses the denial of food and 
medicine as a political weapon. If you want to know more about our 
work and about upcoming caravans please contact us. 

 

Why we go 

The US embargo of Cuba causes shortages of food, medicine and other 
important supplies for eleven million people. The embargo is an immoral 
policy that uses hunger and disease as political weapons. 

IFCO/Pastors for Peace works with the Martin Luther King Jr. Memori-
al Center in Havana, the Cuban Council of Churches and a distribution 
committee with representatives from ten different Cuban denominations 
to deliver US-Cuba Friendshipments. These humanitarian aid shipments 
mitigate the impact of the embargo and mobilize thousands of US citi-
zens in favor of an alternative. We call for an end to the embargo and 
normalization of relations between our two countries. From 1992 to 
2014, IFCO/Pastors for Peace has delivered twenty five  Friendship-
ments to Cuba; some encountered resistance from U.S. officials, but ar-
rived safely in Cuba after these officials backed down. These provide 
proof of the power that people can have when they are organized, moti-
vated and determined. Speaking truth to power and standing firm in the 
face of injustice are central to the work of IFCO/ Pastors for Peace.  


