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Empathy essential for assimilation

A priest views Cuban community

cation, mission animation and voca-
tion promotion.

He was ordained a Roman Catho-
lic priest in 1977 while in Kenya, and
growing preseures from Cuban-
Americans to have Comesanas re-

By KATHLEEN LONGO
Journal Staff Writer
There is a touch of sadness in the
way Rev. Raul Comesanas, a Ro-
man Catholic priest, speaks of the
Cuban-Americans he has been serv-

ing so faithfully f than a  tura to the U.S., however, increased
usLauc. y when he was invited to speak
Perhaps it's loyalty to his own  with Cardinal Nunzio Calabressi of

heritage or a sense of compassion Caracas and exiled Cuban Bishop
for those in ueed of spiritual re-  Eduardo Baza Masvidal.

newal, but Father Comesanas has It was because of the problems
combined both into an all-out search that had taken place in the Spanish-
for identity of a people who are  speaking communities that he de-

gradually becoming assimilated toa  cided to return to New Jersey this
new country, language and cuiture. summer,
He was brought to this country at *There is a lack of communica-

the age of three, and although he  tion between the Cuban community
arrived here before the refugees and the larger Amsrican society
from Castro's Communist regime where we live, and | want to help
Father Comesanas decided “at an bridge that gap,’’ Father
early age” to devets his life to  Comesanas explained.
helping the growing needs of the He also pointed out that tensious
Spanish community. have been growing as a result and
“We were and still are in dire the “pastoral’’ needs of the Cuban-
.need of improved commuaications, Americans are neglected.
both bilingual and muilticuitural,” “There is a short supply of
the 36-year-old priest said of his  Spanish-speaking priests,” he said
reason for such dedicated involve- of another problem, adding that
ment with the Cuban community. multi-cultural priests are needed as
Father Comesanas. formerly of  well as muiti-lingual.
Elizabeth, has been politicaily as S8ince his retura, Father
well as religiously active, serving  Comesanas has toured all the Cuban
the Red Cross, United Fund and the  communities in Puerto Rico, Cana-
Elizsabeth Human Relations Com-  da, New York and New Jersey in an
mission, t6 name a few, and ran  attempt o assess the situation of his
unsuccessfully in 1870 for U'S. Con-  people.
gress, the first Cuban-American to In Aogust. Newark Archbishop
have done so in the history of the Peter. L. Geyety requested that he
country, establish a permanent residence in
In addition; he was the first the archdioscese.
native Cuban to serve as a presiden- “l was invited by 1§ other
tial elector and also served three  dincesss to join them, but decided to
years as adviser {0 the U.8. Com- come home,” he said.
missioner of Education, Washing- He is pressntly assigned to St.
ton. Joseph's R.C. Church,” West New
*1 never, as such, looked at peli-
To be able to gam
the respect of Amsericans,
Spanish-speaking had to dcmon-
stutematthoycouldputwcm-

The political concern was solely
to bnng out community issues such
as human rights, not for seif-ag-
grandizement. according to Father
Comesanas,

He left his peopls shortly there
after to join a missiongry institute,
traveling to Africa and Venesuela,
where, as director of communica-
tions, he set up institutes for pubii-
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York, a location he finds advan-
tageous in carrying out his mission
for the Cuban-Americans.

“Its huge percentage of Cuban
natives is second only to Elizabeth,
and ] feel I wouid be in the center of
all Cuban-American activities,”
Father Comesanas explained.

He has joined in thc formation of
the Union of Cubans in Exile, with
chapters throughout the New York
maetropolitan area in developing sta-.

bility for communities in the North-
east.

“Even though 1 was away for a
while, I feel I know every problem
of my people by being kept informed
of their anxieties and desires to be
heard,” he said, adding, ‘I have
their confidence and respect and
have been able to build a spiritual
union based on love and brotherhood
in sharing the burdens of those in
exile.”

He asserted that the Cubans liv-
ing in the U.S. have not been ade-
quately understood because of the
lack of communication.

"“It’s not due to anyone’s fauit, but
it is just a lack of empathy — a lack
of understanding of the history, cul-
ture, hurts and suffering,”” the
priest expiained.

He attributed this communication
problem, in part. to limited or
biased press coverage presenting a
“bad”” image of the growing num-
bers of Cuban-Americans. '

“My major concern is with their
pastoral and spiritual needs — to
meet them and bring them together
in deep brotherhood,” the priest

He said he believes that the Holy
Spirit guided him back to his people
by being saved from injury or death
while in Zaire during its inVasion.

*“My main concern 18 to keep the
Cuban-American penple together as
a unit by stressing common ideals
and principles,” the priest said.

“We must look to God and Jesus
for the answer as to the life we are
to lead and avoid the irresponsibili-
ty. in ministry which keeps our
flocks away from churches and con-
sequently disunited,” he said.




