Brazilian Church Leaders Get Prison Sentence 

The founders of Brazil’s Reborn in Christ Church pleaded guilty to smuggling $56,000 into the U.S. 

One of Brazil's largest Pentecostal churches has been challenged by the arrest and conviction of its founders on charges of smuggling more than $56,000 in cash into the U.S. 

Estevam Hernandes Filho, 53, and his wife, Sônia Haddad Moraes Hernandes, 48, were sentenced in August to nearly five months in prison and another five months of house arrest. The founding pastors of Reborn in Christ Church, an international ministry that claims 2 million members in Brazil alone, must also pay $60,000 in fines. 

U.S. officials arrested the couple on Jan. 8 at the Miami International Airport after they failed initially to report that they were carrying more than $10,000 in cash, as required by U.S. law. Later they admitted to carrying around $21,000, but authorities discovered additional money in their luggage, their son's backpack and Sônia Hernandes' purse and Bible. 

Albert Krieger, an attorney for the couple, told the Associated Press (AP) the pastors brought the money into the U.S. as part of a plan to relocate from Brazil to Boca Raton, Fla., where they own a home in an upscale community. He said the couple was leaving Brazil out of fear that kidnappers might target their families and hid the cash because they were concerned about thieves at airports. However, Assistant U.S. Attorney Armando Rosquete told the AP he believed the couples' actions were motivated by greed. 

In Brazil, the Hernandeses are facing charges of fraud, larceny, tax evasion and money laundering. Officials there say that the couple stole money from parishioners to use for the purchase of mansions and horse farms in Brazil and the U.S. In the cities of São Paulo and Brasilia the pastors are charged in 110 cases of failing to make payment on rental properties, and telephone and other bills. The debt totals more than $6.5 million. The couple also owes almost $4 million in income tax. 

During their U.S. hearing, the Hernandeses said the money taken into Miami was not drawn from church donations, the AP reported. They forfeited the $56,367 to the U.S. government. 

The Hernandeses founded the Igreja Apostólica Renascer em Cristo, translated the Reborn in Christ Apostolic Church, in their home with 20 members in 1986, according to the church's Web site (igospel.com.br). Today it oversees more than 1,200 congregations in Brazil, other Latin American countries and the U.S., where it has congregations in Boston and Florida. 

In addition to its congregations, Reborn in Christ Church operates newspapers, radio and television stations, a book-publishing house, recording company and a clothing line. It also owns the Brazilian copyright on the English word "gospel." 

The church has historically provided a ministry to alcoholics and drug addicts, and operates several "Renascer" (Born Again) rehabilitation facilities in the nation. It also sponsors educational centers in poor neighborhoods and has several children's centers around the country. 

Church officials said the Hernandeses were experiencing "religious persecution" in the U.S. and that church members were continuing to express support. U.S. missionary Alan Mullins, who is director of the training department for Christian Camping International Brazil, said most Pentecostal leaders in Brazil, in sharp contrast to those outside the Renascer community, think the couple did nothing wrong. 

"The more traditional churches have gone on record as believing everything that has been published in the Brazilian news media accusing the couple of numerous crimes," he said. "The general public in Brazil tends to believe all of the accusations since the Hernandes family is extremely wealthy and were dirt poor when they began their church." 

Before they were sentenced on Aug. 17, the couple had been under house arrest since Jan. 19. Estevam Hernandes began serving his prison term Aug. 20, while his wife started her house arrest term first and is to report to prison in January. 

Reborn in Christ leaders said the church would be waiting for their founders' return. "We shall continue praying for our apostle and our bishop, knowing that once they complete their sentence they will return to guide us," church officials said in a statement released to the AP. "They know that until they return ... their flock will continue walking down the path they have pointed out."
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