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Religion in Panama 
 
 
Country Summary 
 
Although the Republic of Panama, which is about the size of South Carolina, is now considered 
part of the Central American region, until 1903 the territory was a province of Colombia.  The 
Republic of Panama forms the narrowest part of the isthmus and is located between Costa Rica 
to the west and Colombia to the east.  The Caribbean Sea borders the northern coast of Panama, 
and the Pacific Ocean borders the southern coast.  Panama City is the nation’s capital and its 
largest city with an urban population of 880,691 in 2010, with over 1.5 million in the 
metropolitan area. The city is located at the Pacific entrance of the Panama Canal, and is the 
political and administrative center of the country, as well as a hub for banking and commerce. 
  The country has an area of 30,193 square miles (75,417 sq km) and a population of 
3,661,868 (2013 census) distributed among 10 provinces (see map below).  Racially the majority 
of the population is considered mestizo (70 percent, mixed Amerindian and Hispanic), while the 
remainder are West Indian (14 percent, Afro-Caribbean), Amerindian (eight percent), Caucasian 
(six percent) and Asian/other (two percent).  

In 2000, about 80 percent of the population were Spanish-speaking, about nine percent were 
speakers of Asian or Middle Eastern languages (Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Hindustani, Hebrew 
and Arabic), 8.3 percent were Amerindian (speakers of eight languages), and 3.7 percent were 
English-speaking (mainly West Indian and North American). However, many Panamanians are 
bilingual, especially in Spanish and English (Standard English and Western Caribbean Creole 
English). There is also a small population of “Negros Congos” who speak an Afro-Hispanic 
Creole, especially on the Caribbean coast of Colón province. The national literacy rate was 90.8 
percent.   

 

 
 

  The Amerindian population of 285,230 in 2000 includes eight ethnolinguistic groups: the 
Guaymí (Ngöbe-Buglé), Kuna, Choco (Emberá-Wounaan), Teribe (Naso), Bokota and Bribri. 
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According to the 2000 census, the population in the legally established comarcas (indigenous 
administrative entities) was as follows: Ngöbe-Buglé, 110,619; Kuna Yala, 32,411; Emberá, 
8,182; and Madungandí, 3,304, for a total of 154,516 persons living in these comarcas. The 
government does not currently have figures for the number of indigenous persons living outside 
these comarcas.  
Source: https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:13100:0::NO::P13100_COMMENT_ID:2221517 
 

 
 
Panama's dollarized economy mainly depends on a well-developed services sector that 

accounts for 80 percent of GDP. These services include operating the Panama Canal, banking, 
the Colón Free Trade Zone, insurance, container ports, flagship registry and tourism. The 
nation’s principal agricultural products are bananas, rice, corn, coffee, sugarcane, vegetables, 
livestock and shrimp.  

The City of Colón, located near the Caribbean entrance to the Panama Canal, is the 
country’s second-largest urban area, with a population of 232,748 inhabitants in 2011.  The City 
of David, capital of the western province of Chiriquí on the Pacific coast, is the third-largest 
urban area with an estimated population of 144,858 inhabitants in 2013. 

 
Current Status of Religious Affiliation 

 
Although Panama's Constitution does not designate the Roman Catholic Church as the country's 
official religion, it recognizes Roman Catholicism as "the religion of the majority of 
Panamanians." The Archbishop of Panama enjoys privileges usually reserved for government 
officials, and Catholicism is taught in public schools, although classes in religion are not 
mandatory. The Constitution guarantees freedom of religion, as long as "Christian morality and 
order" are respected; allows religious organizations to own property; bars clergy from public 
office, except in the areas of social welfare, public instruction and scientific research; and 
prohibits discrimination in employment based on religion. 

According to a January 1996 national public opinion poll conducted by CID-Gallup, the 
religious affiliation of the Panamanian population was as follows: Roman Catholic, 86.4 percent; 
Protestant, 7.3 percent; other religions, 2.1 percent; and none/no response, 4.2 percent.  In June 
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of 2004, the company Latin Dichter & Neira conducted another national poll with the following 
results:  Roman Catholic, 79.1 percent; Protestant, 10.8 percent; other religions, 7.7 percent; and 
none/no response, 2.4 percent.  A comparison of these two polls reveals that Protestant adherents 
and those affiliated with “other religions” were growing in Panamanian society, while Catholic 
adherents were declining as a percentage of the total population.   

This trend continued through September 2012 when CID-Gallup reported the following 
religious affiliation in Panama: Roman Catholic, 66.8 percent; Protestant, 21.3 percent; other 
religions, 4.7 percent; and none/no response, 7.2 percent.  This survey also revealed that 19.9 
percent of the population was born in Protestant families and that an additional 7.8 percent of the 
population had been affiliated with Protestant groups at some time in their lives but was not so 
currently.  The latter is a measurement of the Protestant dropout rate in Panama: 19.9 percent 
(born Protestant) + 7.8 percent (were Protestant at one time) = 27.7 percent (total Protestant at 
one time) less 21.3 percent (current Protestant affiliation) = 6.4 percent (net loss of Protestant 
affiliates = about 224,640 persons).  For Roman Catholics in Panama, 71.2 percent were born in 
Catholic families, whereas currently only 66.8 percent are Catholic adherents (a net loss of 4.4 
percent, or about 154,440 persons) to other religious groups (mainly Protestant) or to secular 
society (non-affiliated, non-religious, agnostic or atheist). 

The most recent public opinion poll on religious affiliation was conducted in 2018 by 
Statista GmbH (Hamburg, Germany), between July and August of that year. Roman Catholic 
was the most common religious affiliation in Panama, with almost half of the Panamanians 
interviewed claiming to be of the Catholic faith (48.5 percent), whereas the second most reported 
religion was Protestant-Evangelical, with 29.4 percent of respondents. About 12.3 percent of 
respondents claimed they didn't profess any religion, and of these 0.4 percent defined themselves 
either as atheists or agnostics. Those who claimed adherence to “other religions” were 9.7 
percent. Source: https://www.statista.com/statistics/1067140/panama-religion-affiliation-share-
type/ 
 
A comparison of the results of the 2012 poll by CID-Gallup and the 2018 poll by Statista GmbH 
indicates that those claiming to be Roman Catholics declined from 66.8 percent to 48.5 percent 
(a decline of 18.3 percent), whereas Protestant adherents increased from 21.3 percent in 2012 to 
29.4 percent in 2018 (an increase of 8.1 percent). Those claiming adherents to “other religions” 
increased from 4.7 percent to 9.7 percent (an increase of 5.0 percent), while those claiming 
“none” or with “no response” were 7.2 percent in 2012 and 12.3 percent in 2018, an increase of 
5.1 percent.  In summary, the Catholic population continues to decline while those in all other 
categories continue to increase in population size. 
 
Overview of Panama’s Social and Political Development  
 
Historically, Panama has played an important role in world commerce, beginning in the Spanish 
colonial period (1510-1819) when mineral treasures from the Andean region were brought by 
ship to Panama and carried overland from the Pacific to the Caribbean coast for transshipment to 
Spain. During the California Gold Rush (1848-1855) would-be miners arrived by ship in the 
Caribbean port of Aspinwall, now called Colón, and walked or rode in wagons across the narrow 
isthmus to Panama City, located on the Pacific Ocean, where they boarded ships to travel to the 
gold fields in northern California. In 1850, U.S. businessmen financed the construction of the 
Panama Railroad between these two major port cities in order to provide transportation for the 
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growing number of people who were headed to California. Then, in 1878, a French company 
acquired the exclusive right to build an interoceanic canal on the Isthmus of Panama, which was 
partially constructed between 1882 and 1889. Under the leadership of diplomate and developer 
Ferdinand de Lesseps (1805-1894), the French attempted to construct a sea-level canal in 
Panama. De Lesseps, who had been successful in overseeing the building of the sea-level Suez 
Canal (1859-1869) against all odds, believed that building a sea-level canal in Panama would be 
easier to construct than the Suez Canal.  
  After a series of complicated negotiations in France regarding the proposed building of an 
interoceanic canal in Panama, the “Universal Company of the Interoceanic Canal of Panama” / 
Compagnie Universelle du Canal Interocéanique de Panama was organized, with de Lesseps as 
president. After two years of engineering surveys, work on service buildings and housing for 
laborers began in March 1881. By June, 1,039 employees were working on the project. With 
about 10,000 men employed by September 1883, work was going well. The maximum labor 
force employed by the French at any one time was reached in 1884, with more than 19,000 
workers.  The labor supply came from the West Indies, mainly Jamaica. However, after US$287 
million in expenditures and more than 20,000 deaths, although much of the death toll was never 
recorded, the French attempt failed for lack of money and the project was abandoned in May 
1889. The debacle was blamed on poor administration and corruption, but the main causes more 
likely were yellow fever and malaria that caused the death of many of the engineers as well as 
the laborers. Source: https://www.pancanal.com/eng/history/history/french.html 
      With the political and military backing of the U.S. government, the Province of Panama 
seceded from Colombia in 1903 and established the independent Republic of Panama.  Imme-
diately thereafter, the U.S. and Panamanian governments signed the Hay-Bunau Varilla Treaty, 
which gave the former the right to build a canal across the Isthmus of Panama and to control a 
10-mile strip of land from coast-to-coast for its operation, maintenance and protection, which 
became the U.S.-administered Panama Canal Zone (PCZ). The U.S. Corp of Engineers pro-
ceeded to complete the difficult and costly construction of the Panama Canal that was finally 
opened to shipping in 1914. The U.S.-controlled Panama Canal Company operated the inter-
oceanic waterway until December 1999, when, under the provisions of the Torrijos-Carter Treaty 
of 1977, the Panama Canal and PCZ were turned over to the government of Panama. 

From 1903 until 1968, Panama was a constitutional democracy dominated by a com-
mercially-oriented oligarchy. During the 1950s, the Panamanian military began to challenge the 
oligarchy's political hegemony. Its civilian government was overthrown in 1968 by a military 
coup, and for 20 years Panama was run by a left-wing military junta led by generals Omar 
Torrijos (1968-1981) and Manuel Noriega (1983-1989). 

In October 1968, Dr. Arnulfo Arias Madrid (b. 1901-d. 1988), twice elected president 
(1940–1941, 1949–1951) and twice ousted by the Panamanian military, was ousted for a third 
time as president in October 1968 by the National Guard after only 10 days in office. A military 
government was established, and the commander of the National Guard, Brigadier General 
Omar Torrijos, soon emerged as the principal power in Panamanian political life. Torrijos' 
regime was harsh and corrupt, but his charisma, populist domestic programs and nationalist 
(anti-U.S.) foreign policy appealed to the rural and urban constituencies largely ignored by the 
oligarchy. In 1979, Torrijos founded the Revolutionary Democratic Party (PRD), with a Social 
Democratic ideology, described as center-left. 

Torrijos' sudden death in 1981 in a mysterious plane crash—rumored to have been caused 
by CIA operatives—altered the tone but not the direction of Panama's political evolution. 
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Despite the 1983 constitutional amendments, which appeared to proscribe a political role for the 
military, the Panama Defense Forces (PDF), as they were then known, continued to dominate 
Panamanian political life behind a facade of civilian government. By this time, General Manuel 
Noriega (b. 1934-d. 2017) was firmly in control of both the PDF and the civilian government.  

The U.S. government froze economic and military assistance to Panama in the summer of 
1987 in response to the domestic political crisis in Panama and a mob attack on the U.S. 
Embassy. In April 1988, U.S. President Ronald Reagan invoked the International Emergency 
Economic Powers Act, which froze Panamanian Government assets in all U.S. organizations. In 
May 1989, Panamanians voted overwhelmingly for the anti-Noriega candidates. The Noriega 
regime promptly annulled the election and embarked on a new round of repression. By the fall of 
1989, the regime was barely clinging to power, and the regime's paranoia made daily existence 
unsafe for U.S. citizens, even in the U.S.-controlled PCZ.  

On 20 December 1989, U.S. President George H. W. Bush ordered his military forces into 
Panama, allegedly to protect the lives and property of U.S. citizens (about 25,000 resided in the 
PCZ, both civilians and military personnel), to fulfill U.S. treaty responsibilities regarding the 
operation and defense of the Panama Canal, to assist the Panamanian people in restoring 
democracy, and to bring Noriega to justice. The U.S. troops involved in “Operation Just Cause” 
achieved their primary objectives quickly, and Noriega eventually surrendered to U.S. authorities 
on 3 January 1990. During the operation, 23 U.S. military personnel died and 320 were 
wounded, and the Pentagon estimated that 200 Panamanian civilians and 314 soldiers were 
killed. Noriega was immediately taken to Florida on a U.S. military airplane to face criminal 
charges in a U.S. Federal Court for international drug-trafficking. 

Noriega (nickname "Pineapple Face" by opponents) ruled Panama from 1983 to 1989, while 
spying for the CIA before the U.S. invaded in 1989, which ended his repressive regime and his 
drug-trafficking career that associated him with the Colombian drug-kingpin Pablo Escobar. 
With the knowledge of U.S. officials, Noriega formed “the hemisphere’s first narcokleptocracy,” 
according to a U.S. Senate subcommittee report, which described him as “the best example in 
recent U.S. foreign policy of how a foreign leader is able to manipulate the U. S. Government to 
the detriment of its own interests” (The Guardian, 20 May 2017). 

On 22 December 1989, the Organization of American States (OAS) passed a resolution 
deploring the U.S. invasion of Panama and calling for the withdrawal of U.S. troops.  On 29 
December 1989, the U.N. General Assembly voted 75–20 with 40 abstentions to condemn the 
U.S. invasion of the Republic of Panama as a "flagrant violation of international law." 

U.S. prosecutors in Florida accused Noriega of helping Colombia’s Medellín cocaine cartel 
ship “tons and tons of the deadly white powder” to the U.S., while Noriega’s defense team cited 
court documents describing him as the “CIA’s man in Panama” and argued that the indictment 
“smells all the way from here to Washington.” 

In April 1992, jurors in a Miami courtroom convicted Noriega on eight of 10 charges. On 
the judge’s instructions, they were told not to consider the political side of the case, including 
whether the U.S. Government had the right to invade Panama and bring Noriega to trial in the 
first place. 

During his years at a minimum-security federal prison outside Miami, Noriega was afforded 
special treatment and was allowed to wear his Panamanian military uniform and insignia when in 
court. He lived in a prison bungalow apart from other inmates and had his own television and 
exercise equipment. He was said to have been “an avid follower of the news and a voracious 
reader about politics and current events.” 
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After completing his 17-year sentence in 2007, Noriega was extradited to France and 
received a seven-year sentence for money laundering. Panama wanted Noriega to return to face 
in absentia convictions and two prison terms of 20 years for embezzlement, corruption and the 
murder of opponents, including Panamanian military commander Moises Giroldi Vega who led a 
failed coup attempt against Noriega on 3 October 1989, and Hugo Spadafora Franco (a former 
Vice-Minister of Health during the Omar Torrijos regime, an organizer of a brigade of 
Panamanian guerillas who fought against the Anastasio Somoza Debayle dictatorship in 
Nicaragua, and a strong critic of Noriega’s protection of Colombian drug-trafficking in 
Panama), whose decapitated body was found in a mailbag on the border with Costa Rica in 1985.  

In September 2011, a French court ordered that Noriega be extradited to Panama, which 
took place on 11 December 2011.  After his return to Panama, Noriega was incarcerated at El 
Renacer prison to serve time for crimes committed during his rule.  In February 2012, Noriega 
was moved to a hospital to be treated for high blood pressure and a brain hemorrhage; he was 
later diagnosed with a brain tumor and died (at age 83) on 29 May 2017 from complications of 
brain surgery. 

Since the 1989-1990 U.S. invasion and occupation of Panama City and surrounding areas, 
which ended the 21-year Torrijos-Noriega military dictatorship, Panama has successfully 
completed a series of peaceful transfers of power to opposition political parties.  Panama’s 
political landscape is now dominated by two major parties and many smaller ones, which are 
driven more by individual leaders than by ideologies.  

Guillermo David Endara Galimany, who won the 1989 presidential election that Gen. 
Noriega annulled, was later declared the winner after the U.S. invasion and served as President 
from 1989 to 1994, with the support of a coalition of anti-Noriega parties. Ernesto Pérez 
Balladares (PRD), who was an ally of General Omar Torrijos, served as President from 1994-
1999; after leaving office, he was implicated in charges of corruption.  President Martin 
Torrijos (2004-2009, PRD), the son of Gen. Omar Torrijos, succeeded President Mireya 
Moscoso (1999-2004), the widow of former President Arnulfo Arias Madrid who founded the 
Panameñista Party (PP) in 1931.  Martin Torrijos was succeeded by Ricardo Martinelli (2009-
2014) of the center-right Democratic Change Party (PCD). Incumbent President Juan Carlos 
Varela (PP) took office in July 2014.  
       President Mireya Moscoso included in her party’s platform a pledge to repeal press 
restrictions dating to the Omar Torrijos era that criminalized criticism of public officials and 
permitted prior censorship; in 1999, she signed a bill that mandated the submission of legislation 
to bring Panama's press laws in line with international standards by June 2000. Although this 
legislation was not approved, government disclosure laws were passed in 2001. However, law-
suits against journalists continued; President Moscoso, along with Dr. Winston Spadafora 
Franco, the former Minister of Government and Justice and then current Supreme Court justice, 
filed a criminal defamation suit. In 2005, many of the “gag laws” enacted under military rule in 
the 1960s were repealed by President Martin Torrijos.  

When Presidential and legislative elections were held in Panama in May 2009, Juan Carlos 
Varela was the candidate of the Panameñista Party, but he eventually supported Ricardo 
Martinelli in a coalition of four parties, led by Martinelli's Democratic Change Party. With 60 
percent of the vote, Martinelli beat the candidate of the incumbent Democratic Revolutionary 
Party who had formed its own three-party coalition. Varela, the Panameñista leader, became vice 
president to President Martinelli. Former President Guillermo Endara (1989-1994) placed a 
distant third with only 2.3 percent of the vote as the official candidate for the new Moral 
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Vanguard of the Fatherland Party (VMP), after gaining 31 percent in the previous national 
elections (2004). 

Martinelli's and Varela's Democratic Change Party (PCD) coalition also dominated 
the unicameral 71-seat National Assembly in 2009 by winning 44 seats against 27 of the second-
place coalition, with two of those seats belonging to independents. A total of 22 legislative seats 
were won by the Panameñista Party (PP). However, the opposition alliance had split by 2011, 
and a number of members from the PP joined the PCD, which left the PP with a remnant of 12 
legislative seats. 

In the 2014 general election, Juan Carlos Varela (b. 1963) was the Panameñista Party's 
candidate once again. Although the election polls had ranked him third in a field of six 
candidates for almost the entire electoral campaign, Varela ran a very good campaign with a 
steady and strong message that touched the most important issues for Panamanians. On 4 May 
2014, Juan Carlos Varela was elected President (2014-2019) with a healthy 39 percent of the 
votes in what turned out to be a hotly-contested three-man race between Varela, José Domingo 
Arias of PCD (with 31 percent) and Juan Carlos Navarro of PRD (with 28 percent). The new 
government had the support of the following 44 deputies: PRD = 25, PP = 16, and three other 
deputies.  The opposition deputies included the PRD with 26 and one independent (total of 27).  
     On 12 June 2017, former Panamanian President Ricardo Martinelli was arrested in Coral 
Gables, Florida, and faced extradition to Panama for the alleged crimes of public corruption and 
spying on his political opponents. On 14 February 2018, a Miami federal judge agreed to release 
Martinelli on $1 million bail while he fought extradition to his home country; however, the judge 
immediately granted a request by the Justice Department to stay her ruling granting bail while 
the prosecutors appealed that decision. The prosecutors contended that Martinelli was too great a 
flight risk to be released from custody. Mattinelli fled Panama in December 2015, just days 
before Panama’s high court issued a warrant for his arrest on charges that he had helped 
embezzle $45 million from a government school lunch program and that he used public funds to 
spy on more than 150 political opponents.  

Laurentino "Nito" Cortizo Cohen (born 30 January 1953) has served as President of Panama 
since 1 July 2019. He is a former member of the National Assembly (1994-2004) and previously 
served as Minister of Agricultural and Livestock Development under President Martin Torrijos 
(2004-2006). Mr. Cortizo, a member of the center-left Democratic Revolutionary Party, was 
elected President on 5 May 2019 after winning 33 percent of the vote. In an unexpectedly close 
race, Cortizo finished just two percentage points ahead of his center-right rival, Rómulo Roux. 
However, the new President will face an uphill battle to address the population’s declining faith 
in the government amid corruption scandals and rampant inequality. Romulo Roux, the right-
wing Democratic Change Party candidate, ended up in a close second place with 31 percent of 
the vote. 
  On 1 July 2020, President Laurentino Cortizo Cohen presented to the National Assembly the 
report of his first year in office in which he announced the implementation of a plan for the 
economic and social recovery of the country after the pandemic. The plan’s strategy is aimed at 
helping micro, small and medium-sized enterprises; and the reactivation of public infrastructure 
works as well as the reduction of salary and representation expenses for six months of the 
president, the vice president of the country, the ministers, vice ministers, directors and deputy 
directors, managers and assistant managers, and deputy administrators and government advisers. 
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The Roman Catholic Church 
 

Missionaries of the Roman Catholic Church accompanied the early Spanish explorers and 
settlers, which led to the establishment of the first Catholic parish in Panama in 1510.  This 
became the seat of the Diocese of Santa María La Antigua del Darién and was the first diocese 
formed on the mainland of the Western Hemisphere, when Bishop Juan de Quevedo Villegas (d. 
1519) arrived with Governor Pedro Arias de Avila (also known as Pedrarias Dávila) in 1513.  
The name was changed to the Diocese of Panama in 1520, and this jurisdiction became an 
archdiocese in 1925.  

Many of the colonial churches built by the Spanish were constant reminders of the wealth 
and power of the Catholic Church in Panama and its temporal powers. One of these colonial 
treasures, the Cathedral of Old Panama City, was ransacked and burned by Englishman Captain 
Henry Morgan (1635-1688) and his pirate band in 1671, but its ruins are still the centerpiece of 
Panamá Viejo and a major tourist attraction. 

In 1911, Monsignor F. X. Junguito, S.J., who was appointed bishop in April of 1901, resided 
in Panama City and was assisted by his vicar-general, his secretary, the priest of the parish of the 
Sagrario and two other secular priests labored to supply the spiritual needs of the 30,000 
inhabitants, at least two-thirds of whom are Catholics.  They were assisted by the resident Jesuit 
Fathers (seven priests), Lazarists (five priests) and the Discalced Augustinians (three priests and 
two lay brothers). 

The Roman Catholic Church holds a respected, though not very powerful, position in 
Panamanian society and is a familiar facet of daily life.  The Constitution of 1946 provides for 
freedom of religion, provided that “Christian morality and public order” are respected; and it 
recognizes that Catholicism is the country’s predominant religion, which is taught in the public 
schools.  Such instruction or other religious activity is not compulsory, however.   

The basic principles governing the Church’s activities or its relationship with the 
government were not affected by the Constitution of 1946.  From the early years of indepen-
dence up until the late 1960s, the Catholic Church continued to emphasize its spiritual role and 
generally avoided involvement in secular affairs.  However, since the Second Vatican Council in 
1965 and the Conference of Latin American Bishops in Medellín in 1969, the Catholic Church 
has become more active in temporal matters, due to its increasing concern for, and commitment 
to, improving the social conditions of the impoverished masses in Panama and elsewhere. 

Diverse tensions arose within the Panamanian Catholic Church during the 1960s and 
following years that resulted from challenges posed by the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), 
the Conference of Latin American Bishops held in Medellín (Colombia) in 1968, Latin American 
Liberation Theology, and the Catholic Charismatic Renewal movement.  These powerful new 
currents polarized Catholic bishops, priests (diocesan and religious), lay brothers and sisters 
(members of religious orders), and the laity in general into various factions.  Traditionalists 
wanted the Church to remain as it was prior to the reforms approved by the Second Vatican 
Council (mid-1960s). Reformers generally supported the Church’s modern, post-Vatican II 
stance. Progressives, inspired by reforms approved at the Vatican II and Medellín conferences, 
sought to implement the new vision for “a preferential option for the poor” through social and 
political action aimed at transforming Panamanian society and establishing greater social justice 
through peaceful democratic means. Radicals adopted the Marxist-inspired Liberation Theology 
and advocated violent revolution by the people as a means of overthrowing the Torrijos-Noriega 
dictatorships and creating a Socialist State that would serve the poor marginalized masses. 
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Charismatic agents sought to transform the spiritual and communal life of Catholics by means 
of the power and gifts of the Holy Spirit (including the “baptism of the Holy Spirit and speaking 
in tongues”), rather than by political and social activism.     

Traditionally, Panama has had a very low percentage of native-born priests and nuns within 
the religious orders.  In 1970, more than 75 percent of the Catholic missionaries in Panama were 
foreigners, mostly coming from Spain, Italy and the USA, or from other Latin American 
countries. Present in Panama in 1970 were religious orders and personnel from Catholic missions 
in North America that included: 28 male religious orders representing the Vencentians (21), 
Benedectines (1), Holy Cross Father (1) and Sulpicians (1), plus three diocesan priests and one 
lay brother.  In addition, there were ten female religious groups representing the Maryknolls (6), 
Mercy of Brooklyn (1), Franciscans of Mary Immaculate (1) and St. Joseph of Medaille (1), as 
well as one lay sister.  Also, the Scarboro Foreign Mission Society of Canada had one priest in 
Panama. 

However, these religious orders and missionaries from North America represented a small 
part of the total number of Catholic mission workers in Panama in 1980.  Most of the 209 
religious priests, 490 sisters and 58 lay brothers in Panama were from Europe or other Latin 
American countries.  The Jesuits, Carmelites, Paulists and La Salle Christian Brothers were the 
major groups represented in Panama, whereas the Visitandinas was the only order of cloistered 
nuns in the country. 

In 1980, approximately 87 percent of the population was considered Roman Catholic and 
virtually every town had a Catholic church, although many towns did not have a resident priest.  
Because of the small number of Catholic priests in Panama, there was only one priest for every 
6,299 inhabitants in 1980, and many rural Catholics received only an occasional visit from a 
busy priest who traveled between a number of parishes. While Catholicism permeates the 
environment of most Panamanians, its impact is not as pronounced as in many other Catholic 
countries of Latin America. 

The Catholic Church in Panama, in 1980, consisted of one archdiocese, three dioceses, a 
vicariate apostolic in Darien and a nullius prelate in Bocas del Toro.  A papal nuncio also 
represented the Vatican. At that time, Panama was organized into 133 parishes. Catholic 
institutions included 70 elementary and secondary schools, a Catholic university, a seminary for 
training diocesan priests and numerous charitable programs.  Mons. Marcos Gregorio McGrath 
(1924-2000) was Archbishop of Panama from 1969 to 1994, and he was succeeded by Mon-
signor José Dimas Cedeño Delgado in 1994.   

Until September 2000, when Archbishop Cedeño declared “Holy Mary of La Antigua” to be 
the official patroness of Panama, the unofficial patron saint had been the “Immaculate 
Conception of the Virgin Mary,” which is celebrated nationally on December 8 (Mother’s Day). 
Another important religious festival is celebrated annually in Portobelo, Colón province, 
dedicated to the “Miraculous Black Christ” whose statue is paraded through city streets.  

 In 2004, the Archdiocese of Panama included 88 parishes that were served by 80 diocesan 
priests and 117 religious priests (a total of 197, or one priest for every 3,126 Catholics); in 
addition, there were 161 lay brothers, 218 nuns, and 48 permanent deacons. However, these 
statistics do not include the dioceses of Chitré, Darién, David, Penonomé, Santiago de Veraguas, 
Colón-Kuna Yala and Territorial Prelature of Bocas del Toro.   

Since the 1950s, the Catholic Church has attempted to revive active interest in religious 
affairs, raise church attendance and increase the incidence of church marriages.  This has been a 
continuing effort since 1958, when a lay mission group, La Santa Misión Católica (The Holy 
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Catholic Mission), arrived from Rome to stimulate and support the local clergy.  Focusing first 
on the lower classes in the capital, the campaign soon spread throughout the country.  In helped 
introduce Church-sponsored social welfare projects and served to rouse Catholics from the 
lethargy that had traditionally plagued the Catholic Church in Panama.  However, the Pana-
manian Catholic Church continues to confront obstacles: a shortage of priests, the indifference of 
nominal Catholics, and the secular attitudes of a growing urban population, especially among the 
youth. 

During the 1970s, the Catholic Church received moderate public support, which was 
bolstered at times by militant Catholic action groups, such as federations of Catholic doctors and 
lawyers, who campaigned for a more dynamic role for the Catholic Church in community life.  A 
growing number of priests and nuns took a more active role in labor movements, in the 
formation of cooperatives, in concern for the poor, and in activities that sought to produce 
moderate reform within Panamanian society. 

An added dimension during the 1970s was the birth and development of the Catholic 
Charismatic Renewal (CCR) movement, which began when a Spanish priest and a Panamanian 
nun were strongly influenced by Catholic Charismatics in the USA. The CCR was officially 
organized in the Archdiocese of Panama in September of 1974, following a retreat led by Friar 
Alfonso Navarro Castellanos (1925-2003) of the Congregation of the Missionaries of the Holy 
Spirit in Mexico City, one of the early leaders of the CCR in Latin America.  From the be-
ginning, Monsignor Marcos Gregorio McGrath (1924-2000), Archbishop of Panama, supported 
the CCR, which became known in Panama as “Renovación Cristiana en el Espíritu Santo.”  The 
principal leaders of the CCR in Panama were Mons. Alejandro Vásquez Pinto, Segundo Cano, 
David Cosca, Francisco Verar, Teófilo Rodríguez, Reynaldo Karamañites and Rafael Siú. 

Numerous Charismatic Bible study, prayer and fellowship groups were organized in the 
early 1970s, along with Charismatic Masses and rallies.  Soon, some Protestant pastors and 
laymen and women were also participating in the Charismatic Renewal movement, which then 
took on an ecumenical flavor during the 1970s.  The new spirit of openness and receptivity was 
most apparent among the middle and upper classes, where barriers between Protestants and 
Catholics became less important.  This spirit of unity among Christians, regardless of church 
affiliation, became evident as scores of small Bible study and prayer groups developed spon-
taneously to meet the growing need for fellowship and spiritual nurture among new converts and 
revitalized older believers who experienced charismatic renewal. 

Parallel to this development, the work of the Assemblies of God in Panama began in 1967 
under the leadership of missionaries Richard Jeffery and David and Doris Goodwin, who held 
extended evangelistic crusades, called “Gran Campaña de Sanidad Divina” (Great Campaign of 
Divine Healing), throughout much of Panama.  The first such crusade was held on Calle Primera, 
Vista Hermosa, in Panama City. Some of the early converts in these crusades were Hermenia 
Villarreal and Carmen and Anita González, who began working with the Assemblies of God 
under the guidance of missionary Richard Larson, who arrived in 1969 and established a church 
in the Canal Zone.   

Carmen González, a few months after her conversion, traveled to the USA and was strongly 
influenced by the CCR there.  Upon her return to Panama, Carmen worked in an evangelistic 
ministry in the Province of Chiriquí in western Panama, where she met María Ramos.  In 1973, 
Carmen and María returned to Panama City and became leaders in the early Charismatic 
Renewal Movement there.  They met with a large number of Charismatics in the Guadalupe 
Catholic Church and at Colegio Las Esclavas del Sagrado Corazón de Jesús until they were 
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forced to leave and find another meeting place.  In 1975, they began meeting at a house in Barrio 
San Francisco and became known as the “Interdenominational Charismatic Prayer Group.”  
Later, this group moved to Barrio Bella Vista and was organized as a church with María Ramos 
as pastor, under the name "Christian House of Prayer" (Casa de Oración Cristiana); it became 
affiliated with the Assemblies of God in 1977, under the pastoral leadership of pastor Mario 
Vásquez. 

By 1980, the Catholic hierarchy attempted to place restrictions on the CCR and to more 
strongly direct its course in order to avoid losing members to Evangelical groups, which were 
seen as a threat largely due to wide-spread Pentecostal growth in the capital.  The CCR had a 
considerable impact among members of the upper class, although relatively few joined 
Evangelical churches.  However, a growing spiritual receptivity among the upper class was 
evidenced by attendance at ecumenical meetings sponsored by the Full Gospel Business Men’s 
Fellowship (FGBMF) and Women’s Aglow Fellowship during the 1970s. 

The decline of the Roman Catholic population in Panama is well documented: see table 
below.  From a high of 96.4 percent in 1949, those claiming to be Catholic adherents declined 
rapidly after 1970, from 95.6 percent in 1970 to 86.4 percent in 1996 (a decline of 9.2 percent); 
from 86.4 percent in 1996 to 79.1 percent in 2004 (a decline of 7.3 percent); from 79.1 percent in 
2004 to 66.8 percent in 2012 (a decline of 12.3 percent); and from 66.8 percent in 2012 to 48.5 
percent in 2018 (a decline of 18.3 percent).  Overall, between 1949 and 2018, the Catholic popu-
lation declined from 96.4 percent to 48.5 percent of the national population, a decline of 47.9 
percent or about half of its adherents in 69 years. 

 
Roman Catholic population decline in Panama, 1949-2018. 

 
YEAR PERCENT SOURCE 

1949 96.4% Catholic Hierarchy website: https://www.catholic-hierarchy.org/diocese/dpana.html 

1966 92.6% Catholic Hierarchy website: https://www.catholic-hierarchy.org/diocese/dpana.html 

1970 95.6% Catholic Hierarchy website: https://www.catholic-hierarchy.org/diocese/dpana.html 

1996 86.4% 1996 poll by CID-Gallup 

2004 79.1% 2004 poll by Latin Dichter & Neira 

2012 66.8% 2012 poll by CID-Gallup 

2018 48.5% 2018 poll by Statista GmbH 

 
As stated previously, the decline in Catholic adherents in Panama can be attributed mainly to 

the numerical growth and geographic expansion of Protestant groups, of “marginal Christian 
sects,” or the attraction of a secularized society (non-affiliated, non-religious, agnostics or 
atheists). This decline is largely due to the widespread “conversion” of Catholics to Protestant 
(and especially Evangelical and Pentecostal) denominations and independent church associa-
tions, as well as to some people joining other religions (marginal Christian groups or non-
Christian religions), or leaving organized religion altogether. 
 Also, the question has been raised as to why Catholics are leaving their church and going 

elsewhere? See the following documents for a discussion about this question: 
       Pérez Guadalupe, José Luís. ¿Por qué se van los Católicos? El problema de la “Migración 

religiosa” de los católicos a las llamadas “sectas.” Lima, Perú: Conferencia Episcopal Peruana, 
1992. 
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      Beltrán Cely, William Mauricio. “Pluralización Religiosa y Cambio Social en Colombia,” 
unpublished Doctoral dissertation at the University Sorbonne Nouvelle - Paris 3, Latin European 
Doctoral School, Institute of Higher Studies on Latin America, Center for Research and Docu-
mentation on Latin America, Doctorate in Social and Latin American Studies, 27 January 2012: 
http://www.scielo.org.co/pdf/thxa/v63n175/v63n175a03.pdf 
 

Abstract: Religious Pluralization and Social Change in Colombia (Beltran Cely 2012) 
 
While Colombia has traditionally been dominated by a conservative Catholic culture, its religious 
milieu has gone through a rapid transformation characterized by the growth of many new religious 
organizations. This study will aim to more deeply understand the causes of this transformation and 
its effects in other social fields, notably in the political and cultural field. A large multitude of 
questions have shaped the research: Which causes have contributed and driven this religious 

pluralization and which factors—political, economic, demographic or cultural—are associated with 

it? How has this religious pluralization manifested itself in rural, urban and indigenous contexts? 
What has been the impact of the religious pluralization in the cultural and political fields? The 
present thesis will outline the ways in which the processes of secularization and modernization on 
Columbian society are the principle causes of this religious pluralization and how this pluralization 
involves different cultural affinities and forms of cultural inertia. Furthermore, most of the believers 
who abandon the Catholic Church integrate themselves within similar or related religious 
movements, preferring above all the Pentecostal movement. Moreover, this pluralization leads to an 
increased promotion of religious entrepreneurs of an independent and charismatic nature. Available 
at:  http://www.prolades.com/cra/regions/sam/col/beltran_cambio_religion_colombia_2011.pdf 

 
In general, “…the exponential growth of Pentecostalism and the ongoing processes of social 
secularization and neoliberal globalization (economic and cultural) have changed the religious 
map of Latin America, cracking the hegemony of the Church and the identity of the ‘Catholic 
continent,’” according to Rodolfo R. de Roux in “De la ‘Nación Católica’ a la ‘República 
Pluricultural’ en América Latina: algunas consideraciones históricas” (Memorias, Revista digital 
de Historia y Arqueología desde el Caribe Colombiana, Año 9, N°16: Barranquilla, Colombia, 
mayo 2012, page 26), available at:  
https://www.academia.edu/37049536/From_Catholic_Nation_to_Pluricultural_Republic_in_Lati
n_America_Some_historical_considerations?auto=download&email_work_card=download-
paper 
 
However, the Roman Catholic Church in Latin America, since the early 1900s, has suffered not 
only from strong competition from Pentecostals but also from competition from non-Pentecostals 
(the so-called mainline U.S.-based Protestant denominations and the more aggressive, 
conservative Evangelical denominations and independent groups, some of which are home-
grown varieties of Protestantism); the growing number of independent Western Catholic-derived 
groups and non-Protestant Marginal Christian groups; the non-Christian immigrant religions 
from Africa, Asia and the Middle East; and the attraction of a non-religious secularized society 
(the “nones”).  
 
There are four independent Western Catholic-derived denominations in Panama.  
 

• The Apostolic Orthodox Old Catholic Church (under Mons. Jorge Rodriguez-Villa) 
represents the Old Catholic Tradition.  
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• The Apostolic Community of Communities of Our Lady of Guadalupe of Panama 
was founded by Friar Orlando Enrique Rojas Bonilla (located in El Común, Tolé 
Municipality of Chiriquí Province), which is affiliated with Our Lady of Guadalupe 
Community of Communities, founded in Costa Rica by Mons. Higinio Alas Gómez in 
2007 (previously this group was known as Reformed Apostolic and Catholic Church, 
2000-2005).  

• The Reunited Apostolic Catholic Church, Diocese of Central America, Panama and the 
West Indies; founded in Costa Rica by Archbishop Mons. Pablo José de Jesús María 
(secular name: Francisco Eduardo de la Espriella Torrens), which is affiliated with the 
Brazilian Apostolic Catholic Church (founded by Mons. Carlos Duarte Costa, Bishop of 
Maura), the Free Orthodox Church of Ibero-America, and the Byzantine Catholic Church, 
Inc. (under Patriarch Mar Markus I) of Los Angeles, California.  

• The Ecumenical Catholic Church of Christ is affiliated with the Diocese of Our 
Mother of God in Costa Rica (under Mons. Sebastián Herrera Plá) and is part of the 
Apostolic Administration of Central America, Panama and Cuba (under Mons. Karl R. 
Rodig of Miami, Florida). 
 

 
The Protestant Movement 
 

The Roman Catholic Church dominated the religious life of Panama until labor opportunities in 
the Panama Canal Zone (PCZ) brought many U.S. citizens and other foreign nationals to the 
country. The rapid influx of thousands of Protestant immigrants to Panama in the early 1900s led 
to the construction of many Protestant chapels for the largely English-speaking population of the 
PCZ, which included many African Americans from the British West Indies. The U.S. occupa-
tion of the PCZ also provided an open door for many U.S. Protestant mission agencies to begin 
work in the Republic of Panama during the early 1900s, especially during and after the 1940s. 

By 1911, about ten thousand residents in the PCZ (composed of U.S. civilians and military 
personnel, West Indian English-speaking immigrant workers, and construction workers of many 
nationalities and languages) were being served by 39 Christian denominations and mission 
agencies: Protestant Episcopal, Roman Catholic, Baptist, Methodist and Seventh-day Adventist. 
Three additional Protestant groups arrived in the PCZ between 1900 and 1920: the Salvation 
Army (1904), the Christian Mission of Barbados (1905), the Church of God (1906-Anderson, 
Indiana), the Free Methodist Church in North America (1913), and the Plymouth Brethren/ 
Christian Brethren (1918). Also, in 1914, the Union Churches of the Canal Zone were organized 
as nonsectarian, interdenominational community of churches. In 1940, the population of the PCZ 
(civilians and military) numbered 51,827 and was served by 54 Protestant congregations. 

However, the first Protestants to arrive in Panama were part of a group of 1,200 colonists 
from Scotland (some of whom were Presbyterian) who attempted to build a commercial colony 
on the Caribbean coast of the Darien Peninsula in 1698. However, the colony was abandoned in 
April 1700 as a complete commercial failure.  See the following source for more information:  
 
The Royal Bank of Scotland Group, “The Darien Adventure: A History for Teachers,” available 
at: http://www.rbs.com/microsites/our-teaching-resources/content/curriculum-for-
excellence/darien-adventure/history.htm. 
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On 26 June 1695, the Scottish Parliament passed an act establishing ‘The Company of Scotland 
Trading to Africa and the Indies’… The company’s directors began to lay plans for the colony 
…ships and provisions were bought, notably in Holland and Germany, including cannon, guns and 
swords, axes, hammers, nails, clothing and household goods. Crews were recruited and the 
expedition’s five ships assembled in the Firth of Forth. With the exception of the former French 
vessel Dolphin, their names–Caledonia, St Andrew, Unicorn and Endeavour–reflected Scots 
patriotism and hope. On 18 July 1698, this first expedition left the port of Leith with around 1,200 
people, including William Paterson [b.1658-d.1719, the creator and promoter of the scheme], on 
board. 

The colonists reached Darien, which they called New Caledonia, in November 1698. There they built 
Fort St Andrew and began to erect the huts of New Edinburgh and to clear land for growing yams 
and maize. However, agriculture proved difficult and the local Indians unwilling to buy the combs 
and other trinkets offered by the colonists. Worse still no fleets of merchant ships appeared to initiate 
a rich entrepôt trade with Asia and India. Meanwhile, the King had instructed the English colonies in 
America not to supply the Scots settlement and inadequate provisions, combined with the unfamiliar 
hot and humid climate, soon caused fever to spread and many settlers died. In July 1699, the colony 
was abandoned. 

Back in Scotland some bad news had been received from Darien, but nobody knew that the colony 
had been deserted. A second expedition, with a further 1,300 settlers on board and the newly-built 
ship The Rising Sun at its head, set sail in August 1699. The second expedition arrived in November 
to find the huts of New Edinburgh in disrepair and the jungle growing again. Nonetheless, the 
colonists decided to rebuild the settlement and some survivors of the first expedition returned to 
Darien from English colonies, like New York, where they had sought refuge. 

The Spanish, although not interested in settling on the unhealthy coast of Darien themselves, were by 
now determined to prevent other European colonists from claiming their territory. Learning of this 
enmity, the exhausted and hungry Scots launched a successful pre-emptive attack on the Spanish fort 
at Toubacanti in January 1700. The Scots settlers subsequently held out bravely against blockade at 
Fort St Andrew for more than a month before surrendering. Decimated by disease, the colonists left 
Darien for the last time in April 1700. 

The next Protestants to arrive in the territory of modern Panama were Methodists: the 
Wesleyan (British) Methodists who were among Afro-Caribbean immigrants to settle in the 
Bocas del Toro region of the Caribbean coast, beginning in the 1820s. The United Methodist 

Free Church of England (1879), the Jamaican Wesleyan Methodist Church (1884), and the 
Jamaican Baptist Missionary Society (1893) also began mission work among West Indian 
immigrants in Panama.  
  The Wesleyan Methodists were apparently the first Protestant group to arrive in the 
territory of Panama (then part of the Republic of Colombia), when between 1815 and 1825 
“Mother Abel” arrived at Careening Cay in northwestern Panama with a group of English and 
Jamaican settlers. Mother Abel was a Jamaican mulatto woman who evangelized the Creole 
fishermen of the Caribbean coast in the Bocas del Toro region, where a Methodist society was 
formed at Old Bank. This work was later developed by the United Methodist Free Churches of 
England, who sent ministers and teachers around 1879 to organize churches and schools in the 
towns of Old Bank and Bocas del Toro, in response to a request made by a small Methodist 
community formed and led by Mother Abel for over 60 years. However, this pioneering work 
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was eventually transferred to the Wesleyan Methodist Church (UK) when the circuit was 
reorganized in 1913. 
  Meanwhile, the West Indian Conference of the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Jamaica, 
at the request of a small group of West Indian Methodists in Panama City, sent its first mis-
sionary to the Isthmus of Panama in 1884, the Rev. Thomas Geddes. Several other workers 
followed him and served for short periods until Rev. Geddes's son, Alexander, arrived in 1887 to 
become the first Wesleyan Methodist minister residing in Panama City. Permanent work began 
in Panama City, Emperor and Aspinwall (now known as Puerto Colón) among West Indian 
immigrants who worked on the construction of the French canal. 
  Alexander Geddes traveled throughout the country offering his services as a minister to the 
West Indian Methodists and made many new converts, while forming Methodist congregations 
among workers in canal zone towns and along the railroad line that paralleled the canal, as well 
as in settlements along the Caribbean coast. Geddes encouraged the training and ordination of 
two important people in the history of Wesleyan Methodism in Central America: Edward A. Pitt 
and Clifford Mortimer Surgeon. Pitt had a successful Methodist ministry in Costa Rica for more 
than 30 years (1897-1927), and Surgeon began a missionary work among the Guaymí Indians on 
the Valiente Peninsula, located on the east side of Chiriquí Lagoon, about 50 km (31 miles) 
south-east of Bocas del Toro, in 1913.  
  It was this Valiente Indian Mission sponsored by Wesleyan Methodists and led by young 
Ephraim S. Alphonse, who gave the Guaymí Indians of western Panama a written language and 
translations of the Scriptures. Alphonse, a native of Bocas del Toro and a disciple of Surgeon, 
continued Surgeon's work among the Guaymi in 1917 as a lay evangelist and teacher, and as an 
ordained Wesleyan Methodist minister after 1930. Alphonse worked among the Guaymi from 
1917 to 1938, with the exception of two years spent at a theological college in Kingston, 
Jamaica, and then returned to work among the Guaymí from 1948 to 1957. 
  In the mid-1930s, the work of the Wesleyan Methodist Mission under the direction of 
Alphonse spread along the entire coast of Bocas del Toro province and, with the help of new 
workers, it reached the interior of the province to the very heart of the Guaymí territory, from 
sea-level to Cerro Santiago, at an elevation of 1,752 meters (5,748 feet). In 1936, there were 
four schools-chapels and about 150 communicant members with a Methodist community of 
about 500 people among the Guaymi of the Valiente Peninsula region. 
  However, most of the Wesleyan Methodist work was done in the interoceanic region among 
the West Indians of Panama City and Puerto Colón, and in the segregated West Indian towns in 
the PCZ. In 1936, there were 14 Wesleyan Methodist congregations with 1,896 communicants 
and about 2,700 adherents in the PCZ, led by six missionaries supported by the Methodist 
Missionary Society of Great Britain through the Jamaican Synod, which had become indepen-
dent in 1933. There were also eleven national workers who contributed valuable work on 
Methodist circuits. 
  In 1954, the Central American Synod was formed, representing Wesleyan Methodist work in 
Panama and Costa Rica. The Rev. Efraim S. Alphonse became president of the district in 1957 
and served until his retirement in 1967 at age 70.  Later, his son Alford became the president of 
the Panama-Costa Rica District of the Methodist Church in the Caribbean and the Americas 

(MCCA), which was formed in 1965 based in Antigua, West Indies. In 1979, the Wesleyan 
Methodists reported 16 congregations and 1,794 members in the provinces of Panama, Colón, 
and Bocas del Toro. 
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  The Panama-Costa Rica District of the MCCA, headed by its president, is divided into 
five circuits that include Panama City, Colón, Bocas del Toro, Valiente Peninsula, and Costa 
Rica.  Each circuit is represented by a Minister-Superintendent. The District Conference is the 
governing body of the district and meets annually with representatives of each circuit. 
  The emphasis on ministering in the English language of previous years has evolved, as has 
the population of West Indian Panamanians, and now almost all worship services in the local 
congregations are conducted in both English and Spanish, in addition to the Guaymi language in 
the Valiente Peninsula circuit. The annual Conference in the District of Panama-Costa Rica is 
conducted in Spanish. The Panama-Costa Rica District, which is the equivalent of a diocese, is 
one of eight districts of the MCCA, which is the equivalent of an archdiocese that has its head-
quarters in St. John’s, Antigua, and is led by a President. 
Sources: https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2012/01/31/a-brief-history-of-the-
methodist-church-in-panama/ 
 
The Church of England, through the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign 

Parts, arrived in the 1850s during the construction of the Panama Railroad across the Isthmus of 
Panama.  Company officials helped to finance the construction of the first permanent Protestant 
church building in Panama, Christ’s Church-by-the-Sea in Aspinwall, built in 1864-1865. This 
was the second-oldest permanent Protestant church building in Central America, with the first 
being St. John’s Anglican Cathedral in Belize City, built in 1825. However, occasional 
Anglican-Episcopal worship services had been held in Panama since 1849, conducted by 
clergymen en route to the gold fields in California, which led to the establishment of the first 
Episcopal congregation in 1851 in the island port town of Taboga, located in the Gulf of Panama 
to the south of Panama City.  
  Taboga became the port of choice for Panama City and the mainland because the island's 
northern shore has waters deep enough to accommodate large ships.  Taboga came to play an 
important role in shipping after the Pacific Steamship Navigation Company (founded in London 
in 1838 and began operations in 1840 along the Pacific Coast of South America) built 
workshops, a ship repair facility, supply stores and a coal-refueling station, and brought over 
hundreds of Irishmen to work in the supply base.  It was during this time that the gold seeking 
“49ers” discovered Isla Taboga, and many stayed on the island enroute to the gold-mining fields 
of northern California.  A trace of Anglo-Saxon names can still be seen on white tombstones in 
the island's cemetery. 
  An official “Isthmian Mission” of the Anglican Church was established in Panama in 1853, 
although missionary work was sparse until 1883. 

 
Before the American Era in Panama, especially during the construction of the Panama Railroad, tens 
of thousands of laborers—both white and non-white—died under the most appalling conditions 
imaginable, men from the West Indies and China, however, died in far greater percentages than 
white labors. Dead West Indians and Chinese were hauled off by the wagonloads, dumped in mass 
graves, unrecorded and uncounted. The 5,000 workers buried at Ancon Cemetery was just the tip of 
the bloody iceberg. In 1875, Popular Science Monthly magazine, like dozens of publications of the 
day, alleged that the “Panama Railway cost 81,000 human lives destroyed by malaria; this death-rate 
is equal to one man for every one death for every yard of track.” 
  Its claim of “one death for every yard along the forty-seven miles of track” is certainly a tawdry 
journalist appeal to sensationalism, but as startling as the estimate sounds, it could easily have been 
correct. Everything about the mortality rate is guesswork; educated guesses hobbled together by 
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reports of journalists, eyewitnesses, and U.S. Congressional hearings. These estimates range from 
somewhere around 22,000 to 82,000 deaths. There were so many bodies to dispose of that the 
Railway officials began to treat them as a commodity. The Railroad pickled the corpses of the 
nameless dead in wooden barrels and sold them to medical schools. Income generated from the 
cadaver business was sufficient to maintain the Railroad’s own gleaming new whites-only hospital. 
Source: https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2014/10/10/the-panama-canal-death-tolls-
another-revealing-look/ 
 

Below is a chronology of the origin of Protestant mission work in Panama between 1820 
and 1919. 

 
Founding 

Date 
Mission or Denominational Name 

Country of 
Origen 

1820-1899     

1820 Wesleyan Methodist Church (Diocese of the West Indies, Jamaica) Jamaica 

1853 Anglican Church (1534, Bishop of Canterbury, England) UK 

1864 Protestant Episcopal Church in the USA (New York, 1607)       USA 

1879 United Methodist Free Church of England (1857, England) UK 

1888 Methodist Missionary Society (1739, England; John Wesley) UK 

1892 American Bible Society (founded in 1826 in New York City) USA 

1892 British & Foreign Bible Society (founded in London in 1804) UK 

1893 Jamaican Baptist Missionary Society (1842, Jamaica) JAMAICA 

1900-1919  Mainly in the U.S. administered Panama Canal Zone   

1904 The Salvation Army (founded in London, England, in 1878)                                UK 

1903 Seventh-Day Adventist Church, General Conference              USA 

1905 The Christian Mission of Barbados (1892, Rev. George R. Penny) Barbados 

1905 Southern Baptist Home Mission Board USA 

1906 Church of God (Anderson, Indiana – 1880)                       USA 

1906 Methodist Episcopal Church, North (1844, Northern U.S. States) USA 

1909 National Baptist Convention, USA (Afro-American) USA 

1913 Free Methodist Church of North America (1860)                 USA 

1913 Independent Holiness missionary Anna Coope, Kuna Indian Mission, 1913-1925 USA 

1918 Brethren Assemblies / Christian Brethren                        USA 

 
Protestant church work in Bocas del Toro Province. In 1897, U.S. businessman and railroad 
developer Minor Cooper Keith (1848-1929) purchased a 50 percent share in the Snyder Banana 
Company, which produced bananas on 6,000 acres near Bocas del Toro, Panama, which allowed 
him to dominate the banana growing and export market in Central America. Keith and his two 
brothers oversaw the building of a railroad line from San José (the capital) to port Limón in 
Costa Rica, between 1871-1890, over very difficult terrain, from the Central Valley to the 
Caribbean coast.  

During a business trip to London he organized the Tropical Trading and Transport 

Company to coordinate the banana business and to provide transportation to his increasing 
shipments to the USA. He also expanded his banana business to the region of Magdalena, 
Colombia, through the Colombian Land Company, and made a deal to export fruit to the USA 
with the Snyder Banana Company of Panama (at that time a territory of Colombia). With these 
deals he dominated the banana business in Central America by 1899, but financial problems 
forced him to travel to Boston to talk with Andrew Preston, the President of the Boston Fruit 
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Company and his partner Lorenzo Baker. The Boston Fruit Company, which dominated the 
banana trade in the West Indies, was Keith's rival, and he hoped a merger of the two companies 
would end his financial problems. They agreed to a merger and the United Fruit Company 
(UFCO) was founded in March 1899, with Preston as president and Keith as vice-president. 

In 1850, the Bocas del Toro territory became part of Chiriquí province, then was separated 
from it and became part of Colón province. In November 1903, Bocas del Toro was separated 
from Colón and became its own province. This province is the home of the unique Bocas del 
Toro English-based creole language, which is similar to other English-based creole languages in 
the West Indies. 

At the beginning of the 19th century, the brothers “Knapp” arrived from Jamaica with their 
African slaves, at the same time as the “Shepherd” family that inhabited what is now called 
“Shepherd” Island.  A few years later various Scottish and English families emigrated from the 
“San Andrés” and “Providencia” islands (part of Colombia), also together with their African 
slaves, in order to evade tax payments. An important commercial exchange started with the 
Amerindians of the region, that traded live turtles, turtle shells, cocoa and mahogany, especially 
with the English people that came from Jamaica. Later, groups of Afro-Caribbean people from 
Jamaica settled in this area where they established fishing villages.     
Source: https://bocasdeltoro.com/about-bocas/history/ 
  Around 1820, some Nicaraguan and Colombian fishermen settled on Bastimentos Island in 
Bahía de Almirante. Later, at the end of the construction of the Panama Railroad in 1855, 
immigrants from the West Indies settled in Bocas del Toro. At the end of 1880, the cultivation of 
bananas began in the Bahía de Almirante and the Laguna de Chiriquí on the coast of Bocas del 
Toro province. In 1904, the construction of the government’s Municipal Palace building began, 
which was completed in 1906.  By this time, the town of Bocas del Toro had acquired worldwide 
importance when it became the world headquarters of the United Fruit Company, which 
published “The Central American Express” newspaper in English and Spanish. 
  From 1909 to 1915, the importance of the town of Bocas del Toro decreased, as the produc-
tion and export of bananas moved to the new port of Almirante on the mainland; however, the 
administrative functions were maintained on Isla Colón. The province of Bocas del Toro was 
created in 1903. Its limits are: the Caribbean Sea to the north, the province of Chiriquí to the 
south, the Comarca Ngöbe-Buglé to the east and southeast, the province of Limón in Costa Rica 
to the west and northeast, and to the southwest the province of Puntarenas in Costa Rica. This 
province with continental and insular territory is divided into three districts: Bocas del Toro, 
Changuinola and Chiriquí Grande; its capital is the city of Bocas del Toro, located on Isla Colón 
in Bahía de Almirante.  
  The town of Almirante was essentially built by the United Fruit Company on the mainland 
as the main port for its banana exports. Almirante's first settlers were mostly Afro-Caribbean 
descendants from Jamaica and the West Antilles, who moved inland to work in the banana 
plantations during the early 1900s. Due to the economic importance of Port Almirante, Chinese, 
Hindu and Jewish minorities established businesses in the town. Since Bocas del Toro Province 
has a vast indigenous population of the Guaymí (Ngöbe-Buglé) peoples, they also migrated to 
Almirante, replacing blacks as the major ethnic group. In Almirante, the major spoken languages 
are English, Spanish, native indigenous languages and Guari-Guari or Bocas del Toro patois, a 
dialect of Jamaican patois spoken in Bocas del Toro province, and is similar to Central American 
varieties such as Limonense creole, spoken in Costa Rica.  
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Almirante,_Bocas_del_Toro 
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Various Protestant denominations established mission work in Bocas del Toro province, 
beginning in the early to mid-1800s. 
 
The Methodist Missionary Society (UK) arrived in 1888 to minister among the West Indian 
workers in the French Canal Zone. The United Methodist Free Church (founded in 1857 in 
Rochdale, near Manchester, England) began its earliest overseas work in Jamaica in 1838,   
which led to missionary work in Bocas del Toro, in 1879, on the northwestern Caribbean coast of 
Panama among West Indian (mainly Jamaican) immigrant fishermen. The Methodist Missionary 

Society supported the earlier Methodist work in Bocas del Toro. These congregations were 
known as Wesleyan Methodist churches.  
 

* * * * * 
 
Ephraim Simeon Alphonse (1896-1995) was born on Carenero Island, located in the province 
of Bocas del Toro. His father, John Alphonse, was from the island of Martinique and his mother, 
Carlotha Reid, was a native of Bluefields in Nicaragua. Alphonse was educated at the Spanish 
School in Bocas del Toro between 1903 and 1920.  
  The Valiente Indian Mission was founded in 1917 by the Rev. Mortimer Surgeon by placing 
the 18-year old Ephraim Alphonse among the Guaymí Indians on the Valiente peninsula as an 
evangelist and missionary. Mortimer Surgeon performed the first baptisms among these Indians. 
  In 1924, Alphonse went to Kingston, Jamaica, to attend Calabar Theological College, until 
1926.  During his studies in Jamaica, Alphonse wrote Among the Valiente Indians: The story of a 

pioneer mission in the forests of Panama (first published in 1925 and reprinted in 1938 by 
Cargate Press), which was the story of his own missionary adventures in Bocas del Toro. 
  In addition to his missionary and ministerial work for the Wesleyan Methodist Church, 
Alphonse was a gifted writer, poet and translator, who reduced to writing the Guaymí indigenous 
languages; wrote the first phonetic alphabet and grammar in Guaymí; and produced a grammar 
and vocabulary in Hindustani, Spanish and English.  He also translated four New Testament 
Gospels into Guaymí and was a Scripture translator for the American Bible Society, during 1928 
and 1929. His Guaymí Grammar and Dictionary: With Some Ethnological Notes was published 
by the U.S. Government Printing Office in 1956, for which he received the Belisario Porras 
Medal and the Decoration of the Basque Núñez de Balboa Order (1963), the latter being the 
highest honor granted by the government to a Panamanian citizen. Also, Alphonse was a 
composer and compiled a hymnal and a Methodist catechism in Guaymí. He traveled to Costa 
Rica, France, and England in 1938, where he delivered speeches about the Guaymí Indians of the 
Valiente Peninsula in Bocas del Toro province.  
  Ephraim S. Alphonse served as Bishop of the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Panama while 
pastoring the Wesley Memorial Church in Corregimiento Santa Ana in Panama City, which was 
later pastored by his son Alford W. Alphonse.  During Ephraim’s later years he was a professor 
of linguistics and the Guaymí (Ngöbe-Buglé) languages at the University of Panama during 
1979-1980 (at age 83).  Editorial note: the author of this document interviewed Ephraim on two 
occasions during 1979 in Panama City and learned first-hand about his early missionary career in 
Bocas del Toro. 
Sources: Grubb 1937:112-113; https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2012/01/31/a-
brief-history-of-the-methodist-church-in-panama/ 
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* * * * * 
 
The first Baptist missionaries to arrive in the Bocas del Toro region were from England 
(Baptist Missionary Society) and Jamaica, in 1866. In 1892, Gayle Brown, a Baptist layman, 
participated in the formation of Beautiful Zion Baptist Church in Bocas del Toro. In 1894, the 
Jamaican Baptist Missionary Society (JBMS) sent several missionaries to Bocas del Toro 
province, some from the islands of San Andrés and Providencia (territory of Colombia) and the 
Cayman Islands (administered by the British). However, after 1908, the JBMS was no longer 
able to support the work in Panama due to several natural disasters that created an economic 
crisis in Jamaica (Source: Anderson, 2005:398-399).  
 
Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) beginnings in Central America. In 1890, Frank J. Hutchins 
(born in 1869 in Columbia, California, in a Seventh-day Adventist family), at 21 years of age, 
was a young Adventist pastor and colporteur.  Shortly after his baptism at age 17, Frank began 
training for the ministry. He spent two summers as a tent master for evangelistic campaigns in 
California and conducted evangelistic and colportage work in Michigan during the following two 
years. At the end of 1890 he received his ministerial license and in November 1891 he was 
ordained a minister. While at Healdsburg College (now Pacific Union College) in Napa Valley, 
California, he met Cora Ella Rathbun, whom he married in October 1890 in Genesee, Michigan. 
A few days after his ordination in November 1891, Frank and Cora Ella left the USA to serve as 
the first SDA-appointed missionaries in Central America and settled in the Bay Islands of 
Honduras, located about 68 km (42 miles) north of the coastal town of La Ceiba.  The Bay 
Islands had been a British protectorate from 1820 to 1861, when the government of Honduras 
regained possession. Prior to 1861, the islanders were granted British citizenship. 
  Between 1892 and 1897, the Hutchins evangelized and sold Adventist literature throughout 
the Bay Islands, where several small Adventist congregations and a school were established on 
the largest of the Bay Islands: Roatán, Guanaja and Útila. During the British occupation of the 
Bay Islands (1820-1871), settlers arrived from the Cayman Islands (English-speaking creole 
farmers and fishermen) and former slaves from Belize; also, there were some surviving Garifuna 
tribal people (Afro-Caribbean) who were deported from St. Vincent Island in the eastern 
Caribbean to the Bay Islands by the British in 1797. The Cayman Islands are located about 580 
km (360 miles) northeast of Roatán Island.  
  By the mid-1800s, the Wesleyan Methodists (1844) and Baptists (1859) from Belize had 
established a few small churches among this isolated population, prior to the Hutchins’ arrival in 
1891. In July 1896, Frank, Cora and three members of the Bonacca church rented a schooner—
that Frank captained—and set sail along the Central American coast canvassing and searching 
for new mission fields, a trip that lasted seven weeks. While successful in terms of literature 
sales, it underscored the pressing need to acquire a schooner of their own to continue expanding 
and coordinating work in their mission field. 
 In 1897, Hutchins took possession of a two-masted schooner, which he named the "Herald," 
constructed in the Bay Islands with funds raised in the USA. The “Herald” was a thirty-five-ton 
cargo-carrying vessel, fifty-feet long, with an eleven-foot beam. It had passenger accommo-
dations and space for storing books and other publications. During November 1897, represent-
tatives from various fields around the Caribbean Sea—including Central America, the Bay 
Islands, and the West Indies—met for a general council in Kingston, Jamaica. There they agreed 
that work in that area would be more efficient if they united all mission fields into one. Thus, 
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they organized the West Indian Mission Field with headquarters in Kingston, Jamaica. A. J. 
Haysmer was appointed as superintendent and Frank Hutchins was given the task of coordinating 
and supervising canvassing work for the field.  
  On the “Herald,” the Hutchins periodically sailed along the Central American coast between 
1897 and 1901, stopping at various ports, such as Puerto Cabezas, Prinzapolka and Bluefields in 
Nicaragua; Puerto Limón in Costa Rica; and Bocas del Toro and Colón in Panama, as well as 
visiting the small Caribbean islands of San Andrés, Providencia and Santa Catalina (part of 
Colombia), located about 230 km (140 miles) east of the coast of Nicaragua and 750 km 
(470 mi) north of the Colombian mainland. Pastor Hutchins formed several small congregations 
in some of these locations. In 1901, Frank and Cora Hutchins relocated to the port of Bocas del 
Toro, Panama, to begin work for the Adventist Mission. 
  After arriving in Bocas del Toro, the “Herald” was sold and the money was used to buy a 
smaller vessel, which was named “El Mensajero.” In addition, a house was purchased that was 
used as the first administrative offices of the Adventist organization in Panama. In Bocas del 
Toro, where the United Fruit Company maintained a banana shipping center, Hutchins pulled 
teeth and sold books in addition to evangelizing and planting new churches.   
  In 1903, the Panamanian Mission of Seventh-day Adventists was organized with four 
churches and a membership of 129 people, based in Bocas del Toro. The work that Frank and 
Cora Hutchins began in 1901 in Bocas del Toro was continued under the supervision of Cora 
Hutchins and I. G. Knight and his wife who arrived in Bocas del Toro seven months after the 
death of Frank Hutchins on 4 August 1902. The small Adventist group in Bocas del Toro 
survived with only untrained laity as leaders. 
  Between 1903 and 1904, the Knights began Adventist work in Laguna de Chiriquí and in the 
newly formed PCZ area. In 1904, they were encouraged to find increases, both in church income 
and in membership, but their health was so precarious that they temporarily returned to the USA 
to rest and recuperate. In January 1906, I. G. Knight conducted a four-week evangelistic cam-
paign in Colón, Panama, without his wife, who was ill. This couple was successful enough to 
organize the Eastern Caribbean Association (part of the West Caribbean Conference) with 
Pastor H. C. Goodrich as president, and its territory comprised the areas of Nicaragua, Costa 
Rica, Panama and the Caribbean islands of Colombia. 
Sources: Amundsen 1947: 89-91; https://unadeca.net/cwhite/panama/ / 
https://encyclopedia.adventist.org/article?id=B9J3&highlight=frank|hutchins    
 
In 1979, the following churches and missions were reported in the Province of Bocas del 
Toro (INDEF-PROCADES, 1980):  97 churches in three Districts. 
 

Apostolic Church of Faith in Jesus Christ = 1 
Baptist churches = 8 (Baptist Convention of Panama) 
Churches of Christ = 7 
Church of the Nazarene = 2 
Doctrinal Evangelist Church = 5  
Episcopal Church = 4 
Foursquare Gospel Church = 2 
Soldiers of the Cross of Christ = 3  
New Tribes Mission-related churches = 46 
Pentecostal Christian Church, MMM = 2 
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Seventh-day Adventist churches = 7 
Society of Bible Churches = 1 
Wesleyan Methodist churches = 9  

 
In 1937, Kenneth G. Grubb, in Religion in Central America, described the religious 
situation in Panama in 1936: “Protestantism has a large following in the Canal Zone, both 
among the Negro and North American populations. It is natural and very desirable that this 
population should enjoy a religious ministry suitable to its needs, but the religious life of the 
Canal Zone has little relation to that of the republic as a whole” (1937:111).   

The American Bible Society arrived in 1892 and established its regional headquarters in the 
French Canal Zone at Cristóbal, and it supplied the distribution of the Scriptures throughout 
Central America, Colombia, Venezuela and the Dutch West Indies from there. Also, the British 

& Foreign Bible Society established an office in the French Canal Zone in 1892.   
  
Active in the U.S. administered Panama Canal Zone (beginning in 1904) were missionaries, 
pastors and lay workers of the following groups: The Salvation Army (1904); the Christian 

Mission of Barbados (1905); the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA-1905); the 
Southern Baptist Home Missionary Society (1905); Protestant Episcopal Church (1906); the 
Seventh-Day Adventist Church (1906); Church of God (Anderson, Indiana-1906); Methodist 

Episcopal Church, North (1906); Free Methodist Church of North America (1913); Union 

Churches of the Canal Zone (1916); and the Plymouth Brethren (1918). Also, the Wesleyan 

Methodist Church (UK) began work in the French Canal Zone, Panama City and Colón in 1884, 
which was continued during the construction of the U.S. PCZ and afterward.  Between 1855 and 
1900, an estimated 30,000 English-speaking (Afro-Caribbean) creoles from the British West 
Indies arrived in Panama to work on railroad, highway and canal construction.   
  According to the 1912 census of the Panama Canal Zone, where the population varied 
continuously with the workflow, there were 62,000 inhabitants. More than half, approximately 
36,000, were unmarried men, and 40 nationalities were listed. Also, there was a strict separation 
of the living quarters, dining halls and social activities of the white and black workers in the 
PCZ, as well as in the local Protestant churches. Access to the PCZ, the entrance to which was 
guarded by U.S. civilian and military police, was restricted to Panamanian citizens who had 
special passes issued by the PCZ Authority. In urban areas, the PCZ was protected by a high 
chain-link fence topped with barbed wire with only a few access points, while the remote areas 
of the PCZ were inaccessible due to dense tropical jungle, rugged terrain, lakes and swamps.   
 

Arizona Republican, July 20, 1914, Associated Press Dispatch.  
Buried at Ancon Cemetery were approximately 5,000 “Gold Roll” white American workers who 
died while working on the canal between 1903 and 1914. As the term suggests, these workers 
collected their salaries in American gold dollars. On the other end of the spectrum were those on the 
“Silver Roll,” —unskilled, non-white workers, mostly West Indians— paid in local Panamanian 
silver coins. In reality the difference between Gold Roll and Silver Roll workers was one of race 
rather than one of skill sets. Non-white Silver Roll workers earned about 10 cents an hour, 72 men 
crammed into 50 X 30 foot huts, ate disagreeable food in filthy mess halls that had no tables or chairs 
and fed up to 8,000 men a day; they received no sick pay, and had inferior medical facilities. Gold 
Roll workers got 42 days of paid vacation leave, over 30 days sick pay, state of the art medical 
treatment, modern, comfortable housing with plumbing and electricity, paved roads, libraries and 
churches. 
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Source: https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2014/10/10/the-panama-canal-death-tolls-
another-revealing-look/ 

 
Soon after the creation of the U.S. administered PCZ in 1904, the Home Mission Board of the 
Southern Baptist Convention (HMBSBC) sent its first missionary family, the Rev. and Mrs. J. 
L. Wise, to Panama for ministry in the PCZ. In 1884, the Jamaican Baptist Missionary Society 

(JBMS) sent missionary George Turner to the city of Colón to minister among West Indians who 
were recruited as workers on the French canal construction. Most of the West Indian churches 
established by the JBMS in the PCZ and Panama City were turned over to the HMBSBC, but 
their churches in Colón were retained to assure the continuity of their mission work until the 
1950s.  Not much is known about the work of the National Baptist Convention (founded in 1880 
among Afro-Americans in Montgomery, Alabama) that began work in 1909 in the PCZ 

In 1910, the Rev. J. H. Sobey, a Jamaican who had served as a missionary in Costa Rica, 
founded the Colón Baptist Church, later known as the First Isthmian Baptist Church of 

Cristóbal. The congregation became the “mother church” of practically all Baptist churches on 
the Caribbean side of the PCZ.  These early Baptist congregations greatly prospered among the 
immigrant West Indian workers who desired worship services in English.  However, these West 
Indian Baptist churches had very little impact on the predominant Spanish-speaking majority 
population (Anderson 2005:397-398). 
 
The Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) in Panama. The YMCA idea, which began 
among evangelicals in England in 1844, was unusual because it crossed the rigid lines that 
separated all the different churches and social classes in England in those days, and later in the 
USA, Canada and Australia. This openness was a trait that would lead eventually to including in 
YMCAs all men, women and children, regardless of race, religion or nationality. Also, its goal of 
meeting social needs in the community was prominent from the start. The YMCAs offered short-
term housing, food, clothing and other essentials to those in need, especially to young homeless 
men. Source:  
http://www.mfldymca.org/about_us/history_national.php#:~:text=The%20Young%20Men's%20
Christian%20Association,(roughly%201750%20to%201850). 
  In 1904, a letter was written by the chief engineer of the Panama Canal Zone (PCZ), John 
Findley Wallace, to Admiral J.G. Walker, chairman of the Isthmian Canal Commission, recom-
mending that YMCA be brought to the PCZ. With the approval of both U.S. President Theodore 
Roosevelt and the U.S. Secretary of War William Howard Taft, Mr. A. Bruce Minear, an 
experienced YMCA secretary, was sent to organize the association work in the PCZ (1905-
1910). Construction was started on YMCA clubhouses in Culebra, Empire, Gorgona, and 
Cristóbal in the PCZ, as well as in Panama City in the Republic of Panama. These clubhouses 
were operated by the YMCA for several years and were financed by the PCZ Authority; they 
contained dormitories, food services, billiard rooms, an assembly room, a reading room, bowling 
alleys, dark rooms for the camera clubs, gymnastic equipment, an ice cream parlor and soda 
fountain, and a circulating library. By 1920, there were nine YMCA buildings in operation in the 
PCZ.  See list of PCZ towns at: https://www.czbrats.com/Towns/thetowns.htm 
  The 1968 impeachment of Panamanian President Marco Aurelio Robles and the ensuing 
riots and political unrest impacted YMCA's work, and the after-school programs at Panama 
YMCA were cancelled. Use of the school equipment, such as the swimming pool and gym, 
greatly helped YMCA's ability to continue with the swimming classes and summer programs. 
These programs remained popular throughout this time.  
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  In 1983, planning was started for the integration of Panama YMCA and the American 
Services YMCA (ASYMCA). The merger of the remaining two ASYMCAs, the Balboa Branch 
and the Cristobal Branch, with the Panama Branch, was completed in 1990. In 2005, YMCA 
Panama inaugurated the new YMCA Panama School located in the Nuevo Chorrillo District of 
Arraiján, one of five districts in Panamá Oeste Province. 
Source: https://archives.lib.umn.edu/repositories/7/resources/960 
 
The Christian Mission of Barbados (a Holiness mission) began its ministry in Panama about 
1905 among Barbadian immigrants who came to work on the construction of the Panama Canal. 
The Christian Mission of Barbados was founded in 1890 under the leadership of the Rev. George 
R. Penny, a Presbyterian pastor from Attleboro, Massachusetts. In October 1889, a convention 
was held by the Christian Alliance in the Gospel Tabernacle of the Rev. Albert B. Simpson in 
New York City, who founded the Christian & Missionary Alliance in 1897. Attending this event 
were pastors S. H. Bayley of Barbados and D. Ross of St. Kitts who together called for 
“consecrated workers to bring the message of salvation to the West Indies.” A small group of 
missionaries, led by the Rev. Penney, set sail for the West Indies from New York City in 1890.  

The evangelization efforts of these Holiness missionaries were successful and the Christian 
Mission was established on the islands of St. Kitts and Barbados, with the latter becoming the 
headquarters of the new organization. In 1892, Rev. Penny's evangelistic team arrived in the 
British Guiana colony, where they set up their base of operations in a rented dance hall in 
Georgetown to evangelize the inhabitants; in 1901, they established the "Gospel Tabernacle" in 
the center of Georgetown. In 1905, some members of the Christian Mission of Barbados 
migrated to the Isthmus of Panama to work on the construction of the Panama Canal, where 
several churches were founded in the U.S. administered Canal Zone and in the Republic of 
Panama among West Indian (Afro-Caribbean) immigrants from the West Indies.   
Source: http://cmopinc.org/historia.html 
    In 1910, the Rev. George R. Penny visited Panama and conducted a series of meetings 
among West Indian immigrants for the Christian Mission of Barbados. See the article below (on 
following page), “Mission Work Among Negroes,” published in The Canal Record (1910:78).   
  The Methodist Episcopal Church, North, established its mission headquarters in the Canal 
Zone in 1906 to minister among the English-speaking population as well as Spanish-speaking 
ministry in Panama City (two preaching centers in the capital, each with an ordained minister) 
and in scattered preaching centers as far west as the town of David, near the Costa Rican border, 
as of 1936.  
     The Seventh-Day Adventist Church (SDA), according to Grubb, was probably the group most 
widely engaged in evangelistic work in Panama outside the cities of Colón (Caribbean port) and 
Panama City (Pacific port).  The SDA established several churches (both English-speaking and 
Spanish-speaking) in the Republic of Panama immediately adjacent to the U.S. administered 
Canal Zone, as well as small groups in the Province of Chiriquí, adjacent to the Costa Rican 
border.  The success of their ministry was largely due to the use of Panamanian colporteurs who 
worked exclusively in literature distribution of materials published by the Adventist publishing 
house. In 1903, the Panamanian Mission of Seventh-day Adventists was organized with four 
English-speaking (creole) churches and a membership of 129 people, based in Bocas del Toro 
province, as a result of the work begun by Frank and Cora Hutchins in 1901. 
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The U.S. administered Panama Canal Zone 
(PCZ, beginning in 1904) allowed Catholic and 
Protestant churches to use buildings owned by the 
Panama Canal Company and the Panama 
Railroad Company, where they held religious 
services and conducted Sunday schools and other 
activities. Below is an article that appeared in the 
Canal Zone Record (27 July 2010, p. 78), which 
lists 39 local churches that were holding services 
in these company-owned buildings under the 
authority of the Isthmian Canal Commission: 
 
The 39 PCZ churches included the following: 

 
Catholic churches = 7 
Episcopal churches = 13 
Baptist churches = 7 (Southern Baptist Home 
Mission Society) 
Wesleyan Methodist churches = 2 
Methodist Episcopal churches = 1 
Salvation Army = 1 
Seventh-day Adventist churches = 1 
Nondenominational churches = 7 (some of these were administered by the Young Men’s 
Christian Association (YMCA), and some of these later became Union churches) 
TOTAL = 39 

 
Prior to the 1950s, Protestant missionary activities were largely centered in the PCZ, where 
most of the English-speaking people were concentrated. The population of the PCZ in 1910 
was 328,773 people; by 1920, the population had declined to 22,858 as a result of the migration 
of workers elsewhere after the completion of the Panama Canal in 1914. Most of the main-
tenance workers who continued to work in the PCZ were ethnically West Indian immigrants, 
although some had become U.S. citizens in the PCZ. By 1930, the PCZ population had increased 
to 39,467, which included both civilians (70 percent) and military personnel (11,785). By 1940, 
the PCZ population reached 51,902.  In 1920, the “white” population totaled 12,370 compared to 
18,814 in 1930; whereas the “negro” population totaled 10,429 in 1920 and 20,385 in 1930.  
Source: https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Panama_Canal_Zone_Census  
  However, over time, some of the Protestant denominations and mission agencies began to 
evangelize and establish churches, missions and preaching points among the Spanish-speaking 
population, mainly in the urban areas adjacent to the PCZ and in the larger cities and towns in 
the interior of the country (see chronology below). 
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Between 1920 and 1949, the following eight mission agencies and denominations began 
work in Panama. 

 

Founding 
Date 

Mission or Denominational Name 
Country of 

Origen 

1920-1929     

1928 International Church of the Foursquare Gospel (1923, Los Angeles, CA)   USA 

1930-1939     

1935 
National Association of Free Will Baptists (Thomas and Mabel Willey; 1935-1939; Mabel 
returned in the 1970s; work renewed in 1961 by other missionaries) 

USA 

1935 Church of God Full Gospel (Cleveland, TN)  USA 

1940-1949     

1941 Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod (St. Louis, 1847)            USA 

1944 Central American Mission-related churches (CAM-1890)  USA 

1943 Christian Churches / Churches of Christ                 USA 

1943 Southern Baptist Home Mission Board                                   USA 

1946 Church of God of Prophecy                                     USA 

 
Prior to the 1940s, Southern Baptist work in Panama was largely limited to North Americans 
and West Indians in the PCZ and in the port cities of Panama City and Colón. The First Baptist 
Church of Balboa, founded in 1908 in the PCZ, became the “mother church” of this denomi-
nation. In the early 1940s, increased efforts were made by the Southern Baptist Home Mission 

Board to begin work in Spanish-speaking communities, and in the 1950s among the Kuna 
Indians on the Caribbean coast of northeastern Panama. Protestant efforts among the Kunas 
began in 1913, led by a British-American independent Holiness missionary, Anna Coope, who 
ministered among the Kunas until 1925. During the 1950s, the nondenominational New Tribes 

Mission and the Mennonites began work among Amerindian groups in Panama, as well. 
 

The change in government by the Liberals in 1912 [under President Belisario Porras Barahona 
(who served three terms as president between 1912 and 1924)] had great repercussions among the 
Kuna Indians who continued to belong to the Republic of Panama and who seemed to be the only 
ones who worried the executive due to their proximity to the Colombian border, their former ally 
prior [to Panamanian independence in 1903]. This change meant the closure of the Catholic mission 
that was in charge of the "civilization" of the natives, since it stopped receiving the help it received 
under the previous conservative regime, and [Father Gassó] had to leave Narganá due to lack of 
financial means, among other reasons.  
  The renewed ideas of the new president opened the doors to the Protestant mission that awaited 
its opportunity, favored in part by the criticisms of the liberal politicians of the Catholic mission, 
who considered it outdated and ineffective. Liberals believed that catechization was not the proper 
means to civilize the natives. They placed their hopes more on trade, hence their idea of establishing 
colonies on the Atlantic coast that would lead to commercial exchange with the natives of San Blas 
and to maintain contact with other [Spanish-speaking Panamanian mestizo] citizens so that they 
could learn their customs and behaviors.  
  But the superintendent of El Porvenir island, seat of the national government among the Kuna, 
did not want the Protestant mission to take over teaching, since he judged that in this way the 
autonomy that the government wanted to maintain in the field of education would be lost. Above all, 
he wanted the children to attend the national school, once it was established, since it would be the 
best way to make them Panamanian citizens, especially when the missionaries had different 
languages [English] and customs [Protestant] from the national ones [Roman Catholic]. 
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Source: https://webs.ucm.es/info/cecal/encuentr/areas/cultura/1c/calvo.htm 
 

Miss Anna Coope was born in England in 1864 where, while a teenager, she began attending a 
local Episcopal church. Later, she visited an independent Holiness church (probably Methodist) 
where she was converted to the Evangelical Faith in 1882, at age 17, and was baptized in water 
and received the “second blessing” prior to her 18th birthday.  She immigrated to the USA with 
her parents in 1886 when she was 22 year’s old and settled in Edgewood, Rhode Island. She 
became active in a local Evangelical church where she grew in her new-found faith and heard 
reports of missionary work in distant lands.  
  In October 1897, at age 33, Anna left New York City aboard a steamship for the West Indies 
as an independent missionary. After sending six weeks on the French-speaking island of Marti-
nique, she took a boat to the English-speaking island of Barbados, arriving there in January 1898, 
where she became active in the Christian Mission of Barbados for about two years. After the end 
of the Spanish-American War (April-December 1898), she travelled to Puerto Rico on her way 
back to the USA in early 1899, to spend time with her ailing mother who died in September 
1900. 
  While hoping to return to the West Indies as a missionary, Anna became engaged in church 
work in Rhode Island, and later in Massachusetts, for about six years (1900-1907). In November 
1907, she sailed aboard a steamship from New York City to the island of Trinidad, then on to 
Barbados where she remained for about two months, before continuing her journey to Port 
Colón, Panama, in early 1908.  Anna became active in the Christian Mission in Colón and also 
attended a local English-speaking Wesleyan Methodist church, where she met several Kuna 
Indians from the San Blas Islands, located off the northeastern coast of Colón province.  In 1910, 
she met John Davis, a Kuna chief from Mona island, who invited her to relocate to his island and 
begin an English-speaking school for the children, while also teaching them the Bible. However, 
after a short time on Mona island, another Kuna chief threatened her life and forced her to return 
to the city of Colón.   
  After continuing her ministry with the Christian Mission in Colón during 1910-1911, she 
sailed from Panama City to Mexico where she remained for four months, then on to Los 
Angeles, California, where she remained for about six months, while also visiting San Francisco.  
After about 10 months in the USA, she returned to Port Colón on 24 August 1912. There she met 
Kuna chief Charles Robinson who invited her to return with him to Río Diablo to begin a school 
in English for the children and youth, as well as teaching them the Bible. Finally, in February 
1913, she relocated to Narganá, a small island in the San Blas archipelago.  See a map of the San 
Blas Islands at: http://www.fidji1990.com/01%20SIDER/103%20SAN%20BLAS%20PANAMA.htm 
  Some of Anna Coope’s early missionary work in the San Blas Islands is documented in her 
autobiography, Anna Coope, Sky Pilot of the San Blas Indians, originally published in 1917 by 
the American Tract Society.  This book is available online at:  
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=nnc1.cr61024732&view=1up&seq=40&q1=NEW%20LIFE%20IN 
 Miss Coope remained among the Kuna Indians as a missionary school teacher and Bible 
teacher from February 1913 to March 1925 (about 12 years). 

 
With the departure of Father Gassó, a Catholic missionary, chief Charles Robinson took the 
opportunity to write to Miss Coope and propose that she go to the island of Narganá equipped with 
English books [including a set of McGuffey Readers for grade levels 1-6, first published in 1836] and 
her [portable pump organ]. With such a generous offer in mind, the missionary approached President 
Porras to obtain his authorization. In this way, Miss Coope made her entry into the San Blas district 
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on February 28, 1913. Chief Robinson, before the rest of the island's inhabitants, proposed her as the 
teacher of the children whom she would teach in English, at the same time that it would show them 
the way to God. The indigenous people took advantage of this moment to express their resentment 
against the Catholic missionary who had left. The following year, Martha Purdy, also a Protestant 
teacher, made her entry to the island of Corazón de Jesús, being well received by Charles Robinson 
and Joe Hardy, chiefs of the main islands of the central sector... [until forced to leave in 1922]. 
 
In July 1919, Miss Coope proposed to the mayor that since the children ran naked and uncontrolled 
around the island, that she could give classes in the morning to the boys who attended the public 
school in the afternoon; and those who attended in the morning she could attend to in the afternoon. 
He made it clear that she would be bound by her covenant to teach the Bible in Spanish and English. 
Her proposal would prevent children from spending half a day idle; since the public classroom did 
not have the capacity to serve everyone at once. She acknowledged to the authorities that her work of 
teaching was selfless and without pay, and she reminded the mayor that during his visit to the 
schools he could see that the boys were ahead of the game. She commented that she wanted to teach, 
not because she was busy, but because she did something she liked, educate. This would help her 
also in her studies of Spanish that she was doing. To reinforce her request, the missionary 
complained that the boys stayed up late and did not allow her to rest. At the same time, she 
commented that her partner Miss Evans was receiving Spanish classes so that she could later teach in 
this language; and she thought it would be easy for Evans to learn it since she had studied French and 
Latin.  Source: https://webs.ucm.es/info/cecal/encuentr/areas/cultura/1c/calvo.htm 
 

  In 1919, Panamanian President Belisario Porras began to introduce controls to ensure the 
loyalty of the Kuna Indians to the Republic of Panama by introducing a policy of forced 
assimilation, which was resisted by most of the population in the San Blas Islands. There were 
rumors of a planned uprising by the Kuna against the government’s assimilation policies, which 
intensified by late 1924. However, just prior to the Kuna Rebellion of February 1925, Miss 
Coope abandoned her home and work on the island of Narganá and fled to the safety of Port 
Colón.   
  The Kuna Revolution of February 1925 declared that the Republic of Tulé (all the Kuna 
territory in the San Blas Islands and on the nearby mainland) was independent of the Republic of 
Panama. This rebellion was a direct consequence of the suppression introduced by the 
Panamanian government. The Kuna felt this was crucial for their ethnic survival, as the assimila-
tion laws implemented by the new Panamanian government directly impacted traditional Kuna 
education, dress and customs. Resistance against these colonial policies resulted in the Tulé 
Revolution of February 1925, which caused 27 deaths, and ended with a peace agreement, signed 
on 4 March 1925 in El Porvenir. The Kuna were made to withdraw their declaration of indepen-
dence and abide by the laws of the Panamanian government, so long as the Kuna’s terms were 
agreed upon and the Panamanian authorities did not threaten to eradicate Kuna traditions and 
customs. Source: http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/etext/llilas/ilassa/2007/price.pdf 

  Based on Article 5 of the 1904 Constitution, which allows for special political divisions for 
reasons of administrative convenience or public service, legislation on indigenous territories in 
Panama established the Kuna District of San Blas in 1938, including areas of the provinces 
of Panamá and Colón, with its capital in El Porvenir. Its boundaries and administration were 
finalized by Act No. 16 of 1953, which created the Kuna Yala Comarca. The Kuna General 
Congress is the highest political authority this comarca. It consists of representatives of all 
communities in Kuna Yala, and meets twice a year. Votes are taken by each sahila (elected 
leader or chief) of the community. The San Blas Islands consist of 365 small islands located 
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along the northeast Caribbean coast, of which only 50 are inhabited. By boat, going from the 
most southeastern point of Puerto Obaldia, to the most northwestern point of El Porvenir, it is a 
little over 100 miles.  

Currently, most Kunas (also “Gunas”) live in the Comarca Guna Yala (created in 1953, with a 
population of 33,100 in 2010), which consists of a narrow strip of land of 373 km (232 mi) long 
on the northeast Caribbean coast of Panama, including the San Blas Islands, bordering the 
provinces of Panama and Darién to the south and by two mountain ranges (the Serrania de San 
Blas and the Serrania del Darien, which are both densely covered with tropical forest) and the 
Republic of Colombia to the east. The other two Kuna comarcas are located on mainland 
Panama: the Kuna de Madugandí (a comarca and corregimiento in Chepo District, Panama 
Province, created in 1996, with a population of 4,271 in 2010); and the Kuna de Wargandí (a 
comarca and corregimiento in Pinogana District, Darién Province, created in July 2000, with a 
population of 1,914 in 2010) in the interior of the Darién peninsula. These are Kuna-speaking 
people who once occupied the central region of what is now mainland Panama and the 
neighboring San Blas Islands and still survive in marginal areas of the Darién peninsula and in 
the neighboring Chocó department of Colombia. However, the government does not currently 
have figures for the number of Kuna indigenous persons living outside of these autono-
mous comarcas. 
 
By 1979, there were 23 organized Protestant churches and mission stations in the Comarca 
de San Blas, of which 11 had been established by missionaries and Kuna pastors of the Church 

of God (Anderson, Indiana); 10 by the Baptist Convention of Panama (many by missionaries of 
the Home Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention in the USA, as well as by some 
Kuna pastors, such as Lonnie Iglesias, beginning in the 1950s), which are now part of the San 

Blas Association of Kuna Churches; and two by missionaries and pastors of the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church (National Church Directory, 1980, published by INDEF-PROCADES).  
  In the early 1980s, New Tribes Mission (now, Ethos360) began work with two missionary 
families among the Kuna Indians in the San Blas Islands and in the adjacent mountainous coastal 
region of the mainland, with the task of literacy, translation and Bible lesson preparation. 
According to the 2000 census, there were only 61,707 speakers of the Kuna language and a 
greater number were bilingual in Kuna, Spanish or English.   
Sources: https://ethnos360.org/mission-news/the-team-to-reach-the-kuna-people /  
http://partners-in-missions.org/kuna.htm 
 
Pentecostal beginnings in Panama. Pentecostal work began with the arrival of the Arthur 
Edwards family in February 1928, sent out from the U.S.-based International Church of the 
Foursquare Gospel in Los Angeles, California. Early evangelistic efforts by Edwards, his wife 
Edith and his helpers proved quite successful among the Spanish-speaking population during the 
1930s and 1940s. 
  Upon their arrival in Panama City in 1928, the Edwards rented a vacant lot where they 
erected a large 600-seat tent. During the dry season, the tent would get very crowded but when 
the rainy season came, they had to rent two buildings as meeting places. While Arthur Edwards 
was pastoring at one local, his wife Edith was preaching at the other one, holding both meetings 
nightly, seven days a week. Frequently, during the afternoons, they went also to the surrounding 
neighborhoods to preach the Gospel. 
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  After accepting an invitation from local residents, the Edwards began holding revival 
meetings in July 1928 in the small town of Frijoles, where supernatural “signs and wonders” 
were reported for several years thereafter at the small Foursquare Gospel chapel. Frijoles became 
a station stop on the Panama Railroad, and a village with 784 inhabitants in 1908. The old town 
of Frijoles, located 18.6 miles from Port Colón, was abandoned after the creation of Gatún Lake, 
a long artificial lake that became part of the Panama Canal system; it was formed by damming 
the Chagres River and its smaller affluents at Gatún at the north end of the lake in 1912. The new 
town of Frijoles on the new, relocated main railroad line, was a collection of a few rustic houses, 
20 miles from Colón, left over from the canal construction in 1913. This was a very unlikely 
place, rather insignificant, for the beginning a Pentecostal revival, where the first Foursquare 
Gospel Church was founded in Panama by the Edwards. As the news spread about the revival, 
crowds of people arrived via the railroad to witness the events. During these first years, many 
men and women who were converted in Frijoles became leaders in the spread of the Gospel 
throughout Panama. 
  One of these men who was converted in Frijoles, Harmodio Palacio, became a missionary 
pastor in the jungles of the Darién peninsula among the Chocó tribespeople while living in the 
small village of Yaviza (Pinogana District), on the banks of the Río Chucunaque that flows from 
the deep interior of the Darién to the Pacific coast. During the span of six months, he reported 
“the conversion of about 1,600 people” (probably adherents) in villages along the river banks, 
and he established small congregations among them that met in thatched huts covered with palm 
branches.  

The mother church of the Panamanian Foursquare movement in Panama City, the “Calle Q 
Foursquare Church,” was founded by the Edwards in 1937 and became a training center for 
missionary efforts throughout the country. The Foursquare Bible School was established at the 
mother church in 1938.  Hundreds of pastors and Christian workers were trained there over the 
years, who became evangelists, church planters and pastors throughout the nation. 
  One of the men attending Calle Q Foursquare Church had bought a third interest in a BT-19 
basic training aircraft, used to train pilots during World War II.  It had two open seats. The other 
two owners rarely used the airplane, so this man enjoyed using the airplane to help spread the 
gospel. “Several times when our church held mass outdoor gatherings in inland towns, he used to 
fly overhead and drop printed invitations by the thousands about the places where we would hold 
the meetings, as well as Gospel tracts,” reported Arthur Edwards.  
  Leland Edwards was eight years old when he arrived in Panama with his parents in 1928. He 
played his bugle in the worship services, and he began preaching when he was fifteen years old. 
He was named a Foursquare Gospel missionary in 1937 and he worked primarily with youth, 
conducting camps in various parts of the country. His future wife, Barbara, came to Panama in 
1941 and they were married in the Calle Q Foursquare Church. They became the pastors of that 
church in 1945. After the retirement of Arthur Edwards in 1947, Leland was appointed 
Supervisor for Panama, and he served in that position until January 1960. Later, Leland and 
Barbara worked at the international headquarters of the Foursquare Gospel Church in Los 
Angeles, where Leland served as Director of International Missions from 1965 to 1988. 
 During the 1950s, three “renowned evangelists” came to Panama. In 1951, evangelist T. L. 

Osborne of Tulsa, Oklahoma, arrived in the city of Colón and conducted a crusade at the Colón 
Boxing Arena, a large indoor auditorium with a capacity for about 3,000 people. The arena was 
packed every night and many people were converted and “miracles of healing took place.” The 
news of what was happening quickly spread to many areas of Panama. One afternoon Claude 
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Updike watched from the small balcony of his apartment in front of the Calle Q Foursquare 
Church in Panama City and saw the street literally full of people. They knew that the leaders of 
the Foursquare Church prayed for the sick and afflicted. So, he went down to the temple, opened 
its doors, and soon there was no room left inside. “He began to preach and many miracles 
happened and, while the meetings continued in the Colón Arena on the other side of the Isthmus, 
night after night God himself performed miracles in the city of Panama,” wrote Leland. 
  In 1956, evangelist Roberto Espinosa came to Panama City for a crusade. “We were asked if 
we could find a spacious lot in which to hold the meetings. The ideal place was a huge vacant lot 
about half a mile from the Calle Q Foursquare Church. After finding out who the owner was, I 
went to see him at his office. He owned so much land that he had to ask one of his secretaries to 
look at the files to make sure he really owned the lot. I told him I wanted to rent the property for 
a whole month. He replied, ‘I know who you are and the good work you are doing, so I'll let you 
use it for free,’" stated Leland.  
  “According to the law, two permits were required for an outdoor crusade. I went to the 
police and then to the mayor's office and got both permits. On the second night of the meetings, a 
man with a paralyzed arm and hand was instantly healed. The next day the main morning 
newspaper covered the story, in four columns, on the front page. They said afterwards that twice 
as many newspapers had been sold than usual that day. The attendance rose to about 20,000 
people each night. God performed miracles every night—and the best of all—hundreds gave 
their lives to the Lord. Everywhere in town people talked about what was happening in the 
“Balboa landfill,” which was the name by which that area of the city was known. After several 
nights of meetings, evangelist Espinosa had to leave the country and asked our missionary, 
brother Roberto Aguirre, if he would continue with the evening services until the end of the 
month. God continued to heal people and many more gave their hearts to the Lord,” according to 
Leland. Source: “Tras las huellas de los Edwards…” (Edwards 2003: 50-51) 
  In 1958, the Crusade with Billy Graham was celebrated in Panama. Several months before 
the event was held, at a meeting with representatives of 27 churches and para-church organiza-
tions, Leland was asked to be president of the organizing committee for the crusade, something 
that was unanimously approved by all present. Many committee meetings were held to work on 
the many facets of the event, such as prayer cells, publicity, ushers, preliminary meetings for 
counsellor training, and other tasks. Before Dr. Billy Graham arrived, crusades were held 
simultaneously in the cities of David, Colón and Panamá, with members of the Billy Graham 
team as preachers, such as Leighton Ford and Grady Wilson. “Large crowds attended each 
service with good results,” stated Leland.  Dr. Graham arrived for the last four nights of the 
crusade at the National Stadium in Panama City.  
  The organizing committee had asked Leland to officially request the use of the stadium for 
the crusade, so he made an appointment with the President of the Republic and submitted a 
formal request. The President said that he would use his influence to lend us the stadium for the 
four nights. The decision was really in the hands of the Baseball League of Panama. Carl 
Thompson, pastor of Diablo Heights Foursquare Church in the PCZ, printed several hundred 
thousand invitations on his Gestetner duplicator, which were distributed throughout the city. 
Although all public bus drivers went on strike during the four nights of the crusade, people came 
anyway and filled the stadium and “a great number of them gave their hearts to the Lord.” The 
official Crusade report stated that a total of 59,680 people had attended and 1,877 had made 
“professions of faith.” All of these mass-evangelism crusades, held during the 1950s, resulted in 
substantial growth of the Evangelical community, including the Foursquare Gospel Church. 
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 Vinton and Verna Johnson served in Panama beginning in September 1949. After a few 
months of ministry in Panama City, they moved to David to direct the work in the Province of 
Chiriquí. From there they moved to Yaviza in the Province of Darién to begin the work of 
providing a written dialect for the Chocó Indians, and they ministered to the churches in that 
region of Panama. Then they moved to Sarnbú, also in Darien, and built both the temple and the 
parsonage. Between 1960-1966, Vinton served as Supervisor of the Foursquare Gospel Church 
in Panama. 
  Dick and Diane Scott were in Panama from October 1961 to September 1968. Their 
residence was in Sambú, Darién, and they continued the direction of the work among the Chocó 
Indians. Dick worked to reduce the tribal language to writing and translated the Gospel of Mark 
into their dialect. From October 1968 to July 1969 they ministered in Ecuador, returning to 
Panama in September 1970 and again they continued their work with the Chocó Indians until 
July 1973.  He completed the translation of the entire New Testament into Chocó. Later, Dick 
served as President of LIFE Pacific College in San Dimas, California.  
  Loren and Cheilon Edwards. In September 1973, Loren brought his family back to Panama 
where he was born, a son of Leland and Barbara Edwards. For the better part of a year, they 
ministered in David, Chiriquí Province. From October 1974 to August 1979 they ministered in 
Venezuela, returning to Panama in August 1979 at the request of the National Board of Directors 
of Panama. They pastored the Foursquare Church in Diablo Heights, PCZ, originally an English-
speaking congregation, and transitioned them to the Spanish language since most of the residents 
of that neighborhood were Spanish-speaking at the time. Loren served as the representative of 
the Department of Foursquare Missions before the National Board and helped in the opening of 
90 new churches during the six years he served in Panama, many of them in the city of Panama 
and its surrounding areas. They returned to the USA in late 1984 where Loren pastored a 
Spanish-speaking church in Los Angeles.  He later served as pastor of the Spanish Department at 
“Church on the Way,” a large Foursquare church in Van Nuys, California. 
Source: the above information was adapted from “Tras las huellas de los Edwards…” (Ciudad 
de Panamá: Iglesia Internacional del Evangelio Cuadrangular, 2003) 
  The Foursquare Gospel Church in Panama continued to grow strong and healthy. By 1970, 
168 congregations (churches and missions) had been established, when the leadership of the 
work was transferred from the missionaries to nationals, partly in response to changes in the 
legislation on religious entities in the country. The Rev. Ernesto Murillo was appointed as the 
first Panamanian General Supervisor. 
  By 1979, the Foursquare Gospel Church had grown to include 21,700 members in 218 
organized congregations (churches and missions) and with 201 preaching points in all nine 
provinces, with about 97 percent of the membership composed of Spanish-speaking Pana-
manians. At that time, the Foursquare Gospel Church was not only the largest Pentecostal 
denomination in Panama but also the largest Protestant denomination (INDEF-PROCADES 
1980). 
  In 1990, the Rev. Luis Harris replaced Ernesto Murillo as the General Supervisor, becoming 
the second Panamanian to occupy this position; in turn, in September 2000, the Rev. Rolando 
Hernández was named the General Supervisor. In 1993, Lee and Lisa Schanabel were assigned 
as missionaries for both Panama and Colombia to support the development of the continuing 
education program for pastors with a view to improving the quality of national leadership. In 
January 2000, Serafín and Alva Contreras were assigned as missionaries to Panama and 
Nicaragua. 
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  In mid-2000, the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel in Panama had a member-
ship of approximately 50,000 people in about 600 churches and other meeting places. It had 
Bible Institutes in eight provinces: Bocas del Toro, Coclé, Colón, Chiriquí, Darién, Herrera, 
Panama and Veraguas, some of them had various extension centers. 
Source: http://sedecuadrangular.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=12&Itemid=27 
   
Although the Foursquare Gospel Church has not suffered a major split in Panama, several 
leaders have left the denomination due to doctrinal differences and started their own movements. 
Around 1950, Pastor José Isabel Rodríguez Mora, after having contacts with members of the 
Mexican-based “The Light of the World Church / Iglesia La Luz del Mundo (LLDM) in Colón, 
“came to believe that his own doctrine was wrong and chose to separate himself from the 
Foursquare Church, which at that time was experiencing many problems.” Mora established the 
Doctrinal Evangelist Church of Puerto Pilón / Iglesia Evangelista Doctrinal de Puerto Pilón, 

in Colón Province, and adapted some of the LLDM practices while rejecting an affiliation with 
the authoritarian Mexican leadership.  In 1979, the Iglesia Evangelista Doctrinal de Puerto Pilón 

reported 11 organized churches and 17 missions in Panama with around 1,800 members (an 
average of 64 members per congregation), according to the INDEF-PROCADES National 
Church Directory (1980).  
  In 1970, Pastor Silverino Rudas and several other pastors separated themselves from Mora’s 
organization in Panama and Costa Rica and established the Doctrinal Evangelist Church / 
Iglesia Evangelista Doctrinal (founded 31 May 1970 and registered with the Panamanian 
Government in November 1970). Rudas established his “mother church” in Panama City and 
later moved the headquarters to Puerto Armuelles in Chiriquí province.  Other early leaders 
included Simón Esquina Chifundo, José Macias and Demetrio Castañedas. In 1979, this denomi-
nation reported a total of 14 churches and 14 missions with about 1,070 members (an average of 
38 members per congregation), according to the INDEF-PROCADES National Church Directory 
(1980). In 1986, “Silverino Rudas reported that his denomination had 2,000 faithful members in 
that Republic of Panama.” Sources: http://www.lldmpanama.org/wp/historia/ /  
http://iglesiaevangelistadoctrinal.blogspot.com/ 
 
Below are some groups that may be related to the “Iglesia Cristiana Evangelista” move-
ment. In their videos, the men and women are seated on different sides of the auditorium, with 
women using white coverings on their heads: the congregational singing is non-instrumental (a 

capella); and they seem to enjoy vocal solos and congregational singing at a slow pace, like in 
the good old days. The doctrine is “Jesus Only” (Oneness Pentecostal) and some of the early 
pastors were José Mora (founder of the Doctrinal Evangelist Church in Puerto Pilón), Hipólito 
Teruel and Gerardo Rojas (who later founded a church in the district of Alajuelita, San José, 
Costa Rica). 
 
Confraternidad Internacional de la Iglesia Cristiana Evangelista in Panama, Costa Rica, 
Nicaragua, Colombia, the Dominican Republic and Suriname: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gi6KF96mhn0 
Iglesia Central en San Miguelito, Ciudad de Panamá, Iglesia Cristiana Evangelista: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=noRvbyg4NRM&ab_channel=EliudTeruelMoraMINISTERI
OCristianoEvangelista / 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29_bIaqqOq8&ab_channel=IglesiaPrimitivaCristianaEvange
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listadePanam%C3%A1 / 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f1Ik4S5U854&t=29s&ab_channel=IglesiaPrimitivaCristiana
EvangelistadePanam%C3%A1 (2019-2020 Annual Convention in Bugaba, Chiriquí); 
https://ukposts.info/the/I9JdRRi14M15K44AGKCSEw.html 
 
Primitive Christian Evangelist Church of Panama / Iglesia Primitiva Cristiana Evangelista 

de Panamá in Bocas del Toro, Chiriquí, Coclé and Panamá provinces; some of the leaders are 
Obispo Arcenio Barría and Obispo General Gonzalo Justavino in Panamá; and Obispo General 
Moisés Teruel in the Dominican Republic:  
http://cyberspaceandtime.com/Rk_2nqdkog4.video+related 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCI9JdRRi14M15K44AGKCSEw 
 

Evangelist Christian Church of Panama / Iglesia Cristiana Evangelista de Panamá, Bocas del 

Toro: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P_cI_PiwLro / 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vF9VI5FUyQo / 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nM69oxZsaRs /  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q1OpdHgoVL8 

 

The New Life Evangelical Church / Iglesia Evangélica Vida Nueva (IEVN) was started in 1967 
under the leadership of a group of pastors who left the Foursquare Gospel Church in the province 
of Chiriquí; it was registered with the Panamanian Government in September 1978. It has a 
strong emphasis on holiness and during its services only members of this church can participate 
in the Lord's Supper. Ten churches and eight missions had been organized with about 460 
members by 1979. With the exception of two churches in Panama City, all these churches were 
located in the Province of Chiriquí, with headquarters at the Primera Iglesia Evangélica Vida 

Nueva in David. According to an estimate by the Operation World 2010 Database, this denomi-
nation had 25 congregations (churches and missions) with about 2,500 members (average of 100 
members per congregation). The IEVN National Campground is located in Rincón, Province of 
Chiriquí; Campamento Valores 2019 Iglesia Evangélica Vida Nueva de Panamá:  
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=533386643809533 
 
Several other Pentecostal denominations began work in Panama between 1930 and 1949, 
including the following: the Full Gospel Church of God (1935, from Cleveland, Tennessee); and 
the Church of God of Prophecy (1946). 
 
The Church of God Full Gospel (CoG) / Iglesia de Dios (Cleveland, Tennessee), is a Holiness 
Pentecostal denomination founded in 1886, now with headquarters in Cleveland, Tennessee. It 
began work in Panama in 1935 when missionary James Henry Ingram (1893-1981) consolidated 
two existing Pentecostal groups, one in Colón and the other in Panama City. A few years later 
the group disappeared in Colón but the church in Panama City was greatly strengthened. Bolívar 
DeSouza, a naturalized Panamanian from Jamaica with Jewish parents, began a period of 
missionary expansion in villages and towns of the interior in 1939 with the help of his trained 
workers. Soon the Church of God established new missions in Panama province, while others 
were opened in Garachiné, Santa Rosa, Taimatí and Gatuncillo in Darién province on the Gulf of 
Panamá, located about 280 km (175 miles) south-east of Panama City.  
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  In 1940, the work in Panama was further strengthened and multiplied when A. J. Angvick, 
an evangelist from California who came to Panama in 1936, joined the Church of God, bringing 
with him his own independent English-speaking congregation in Panama City. Also, seven 
Panamanian evangelists joined the Church of God, doubling the number of church workers in the 
field. However, during World War II (1941-1945), the work in Panama was considerable 
hampered by the loss of Angvick, a U.S. Navy Reserve radioman, who was called back to active 
duty and didn’t return to Panama until 1946.    
 Angvick, who served as Overseer of the CoG in Panama from 1946-1954, and his team 
evangelists and pastors concentrated their efforts on the central region of the country and in the 
PCZ. New churches were established in La Chorrera, Colón and Paraíso. The church in Paraíso, 
which was organized in 1954 in the PCZ, was the first Pentecostal church authorized by the U.S. 
Government. Meanwhile, DeSouza had begun to evangelize and plant new churches in the 
western Province of Chiriquí, near the Costa Rica border, where he walked or rode horseback to 
reach remote villages. 
  Although only seven churches had been established by 1946, four years later there were 16. 
The town of La Concepción in Chiriquí province became the headquarters of the Church of God, 
where a temple large enough to hold conventions was built. De Souza organized additional 
churches and missions in Puerto Armuelles, Concepción, Bugaba, Progreso, Quebrada de 
Vueltas, Breñón, Caizán, Alto la Mina, and in many other small towns in western Chiriquí pro-
vince. Two young missionaries served in Panama for a brief time: Noel DeSouza, a son of 
Bolivar, and his wife were assigned to Costa Rica in 1950; and Bill Watson and his family 
arrived in Panama in 1954 and later were assigned to Brazil (Conn 1959: 145-150). 
 Between 1955 and 1964 there was a period of rapid growth among the congregations of the 
Church of God in Panama. By 1964, there were 18 organized churches and 15 missions with 920 
members. Fourteen of these were Spanish-speaking congregations with around 200 members (22 
percent), 13 were Guaymí congregations with 460 members (50 percent, four were West Indian 
congregations with 175 members (19 percent), in addition to two churches with 85 U.S. military 
members (9 percent). 
  By 1979, the total membership had grown to 1,657 among 39 churches and 19 missions (an 
average of 28.6 members per congregation). Hispanics represented 40.4 percent (669 members) 
of the total membership, while West Indians represented 39 percent (645 members), Guaymí 
were 19.3 percent (320 members), and U.S. military personnel and their families represented 1.4 
percent (23 members). This comparison shows that the affiliation of Hispanics and West Indians 
increased markedly between 1964 and 1978, while the affiliation of Guaymí and the U.S. 
military personnel decreased. The Church of God established a Bible Institute and a theological 
seminary in Ciudad Radial near Panama City. A more informal Bible institute for the laity was 
founded in Colón. Sources: Conn 1959: 145-150; http://iglesiadediospanama.com/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Historia_IglesiaDeDiosPanama.pdf 
 
The Church of God of Prophecy / Iglesia de Dios de la Profecía was founded in Cleveland, 
Tennessee, in 1923 as a division from the Church of God (Cleveland, TN) over matters 
concerning finance, governance and who had the legal right to use the name “Church of God.” 
The largest body resulting from the division exists as the Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee). 
What is now known as the Church of God of Prophecy was the smaller body and remained under 
the leadership of A.J. Tomlinson, who continued as General Overseer of this denomination until 
his death in 1943.  In 1952, a court in Tennessee ordered that the Tomlinson faction add "of 
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Prophecy" to their name to distinguish the two Holiness Pentecostal denominations, both of 
which trace their origin to 1886. 
  The Church of God of Prophecy (COGP) began mission work in Panama in 1946. By 1979, 
it reported 17 organized churches and six missions, with only 572 baptized members, which is an 
average congregational size of 25 members. This indicates slow growth over a period of 33 years 
(1946-1979).  In 2010, it was estimated that the COGP had 96 congregations (churches and 
missions) with about 2,500 members, which is an average congregational size of 26 members. 
Currently, its headquarters are in Villa Lobos, Corregimiento Pedregal, Panama District (Panama 
City). An historical overview of this denomination in Panama is not currently available:  
https://www.facebook.com/IDPPanama/ 
 
Southern Baptist work in the Republic of Panama. In 1941, the Home Mission Board of the 
Southern Baptist Convention (HMBSBC) in the USA sent the Rev. Paul Bell, Sr., who 
previously had worked with Hispanics in Texas, to begin missionary work in Spanish throughout 
the Republic of Panama as the National Superintendent, including the existing English-speaking 
work in the PCZ. During his career, Bell pioneered Southern Baptist Church (SBC) beginnings 
in Costa Rica, Honduras and Guatemala. However, his commitment to “Landmark” caused him 
relationship problems with other Baptist groups as well as with other Protestant denominations in 
general.  
  Landmarkism is a type of Baptist ecclesiology, developed in the U.S. Southern states in the 
mid-19th century, that is committed to a strong version of the perpetuity theory of Baptist origins, 
attributing an unbroken continuity and unique legitimacy to the Baptist movement since the 
apostolic period. Which is to say that “Baptists,” especially Southern Baptists, are the only “true-
blue” Biblically-based evangelicals as the modern expression of First Century Christianity, 
which predated the origin and development of the Protestant movement. Obviously, leaders of 
other Protestant denominations and mission agencies rejected this belief as well as Bell’s 
stubborn resolve in claiming that “Baptists” were superior to other evangelicals. 
  In 1943, Bell organized the first Spanish-speaking Southern Baptist church in Panama City 
(with five charter members) among the predominant mestizo population and led the effort to 
established other Baptist churches in the interior of Panama. By 1959, more than a dozen 
HMBSBC missionaries were involved in Spanish-speaking church development, and several 
others were dedicated to serving the English-speaking Baptist churches. In 1950, missionary 
R.G. Van Royen led in the expansion of Baptist work among the Kuna Indians in the San Blas 
Islands, while other missionaries began work among the Guaymí tribes in western Panama. 
  In 1959, Van Royen helped organize the Baptist Convention of Panama (Convención 

Bautista de Panamá - CBP), with about 14 churches and 3,000 adherents, according to Anderson 
(2005:400). However, in 1960, Taylor-Coggins (1961:244) reported 18 organized Baptist 
churches with only about 1,200 baptized members.  In the late 1960s, the Baptist Convention of 
Panama participated in the “Crusade of the Americas” and reported 1,200 professions of faith 
and 644 new members during 1969.  By 1979, the CBP reported 57 organized churches and 66 
missions, with 6,245 baptized members (INDEF-PROCADES, 1980). 
 Early in 1975, the leadership of the Southern Baptist Convention in the USA became aware 
of the serious “cross-cultural problems” within its mission work in Panama and transferred its 
Panamanian Mission from the HMBSBC to the Foreign Mission Board of the Southern Baptist 

Convention (FMBSBC), with the result of transferring a veteran team of FMBSBC missionaries 
from other Latin American countries (including Mexico, Honduras and Argentina) to Panama to 
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work with the CBP in an attempt to integrate its Baptist work.  However, this policy backfired 
due to interpersonal conflicts among veteran missionaries, and to a growing spirit of nationalism 
among the Panamanians in the CBP who resented the neo-colonial attitudes and policies of the 
FMBSBC (Anderson 2005:401). 
  Nevertheless, the work of the CBP continued to grow and expand throughout the country by 
the mid-1990s among several ethnic groups in 10 associations of local churches, including the 
Canal Zone Association ministering in English to North American residents; the Central Asso-
ciation ministering in English to West Indian churches; the Bocas del Toro Association 
ministering in both English and Spanish; and the Association of San Blas Baptist Churches, the 
largest of the ethnic associations, that serves the Kuna population. The other associations served 
the rest of the Spanish-speaking mestizo population in the nation.  The CBP publishes a journal, 
El Eco Bautista de Panamá, and the HMBSBC established a theological seminary in La 
Chorrera in 1955, which later moved to new facilities in the district of Arraiján, located west of 
the PCZ on the Pan-American Highway, in Panama Province (now, Provincia Panamá Oeste).  
  After the signing of the Torrijos-Carter Treaties of 1977, which were ratified by the U.S. 
Senate in 1978, the nation of Panama was given eventual control of the Panama Canal on 31 
December 1999.  The Panamanian Government has administered the PCZ ever since.  However, 
one of the consequences of this was a decline in the population of North Americans and West 
Indian workers in the PCZ, which led to a decline in the membership of churches affiliated with 
the CBP as well as churches of other denominations. Source: Adapted from Anderson 2003, An 

Evangelical Saga: Baptist and Their Precursors in Latin America. 
  In the year 2000, membership in the CBP was reported to be about 10,000 among its 100 or 
so local congregations, all of which were led by national pastors.  These statistics, according to 
Anderson, were close to those reported by the CBP in 1990 (2005: 402).  In 2010, the Operation 

World 2010 Database estimated that the CBP had about 320 churches and mission with about 
8,100 members, which would indicate a decline in the total membership (from 10,000 in the year 
2000 to 8,100 in 2010), while the number of congregations (churches and missions) increased 
from about 100 in the year 2000 to 320 in 2010.  This would also indicate a decline in the 
average congregational size, from about 100 members to 25.3 members per congregation. 
 
Several small, non-Pentecostal Protestant denominations began work in Panama during 
the 1940s, including the following: independent Churches of Christ (1942, non-instrumental a 

capella branch); the nondenominational, fundamentalist Central American Mission (1944); and 
the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod (1945, Iglesia Evangélica Luterana de Panamá).   
 
The independent Churches of Christ. The earliest efforts of the independent “churches of 
Christ” (non-instrumental = a capella) in Panama were conducted by U.S. military personnel as 
early as 1940 in the PCZ.  In 1942, Gerald and Frances Fruzia began holding worship services in 
the PCZ at Cristobál, near the port of Colón, on the Caribbean coast. The first permanent 
building was occupied there in 1945 after the arrival of Dean Rhodes. All of these men were 
elders, rather than ordained ministers, as is the custom among this branch of the “churches of 
Christ.”  During the 1950s, John Wright and Burt Brockman began ministering in the town of 
Chilibre (District of Panama), located about 30 km north of Panama City, where they established 
a local congregation.  In 1965, Carl James left his work in Guatemala to establish a “school of 
preaching” in Panama City for the preparation of lay leadership for the “churches of Christ,” 
which by 1979 had grown to include 44 congregations (churches and missions) with about 3,000 
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members in throughout Panama (INDEF-PROCADES National Directory of Protestant 
Churches, 1980). By 2008, there were more than 80 “churches of Christ” in Panama (Spanish 
American Evangelistic Ministries, 2008:13-14); the following website lists 12 of these churches:  
https://iglesia-de-cristo.org/congregaciones/Panam%E1/Panam%E1_S.htm 
 
The Panama Mission Foundation (founded in 2008 in Madera, California, and supported by 
local Churches of Christ-instrumental) is working to benefit the people of Panama by preaching 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, helping the poor and uniting believers. Their work is concentrated in 
rainforest villages of the Emberá-Wounaan Comarca in the Darién Province, adjacent to the 
Colombian border. A two-year Pastoral Training Program was begun to prepare local indi-
genous leaders to pastor their own churches: https://www.facebook.com/panamamission.org 
 
These ministries are part of the Stone-Campbell movement (aka “Restoration Movement”) that 
emerged during the early 1800s, mainly in Kentucky and Pennsylvania, and that grew rapidly 
during the period 1832 to 1906, when the Stone-Campbell movement was first recognized in the 
1906 U.S. Religious Census. The Stone-Campbell churches are found mainly in three branches 
of the movement: (1) the independent Churches of Christ (a capella = no musical instruments 
are allowed in worship services); (2) the independent Christian Churches & Churches of 
Christ (instrumental = musical instruments are used in worship services); and (3), the Christian 
Church-Disciples of Christ (an ecumenical denomination officially formed in 1968 that traces 
its origin to 1832). Source:  Douglas A. Foster 2004: xxv-xxx. 
 
The Central American Mission-CAM (founded in Dallas, Texas, in 1890), began its first 
missionary work in Costa Rica in 1891, followed by El Salvador and Honduras in 1896, 
Guatemala in 1899, and Nicaragua in 1901. In wasn’t until 1944, that CAM began to send its 
first missionaries to Panama, which was 43 years after the mission entered Nicaragua. CAM 
missionaries began to evangelize and plant churches in the regional market center of David in the 
coastal lowland, and later in the mountain village of Boquete at an elevation of 3,700 feet, both 
in Chiriquí province, where the first chapels were constructed under the leadership of Mr. & Mrs. 
Frank H. Melbourne.   
  In July 1945, the Melbournes, who had been missionaries in Spain and Honduras previously, 
relocated to Panama City, then a “metropolis” of about 190,000 people. After renting a house, 
the Melbournes began holding Bible studies in their home in Spanish, with very few people in 
attendance, in addition to a Sunday school for neighborhood children.  Later, they began to offer 
home Bible studies in English that attracted more people, including a few West Indians as well 
as some soldiers and sailors from the nearby PCZ. Then, a mission was begun in English in the 
neighborhood of Pueblo Nuevo in Panama City, while continuing to hold Bible studies in their 
home in both English and Spanish.  Additional CAM missionaries arrived in Panama during the 
1940s, as well as a few Spanish-speaking CAM workers from Costa Rica and Guatemala, which 
enabled a new mission to begin in 1947 in Chitré and neighboring towns in Herrera province, 
located about half-way between the David-Boquete field and Panama City. 
  During mid-1951, a series of evangelistic campaigns were held in Chiriquí province led by 
Pastor Misael López from Costa Rica. Later, another series of crusades were conducted in this 
same province by pastors José Antonio Núñez and Juan Isáis, faculty members of the CAM 
Bible Institute in Guatemala City. Other evangelistic campaigns were conducted by Pastor 
Rafael Baltodano from Nicaragua, CAM’s evangelist-at-large, during April and May of 1952 in 
Chitré and La Arena in Herrera province.  Later, in 1952, a larger evangelistic campaign was 
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held in Panama City under the leadership of the Latin America Mission (LAM), based in San 
José, Costa Rica, with many local pastors of various denominations participating in the planning, 
the crusade meetings themselves, and in the follow-up activities. Attendance in these nightly 
meetings was only between 600-700 people, and it resulted in about 100 total professions of 
faith.  
  During August 1953, another series of campaigns were conducted by Pastor Rodolfo 
Mendieta of Nicaragua, with support from several resident CAM missionaries, in many different 
places: David, Boquete, Chitré (and nearby towns), and Panama City.  However, attendance in 
these meetings was only about 100-150 people and only a total of 62 professions of faith were 
reported.  At the end of 1953, Mendieta accepted an invitation to serve as “resident evangelist” in 
Panama, with don Rafael and his family residing in Chitré.  At that time, after a decade of CAM 
mission work in Panama, only two organized churches (Boquete and David) were reported, with 
fewer than 50 baptized believers and a community about 250-300 adherents.    
Source: Madrid W. Spain, 1954: 261-288. 
  However, by 1960, only one organized church and eight mission stations were reported by 
Taylor-Coggins (1961:244), with 180 baptized church members and a church community 
(adherents) of 530.  Also, 11 foreign workers were listed for CAM in Panama in 1960. 
  By 1979, CAM reported seven organized churches and nine missions, with only 230 
baptized members, which is an average congregational size of 14 members. Pastor Francisco 
Quirós was the national supervisor (INDEF-PROCADES, 1980).  By 2010, the association of 
CAM churches in Panama reported fewer than 2,000 members and were not included in the 
Operation World 2010 Database report for Panama. 
 
The Lutheran Church-Synod of Missouri began its ministry in Panama in 1945 to serve the 
North American Lutheran population of the old Panama Canal Zone. Between 1959 and 1962, 
vicar (seminarian) Kenneth Mahler conducted services in Spanish in Panama outside the Panama 
Canal Zone (PCZ) for the first time. Later, Mahler returned to Panama in August 1962 as the 
first general Spanish-speaking missionary and was based in Balboa, PCZ. Together with Ezekiel 
González, he focused on the area around Tambo in the Coclé area, where he developed social 
improvement projects along with evangelization. Since then, the denomination expanded its 
radius of action to the Panamanian population under the Lutheran Missionary Association of 

Panama, now known as the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Panama. Its ministry includes 
worship services, Sunday schools, Bible studies, youth activities, among others, in five churches 
and three missions. 
 

PROVINCIA DE PANAMÁ 
Comunidad Cristiana Gloria Dei 
Iglesia Luterana Dios es Grande 
Iglesia Luterana El Redentor 
Iglesia Luterana Emanuel 

MISIONES / Provincia de Panamá 
Misión Luterana Bethel  
Misión Luterana Enciende una Luz 
Misión Luterana Sublime Gracia 

 
PROVINCIA DE COLÓN 
Iglesia Luterana Jesús Divino Salvador 
  
Iglesia Evangélica Luterana de Panamá (IELPA) - Sínodo de Missouri 
Balboa, Ancón, Ciudad de Panamá 
Source: https://cptlnpanama.wixsite.com/la-reforma/iglesia-luterana 
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During the 1950s, the following 11 mission agencies and denominations began work in 
Panama. 

 
Founding 

Date 
Mission or Denominational Name 

Country of 
Origen 

1950-1959     

1950 International Evangelical Church Soldiers of the Cross (Cuba, 1930s)     Cuba 

1950 Doctrinal Evangelist Church of Puerto Pilón (José Mora)  Panama 

1952 Conservative Baptist Home Mission Society (now, Mission to the Americas) USA 

1952 Gospel Missionary Union USA 

1953 New Tribes Mission (independent Fundamentalist) USA 

1953 The Church of the Nazarene USA 

1955 Latin America Mission (1921, Costa Rica; Harry & Susan Strachan) USA 

1955 Pentecostal Church of God, International Mission Puerto Rico 

1958 Society of Bible Churches  Panama 

1958 Church of the Brethren (Elgin, IL - 1919)                     USA 

1958 Mennonite Brethren Church of North.America (1876; Hillsboro, Kansas)       USA 

 
The International Evangelical Church Soldiers of the Cross of Christ / Iglesia Evangélica 

Internacional Soldados de la Cruz de Cristo, founded in Havana, Cuba, in the mid-1920s, 
arrived in Panama in 1950. This is a sabbatical Pentecostal denomination that is known for the 
distinctive white uniforms worn by its full-time workers, who are called “true disciples.” This 
group teaches that it is the “True Church” and that all other denominations have fallen into 
doctrinal error; it teaches that no none will enter Heaven that does not keep the Sabbath and has 
not been baptized and become a member of the “True Church.”  
  The original name of this group was “Gedeon’s Evangelical Band” and was organized in a 
highly hierarchical fashion by its founder, Ernest William Sellers (1869-1953), a Methodist 
laymen and businessman from Wisconsin, who was known as "Apostle Daddy John." Seller and 
his successors were given the rank of Apostle by their disciples All other full-time workers are 
assigned an ecclesial rank, which they display on the sleeves of their white uniforms; duties and 
authorities vary according to rank, and every fulltime worker must take new vows upon being 
promoted to a new rank. The organization is governed by a Supreme Council that is made up of 
bishops and presided over by the Apostle-Director, currently Santiago Mata, who resides in the 
headquarters church in Miami, Florida.  
  By 1979, this group reported 12 churches and 10 missions with 429 members in Panama, 
which is an average congregation size of 19.5 members.  Current statistics are not available but 
dozens of affiliated churches are listed on the Internet, from Bocas del Toro and Chiriquí (four 
churches) to Coclé (one church) and Herrera (one church), to Panama City (three churches), 
Panamá Oeste (La Chorrera, Barunga) and Colón (Cativa and Buena Vista).  
  The head official in Panama is Bishop Isaac Quijada, Apartado 51, Zona 1, Ciudad de 
Panamá: https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Religious-Organization/soldados-de-la-cruz-
de-cristo-132453113529199/ 
Also, see the following videos:   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SImLv-bPYE&ab_channel=DamarisSolano 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmsuzD75T74&ab_channel=JhonJerryGonzalezcastellar 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=STP9-cXzd-A&ab_channel=agraphicpro 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H8T2D8htV1g&ab_channel=agraphicpro 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKLfMOrw1eQ&ab_channel=agraphicpro 
 
Gospel Missionary Union (GMU, an independent Baptist mission agency founded in Kansas 
City, Missouri, in 1892) began missionary work in Panama in 1952. In January 1953, a Canadian 
nurse, Miss Linda Reimer, arrived to assist in GMU’s medical work, after serving for five years 
as a missionary nurse in Puerto Rico with the Mennonites. In September 1953, Miss Elena 
Goertzen arrived to assist Miss Reimer in evangelistic work and Sunday school classes in 
Panama City. In September 1953, the GMU purchased a 10-acre farm property in La Chorrera 
district of Panama province, located 17 miles (27 km) west of Panama City on the Pan-American 
Highway (constructed by U.S. military engineers and Panamanian companies between 1940-
1946), where they established their headquarters as well as a campground, called “El Amanecer,” 
and a Bible Institute. In this same year, evangelistic work was begun in the town of San José, 
followed by Chame and Vista Alegre the next year. The town of Arraiján and the surrounding 
towns were used by the Panamanians who work in the Canal Zone, and by North Americans who 
bought land to build farms. 
  During the period 1954-1957, 14 GMU missionaries arrived in Panama, including Miss 
María Buhler (1954) and Dorothy Oyer along with the Neufelds; in October 1955 they moved to 
Santiago where they began classes with children and bible studies in homes. In August 1957, the 
new church building in Santiago was inaugurated. The first camp was held in 1957 with an 
attendance of 30 girls. The first national conference of the GMU was on 30 April 1961, with an 
attendance of 170 people at the “El Amanecer” farm.   
Source: https://www.facebook.com/176535255819201/posts/199664723506254/ 
  In 1960, the GMU reported only 15 church members and 390 adherents in three churches 
and 13 mission stations in Panama. The churches and mission stations were located in the 
provinces of Coclé (two missions), Colón (one mission), Panamá (two churches and eight 
missions) and Veraguas (one church and two missions).  By 1979, the GMU (Unión Misionera 

Evangélica de Panamá) reported six organized churches and 22 mission stations with 409 church 
members: two churches in Arraiján, one church in Chame, and one church in La Chorrera 
districts of Panama province; four missions in Chagres district of Colón province; one church in 
the District of Santiago, Veraguas province, along with 18 missions in this province (an average 
of 15 members in each of these six churches and 22 missions). Most of the mission stations in 
Veraguas province are located among the Guaymí (Ngäbe-Buglé) tribal people.   
   In 2010, the Operation World 2010 Database estimated that the GMU had 43 congregations 
(churches and missions) with about 2,200 church members, which is an average of 51 members 
per congregation. Given the migratory nature of the Guaymí people to work outside their 
ancestral villages during part of the year, both in Panama and Costa Rica during the banana and 
coffee harvest seasons, the composition of the GMU churches and missions was variable from 
season to season.  
  
The New Tribes Mission (NTM, a nondenominational and fundamentalist mission agency, 
founded in 1942 in Sanford, Florida, now known as Ethos360) arrived in Panama in 1952 to 
begin church planting among “unreached tribal people.” The mission's focus is on tribal groups 
where no translation of the Bible exists. When such a group is identified, NTM first attempts to 
make contact and establish a relationship. Then, missionaries are sent to learn the language and 
the culture of the native people, while further developing relationships and providing humani-
tarian aid. The missionaries translate biblical literature into the indigenous language, as well as 
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teach natives how to read and write in their own language. The professed goal, however, is to 
establish fully functioning churches that operate independently of missionaries, which "in turn 
reach out to their own people and to neighboring tribes." Source:  
https://web.archive.org/web/20061020103749/http://www.ntm.org/about/vision.php?page=vision
&io=1). 
  By 1979, there were 46 churches and missions with about 3,000 adherents.  In the Province 
of Bocas del Toro there were 36 congregations among the Guaymi (Ngäbe-Buglé), while in 
eastern Panama there were nine congregations among the Chocó (Emberá and Wounaan-
speaking people) and one among the Kuna.  
  In December 1978, the NTM staff consisted of 54 U.S. missionaries, half of whom were 
dedicated to discipleship and church formation. Among the other ministries in which the mission 
was involved were: translation of the Bible and literature, teaching, medicine, aviation and 
administration. It also had an institute where the Spanish language was taught to missionaries as 
well as a school for children of the missionaries. 
  In 1980, there were around 7,000 indigenous Chocó scattered throughout the Darien jungle 
in eastern Panama. Since 1958, the Mennonite Brethren, New Tribes Mission, and the Four-
square Gospel Church have joined forces to learn the dialects of the Chocó (Waunana and 
Emberá) and jointly conducted the literacy program. Apparently, denominational differences had 
been put aside and the scientific concepts of cultural anthropology were used. 
  Among the Chocó there were several "people movements" that produced massive con-
versions, so that the life of the Protestant churches had taken on notoriously indigenous charac-
teristics. The first converts were recorded in early 1958 when Glen Prunty of New Tribes 
Mission presented some stories from the Bible in the local dialect. The first Chocó congregation 
was established in July 1961 in El Mamey, under the leadership of Aureliano Sabúgara. A little 
later, this church sent its first Christian workers to the neighboring town of San Lucas, where a 
second Chocó congregation was formed in May 1962. 
  From the beginning, the Chocó themselves have taken the initiative to teach and evangelize 
their own people. Generally, a new work is started in a neighboring town only at the request of 
its leaders. After the gospel is explained, the leaders are given a period of several months or even 
several years to make a decision about it. If they decide to follow the Lord Jesus Christ, the 
pastor of the visiting congregation baptizes the new believers and organizes a new congregation 
among them. 
  When churches are formed, local leaders are free to evangelize on their own, and there is 
usually no record of membership. All local congregations are independent, with no official link 
between them, but each has a nucleus of baptized believers and several ordained elders. This 
reflects the fact that New Tribes Mission has nondenominational characteristics and reflects 
Baptist church policies. According to the mission strategy, "the gospel spreads better and faster if 
there is minimal outside interference to limit and control it" (Holland 1981:34). However, by 
2010, the “Guaymí Association of Evangelical Churches” had been organized with 45 churches 
and about 8,000 members.  

 
The La Paz Guaymí Association of Evangelical Churches / Asociación de Iglesias Evan-

gélicas Guaymí La Paz (AIEGPA) was founded in 1954, with headquarters in Llano Ñopo, 
Chiriquí Province (it was registered with the government in March 1991), which may be related 
to missionary work by the GMU or NTM, or by both organizations:  

https://www.prensa.com/impresa/mas_de_la_prensa/Misioneros-salvar-
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idioma_0_1359614125.html / https://www.facebook.com/AIEGPAAsociaci%C3%B3n-de-la-
Iglesia-Evang%C3%A9lica-Guaym%C3%AD-La-Paz-2204805063101827/?ref=page_internal /  

 
The Church of the Nazarene, a Holiness denomination founded in 1895 in Los Angeles, 
California, began its ministry in Panama with the arrival pastor W.A. Jordon and his family to 
begin work in the PCZ in August 1953.  The first Church of the Nazarene was founded in late 
August 1953 with 15 members among PCZ workers and U.S. military personnel.  In 1955, a 
property was purchased in Ancon, PCZ, where a new church was constructed. Later, pastor 
Elmer Nelson and his family arrived to take over the work begun with the Jordon family, who re-
turned to the USA due to an illness. In March 1965, a second congregation was founded, which 
later became known as “Monte Esperanza Zona del Canal in 1959.  Pastor James Jones and his 
family arrived in 1960 to minister among the English-speaking churches, while the Nelson 
family began Spanish-language study in Mexico for the purpose of returning to Panama and 
beginning their ministry among the Spanish-speaking Panamanians.  After the Nelsons return to 
Panama in June 1961, they founded a Spanish-speaking church in the El Carmen neighborhood 
of Panama City, which was officially organized in January 1962.  By 1974, 11 Nazarene 
churches had been organized in the Panama District, which included the PCZ and the Republic 
of Panama. At that time, the Church of the Nazarene reported 265 full members and 83 
probationary members, for a total of 348 members (Source: Vaughn 1976: 72-75). By 2010, it 
was estimated that the Church of the Nazarene in Panama had 44 congregations (churches and 
missions) with about 2,200 members (Operation World 2010 Database). 
 
The Pentecostal Church of God, International Mission / Iglesia de Dios Pentecostal, Misión 

Internacional (founded in 1921 in Arecibo, Puerto Rico; previously affiliated with the Assemblies of 
God) began its ministry in 1956 in Panama City in the San Felipe neighborhood in a small place 
located on Avenida Eloy Alfaro. By 1979, there were 14 organized churches and missions, with 
about 700 members (an average of 50 members per congregation). In 2010, the Operation World 

2010 Database estimated that there were 257 congregations (churches and missions) with about 
8,100 members (average of 31 members per congregation). In 2018, the Church of God 
Pentecostal, MI, Región de Panamá, reported 16,293 members in about 326 local congregations 
(an average of 50 members per congregation:  
https://www.iddpmipanamalas500.com/misiones-en-panama/                                                           
 
In 1960, the following Protestant mission agencies and denominations were active in 
Panama (Taylor-Coggins, 1961:244): 

 
• Foursquare Gospel Church: 127 churches and 26 organized missions with 9,221 members; 
• Protestant Episcopal Church: 56 churches with 7,339 members; 
• Seventh-Day Adventist Church: 44 churches and 15 organized groups with 3,893 

members; 
• Methodist Missionary Society-Wesleyan Methodist Church: 15 churches with 2,399 

members; 
• Church of God (Cleveland, TN): 30 churches and five organized groups with 1,261 

members; 
• Southern Baptist Convention: 18 churches with 1,200 members; 
• Union Churches of the Canal Zone: 4 churches with 960 members; 
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• Methodist Church, Board of Missions: 9 churches and 13 organized groups with 429 
members; 

• Church of God (Anderson, Indiana): 4 churches with 200 members; and 
• Central American Mission: one church and 8 organized groups with 180 members. 

 
Note: Other Protestant denominations existed in Panama by 1960 that were not included in this report. 
 
During the 1960s, the following 13 denominations and mission agencies began work in 
Panama: 
 

Founding 
Date 

Mission or Denominational Name 
Country of 

Origen 

1960-1969     

1960 Asamblea Apostólica de la Fe en Cristo Jesús (1916, Los Angeles, California)      USA 

1961 Baptist International Missions, Inc. (Chattanooga, TN) USA 

1961 Mennonite Brethren Board of Missions and Services USA 

1961 United Gospel Church USA 

1961 Evangelical Mission of Panama USA 

1962 Free Will Baptist Church USA 

1963 Association of Lutheran Churches of Costa Rica & Panama (Ken Mahler)     USA 

1963 Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (1748, merger 1988, ALC w/LCA)      USA 

1964 Church of God in Christ USA 

1966 
Costa Rican Assemblies of God, Ramiro Morris, a Kuna Indian; affiliated with the General 
Conference of the Assemblies of God (1914, Hot Springs, AR)  

USA 

1967 New Life Evangelical Church (a split from the Foursquare Gospel Church) Panama 

1969 Pentecostal Christian Church Worldwide Missionary Movement Puerto Rico 

1969 National Baptist Convention of America (Afro-American) USA 

 
The Apostolic Assembly of the Faith in Christ Jesus / Asamblea Apostólica de la Fe en Cristo 

Jesús (AAFCJ, founded in 1916 in California among Hispanic Oneness Pentecostal believers, 
mainly Mexican migrant workers) arrived in Panama on 17 April 1960, and the first Apostolic 
worship was celebrated soon thereafter in the Republic of Panama. Those were difficult times, in 
which the doors were not very open to the preaching of the Oneness Pentecostal message. It was 
necessary to fight against the Trinitarian Pentecostals, since the apostolic message would 
establish in Panama a new doctrinal current, in the Name of Jesus Christ. As Acts 2:38 says 
"Peter said to them: Repent and each one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of sins and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit."  Also, there was strong 
resistance to this message from the non-Pentecostal denominations, which included the 
Foursquare Gospel Church (arrived in 1928), the Full Gospel Church of God (1935, from 
Cleveland, Tennessee); the Church of God of Prophecy (1946); and the Pentecostal Church of 
God, International Mission (1955, from Puerto Rico. 
(Adapted from: http://temploshalom.tripod.com/historia.htm) 
  In 2010, the Operation World 2010 Database reported an estimated 61 churches with about 
3,100 members, whereas the Apostolic Church of Faith in Jesus Christ currently lists only 45 
organized churches and 20 preaching points (about 3,600 church members) on their website at: 
http://temploshalom.tripod.com/historia.htm   
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The Mennonite presence in Panama is represented by the Iglesia Evangélica Unida 

(Evangelical United Church), which was founded among the Chocó (Emberá and Wounaan-
speaking people) in the Darien Province of southern Panama in 1961. The congregations of this 
conference originated through a literacy and adult education program aided by the Mennonite 

Brethren Board of Missions and Services. This was an outgrowth of Mennonite Brethren mission 
work in Colombia during the 1940s. The conference was mainly indigenous from the beginning 
and was fully autonomous. In 1971, the first five congregations were officially organized into the 
Iglesia Evangélica Unida Hermanos Menonitas de Panamá (United Evangelical Church: 
Mennonite Brethren of Panama). In 1985, the church board requested official recognition as a 
Mennonite Brethren conference.  
  Since 1971, with assistance from Mennonite Brethren Board of Missions and Services, the 
work has spread to about 25 of the 60 Emberá and Wounaan villages in the eastern jungles of 
Panama. More than 1,000 have been baptized over the years; however, being a highly mobile 
people, only about 600 Chocó people were active members in 1990 in 15 congregations. 
Ambitious outreach plans by indigenous evangelists, agriculturalists, and health workers called 
for reaching all 60 villages through United Campaigns by 1990.  
  With its beginnings in a literacy program, the United Evangelical Church has always had a 
concern for an integral presentation of the gospel. Since 1978, Mennonite Brethren Board of 
Missions and Services has assisted the national church with a comprehensive development 
project. This included the construction of two cultural centers for students, one in the capital, 
Panama City, and the other in the jungle town of Yaviza. These centers, combined with scholar-
ship assistance, allowed many young Emberá and Wounaan-speaking youth to complete 
secondary school. More than 130 had completed teacher training by 1987 and some were 
enrolled in university studies. A program of agricultural demonstration farms and village public 
health promotion has also been part of the project.  
  Church leadership has always been in the hands of the Indians themselves, while Mennonite 
Brethren missionaries have served as advisors and resource persons. By 1987, five men had 
graduated from the Baptist Seminary in Panama City. However, with the church growing, many 
more village congregational leaders were needed. Two village Bible schools, one for each lan-
guage group, were begun in the villages of Canaan and Caleta in 1985.   
  The Chocó consider themselves as two distinct peoples: the Emberá and Wounaan. They are 
mainly hunters and gatherers who live in the Pacific jungle lowlands in the Darien province on 
the border with Colombia. The Chocó have been granted their own comarca (administrative 
district), but many mestizo squatters continue to invade their land. Also, the Chocó are very 
affected by the ongoing conflict in Colombia and waves of refugees regularly cross the border 
and attempt to settle in Chocó territory. During the 1960s, spurred by growing interest in their 
region by resource extraction enterprises, the Chocó began to organize themselves into self-
governing communities and to demand recognition of their land rights. In 1983, the government 
recognized the Comarca Emberá-Drua, a 300,000-hectare reserve. However, the area has re-
mained under threat from the encroachment of lumber companies, mestizo agricultural colonists, 
refugees from conflictive areas of Colombia, and Colombian drug-smugglers.   
Source: https://www.refworld.org/docid/49749ccf2.html   
  Leaders of the Mennonite conference were trained through an extension Bible school, and 
some of the leaders had training in health services and teaching education from national schools. 
The conference took an active part not only in evangelizing, but also in health care and training 
in hygienic practices and in basic education, which was partially supported by the national 
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government. The conference was confronted with some resistance to the implementation of 
modern health practices and education and worked to help the people with their economic and 
social problems while also ensuring that their cultural identity was maintained. Loss of church 
membership through the migration of people seeking economic improvement elsewhere was also 
a problem. In 1984, the conference had 400 members worshiping in 15 centers.  In 2014, this 
conference reported 15 congregations and 750 members among the Chocó indigenous people.  
Adapted from: https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Panama /  
https://gameo.org/index.php?title=Iglesia_Evang%C3%A9lica_Unida_Hermanos_Menonitas_de
_Panam%C3%A1 

The Free Will Baptist Church (FWBC, founded in 1935 in Nashville, Tennessee). In 1936, 
Thomas H. Willey, Sr., and his wife Mabel moved to Panama where they began evangelizing the 
Chocó Indians in the Darién Peninsula. However, due to political and economic circum-stances, 
they were forced to leave Panama in 1938, “but the Lord opened a new door of opportunity for 
them in Cuba in 1939.” Cuba developed into a fruitful harvest field before Fidel Castro and his 
army overthrew the repressive right-wing government of Fulgencio Batista (1952-1959) and 
established a communist regime. New government policies required that all missionaries leave 
the country, Mom and Pop Willey included. Undaunted, the Willeys moved to Miami in 
February 1961 where hundreds of Cuban refugees sought shelter. They continued their work 
developing Christian leaders and establishing churches among the Cubans, in the political safety 
of the USA. Six years later, the Willeys faced a personal crisis that rivaled anything experienced 
in Cuba. Tom Willey, Sr., was diagnosed with cancer and died in 1968 at age 70 (born in 1898). 
Mabel continued her work with Cubans in Miami and began an extensive ministry of speaking at 
mission conferences, women's seminars and retreats in Japan and Europe.   
  In 1970, Mabel Willey, in her mid-60s (born in 1905), returned to Panama, where she joined 
her son Thomas H. Willey, Jr., and daughter Barbara and her husband John Moehlman who were 
already busy planting and growing churches and mission centers in the main cities and some 
rural areas. Mabel began assisting the work in the Panama City and started a teaching ministry 
for professional women, including some wives and secretaries of high-ranking government 
officials. In 1978, she returned to Cuba for a visit to minister among FWB churches and 
missions, and she returned there six more times prior to her death.  After a long life of dedicated 
ministry, “Mom” Willey passed away in January 1998 at age 92.  
Sources: https://iminc.org/about/history/pop-willey/ /  
https://es.findagrave.com/memorial/76943638/mabel-alice-willey 

  Mabel’s son Thomas H. Willey, Jr. (born 1932), served as a pioneer missionary in Panama 
from 1961 to 1979, both in rural areas (such as the isolated village of Jenené, Chepo, in the 
eastern part of Panama Province) as a bush pilot and church planter, and as a missionary pastor 
in Panama City; he also participated in activities with the Evangelical Alliance of Panama. After 
graduate school at Columbia International University (1975-1976), Tom moved to Miami, 
Florida, to work with Hispanic Free Will Baptist churches, and later served for 25 years with 
World Relief, a ministry arm of the National Association of Evangelicals (1978-2003), as 
Disaster Relief Consultant (1978-1980) and Resettlement/Disaster Relief Director (1980-2003), 
until his retirement. Also, see I will build my Church: The History of the Free Will Baptist 

Church in Panama, by Thomas Willey, Jr. (Columbus, Ohio: Free Will Baptist Publications, 
2017): https://www.amazon.com/I-Will-Build-My-Church/dp/1979998302  
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  In 2020, after 58 years ago of ministry in Panama (1962-2020), the Association of Free Will 

Baptist Churches reported 26 churches, which are all led by Panamanian pastors and lay 
workers. They also operated a Bible Institute in the town of Chame, Panamá Oeste province, to 
train leaders for ministry, which became the Free Will Baptist Seminary in 2008. Although the 
Free Will Baptist Mission no longer maintains resident missionaries there, it does maintain a 
partnership with the Association of Freewill Baptist Churches to give them the support that they 
still need in a few areas. The two main areas in which Mission participates is through partial 
subsidy of the expenses of maintaining the Bible Institute and Seminary and external training 
programs, as well as helping them with church-planting in new areas.   
Source: https://iminc.org/country-partnerships/panama-partnership/ 

 Statistical overview of the FWBC’s work in Panama: 
 

• 1979 Directory:  two churches and 11 missions with 372 members (average 29 members 
per congregation). 

• 1999: six organized churches with 10 missions with about 800 members (average 50 
members per congregation). 

• 2013: 11 organized churches and 30 missions with about 2,640 members (average 64 
members per congregation). 

• 2020: 26 churches (number of missions unknown) with about 3,000 members. 
 
Between 1960 and 1990, the following Pentecostal denominations began work in Panama: 
Apostolic Assembly of Faith in Christ Jesus (1960, a Hispanic Oneness Pentecostal group from 
California); Church of God in Christ (1964); New Life Evangelical Church (a 1967 split from the 
Foursquare Church in the Province of Chiriquí); the Assemblies of God (1967, from the USA); 
Pentecostal Christian Church Worldwide Missionary Movement (1968, from Puerto Rico); 
Missionary Advance (1973, from Puerto Rico); Pentecostal Church of Jesus Christ (1974, from 
Puerto Rico); the Grand Campaign of Faith in God / La Gran Campaña de Fe en Dios (1978, 
Noel de Souza, Panama); United Pentecostal Church (1980, a Oneness Pentecostal group from 
the USA); the United Pentecostal Church of Colombia / Iglesia Pentecostal Unida Latino-

america (1980, a Oneness Pentecostal denomination from Colombia); and the International 
Pentecostal Holiness Church (1988, from the USA).   
 
The last country in Central America in which the General Council of the Assemblies of God / 
Asambleas de Dios (AoG), founded in Hot Springs, Arkansas, in 1914 (now with headquarters in 
Springfield, Missiouri), began missionary work was Panama. At the beginning of 1967, the 
Assemblies of God became known throughout Panama for a series of mass-evangelism crusades, 
mainly due to “The Grand Divine Healing Campaign” (La Gran Campaña de Sanidad Divina) 
that was held in Barrio Vista Hermosa in Panama City with evangelist Richard Jeffery who had 
worked in Latin America for 16 years. During early 1968, the old “Teatro Vista Hermosa” was 
purchased, where the first AoG church was established with 90 members and about 250 
adherents, as a result of the previous crusade. Other AoG missionaries had arrived in Panama 
during the late 1960s: David Goodman (wife Doris), Paul Palser (wife Elizabeth) and Richard 
Larson (wife Janice) and their families.  In August 1968, Goodwin and Palser began an evening 
Bible institute with 30 students. 
  Previously, in 1967, Sixta Bonilla, a Costa Rican pastora with the AoG, returned to her 
native Panama and began a ministry in Puerto Armuelles with a small group of women and 
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children. Later, evangelist Walter Cornelson (who had been a missionary in Africa) arrived in 
Puerto Armuelles to hold an evangelistic crusade, with assistance from David Goodwin and 
several local leaders who came from Panama City to help with the crusade. Sometime later, an 
AoG church was established there among the new converts from the crusade. After Guillermo 
Torres became pastor of this church in 1976, the work of the AoG was expanded throughout the 
region. 
  During 1968, missionary Palser began work in the PCZ in English, while helping Goodwin 
with Spanish-speaking work in Panama City. The Larson family arrived in 1968 and took over 
the work in the PCZ while the Palser family moved to Port Colón to begin work there. In Balboa, 
Ancon, in the PCZ, a large building was purchased in 1969 that became the AoG’s headquarters 
and where a church was organized following an evangelistic campaign led by missionaries 
Robert Hanson and Elmer Bueno. In Port Colón, missionary Palser rented an old, unoccupied 
movie theater (“Teatro Americano”), where a crusade was held in November 1968, led by Paul 
Palser and Lloyd Goodwin (David’s father); many conversions and “miraculous healings” were 
reported there.  In 1969, Palser began an evening Bible institute in Colón for students who were 
active in establishing preaching centers in many locations.  However, the owner of Teatro 
Americano, observing that between 400 and 1,000 people were attending the AoG meetings 
nighty, decided not to sell the building at the end of 1970.  Therefore, the missionaries purchased 
a large lot and build a new temple during 1971, which became Templo Calvario and housed the 
evening Bible institute and a Christian bookstore. By the end of 1971, this church had 
established a dozen mission stations, each with its own pastor, in the region of Port Colón (Jeter 
1990: 226-227).  
  These extended evangelistic campaigns, held under large tents in many places, attracted 
thousands of people, which resulted in hundreds of conversions. In 1974, the crusades led by 
Jeffery and other evangelists, which lasted between 6 and 12 months, had resulted in the 
establishment of 16 organized churches with 2,763 baptized members. The central church in 
Panama City, known as the Cathedral of Life, is located in the Pueblo Nuevo neighborhood. This 
church began with a large tent crusade that was widely publicized during 1971-1972 and that 
produced thousands of conversions. (Jeter 1990: 224-225). 
  However, the first AoG missionary to arrive in Panama was Ramiro Morris, a native Kuna, 
who was the first AoG missionary sent from Costa Rica, who began his ministry in 1966 among 
the Kuna Indians in the San Blas Islands where he was born.  He settled on the island of El Tigre 
(also known as Digir) with his wife and daughter while beginning evangelistic work among the 
islands, where several Kunas were converted, including one young man who was sent to study at 
the AoG Bible Institute in Costa Rica (Jeter 1990: 223-224). 
  Some of the first converts in Panama City were Hermenia Villarreal and Carmen and Anita 
González, who began working with the Assemblies of God under the guidance of missionary 
Richard Larson. Carmen González, shortly after her conversion, traveled to the USA where she 
was strongly influenced by the Catholic Charismatic Movement. Upon returning to Panama, she 
worked in an evangelical ministry in Chiriquí province in western Panama, where she met María 
Ramos. Later, Carmen and María returned to Panama City and became leaders of the incipient 
Charismatic Movement. They encountered a large number of charismatics at Guadalupe Catholic 
Church until the group was forced to leave the place and find another place to meet. They began 
by meeting at Maria's house and the group became known as the "House of Prayer." It was 
organized as a church in 1977, under the direction of Pastor María Ramos, and joined the 
Assemblies of God in 1979, under the leadership of Mario Vásquez. 
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  The General Assembly of the Assemblies of God in Panama was organized (with 25 mission 
stations and five organized churches: Panama City, Balboa-Ancon PCZ, Colón, San Blas Islands, 
and Puerto Armuelles) on 29 November 1971, with veteran missionary Melvin Hodges (1909-
1988), a former missionary in El Salvador and Nicaragua, officiating.  Hodges served as AoG 
regional director for Latin America and the Caribbean from 1954 to 1973. Another veteran 
missionary from El Salvador, Rafael Williams, arrived in Panama in February 1970, at age 67, to 
serve for three years. In 1971, Wayne and Doris Turnbull, former missionaries in the Dominican 
Republic and Uruguay for 19 years, arrived in Panama to provide needed assistance. 
  The first Board of Directors of the AoG in Panama were Ralph Williams, superintendent; 
Wayne Turnbull, assistant superintendent; and Richard Larson, secretary-treasurer.  In 1976, two 
Panamanians were elected to the Board of Directors; Lowell David and Gregorio Campos. Since 
1978, all the members of the Board of Directors have been Panamanians, with the exception of 
one North American missionary as member-at-large. In 1978, Pastor Lowell David was elected 
the General Superintendent of the AoG in Panama (Jeter 1990: 228-229). 
  Between 1967 and 1979, most of the 22 churches and 28 missions organized by the AoG in 
Panama were the result of extensive evangelistic campaigns. In February 1980, there were 13 
campaigns in progress in many parts of Panama. The total Assemblies of God membership was 
estimated at 5,500 at the end of 1979. In addition to three Christian bookstores, many of the 
pastors had local radio programs throughout the country. 
  In 1979, the Assemblies of God Bible Institute in Panama City had 231 full-time students 
and 25 teachers (10 full-time and 15 part-time), who were training pastors and lay leaders to 
serve the growing work of the AoG in Panama. Although the administration of AoG work was 
under local leaders in 1979, ten North American missionaries were serving as church planters, 
teachers in the Bible school, evangelists, and in literature distribution.  Veteran missionaries 
Louis and Eveline Spencer, who had served since 1948 in various Latin American countries, 
arrived in 1979 to serve in David and later in Balboa-Ancon to assist in evangelistic and follow-
up campaigns, until Louis retired at age 73 with his wife.  In 1982, David Spencer (son of Louis 
and Eveline) and his wife Bani arrived in Panama after having served as AoG missionaries in 
Nicaragua.  David (1945-2018) and Bani worked as evangelists and pastors in the PCZ and held 
meetings in a hotel in downtown Panama City, which attracted people of the business and 
profession class. This resulted in the formation of a new church, Casa de Oración Cristiana. In 
1994, the Spencers returned to Nicaragua where they had a great impact of the growth of the 
AoG. Sources: Jeter 1990: 255-256; Biography of David Spencer at:   
https://www.facebook.com/214256711941189/posts/1948908678475975/ 
 In 1979, the Assemblies of God in Panama reported 50 congregations (churches and 
missions) with 5,500 members. In 2010, it was estimated that the AoG had 395 churches and 
missions with about 44,680 members.  The later data includes the largest mega-church in 
Panama, Iglesia Comunidad Misionera Hosanna, founded and pastored by the Rev. Edwin 
Álvarez in Panama City since 1990, with about 14,000 members in 2011.   
  By 2010, the Assemblies of God had become the largest Protestant denomination in Panama 
as a result of 68 years of continuous evangelistic and church-planting efforts throughout the 
country, with 90,000 members in about 800 churches and missions nationally, whereas the 
Foursquare Gospel Church lagged behind with only 50,000 members in 600 churches and 
missions in 2010. Some of the reasons for the decline in growth of the Foursquare Gospel 
Church during the 1990s resulted from leadership and administrative difficulties associated with 
the National Supervisor, who became authoritarian and offended many of the Foursquare pastors, 
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some of whom decided to leave this denomination and join the Assemblies of God. So, during 
the 1990s, the Foursquare Gospel Church experienced a decline in membership and affiliated 
churches nationally, while the Assemblies of God received a boost in membership and affiliated 
churches. 

In 2012, the Assemblies of God (AoG) in Panama reported more than 1,800 accredited 
workers, among whom are pastors, evangelists, missionaries, teachers, administrators and 
laymen in general who served its 800 local churches and related ministries (about 90,500 church 
members). Its leaders are trained in the Assemblies of God Bible Institute in Panama City and in 
15 extension centers country-wide. In 2012, the AOG had 28 primary schools, and three Good 
Shepherd middle schools; Hosanna Academy (primary and secondary education) and the fully-
accredited Hosanna University are located in Panama City. There were 13 Teen Challenge 
Centers located throughout the country. In addition, the New Life Center, located in Don Bosco, 
Chilibre, functions as a rehabilitation and prison transition program; the Potter’s House is 
another Rehabilitation Center in Chiriquí.   

The AoG also serves the community by operating five radio stations: Stereo Fe 96.1 FM (24 
hours) and Hosanna Radio Capital (94.9, 95.7 and 104.9) in Panama City; Hosanna Stereo 100.7 
FM in Aguadulce; Hosanna Charismatic 94.9 FM in Chiriquí, and Luz de Vida 102.9 FM in 
David, Chiriqui; and Radio La Poderosa 99.9 FM and 1000 AM in Coclé.  It also owns and 
operates Hosanna Vision television station-Channel 37 in Panama City. There are five Family 
Campgrounds and a variety of social services are carried out through the local churches and the 
Abundant Life Foundation. The AoG is a member of the Evangelical Confraternity of Panama 
(CONEPA) and maintains harmonious relationships with sister denominations.  
Source: https://www.asambleasdediospanama.org/index.html 
 
Pentecostal Christian Church Worldwide Missionary Movement / Iglesia Cristiana Pente-

costal Movimiento Misionero Mundial (MMM), founded in Puerto Rico by the Rev. Luis M. 
Ortiz Morrero and his wife, Rebecca, who had served in the Dominican Republic and Cuba as 
missionaries with the Assemblies of God from 1944 to 1960. After they returned to Puerto Rico 
in 1959, they decided to organize a new ministry called MMM with headquarters in Trujillo Alto 
in 1963. As the work grew in Puerto Rico, missionaries were sent out to other countries in the 
Caribbean and Central America, including Costa Rica in 1965 and Panama in 1969. 
  Pastor Luís Alberto Monge Salazar, while pastoring the MMM church in Puerto Limón, 
Costa Rica, was invited to visit the town of Guabito, located on the Costa Rican border with 
Bocas del Toro in Panama, in 1969 to evaluate the possibility of beginning missionary work in 
Panama. He returned to Guabito a few months later, in 1970, where he held an evangelistic 
campaign and witnessed the conversion of 15 people who became the nucleus of the first MMM 
church in Panama, which was pastored by Victor Ching from Costa Rica.  However, Pastor 
Ching and his family suffered strong opposition from the civil authorities and from leaders of 
other Evangelical churches (Methodist, Baptist, Nazarene and Adventist) in Bocas del Toro 
province due to his strong Pentecostal message. This MMM church was the first Pentecostal 
congregation established in Bocas del Toro province.  
  In July 1972, Pastor Ching and his family moved to Panama City and settled in Corregi-
miento de Santa Ana to begin a new ministry in a more populated area, while José Arturo Soto 
from Costa Rica became the new pastor in Guabito. After celebrating an evangelistic campaign 
in Panama City, 20 new converts became the founding members of the MMM church in the 
capital city, including the family of Ricardo Chen. In January 1974, José Arturo Soto and his 
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family moved from Guabito to Panama City, where he became the pastor in Santa Ana after 
Pastor Ching and his family left Panama. In 1975, Pastor José Arturo Soto became the national 
supervisor in Panama. Between 1974 and 1979, Pastor Melvin Braham from Costa Rica led the 
expansion of the work in western Panama. In 1979, Pastor Braham relocated to Panama City to 
fill the absence of José Arturo Soto who moved to Puerto Rico to continue his ministerial pre-
paration at the MMM’s Elim Bible Institute. Braham took the initiative of purchasing a building 
in Parque Lefevre on Calle 3 and Vía España, which became the new central church in Panama 
City with a seating capacity for 700 people. By 1979, the MMM reported 12 churches and 10 
preaching points, with 320 members.  
  During the decade 1970-1980, an additional dozen MMM churches and missions were 
established in the Panama City metro area, and new missions were begun in Veraguas (1974), 
Darién (1976), Herrera (1977), Chiriquí (1979), and Colón (1979-1980) provinces.  In addition, 
new churches and missions were founded in Coclé (1981) and Los Santos (1989) provinces.  
Source: Alvaro Chaverría Vega, Movimiento Misionero Mundial en Costa Rica y Panamá. San 
José, Costa Rica, MMM, 1995: http://www.prolades.com/historiografia/6-Costa-Rica/MMM-
historia-CRI-Panama.pdf 
 
The Operation World 2010 Database and PROLADES estimated that the MMM had 50 congre-
gations (churches and missions) with about 4,800 members (an average of 96 members per 
congregation) in 2010. 
 
Between 1970 and 1999, the following 10 denominations and mission agencies began work 
in Panama: 

 
Founding 

Date 
Mission or Denominational Name 

Country of 
Origen 

1970-1979     

1971 United Evangelical Church  Panama 

1973 Avance Misionero (Puerto Rico) Puerto Rico 

1974 Asamblea Pentecostal de Jesucristo (Oneness Pentecostal)  Puerto Rico 

1976 Baptist Bible Fellowship International USA 

1978 Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL International-Wycliffe Bible Translators) USA 

1978 La Gran Campaña de Fe en Dios - Grand Campaign of Faith in God (Noel de Souza) Panama 

1980-1999     

1980 United Pentecostal Church International (Oneness Pentecostal) USA  

1980 
United Pentecostal Church of Colombia (Oneness Pentecostal), known in Panama as the 
Latin American United Pentecostal Church; a split from the UPCI in 1963. 

Colombia 

1988 International Pentecostal Holiness Church USA 

1997 Wesleyan World Missions-Global Partners  USA  

 
Beginning in 1978, the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL-Wycliffe Bible Translators) 
worked on the translation of the Scriptures into the following indigenous languages in Panama: 
Guaymí (Ngöbe-Buglé), Kuna, Teribe (Naso) and Choco (Emberá-Wounaan). Other Protestant 
denominations and Missions that worked with SIL-Wycliffe or did their own translations were: 
New Tribes Mission, Mennonite Brethren, Central American Mission, Southern Baptists, Four-
square Gospel Church, Seventh-day Adventist Church, and the Wesleyan Methodist Church. 

 



56 

 

In 1979, the largest Protestant denominations in Panama were the following, according 
to the PROCADES National Directory of Protestant Churches (1980):  

 
• The Foursquare Gospel Church: 218 churches and 201 preaching points, with about 21,700 

adherents; 
•   The Episcopal Church (which assumed responsibility for the Anglican community in 1906 

due to growing U.S. influence in the PCZ): 23 churches and 10 missions with about 13,000 
adherents;  

• The Seventh-day Adventist Church: 120 congregations (churches and missions) with 
11,735 members;  

• The Baptist Convention of Panama (affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention in the 
USA), 123 congregations (churches and missions) with 6,245 members; 

• The Assemblies of God: 50 congregations (churches and missions) with 5,500 members; 
• The independent churches of Christ: 44 congregations (churches and missions) with about 

3,000 members; 
• The New Tribes Mission-related churches: 46 missions with about 3,000 adherents; 
• The Wesleyan Methodist Church, Conference of the Methodist Church in the Caribbean 

and the Americas: 17 churches with 1,794 members; 
• The Church of God Full Gospel (Cleveland, TN): 57 congregations (churches and 

missions) with 1,657 members. 
 

Note: All other denominations reported fewer than 1,000 members each in 1979. 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

The United Pentecostal Church International (UPCI) / Iglesia Pentecostal Unida Inter-

nacional (founded in 1945 in St. Louis, Missouri, as a merger with other Oneness Pentecostal 
denominations) arrived in Panama in 1980, and was registered with the Panamanian Government 
in 1981. In 2010, there were an estimated 33 organized congregations (churches and missions) 
with about 3,320 members in Panama (an average of about 100 members per congregation), 
according to the Operation World 2010 Database. The central church, “Tabernaculo de Vida,” is 
located in the district of San Miguelito in Panama City:  
https://www.tabernaculodevidapty.com/nosotros 
 
The United Pentecostal Church of Colombia / Iglesia Pentecostal Unida de Colombia 
(founded in Barranquilla, Colombia, in 1963; a split from the UPCI of Colombia, founded in 
1937) unofficially entered the Darién peninsula in 1980 from the Chocó department of 
Colombia, but officially began its work in Panama in 1991. In 2012, it reported 45 organized 
congregations (churches and missions) with about 3,600 members in Panama (an average of 80 
members per congregation):  
https://www.ipuc.org.co/pdf/mextranjeras/INFORME%20MISIONERO%20PANAMA%20JUL-
%20DIC..pdf / http://misionesextranjeras.ipuc.org.co/saludos-misioneros/ /  
https://ipulpanama.es.tl/HISTORIA.htm /   
 
The United Pentecostal Church of Colombia extended its field of work to about 30 countries, 
including the Republic of Panama in October 1991, under the name Iglesia Pentecostal Unida 

Latioamericana (IPUL). However, the work in Panama had begun about 1980, in the province of 
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Darién, where a member of the IPUC from the town of Acandí, located on the northeastern 
Caribbean coast of Chocó department of Colombia, came to cut down trees for wood and began 
to discuss doctrine with his co-workers, who were Trinitarians. They introduced him to their 
pastor, Gabriel Ají, “who understood the doctrine of the oneness of God and the Name of Jesus.” 
Later, they traveled for three days on foot, through the jungles of the Darién, to Acandí in 
Colombia, where Gabriel was baptized in the “Name of Jesus” (Acts of the Apostles 2:38), and 
later all the members of the congregation that he pastored were also “baptized in the holy Name 
of the Lord Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins.” Ten years passed and these brethren in the 
Darién were not assisted by anyone, but despite this, “they remained firm in faith and doctrine,” 
until they were visited again from Colombia by Arnaldo Bentancur, Orlando Jiménez and Ember 
Ochoa, who later formalized the work in the Darién peninsula of Panama for the IPUC. 
  Also, during the 1980s, Aníbal Cansarí, who lived in the Pacific coastal town of Juradó, 
Chocó, Colombia, traveled (by boat and on foot?) to visit and evangelize his relatives in Panama, 
near the small village of Tucutí (a distance of about 100 km in a straight line) in the lowland 
rainforests of the Darién province, where he shared the “Jesus only” doctrine (Oneness Pente-
costalism) and “won many souls for the Lord, filling all that region with the knowledge of the 
gospel of our Lord Jesus.” When Gabriel Ají was “converted to the name of the Lord Jesus,” he 
suffered persecution from members of his former denomination and sought refuge where Anibal 
Cansarí was living, who encouraged him to continue preaching the “holy gospel of the Lord 
JESUS and that is how the name of Jesus was preached and churches were established in 
different places in the Darien province.” 
  Around 1991, it became known to the IPUC leadership in Colombia that a group of Colom-
bians who had immigrated to Panama had requested that the IPUC establish work there. The 
former IPUC members in Panama were attending local churches, which were also “oneness 
Pentecostals” but who had their own customs that were not identical to the mother church in 
Colombia. These brethren were a fundamental factor that led to the establishment of the IPUC-
IPUL in Panama.  
  The first IPUC-IPUL missionary sent from Colombia to Panama in 1991 was Orlando 
Jiménez, who served for four years in this country and dedicated much of his time to discipling 
new believers in the province of Darién, and also began work in Panama City among Colombian 
immigrants. 
  The second IPUC-IPUL missionary to work in Panama was Fernando Sierra, who during 
five-years established in a more formal way the work in Panama City, and strengthened the work 
in the province of Darién by placing new workers and preachers and establishing schools and 
camping programs. 
  The third missionary was Esdras Barranco Jiménez who, for almost nine years, preached in 
other provinces where new congregations were established in the provinces of Colón, Chiriquí 
and Veraguas, and work was begun in the province of Coclé, also, by 2008. 
Source: https://ipulpanama.es.tl/HISTORIA.htm 
  By December 2012, a chaplaincy program was established, with government authorization, 
so that IPUL pastors could visit prisons, including separate prisons for men and women, in the 
provinces of Panamá, Colón, Veraguas and Chiriquí. The central IPUL church in Panama City is 
located on Avenida Cincuentenario near the entrance to the Panamá Viejo historical site:  
https://www.ipuc.org.co/pdf/mextranjeras/INFORME%20MISIONERO%20PANAMA%20JUL-
%20DIC..pdf 
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The Latin American Mission (LAM) of Costa Rica organized a series of evangelistic crusades 
in Panama during 1951, with Wesleyan Methodist evangelist Efraim Alphonse leading the 
meetings among African Americans in English, and with LAM evangelist Victor Monterroso 
preaching to the Spanish-speaking Panamanians. However, the LAM-sponsored Evangelism-In-
Depth Campaigns that were conducted in many Central and South American countries during the 
1960s were not held in Panama due to a lack of interdenominational support. 
 
Several non-Pentecostal denominations worked together during 1977 and 1978 to train and 
mobilize lay people and local congregations in a series of activities that led to interdenomina-
tional evangelistic crusades in Panama City at Balboa in the PCZ (Pacific coast) and the city of 
Colón (Caribbean coast). A local committee of Panamanians, strengthened by a team of LAM 
missionaries from Costa Rica, coordinated efforts with the Africa Enterprise Team to sponsor 
the 1978 Africa-Panama Crusade. The African Enterprise team members, led by evangelists 
Festo Kivengere (a black Anglican bishop from Uganda) and Michael Cassidy (a white Anglican 
minister from South Africa), made several visits to Panama between 1976 and 1978. In 1977, 
they helped the local planning committee by conducting preparatory meetings for the crusade, 
which took place in January 1978. 
  Most of the preparatory activities for the crusade, however, were concentrated among 
English-speaking West Indians and North Americans, and there was little participation from 
Spanish-speaking churches. Consequently, it was the West Indians who participated in the 
meetings in the city of Colón, and North Americans in the city of Balboa in the PCZ. It is 
interesting to note that the results of the bilingual crusade in Balboa showed that 55 percent of 
the people who actively participated were Spanish-speaking and 45 percent were English-
speaking. However, of the 823 participants in the Balboa crusade, 111 made a profession of 
faith, 89 dedicated their lives to the Lord, and the rest came to seek counseling or to obtain 
pamphlets written by Kivengere and Cassidy. 
  Overall, the crusade did not draw large crowds. The total attendance was only 14,235 
people, or an average of just 1,080 per night in both venues. It was supported primarily by 
traditional non-Pentecostal denominations and some small independent churches. Although 
support from Pentecostals was obviously lacking, the crusade did have strong support from the 
Anglican-Episcopal Church, because the chairman of the local committee and the evangelists 
from Africa were all Anglicans.  
  However, many Pentecostal groups in Panama City came together in early-1978 to support 
the local campaign led by Domingo Damian Pilarte (1941-2009), a renowned evangelist with 
the Pentecostal Holiness Church in the Dominican Republic. Witnesses reported that this “divine 
healing crusade” attracted large numbers of people (about 4,000 per night) while the 1978 

Africa-Panama Crusade attracted fewer people (only about 1,000 per night), and that the Pilarte 
crusade meetings were only conducted in Spanish. There were many claims of miracles of 
healing during his crusade; see: José Piedra (20 February 1978), "Milagros Curaciones logradas 

a base de fe". La República (El Zapote, Panamá), p. 18. 
  At the end of 1978 a crusade was held throughout the city of David, Chiriquí, sponsored by 
Alfa y Omega (Campus Crusade for Christ) and ten local congregations representing both 
Pentecostals and non-Pentecostals. This crusade, which had a major impact on Evangelical 
growth in the city of David, had a strategy similar to that of "I Found It" campaigns organized 
in the U.S. by Campus Crusade for Christ. More than 550 lay people were trained to evangelize 
and offer discipleship programs during the pre-campaign meetings. Many conversions were 
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reported by many churches from many denominations that came together to try “to win the city 
of David for Christ.” The average attendance at these campaigns was between 700 and 800 
people per night. 
  Since the beginning of the Charismatic Renewal in Panama in the mid-1970s, openness and 
receptivity to the Gospel have been evidenced among the upper and middle class of Panamanian 
society. Several charismatic churches have sprung up in Panama City, predominantly among the 
upper class, where the barriers between Protestants and Catholics have been lower. This spirit of 
unity among Christians regardless of religious affiliation has been evident among the many small 
groups that developed simultaneously to meet existing needs to create peer groups, Bible study 
and prayer groups among new converts and to revitalize older believers. By 1980, chapters of the 
Full Gospel Businessmen’s Fellowship (founded in the U.S. in 1951) and Women’s Aglow 
Fellowship (founded in the U.S. in 1967) were established in Panama City among the growing 
charismatic community, especially among entrepreneurs and professionals. 
 
Below is a report based on the Operation World 2010 Database, which estimated the 
number of churches and the membership of the largest Protestant denominations in 
Panama. However, the estimates for the Foursquare Gospel Church and the Assemblies of God 
proved to be inaccurate, as described above, based on personal interviews with executive leaders 
of these denominations by the author during June 2012 (Holland 2012a). 

 

 OPERATION WORLD 2010 DATABASE (sorted by membership size)   

 DENOMINATION NAME CHURCHES MEMBERS 

01 Iglesia Internacional del Evangelio Cuadrangular / Foursquare Gospel Church 660 63000 

02 Iglesia Adventista del Séptimo Día / Seventh-day Adventist Church  235 51497 

03 Asambleas de Dios / Assemblies of God 395 44681 

04 Concilio de Iglesia de Dios Evangelio Completo / Church of God (Cleveland, TN)  140 15000 

05 Iglesias de Cristo independientes / independent Chuches of Christ 260 8700 

06 Iglesia de Dios Pentecostal, MI / Pentecostal Church of God, MI 257 8134 

07 Convención Bautista de Panamá / Baptist Convention of Panama  320 8100 

08 Asociación de Iglesias Evangélicas Guaymí / Guaymí Assoc. of Evangelical Churches 45 8000 

09 Misión Nuevos Tribus / New Tribes Mission-related churches 46 5700 

10 Iglesia Cristiana Pentecostal Movimiento Misionero Mundial 28 4760 

11 Iglesia Episcopal / Episcopal Church 17 4000 

12 Iglesia Pentecostal Unida / United Pentecostal Church International 33 3322 

13 Iglesia Apostólica de la Fe en Cristo Jesús / Apostolic Church of Faith in Jesus Christ 65 3100 

14 Iglesia Evangélica Doctrinal 30 2950 

15 Iglesia Evangélica Nueva Vida / New Life Evangelical Church 21 2500 

16 Iglesia de Dios de la Profecía / Church of God of Prophecy  96 2500 

17 Iglesia del Nazareno / Church of the Nazarene 44 2200 

18 Unión Evangélica Misionera / Gospel Missionary Union  43 2200 

 TOTALS 2,735 240,344 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Note #1: Average congregational size = 87.9 members per congregation. 
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Note #2: All other denominations and church associations had fewer than 2,000 members in 2010. 
Note #3: The statistics shown above are based on estimates made by the Operation World 2010 Database research 
team in the UK and may not be official statistics from the respective denominational sources. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Note: The Panama Union Mission of the Seventh-day Adventist Church (formerly under 
South Central American Union) was organized in 2015, with the following territories: Atlantic 
Panama, Central Panama, Metropolitan Panama, and West Panama Conferences; and the Bocas 
del Toro, and Southeast Panama Missions. The statistics reported for 30 June 2019 were:  371 
churches with 91,374 members: https://www.adventistyearbook.org/entity?EntityID=52942 

 
Between 2000 and 2015, the following eight denominations and mission agencies began 
work in Panama: 
 

Founding 
Date 

Mission or Denominational Name 
Country of 

Origen 

2000-2019     

2001 American Baptist Churches in the USA  USA 

2003 Church of God (Holiness) USA 

2003 Maranatha World Revival Ministry (Apostle Nahum Rosario, Chicago, IL)  USA  

2004 Ebenezer Horem Church of Christ (Apostle German Ponce) Honduras  

2004 South American Missionary Society (SAMS-Episcopal Church) USA 

2010 Iglesia Pentecostal de Jesucristo Misión Internacional Puerto Rico 

2014 Evangelical Free Church of America USA 

2015  Ebenzer Mahaneim Church of Christ (Apostle Sergio Enriquez) Guatemala  

 
Since the year 2000, the following Pentecostal denominations were established in Panama: 
the Maranatha World Revival Ministry (founded by Apostle Nahum Rosario in Chicago, Illinois) 
arrived in Panama in 2003, followed by the Ebenezer Horem Church of Christ (2004, from 
Honduras: Apostle German Ponce), and the Ebenezer Mahaneim Church of Christ (2015, from 
Guatemala: Apostle Sergio Enriquez). All of these denominations are part of the New Apostolic 
Reformation Family of Pentecostal Denominations that emerged worldwide during the early 
1990s. 
 
In 2011, PROLADES conducted a series of interviews with Evangelical leaders in Panama City 
about the existence of Protestant churches among the Chinese population of Panama. It was 
discovered that there were at least 18 Chinese evangelical churches in Panama. Some of 
these evangelical churches were affiliated with the Chinese Christian Mission of Petaluma, 
California (began work in 1979 in Panama City and Colón); the Baptist Convention of Panama; 
the Christian & Missionary Alliance (one Chinese church founded in 1998); and the Evangelical 
Free Church of North America (2017).   
 

As elsewhere in Central America, the appearance of Protestant mega-churches has changed the 

panorama of Pentecostalism in Panama.  In 2011, the largest mega-church in Panama City was 
Hosanna Apostolic Community, which is affiliated with Assemblies of God; it had an average 
Sunday attendance of about 14,000. The second-largest was Words of Eternal Life Church 
(independent) with about 5,000 in Sunday attendance, followed by Tabernacle of Faith, 
affiliated with the Full Gospel Church of God (Cleveland, TN), with about 4,500 people in 
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Sunday attendance. Next in size was The Army of God, an independent Pentecostal church, 
with a Sunday attendance of about 4,000 people, followed by the Christian House of Prayer 
(affiliated with the Assemblies of God) and had a Sunday attendance of about 2,500 people:  
http://www.prolades.com/cra/regions/cam/megachurches_pan.htm 
 

PUBLIC OPINION POLLS ON 
RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION IN PANAMA, 1996-2018 

 

Compiled by Clifton L. Holland, Director of PROLADES 
Last updated on 3 October 2020 

 

POLL DATE CATHOLIC PROTESTANT OTHER *NONE/NA 

CID-GALLUP 1996 86.4 7.3 2.1 4.2 

ENCUESTA DE HOGARES 1998 82.0 10.0 5.0 3.0 

LATINOBAROMETRO 1998 79.0 11.0 3.0 6.0 

CID-GALLUP SEPT 2000 81.7 10.2 4.1 4.0 

LATINOBAROMETRO 2003 78.0 14.0 4.0 4.0 

LATIN DICHTER & NEIRA 2004 79.1 10.8 7.7 2.4 

LATINOBAROMETRO 2006 77.0 14.0 4.0 5.0 

LATINOBAROMETRO 2008 75.0 15.0 5.0 5.0 

LATINOBAROMETRO 2010 68.0 18.0 5.0 9.0 

PEW-TEMPLETON 2010 75.3 16.4 3.5 4.8 

CID-GALLUP SEPT 2012 66.8 21.3 4.7 7.2 

STATISTA GmbH 2018 48.5 29.4 9.7 12.3 

 
*This category includes “no religion” and “no answer.” 

 

Note:  Obviously, there is a problem with the consistency of these polls; also, there is a need to clarify the 
methodology used, the sample size and geographical distribution, the definitions for each category, the 
possibility of sampling errors, etc. 
 
Overall, between 1996 and 2018, the Catholic population decreased (from 86.4 percent to 
48.5 percent), while the Protestant population increased (from 7.3 percent to 29.4 percent), 
based on the series of public opinion polls shown above.  This reveals an internal crisis in the 
Catholic Church and among Catholic parishioners who are dissatisfied with the status quo and 
are being attracted to other religions, many Evangelical groups, or are giving up on religion all 
together by becoming secular.  
 
There are many explanations for the growth of Protestantism in Panama, but they can be 
divided into four types: (1) spiritual explanations attribute its growth to the “conversion” of 
people from other religions (mainly Roman Catholicism) or from no religion; (2) psychological 

explanations attribute the change to the way Protestant-Evangelicals resolve personal and family 
problems; (3) historical explanations view Protestantism (composed of lay-centered, freedom of 
choice groups) as a process of confrontation with the authoritarian, clergy-centered Roman 
Catholic Church; and (4) contextual explanations view it as resulting from changes in the 
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socioeconomic and political situation. All of these types of explanation have some validity when 
we examine changes in “religious affiliation” over time.   
 
Protestant Theological Education in Panama. 
 
Hosanna University of Panama / Universidad Hosanna de Panamá 

At the end of the 1980s and early 1990s, the Hosanna Missionary Community was founded: a 
thriving church with such a rapid growth rate that it merited the creation of a ministerial training 
center for men and women with a calling from God. The academic work was complementary to 
the work in the church, and it has always been one of the church’s pillars. 
  Faced with such a need, the Hosanna Ministerial School was created in 1991 on the 
premises of Hosanna Missionary Community, located on Avenida Ricardo J. Alfaro in the heart 
of Panama City. The Ministerial School was the first of its kind in Panama. From 1991 to 1995, 
the Ministerial School had a teaching staff of 12 professors and two administrators. Basically, all 
the subjects corresponded to the areas of Theology and Social Sciences. The School started with 
three classrooms, including one that seated all of the students. In those days, a Sunday School 
Teacher’s Certificate was awarded when a student completed his or her freshman year, and 
therefore was qualified to teach Sunday School and Bible classes. This certification was 
recognized by the Department of Christian Education of the Assemblies of God of Panama, 
which is Hosanna Missionary Community’s denominational affiliation. 
  During the period 1996-1998, Pastor Manuel Quintero Díaz was director of the Ministerial 
School. Under his leadership, recognition was obtained that a student at the end of his second 
year received a Christian Worker credential from the Assemblies of God of Panama. This cre-
dential empowered the student to preach the gospel anywhere in the nation. This accomplishment 
attracted new students to begin their preparation for ministry. At the end of 1998, Pastor Miguel 
Quintero was replaced as the school principal. The name School of Ministry was changed to 
Hosanna Ministerial Institute; and as of 2006 it became Hosanna International University.  In 
2011, the Rector of the university was from Ecuador and had an accredited Ph.D. from a univer-
sity in his home country. It is interesting to note that the Rector was affiliated with the Christian 
& Missionary Alliance of Ecuador, and he was recruited by the leaders of Hosanna Church to 
provide leadership and academic credibility for their university. 
  The first academic program developed was the Bachelor of Theology with an emphasis on 
Education, accredited by the University of Panama. The other academic program was the 
Bachelor's Degree in Social Communication with an emphasis on Radio and Television Pro-
duction, which made this institution the only national university where its students had a live 
channel as their practice laboratory: Hosanna Visión - Channel 37. Later, a Master's Degree in 
Education with a Specialization in Higher Education was developed, followed by the Bachelor of 
Christian Family Counseling; and then the Business Administration Technical Degree with an 
emphasis on leadership development. 
  In 2016, Hosanna International University, in compliance with the regulations established 
by Law No. 52 approved on 26 June 2015, became Hosanna University, which has the intention 
of becoming a differentiated educational alternative to the traditional style of Panamanian educa-
tion: a university in which its graduates are men and women of integrity and successful profes-
sionals. Hosanna University's approach is “aimed at building people not only academically, but 
holistically; educated people, but also of good will, capable of being firm in principles and 
values that they consider essential for their lives, that of their families and the progress of the 
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country with a perspective of solid academic training and deep education in values, inspired by 
Christian vision of the world, of society and of mankind.”  
  Hosanna University, a Panamanian Higher Education Institution approved the Ministry of 
Education by Executive Decree 198 on 30 May 2018, is located on Martín Sosa Avenue in the 
Hosanna University Building on the campus of Hosanna Apostolic Community, pastored by the 
Rev. Edwin Álvarez (affiliated with the Assemblies of God of Panama), an evangelical mega-
church with the largest number of parishioners in Panama (about 15,000). 
Sources: http://www.edwinalvarez.com/nosotros/ / https://uh.ac.pa/antecedentes/ 

Note: This university is the only Protestant educational institution authorized by the Panamanian 
Government to grant accredited university degrees at the Licentiate and Masters’ levels. All 
other Protestant educational institutions, whether Bible institutes, Bible schools or seminaries, do 
not have official Government authorization to grant accredited diplomas or academic degrees. 
However, some of the Licentiate degrees offered by some of the Protestant educational 
institutions in Panama may be recognized by similar institutions in other countries, especially 
those of the same denomination.  
 
Baptist Theological Center of Panama, formerly called Seminario Teológica Bautista de 

Panamá.  In 1955, in the city of La Chorrera, a meeting of the Panamanian Baptist churches was 
held. At this meeting, Rev. Adalberto Santizo Román, who was pastor of the First Baptist 
Church of Panama, presented as a motion the urgent need to establish a Baptist Bible Institute to 
train national workers. This motion was approved unanimously, and the first president was the 
Rev. Russel G. Van Royen, the Academic Dean was the Rev. Adalberto Santizo, and the 
Administrator was the Rev. Burt Archibold, all members of the Baptist Convention of Panama 
(affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention in the USA). 
  In June 1955, the first classes of the Baptist Bible Institute began in the City of La Chorrera, 
with an enrollment of 12 students, both men and women. The boarding school for the students 
was started, using two rented houses, one for men and the other for women. 
  In 1957, the Baptist Bible Institute moved to the capital city, Barrio de San Francisco de La 
Caleta, with the financial support of Home Missions Board of the Southern Baptist Convention 
(HMBSBC), which later donated the purchase of land and the construction of a modern building 
in the District of Arraiján, located on the Interamerican Highway just west of the PCZ. 
  On 11 October 1962, the Baptist Bible Institute was moved to this new building, with the 
academic name: "The Baptist Theological Seminary of Panama," supported by the HMBSBC 
and the Baptist Convention of Panama. Since its inception to date, this important institution for 
the formation of Baptist men and women called to the ministry has trained a significant number 
of national and international workers committed to Christian service. 
  The current Director is Sofía Tejada, M.A., and the program includes studies at the Diploma, 
Licentiate and Masters’ levels, the latter in conjunction with the Southwestern Baptist Theo-
logical Seminary in Fort Worth, Texas. However, these educational degrees may not have the 
official recognition of the Panamanian Government.  
Source: https://seminariobautista.org/ 
 
Reformed Theological Seminary of Balboa / Seminario Teológico Reformado de Balboa 

(STRB). Founded in 2008 at the First Baptist Church of Balboa, in the following years agree-
ments were made with the Miami International Seminary (Florida), which gave the Seminary the 
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solidity and the necessary structure, knowledge and tools required to offer a serious, Biblical 
Theological Education. This education began with a Virtual format ("online"), but currently the 
Seminary also uses the semi-face-to-face modality, with two options for Theological Studies; the 
first option is "Virtual", that is, at a distance and the second is semi-face-to-face, which requires 
the presence of the student part-time as it is a mixed activity (virtual and face-to-face). The 
Seminary offers the Bachelor's Degree in Theological Studies, accredited by the Miami 
International Seminary (State of Florida, USA), affiliated with the Latin American Fellowship of 
Reformed Churches / Confraternidad Latinoaméricana de Iglesias Reformadas (CLIR), with 
offices in El Carmen de Guadalupe, San José, Costa Rica; the Rev. Guillermo Green is the 
Executive Director. The STRB is under the Directorship of Jorge Arturo Lam.  
Source: https://balboaseminary.org/sobre-balboa-seminary/ 
 

Panama Fundamental Baptist Institute / Instituto Bautista Fundamental Panamá (founded in 
2017), Comunidad El Dorado, Corregimiento Betania, Distrito de Panamá, Provincia de Panamá 
Director: Pastor Edwin Santiago 
Sponsored by: Northwest Bible Baptist Church, Elgin, Illinois (independent Fundamentalist) 
Internet: http://www.mesiasmexico.com/panama---instituto-bautista-fundamental-panama.html / 
https://www.facebook.com/IBFPANAMA/ 
 
Bible Institute of Christian Education / Instituto Bíblico de Educación Cristiana 
Corregimiento de Calidonia, Ciudad de Panamá, Provincia de Panamá 
Internet: www.facebook.com/ibec.aibakup/ / http://www.mesiasmexico.com/panama---instituto-
biblico-de-educacion-cristiana.html 
Sponsored by: Asociación de Iglesias Bautistas Kunas de Panamá / Association of Kuna Baptist 
Churches of Panama: https://www.facebook.com/aibakup/ 
 
Freewill Baptist Seminary of Panama / Seminario Bautista Libre de Panamá (founded in 
2008), Colonia La Paz, Corregimiento Cham, Provincia de Panamá Oeste 
Sponsored by: Asociación de Iglesias Bautistas Libres de Panamá (Freewill Baptist Churches) 
Internet: http://www.mesiasmexico.com/chame---seminario-bautista-libre-de-panama.html 
 
Bible Baptist Seminary of Panama / Seminario Bautista Bíblico de Panamá 

Urbanización de Varital, Corregimiento de David, Distrito de David, Provincia de Chiriquí 
Sponsored by: Bible Baptist Churches of Panama  
Internet: http://www.mesiasmexico.com/david---seminario-bautista-biblico-de-panama.html 
 
Baptist Theological Institute of Chiriquí / Instituto Teológico Bautista de Chiriqui 
Corregimiento Las Lomas, Distrito David, Provincia de Chiriquí 
Sponsored by: 
Internet: http://www.mesiasmexico.com/david---instituto-teologico-bautista-de-chiriqui.html 
 
Baptist Theological Center of the Panamanian Caribbean / Centro Teológico Bautista del 

Caribe Panameño, located in the community of Changuinola, Bocas del Toro. There seems to be 
a loose association with International Ministries of the American Baptist Churches in the 
USA: https://www.internationalministries.org/author/i-roldan-roman/page/2/ 
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Directory of Theological Institutions in Panama, 2012 (PROLADES) 
 
Seminario Teológico Bautista de Panamá 
Carretera Interamericana, Arraiján 
Entrega General, Arraiján, Panamá 
P.O. Box 7247, Ciudad de Panamá 
Auspiciado por la Convención Bautista de Panamá  
 
Bible Institutes in Panama City 
 
1. Instituto Bíblico de las Asambleas de Dios (IBAD) 
Director: Rev. Felipe Springer 
Apdo. 8-234, Ciudad de Panamá 
Teléfono (507) 261-9860; Fax: (507) 229-5997 
Licenciatura en Pastorado Evangelístico 
Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
2. Instituto Bíblico de la Iglesia de Cristo  
Río Abajo, Ciudad de Panamá 
Apartado 1599, Panamá 9 
Teléfono 221-9927 
Auspiciado por la Iglesia de Cristo 
 
3. Instituto Bíblico de la Iglesia Evangélica Cuadrangular  
Calle Q con Mariano Aresemena, Ciudad de Panamá 
Apartado 1172, Panamá 
Teléfonos 262-3820 / 247-0559 
Auspiciado por la Iglesia Internacional del Evangelio Cuadrangular 
 
4. Instituto Bíblico de la Iglesia Evangélica Vida Nueva  
San Francisco, Panamá 
Apartado 7818, Panamá 9 
Teléfono 226-0370 
Auspiciado por la Iglesia Evangélica Vida Nueva 
 
5. Instituto Bíblico de la Misión Evangélica de Panamá  
Nuevo Veranillo, Lote #222, #30, San Miguelito 
Apartado 7258, Panamá 5 
Teléfono 267-6994 
 
6. Instituto Bíblico Panameño  
Ciudad Radial, Panamá 
Teléfono 266-0095 
Auspiciado por la Iglesia de Dios (Cleveland, TN) 
 
Bible Institutes outside of Panama City (2012) 
 
1. Instituto Bíblico Asambleas de Dios (IBAD)-Chiriquí Grande 
Director Inoil Alvarez 
Teléfono (507) 6687-6611 
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Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
2. IBAD-Aguadulce 
Pocrí, Aguadulce 
Director: Inocente Camargo 
Teléfono (507) 6625-2735 
Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
3. IBAD-Chitré 
Director; Moisés Ibarra 
Chitré, Herrera 
Teléfono (507) 996-6164 ó (507) 6648-3902 
Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
4. IBAD-Colón 
Director Rev. César Rodríguez 
Sabanitas, frente a la estación Shell 
Teléfono (507) 444-4344 
Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
5. IBAD-Ngäbe-Buglé 
Director: Rev. César Rivera 
Comarca Ngäbe-Buglé 
Teléfono (507) 6572-2170 
FAX: (507) 775-6673 
Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
6. IBAD-David 
Director Revda. Marianela de Camarena 
Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
7. Instituto Bíblico Ramiro Morris 
Kuna Yala, Isla Narganá 
Director Rev. Rogelio Quintero 
Correo postal Atención: IBAD Kuna Cl. 11 de Octubre y Club X, Panamá 
Teléfono (507) 259-6352 
FAX: (507) 261-4054 
Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
8. IBAD-Puerto Armuelles 
Director Rev. Eduardo Carrera 
Barrio Río Mar, Puerto Armuelles 
Teléfono (507) 6604-5102 
Auspiciado por las Asambleas de Dios 
 
9. Escuela Preparatoria de Discípulos  
Calle 37 Sur, El Hatillo, La Chorrera 
Apartado 51, Panamá 1 
Teléfono 224-544 
Auspiciado por la Iglesia “Soldados de la Cruz de Cristo” 
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10. Instituto Adventista Panameño 
La Concepción, Boquerón, Chiriquí 
Auspiciado por la Iglesia Adventista del Séptimo Día 
 
11. Instituto Bíblico de la Iglesia de Dios  
Calle 6, Meléndez, Ciudad de Colón 
Apartado 1900, Ciudad de Colón 
Auspiciado por la Iglesia de Dios (Cleveland, TN) 
 
12. Instituto Bíblico de la Iglesia de Dios de la Profecía  
Calle 5 #24-60, Río Abajo  
Apartado 6-3565, Panamá 
Auspiciado por la Iglesia de Dios de la Profecía 
 
 
Mass Communication by Protestants. 
Evangelical radio station HOXO (AM broadcasts) was founded in 1949 in Panama City, with 
financial help and technical assistance provided jointly by the Latin America Mission (LAM) in 
Costa Rica and World Radio Missionary Fellowship, operators of radio station HCJB in Quito, 
Ecuador.  In 1971, an FM radio transmitter was added, called “Radio Vida,” and these two radio 
stations were incorporated in 1974 as the Tropical Broadcasting Association under a Panamanian 
board of directors.  By 2005, at least 13 Evangelical radio stations existed in Panama, five of 
which were owned and operated by the Assemblies of God as well as a TV channel: “Hosanna 
Visión - Canal 37.” 
 
Ecumenical relations.  
In 1963, the Evangelical Alliance of Panama (AEP) was organized, with the purpose of frater-
nizing and guiding the development of the evangelical work in the country, representing the 
members before the public authorities when they request it, and defending the rights related with 
freedom of worship and Christian social action. The current president of AEP is the Rev. 
Rolando Hernández, who is affiliated with the Foursquare Gospel Church.   

For decades, AEP also was known as the Panamanian Evangelical Confraternity (Confra-

ternidad Evangélica Panameña, CONEPA), which is affiliated with the World Evangelical 
Alliance (WEA). Members of the Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI), which is 
affiliated with the World Council of Churches (WCC), include the Episcopal Diocese of 
Panama, the Evangelical Methodist Church (affiliated with the United Methodist Church in the 
USA), the Wesleyan Methodist Church (affiliated with the Conference of the Methodist Church 
in the Caribbean and the Americas), and the independent Lutheran Church (Diocese of Panama).   

The Ecumenical Committee of Panama (COEPA) is a fraternal association of churches, 
founded in 1986, which “confess Jesus Christ as God and Saviour and seek to fulfil their com-
mon calling to the glory of God while promoting greater unity, dialogue and interreligious 
activities.”  Its current members include representatives of the Evangelical Methodist Church of 
Panama, the Roman Catholic Church, the Episcopal-Anglican Church of Panama, Calvary 
Baptist Church, the Methodist Church in the Caribbean and the Americas, the Greek Orthodox 
Church and the Russian Orthodox Church.  The president of COEPA is Bishop Pablo Morales of 
the Evangelical Methodist Church of Panama.  
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Sources: https://www.oikoumene.org/es/member-churches/latin-america/panama/coepa /  
https://toroperezballadares.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Comite-Ecum%C3%A9nico-de-
Panam%C3%A1-Tr%C3%ADptico-campa%C3%B1a.pdf /  
https://www.telemetro.com/nacionales/2012/08/15/comite-ecumenico-ministro-henriquez-
reunieron/1947496.html 
 
 
Other Religions 
 
Eastern Orthodox churches in Panama include small Greek Orthodox communities in Panama 
City and Colón, affiliated with the Greek Orthodox Metropolitanate of Central America 
under Metropolitan Athenagoras in Panama City; the Russian Orthodox Greek Catholic 
Church of Three Saints founded in the USA in 1898, affiliated with the Moscow Patriarchal 
Parish; and the Russian Orthodox Church, affiliated with the Russian Orthodox Church 
Outside of Russia (ROCOR).  
 
Non-Protestant “marginal” Christian groups (called “marginal” because they deny some of 
the basic doctrines of the Protestant movement) known to exist in the country include: 
 

• Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Utah Mormons, founded in 1847 in Salt 
Lake City, UT, by Brigham Young) one Temple in Panama with 73 local congregations, 
44 “wards” (districts) in seven “stakes” (a group of congregations or wards) and 59,526 
members in 2019; the first congregation was organized in 1941 for military personnel 
stationed in the PCZ but the LDS Church was not officially recognized by the Pana-
manian Government until 1965): https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/facts-and-
statistics/country/panama.  
 

• Jehovah’s Witnesses (founded in 1879 by Charles Taze Russell in New York City, NY; 
also known as the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society: 323 kingdom halls with about 
18,000 “ministers who teach the Bible” in Panama in 2018; its first activities in Panama 
began in 1900 in Port Colón, but it was not officially registered with the Panamanian 
Government until 1945): https://www.jw.org/es/testigos-de-jehov%C3%A1/por-todo-el-
mundo/PA/ /  
https://www.academia.edu/7565426/Los_testigos_de_Jehov%C3%A1_en_Centroam%C3
%A9rica_1984_2008. 
 

• Christadelphian Movement / Christadelphian Bible Mission (founded in 1844 in 
Richmond, Virginia, by Dr. John Thomas; two ecclesias in Panama: Panama City and 
Colón): http://cbma.net/activities/latin-america/panama/.   
 

• Voice of the Cornerstone (Voz de la Piedra Angular, founded in 1974, Cayey, Puerto 
Rico, by William Soto Santiago, a disciple of evangelist William Branham, who founded 
a similar movement in Jeffersonville, Indiana, in 1955); one listing in Panama at:  
http://www.lagranvozdetrompeta.net. 
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• Mita Congregation (founded in 1940 in San Juan, Puerto Rico, by Juanita García Peraza, 
who is known by her followers as “Mita” = “Spirit of Life”); arrived in Panama in 1987 
and registered with the Government in 1989:  
https://www.congregacionmita.org/html/espanol/eventos.html. 
 

• Universal Church of the Kingdom of God (Igreja Universal do Reyno do Deus, 
founded in 1977 in Brazil by Bishop Edir Macedo; also called “Strong Prayer to the Holy 
Spirit Church”); central church in Panama City with over 20 affiliated churches in 
Panama: https://www.aiyellow.com/iurdpanama/.  
 

• God is Love Pentecostal Church (founded in Brazil in 1962 by David Martins 
Miranda); the central church is located in Panama City:  
https://www.facebook.com/IPDAPANAMAOFICIAL/  
 

• Unity School of Christianity (formally organized in 1891 and consolidated in 1914 under its 
present name with headquarters in Unity Village, Missouri; part of the “New Thought” 
movement): http://www.unityofpanamacity.org/.  
 

• Seicho-No-Ie (a Japanese “New Religion, founded in 1930; “Hogar del Progreso 
Infinito” = Home of Infinite Progress): https://snipanama.weebly.com/.  
 
Seichō-no-Ie (SNI) is translated by the movement itself as “House of Infinite Progress.” SNI was 
founded on 1 March 1930 in Japan after its founder, Masaharu Taniguchi (1893–1985), claimed 
to have received spiritual revelations and began to disseminate them in Japan through printed 
publications. His teachings were derived mainly from Buddhism, Shinto, Christianity, and 
Ōmoto-kyō. He was also influenced by European and North American authors and movements, 
especially the New Thought Movement, founded about 1859-1860 by Phineas P. Quimby (1802-
1866) in New England, USA. SNI first appeared in 1932 among Japanese immigrants in Brazil 
where it became one of the most popular Japanese New Religions; it also exists in many other 
Latin American countries: http://www.sni.org.br/end_exterior.asp 
  
New Thought and Christian Science are based on the integration of the more traditional Christian 
ideas with 19th century metaphysical traditions, which embody a sense of spirituality concerned 
with mystical experience and the importance of the power of the mind over the body, particularly 
in terms of metaphysical healing—spiritual, physical and mental. Sources: Melton 2009: 870-
872); http://www.ppquimby.com/ 
 

• United Church of God / Iglesia de Dios Unida (founded in 1995 in Indianapolis, 
Indiana, by former members of the Worldwide Church of God, now with headquarters in 
Milford, Ohio; follows the teachings of Herbert W. Armstrong [1892-1986] that required 
included a non-trinitarian concept of God, worship on the Sabbath-Saturday, observance 
of parts of the Mosaic Law, dietary prohibitions, the covenant law of "Holy Days," and 
the debunked concept of “British Israelism”):  
https://espanol.ucg.org/congregaciones/panama. 
 

• The Light of the World Church (founded in 1926 in Guadalajara, Mexico: "The Church of 
the Living God, Column and Pillar of Truth, Jesus the Light of the World" / La Luz del Mundo = 
LLDM); the first attempts to spread the LLDM doctrine in Panama took place in the 
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1970s by messengers from Costa Rica, but with no permanent results until 1982 when the 
first converts were made and baptized in the town of Río Sereno, on the border with 
Costa Rica, in Renacimiento District, Chiriquí province, by LLDM pastors from San 
Vito, Puntarenas province, in Costa Rica:  
https://www.facebook.com/laluzdelmundopanama/; see below for more information 
about the LLDM history in Panama.  
 

• The Doctrinal Evangelistic Church / Iglesia Evangelista Doctrinal was founded by 
former Foursquare Gospel pastor José Isabel Rodríguez Mora in Puerto Pilón, Colón 
province, about 1950. The Foursquare Gospel Church repudiated the doctrines and 
practices of this new group and claimed it was not “evangelical.” During the 1970s, some 
of Mora´s affiliated churches were located in Chiriquí province, as well as in the southern 
part of Puntarenas province of Costa Rica, near the Panamanian border. Some of these 
churches, both in Panama and Costa Rica, later joined The Light of the World Church 
(“La Luz del Mundo” - LLDM), under the leadership of Pedro Rodríguez Matarrita in 
1989. On 25 July 1989, in the city of Changuinola, Bocas del Toro, five evangelical 
pastors were converted to La Luz del Mundo Church along with 80 members of their 
congregations. Since that time, the LLDM has prospered in the area of Bocas del Toro, 
under the leadership of Pastor Pedro Rodríguez Matarrita. See the following link:  
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=156222952745201&id=10939823
0761007&comment_id=156711422696354 

 

 
 

The photo above shows Apostle Naasón Joaquín García, the supreme leader of LLDM in Guadalajara, 
Mexico, at the dedication of a new LLDM temple in La Chorrera, Panamá Oeste, on 31 January 2017. 
Notice that the men and women are seated on separate sides of the temple, and the women have their 
heads covered with a white shawl, as is the custom in all LLDM churches. It is not known how many 

LLDM churches and members there are currently in Panama.  
Source: https://www.bereainternacional.com/visita-apostolica-a-la-chorrera-panama/ 
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A detailed history of the early development of LLDM in Panama previously was available 
online, but the website is no longer functioning at:  http://www.lldmpanama.org/wp/historia/; 
nor is this one: http://www.lldmpanama.org/ 
 
Non-Christian religions. There are approximately 850-1,000 Rastafarians (originated in 
Jamaica in the 1930s), most of who live in the city of Colón, department of Colón, and in the 
district of La Chorrera, Panama Oeste. Also, there are adherents of older African-derived 

religions, such as the syncretistic religion of the Negros Congos, Myal-Obeah, “revivalistic 
sects” and Kumina, almost exclusively among the Afro-Panamanian population.  Historically, 
some of these religions were present in Panama from the beginning of the African slave trade in 
the Caribbean to the end of the British colonial period.   
 
The Negros Congos trace their ancestry to African slaves imported during the Spanish colonial 
period and speak an Afro-Hispanic Creole, especially on the Caribbean coast of Colón province, 
centered in the colonial port city of Portobello. The Negros Congos are located in the City of 
Colón and on the Costa Arriba and Costa Abajo of the Atlantic province; in the region of 
Panama Centro in Curundu, Chilibre, among other points. In some areas they have gradually 
disappeared. The negros congos of Panama's Caribbean coast are a unique cultural manifestation 
of Afro-Hispanic contact. During Carnival season each year, this group reenacts dramatic events 
that affected black slaves in colonial Panama, performs dances and pantomimes, and enforces a 
set of ritual laws and punishments. A key component of congos cultural activities is the use of a 
special creole dialect, which is employed by a subset of the negros congos in each settlement.  
Sources: John M. Lipski, The Speech of the Negros Congos of Panama (Amsterdam, The Nether- 
lands: John Benjamins Publishing, 1989):   
https://books.google.co.cr/books/about/The_Speech_of_the_Negros_Congos_of_Panam.html?id
=7yujTSJU-a4C&redir_esc=y / https://www.panamaamerica.com.pa/variedades/el-folklore-de-
los-negros-congos-en-panama-211157  
   
Present among the British West Indian Creole population were the Afro-Caribbean sects of Myal 
(a syncretistic religion that appealed to all African ethnic groups in Jamaica and the West Indies) 
and Obeah (a religion probably of Ashanti origin, characterized by the practice of sorcery and 
witchcraft, which had been outlawed in the British colonies during the slavery period).  In 
addition, several “revivalistic” sects originated in Jamaica and the British West Indies during the 
1800s: Native Baptists, Spiritual Baptists and Revival Zion (these are all modifications of 
Myal, which inserted familiar elements of the Christian faith—the Bible, God, angels, arch-
angels, saints, apostles and prophets—into worship patterns characteristic of African religiosity); 
and Kumina (also known as Pukkumina or Pocomania), a post-Emancipation (1 August 1834 is 
celebrated as Emancipation Day throughout the Caribbean) religious tradition traced to African 
“indentured servants” who were brought to Jamaica from Central Africa to work on plantations 
that had been abandoned by the freed slaves. Kumina is characterized by “spirit possession,” 
ritual healing and animal sacrifice (similar to Santería in Cuba and Puerto Rico, and to Vodou in 
Haiti). In Panama, Pocomania practitioners are often referred to as “los jumping-jumping.”  

Santería in Panama.  According to Dagoberto Almengor, Santería had its beginning during 
the 1960s among Cuban immigrants who settled in Panama City among the Afro-Panamanian 
communities in various districts of the capital city. This is a minority religion among Cuban-
Panamanians who may also participate in other African-derived religions that are more common 
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in Panama as described previously. See: Almengor, Dagoberto (2001). “Santería en la ciudad de 
Panamá (1960-2000).” Tesis de Maestría en Historia. Universidad de Panamá, Panamá:  
https://studylib.es/doc/7409073/universidad-de-panam%C3%A1-facultad-de-humanidades-
maestr%C3%ADa-en 

 
There are traditional Amerindian belief systems (animistic worldview) among the Guaymí 
(Ngäbe-Buglé), Kuna, Choco (Wounaan and Emberá), Bribri, Teribe (Naso), and Buglere 
(Bokota).  Also, “popular religiosity” (syncretistic: Catholic and animistic beliefs and practices) 
is observed by a majority of the Hispanic population. The Guaymi are the most numerous 
indigenous people (154,355 in 2010) in Panama, and they are also known by the name Ngäbe 
and are closely affiliated with a small indigenous group known as the Buglé. The Ngäbe-Buglé 
(Guaymi) traditionally live in the western provinces of Bocas del Toro, Veraguas and Chiriquí. 
However, many Guaymi (Ngäbe-Buglé) have migrated to other parts of Panama and to 
neighboring Costa Rica in search of employment and better living conditions. 
 
First Congress of the Latin American Federation of Parapsychology and Related Sciences / 
Federación Latinoamericana de Parapsicología y Ciencias Afines (FLAPCA) was held in 
Panama from 19-22 September 1985: “In the field of Parapsychology our mission is purely 
educational and in addition to wanting to recover the paranormal phenomenon from the field of 

superstition, magic and sorcery, which have kept our people in the most alarming ignorance, we 
intend with this to structure, define and systematize the parapsychology and direct it to the right 
place. As its name indicates, next to Psychology, this is at the university level.” This study 
presents some important considerations in aspects that involve the operation of "inspired 
medicine" as it is called, within which is the diagnosis and treatment used by curanderos among 
indigenous peoples in Panama.  
Source: https://nanopdf.com/download/parapsicologian3c3_pdf 
   
  The curandero is a traditional native healer (herbalist) found among native American Indian 
tribes and Hispanic communities throughout the Americas (also among native Siberian and 
Alaskan tribes who share a relatively recent common ancestor and a language group, known as 
Eskimo-Aleut), who practices the art of healing using traditional practices (learned by initiation 
and observation under the apprenticeship of a senior curandero), herbal remedies and even the 
power of suggestion using “white magic” (magic used for good purposes, especially to coun-
teract evil spells caused by shamans or disembodied spirits). The curandero's life is dedicated to 
the administration of remedies for mental, emotional, physical and spiritual illnesses. The role of 
a curandero also incorporates the roles of psychiatrist along with that of doctor and healer. 
Curanderos are respected members of the community who consider their powers to be super-
natural and believe that many illnesses are caused by lost malevolent spirits, a lesson from God, 
or a curse.  
  The counterpart of the curandero is the shaman (witch-doctor or sorcerer) who uses “black 
magic” (magic used for evil purposes, witchcraft or sorcery) to cause harm to others. The 
shaman is a person regarded as having access to, and influence in, the world of good and evil 
spirits. Such people are believed to interact with a spirit world through altered states of con-
sciousness (such as a trance, dream or spirit-journey), usually to direct these spirits or spiritual 
energies into the physical world, for healing or some evil purpose, or to direct the souls of the 
dead to the afterlife where their ancestor’s dwell. 
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Sources: https://theculturetrip.com/north-america/mexico/articles/meet-mexicos-curandero-
healers-enacting-surgical-miracles/ / 
https://www.instituteofshamanismandcuranderismo.com/meet-paloma/ 

 
Mamä Tatdä is an Amerindian syncretistic religion practiced by the Guaymí (Ngäbe-Buglé) 
people, which combines elements of imposed Spanish Catholicism with native animism. The 
religion was born on 22 September 1962, when a young indigenous woman named Delia 
Bejerano de Atencio, known as Besikö Kruningrobu, had a vision of Mamä Tatdä (Mamä = 
Virgin Mary; Tatdä = Jesus). After this appearance, Besikö transmitted her message to the 
indigenous people and it became an important religion in the Ngäbe-Buglé Comarca. Currently, 
it is estimated that there are thousands of Mamä Tatdä practitioners in Guaymi villages and 
towns in Panama and in neighboring Costa Rica.  
  Besikö, as a result of her revelation, is reported to have gathered more than 3,000 people in 
the Boca de Balsa square, where many repented and became followers of this new faith, which is 
now practiced in the provinces of Bocas del Toro, Veraguas and Chiriquí where this religion 
seems to have spiritually unified the Ngäbe-Buglé people. Members of the Mamä Tatä religion 
believe that God has abolished the Catholic Church and is now relating exclusively with the 
Guaymí people through “Little Mama” (Besikö) who had a vision of the Virgin Mary (“Big 
Mama”) and Jesus (Tatdä). Adherents believe that only Guaymí followers of this religion will go 
to heaven. 
Sources: https://www.panamaamerica.com.pa/provincias/mama-tatda-la-religion-ngabe-bugle-
982442 / https://www.laestrella.com.pa/cafe-estrella/cultura/150922/mama-tatda-ngaebes-
celebran 
 
Other non-Christian religions include: traditional Chinese religions (Taoism, Confucianism 
and Buddhism); Hinduism (including the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, the 
International Sri Sathya Sai Baba Organization, and the International Society of Transcendental 
Meditation, known as TM); Sant Mat (including Eckankar, the Path of Light and Sound; Sant 
Thakar Singh Mission; Surat Shabd Yoga; Sawan Kirpal Ruhani Mission, Science of 
Spirituality; Supreme Master Ching Hai Meditation Association); Sikhism, Islam and Subud; 
Japanese Buddhism (Soka Gakkai International of Panama / Nichiren Shoshu Temple) and 
Shinto. 
 
Chinese immigration. Beginning with the building of the Panama Railroad in the 1850s, many 
Chinese laborers arrived via Canada and Jamaica, mainly from Guangzhou province but also 
from the British crown colony of Hong Kong. With the Chinese immigrants came some 
Buddhist, Taoist and Confucianist traditions that were centered on family altars where 
devotion was rendered to their ancestors, which include the Fa Yen Religious Society and Yan 
Wo Religious Society.  

Between 1850 and 1970, there were several waves of Chinese immigrants whose descen-
dants numbered around 50,000 in Panama. Since the 1970s, an estimated 80,000 Chinese have 
settled in Panama from other parts of mainland China: about 99 percent are Cantonese-speaking, 
although Mandarin and Hakka speakers are represented among the newer arrivals.  Over time, 
the older Chinese immigrants and their descendents began assimilating into Panamanian society 
and, often, that meant converting to Catholicism or Protestantism. The Sacred Heart Chapel in 
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Ancon is now home to a Chinese Roman Catholic congregation, and there are now at least 18 
Chinese evangelical churches, with the majority located in Panama City and Colón.  
 
With Independence came the North American canal-building effort, which in turn brought in an 
international labor force and greater religious diversity. Panama’s Hindu and Muslim com-
munities, which initially arrived by way of the British colonies of Guyana and Trinidad-Tobago, 
first came as canal workers between 1904 and 1913.  Most of the Hindus trace their roots back to 
the states of Gujarat and Sindh in India and Pakistan respectively.  Many ancestors of today’s 
Muslim community also came from those same places, but this community has since been 
augmented by Arabs who arrived via South American countries and more recently as a result of 
home-grown converts.  The Muslims live primarily in Panama City and Colón, with smaller con-
centrations in the city of David and other provincial cities. The majority of today’s Muslims 
(about 14,000) are of Lebanese, Palestinian or Asian Indian descent. As of March 1997, there 
were four Mosques (masajid) in the Republic of Panama.  There are also a few Sikhs in Panama, 
almost all of whom trace their roots to the Punjab.   
 
Some of the South Asian subcontinent religious organizations in Panama are: the Sunni 
Muslim Religious Association, the Panama Muslim Mission (originally named the Sunni Indo-
Pakistani Muslim Society, founded in 1929), the Islamic Foundation of Panama (Jama Masajid), 
the Panamanian Hindu Civic Association, the Krishna Radha Temple Society, the Hindustani 
Society of Panama (Templo Hindu de Tumba Muerto), the Hindustani Society of Colón, the 
Islamic Cultural Center of Colón, and the Guru Nanak Sahid Civic Society.   
 
Also, about 10,000 Lebanese (some are Orthodox Christians and others are Muslim) live in 
Panama, including many investors who have businesses tied to the Colón Free Trade Zone, 
which re-exports an enormous variety of merchandise throughout the Americas.  Begun in 1948, 
it is now the largest free trade zone in the Americas and second largest in the world.  
 
The small Jewish community in Panama (an estimated 15,000) dates from the middle of the 
19th century and includes five synagogues:  Beth El Synagogue (Orthodox), Shevet Achim Syna-
gogue in Panama City (Orthodox-Sephardic), Ahavat Sion Synagogue (Orthodox-Sephardic), 
and Kol Shearith Israel Synagogue in Panama City (Reform), and Ahvat Ahim Synagogue in 
Colón.  
  The Jewish community has had an important influence in the nation’s commerce and 
politics. With the exception of Israel, Panama is the only country in the world that has had two 
Jewish presidents, although briefly, in the 20th century: Max Delvalle (1967) and Eric Arturo 
Delvalle (1985-1988): Eric Arturo Delvalle Cohen-Henríquez (1937-2015). Max Delvalle Levy-

Maduro (1911-1979), Eric Arturo’s uncle, served as vice president from 1964 to 1968 and 
briefly served as acting president during part of April 1967. Max Delvalle was the first Jewish 
president in Latin America. Both men were members of Kol Shearit Israel Synagogue in Panama 
City. The right-wing Republican Party was created in 1960 by José Dominador Bazán, Max 
Delvalle and Eric Arturo Delvalle, all of them Jewish and backed by the Jewish business 
community. 
 
The Bahá'í Faith is a religion that teaches “the essential worth of all religions, and the unity and 
equality of all people.” It was established in 1863 by Mírzá Ḥusayn-`Alí Núrí (1817-1892), 
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known thereafter as Bahá'u'lláh (Arabic for “Glory of God”), while living in Baghdad as a 
leader within the Bábí community. His new movement grew in Persia (modern Iran), the 
Ottoman Empire and other parts of the Middle East, where it has faced ongoing persecution from 
the Islamic clergy. He claimed to be the prophetic fulfilment of Bábism, a 19th century outgrowth 
of Shaykhism; and, in a broader sense to be a “Manifestation of God” (people who are made 
perfect through divine intervention and whose teachings are the sources of the major world 
religions throughout history). He also claimed that he was the fulfillment of the eschatological 
expectations of Islam, Christianity and other major religions.  

The final years of Bahá'u'lláh's life (1879–1892) were spent in the Mansion of Bahjí, just 
outside the coastal city of Acre in Palestine, even though he was still formally a prisoner of the 
Ottoman Empire. During his years in Acre and Bahjí, since `Abdu'l-Bahá (1844-1921), his eldest 
son, had taken care of the organizational work, Bahá'u'lláh was able to devote his time to writing, 
and he produced many volumes of work including the Kitáb-i-Aqdas, his book of laws. His other 
works included letters outlining his vision for a united world, as well as the need for ethical 
action; he also composed many prayers. Today, his followers, known as Bahá'ís, are found 
throughout the world.  The seat of the Universal House of Justice, the governing body of the 
Bahá'ís, is located in Haifa, Israel.  In 1986, an official Bahá'í document reported 4.74 million 
Bahá'ís worldwide, with the movement growing at a rate of 4.4 percent annually. Bahá'í sources 
since 1991 usually estimate the worldwide Bahá'í population at about 5 million.  There were an 
estimated 41,000 Bahá'ís in Panama in 2005. 

The first pioneers of the Baha’i Faith settled in Panama in 1940. The first Local Spiritual 
Assembly of Panama, in Panama City, was organized in 1946 and helped host the first All-
American Baha’i Teaching Conference. One Bahá’í from this early period was Miss Mabel 
Adelle Sneider (converted in 1946), who was a nurse at Gorgas Hospital in the PCZ for 30 years 
and then conducted pioneer Baha’i work in the Gilbert Islands (located in a remote part of the 
Pacific Ocean between Hawaii and Papua New Guinea) for many years. The following informa-
tion was adapted from: https://bahaikipedia.org/Panama 

Shoghi Effendi (1897–1957), the great-grandson of the founder, became head of the Baha’i religion 
after the death of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in 1921, called for two international conventions to be held in April 
1951.  One was held in Panama City for the purpose of electing a regional National Spiritual 
Assembly over the Central area of Mexico and the West Indies whose headquarters was in Panama 
and which was witnessed by representatives of the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the 
USA. During the 1950s, Bahá’í Local Assemblies in Panama City and Colón established community 
centers.  By 1963, there were Bahá’í converts among the Cerrobolo, Guaymí, and Kuna indigenous 
peoples.  

Six conferences, held in October 1967 around the world, presented a viewing of a copy of the 
photograph of Bahá’u’lláh on the significant occasion commemorating the centenary of Bahá’u’lláh's 
writing of the Suriy-i-Mulúk (Tablet to the Kings), which Shoghi Effendi described as "the most 
momentous Tablet revealed by Bahá’u’lláh." After a meeting in Edirne (Adrianople), Turkey, the 
Hands of the Cause—a select group of individuals named for life by Bahá’u’lláh, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and 

Shoghi Effendi who were charged with the functions of protecting and propagating the Bahá’í 

Faith—travelled to the conferences, “each bearing the precious trust of a photograph of the Blessed 
Beauty, which it will be the privilege of those attending the Conferences to view.” Hand of the 
Cause Rúhíyyih Khánum conveyed this photograph to the Conference for Latin America in Panama. 
During this event, the foundation stone of the forthcoming House of Worship for Latin America was 
laid.  
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Since the 1960s, the concerns of the Panamanian Bahá’ís have multiplied to cover internal and 
external issues. One of the Houses of Worship was built in Panama during the 1970s. In 1985-1986, 
the "Camino del Sol" project included indigenous Guaymí Bahá’ís of Panama traveling with the 
Venezuelan indigenous Carib and Guajira-speaking Bahá’ís through the Venezuelan states of 
Bolívar, Amazonas and Zulia to share their religion.  Panamanian Bahá’ís became active in a number 
of issues among the poor regions of Panama, notably in Panama City and the Chiriqui/Ngöbe-Buglé 
districts. 

The Bahá’í Temple in Panama City was dedicated in 1972 with Hands of the Cause Rúhíyyih 
Khánum, Ugo Giachery and Zikrullah Khadem representing the Universal House of Justice, head of 
the religion after the death of Shoghi Effendi in 1957, and serves as the mother temple of Latin 
America. It is perched on a high hill, la montaña del Dulce Canto ("the mountain of Beautiful 
Singing"), overlooking the city, and is constructed of local stone laid in a pattern reminiscent of 
Native American fabric designs. Readings and recordings in Spanish and English are available for 
visitors. About 2,000 tourists visit the temple each month, most of them Europeans, Americans and 
Canadians, who are attracted by its spectacular views, possibly the best in the city, and its quiet and 
peaceful gardens. 

The first Guaymí Bahá’í group dates to the 1960s and since the 1980s there have been several 
projects started among those communities. The Bahá’í Guaymí Cultural Center was built in the 
Chiriqui district (which was divided in 1997 to create the Ngöbe-Buglé district) and used as a seat 
for the Panamanian Ministry of Education's literacy efforts in the 1980s. A two-day seminar on 
literacy was held by the Bahá’í Community in collaboration with the Panamanian Ministry of 
Education in Panama City on 23-24 April 1990. The Bahá’ís were specifically asked to speak on 
"spiritual qualities" and on "Universal Elements Essential in Education." The Minister of Education 
requested that the Bahá’ís present their literacy projects to the Ministry of Education, in support of 
International Literacy Year, 1990.  

The Bahá’ís developed many formal and village schools throughout the region and a community 
radio project. The Bahá’í Radio is an AM broadcasting station from Boca del Monte with programs 
and news in Guaymí native language, Ngabere, leading to maintaining the usefulness of the language 
and in the telling of stories and coverage of issues to the support of Guaymí traditions and culture.  In 
Panama's remote indigenous villages (some requiring three hours by bus, three hours by boat, and 
then three hours on foot, a trip made twice a week) Bahá’í volunteers run ten primary schools where 
the government does not provide access to a school. Later a FUNDESCU stipend of $50 per month 
was made available for 13 teachers and the Ministry of Education contributed funds for an additional 
one. As subsistence farmers, the villagers have no money or food to offer the teachers. Instead they 
take turns providing firewood for an outdoor kitchen or build small wood-framed shelters with 
corrugated zinc panels and a narrow wooden platform for a bed. The teachers and administrators do 
not seek to convert the students. Some of the villagers are Bahá’ís, some are Catholics, some are 
Evangelicals, and some follow the native Mama Tata religion. In all, about half the students are 
Bahá’ís (about 150). Nevertheless, there is a strong moral component to the program including a 
weekly class on "Virtues and Values." Over the years, some training for the teachers has been 
provided but many have not finished the 12th grade including some women who have faced 
difficulties getting even that much education. 

Western Esoteric groups include the Ancient Wisdom Family: Ancient and Mystical Order of 
the Rosaecruz (AMORC) and Freemasonry. Arnulfo Arias Madrid, three times Panama's 
President but blocked from the presidency by General Manuel Noriega in 1984, was a follower 
of Rosicrucianism, a religious tradition promising access to secret wisdom and hidden cosmic 
power. He died of a heart attack in August 1989 at the age of 87. 
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Freemasonry. The Canal Zone Freemasonry District (now named Panama Canal District) had 
its earliest beginnings in 1898 when Sojourners Lodge No. 874 was founded in the Caribbean 
port of Colón, Panamá (then part of the Republic of Colombia), under the Grand Lodge of 
Scotland. As more and more North Americans arrived on the Isthmus to work for the 
Interoceanic Panama Railroad (1850-1855) and the Panama Canal (French attempt, 1880-1889; 
U.S. construction from 1904-1914) they began to apply to Sojourners Lodge as affiliated mem-
bers or as candidates for the degrees. Over a number of years, the character of the membership 
changed until it was predominantly North American. The long delays in communications 
between the lodge and the Grand Lodge of Scotland and the desire for closer ties with their own 
homeland led the members to seek a connection with a Grand Lodge in the USA. On 11 
September 1912, M.W. Everett C. Benton, Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Massachusetts, 
announced the granting of two dispensations for new lodges in the U.S. administered Panama 
Canal Zone, called “Sojourners Lodge #874” in the town of Cristóbal, Colón District (Caribbean 
port)  and the Panama Canal Lodge in the town of Ancon,  adjacent to Panama City (Pacific 
port), with the Sojourners Lodge being the senior lodge in the Canal Zone.  In 1915, Army 
Lodge was formed in the city of Empire, a town that was erected for the sole purpose of housing 
the builders of the Canal near the Gaillard Cut. 
  In 1917, Maj. Herbert A. White, first master of Army Lodge, was installed as District Grand 
Master for the Canal Zone District. The Grand Lodge of Massachusetts became the first Grand 
Lodge to recognize the newly formed Grand Lodge of Panama. A treaty was negotiated with the 
Grand Lodge of Panama regarding jurisdiction and protocol: in 1918, Sibert Lodge was 
chartered; in 1921, Chagres Lodge was chartered; in 1925, the District Lodge of Instruction 
started operating, and over the next 40 years the total membership of its seven lodges more than 
doubled, reaching its peak membership of 4,036 Brothers in 1962. 
  Soon after the District celebrated its 50th year anniversary (1967), and due to the migration 
of many members back to their native lands, many Lodges opted to merge with other Lodges so 
all members could keep their affiliation. In 1977, Canal Zone Lodge merged with Isthmian 
Lodge to form Canal Zone Isthmian Lodge, which in turn would merge with Chagres Lodge in 
1982 to form the current Ancon Lodge. In 1981, the district was renamed to be “Panama Canal 
District” to be later shortened to “Panama District” in 2003. In 1983, Army Lodge and Darien 
Lodge would merge to form Balboa Lodge, which would then merge with Sibert Lodge in 1995 
to form today’s Gatun Lodge.  
  The Grand Lodge of Massachusetts, Ancient and Accepted Masons, was erected in 
1733. It is the third oldest Grand Lodge in the world and the oldest Grand Lodge in the Western 
Hemisphere. The District Grand Lodge at the Panama Canal, Ancient Free and Accepted 
Masons, oversees a district located in the Republic of Panama of the Grand Lodge of Massa-
chusetts, having a District Grand Master appointed by the Grand Master of Masons in Massa-
chusetts, and other Grand Officers, some elected and some appointed by the District Grand 
Master. The Masters and Wardens of the four constituent lodges of the district are members of 
the District Grand Lodge as are current officers and certain past officers who are designated as 
Permanent Members. The Lodges composing the district are Sojourners Lodge, Ancon Lodge, 
Eloy Alfaro Lodge and Gatun Lodge.  
Sources: http://district.panamacanalmasons.org/ /  
https://district.panamacanalmasons.org/a-brief-history-of-masonry-in-panama/ 
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The Spiritist-Spiritualist Family: Superet Light Doctrinal Church (a USA-based Spiritualist 
community, founded in 1925 in Los Angeles, California); New Acropolis Cultural Association 
(founded in 1957 in Buenos Aires, Argentina); and Spiritist Fraternity God, Love and Charity 
(FEDACE – Fraternidad Espiríta Dios, Amor y Caridad), founded in Panama in 1982, which 
“studies and disseminates the Spiritist Doctrine or Spiritism: doctrine of lights, hopes and con-
solations revealed by the spirits superior to humanity to collaborate with their spiritual progress, 
having as the teacher Jesus as a model and guide and the French pedagogue Allan Kardec as 
their encoder.”  Address: District Parque Lefevre, Panama City: http://www.fedac.org.pa/ / 
https://docplayer.net/55040191-International-spiritist-council.html 
 
The Allan Kardec Center of Spiritist Studies / El Centro de Estudios Espíritas Allan Kardec was 
founded in 2016 in Panama City: https://centrodeestudiosespiritasallankardec.com/ 
 
Advertizements by Spiritist consultants in Panama: https://panama.locanto.com.pa/tag/espiritista/ 
 
Spiritualist-Spiritist practices among Panama’s leaders in the 1980s: 

In 1987, The New York Times reported that not only General Manuel Noriega [1934-2017] but his 
political rivals were turning to seemingly esoteric religious practices in their conflicts with one 
another.  Col. Roberto Diaz Herrera, who nearly brought down the Panamanian Government in June 
1987 by accusing General Noriega of corruption and murder, and who confessed his own role in 
violence and election fraud, said he had acted under the influence of an Indian guru named Said 
Baba. Colonel Diaz was reported as trying to mobilize psychic and spiritual powers through 
meditation to fend off what he said was a psychic attack by General Noriega… 

[After the U.S. military invasion of Panama (December 1989 to late-January 1990),] religious 
articles reportedly found in General Noriega's quarters appeared to represent spiritualist practices 
widely known in Brazil, Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic and other areas where religious 
traditions originating in Africa have blended, sometimes superficially, with Christianity. Americans 
who discovered the articles said they suggested that the Panamanian leader was interested in voodoo 
practices. 

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/1989/12/24/world/fighting-panama-role-religion-spiritualist-
practice-common-panama-caribbean.html 

Wicca or Pagan Witchcraft. A small number of neopagans operate in Panama and there are 
some Covens of Traditional Wicca, as well as many solitary practitioners of Eclectic Wicca, 
which is a form of modern paganism where practitioners blend paganism with aspects of other 
religions or philosophies. Some of these organized groups are affiliated with the Pagan 

Federation International: https://www.paganfederation.org/. 
  There are nine Wiccan Covens affiliated with the Alianza Anfictiónica de Wicca Hispano-

americana, which is present in seven Latin American countries, including Panama and its repre-
sentative is the Coven Panama 322 (founded in 2008) of Traditional Hispano-American Wicca. 
The Alexandrian Wicca (founded in the UK in the 1960s) and Algard Wicca (founded in the 
USA in 1972) traditions also are affiliated with the International Pagan Federation:  
https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portal:Wicca 
 Gardnerian Wicca, or Gardnerian witchcraft, is a tradition in the neopagan religion of 
Wicca, whose members can trace initiatory descent from Gerald Gardner (1884–1964). The 
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tradition is itself named after Gardner, a British civil servant and amateur scholar of magic. 
Gardner claimed to have learned the beliefs and practices that would later become known as 
Gardnerian Wicca from the New Forest coven, who allegedly initiated him into their ranks in 
1939. For this reason, Gardnerian Wicca (founded in the 1950s in the UK) usually is considered 
to be the earliest created tradition of Wicca, from which most subsequent Wiccan traditions are 
derived. 
  Lineaged Wicca is organized into covens of initiated priests and priestesses. A coven refers 
to a group or gathering of witches. Covens are autonomous and are generally headed by a High 
Priest and a High Priestess working in partnership, being a couple who have each been through 
their first, second, and third degrees of initiation. Occasionally the leaders of a coven are only 
second-degree initiates, in which case they come under the rule of the parent coven. Initiation 
and training of new priesthood is most often performed within a coven environment, but this is 
not a necessity, and a few initiated Wiccans are unaffiliated with any coven.  
Sources: https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religi%C3%B3n_en_Panam%C3%A1 /  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gardnerian_Wicca#Algard_Wicca /  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wicca#Traditions 
 
The New Age Family is represented by two organizations: (1) the Holy Spirit Association for 

the Unification of World Christianity, popularly known as the Unification Church, was founded 
in 1954 in South Korea by the Rev. Sun Myung Moon (1920-2012), which publishes the 
Spanish-language newspaper Tiempos del Mundo in Panama. This sect also uses the name 
Federation of Families for World Peace in Panama: https://ffpmp.blogspot.com/.  
And (2) by Ishaya Ascension Techniques:  http://www.ishaya.info/ /  
https://www.facebook.com/meditacionishayaenpanama/   
 
The UFO-Extraterrestrial-related Groups are represented by the Raelian Movement (founded 
in 1970s in France by Claude Vorilhon). Raelian Movement of Panama / Movimiento Raeliano 

de Panamá: https://www.facebook.com/groups/MovimientoRaeliano/ 

The non-religious population 

In a 2018 public opinion poll by Statista GmbH (Hamburg, Germany), taken between July and 
August of that year, on religious affiliation in Panama, about 12.3 percent of respondents 
claimed they did not profess any religion (“nones”), and of these 0.4 percent defined themselves 
either as atheists or agnostics. 
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