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Early in May of this year | had a conversation with ny
daughter, Sara, that struck a deep chord in ny heart and
produced a new insight as to God's presence in human life.

G oseto the mdpoint of her life, Sara is a nother of five,
assi stant nanager at a McDonald's store. She tries to keep
a living relationship with God at hone, at work, and in her
famly, faithfully participating in a Baptist church in
Fairfax, Mirginia.

She was sharing her spiritual journey with ne, and in
the m dst of the conversation, | asked her, "Sara, how do
you pray? How do you relate to Gd?'

Her answer ran sonething like this: "I don't read the
Bible a | ot, because | don't have nuch tine. But | communi -
cate with God regularly. | have a lot to do, but I think it
is easy torelate to Gd. Basically, it isn't difficult.
Many times | say words that come to ne fromthe outside
Cod gives themto ne. A power outside nyself gave ne words
to teach kindergarten--while still a child--in the Col egi o
Bauti sta de Caguas. It is a power outside nyself giving ne
words. It is not craftiness; it is not know edge that |
possess; it is agift. | find the presence of God very

strong. | find this strange, but | feel nore commtted to
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what | do. God is there somewhere. Sincel was a little
child, God has been with ne. God is part of ne; every

t hought that | had was a thought of God. | have had bad
experi ences, but I never blamed God for them | needed

t hose experiences. "

| further asked her, "Wat is the nost inportant thing
in your relationship to God?"

She answered, "Cod's mssion for ne at this nonent is
being a parent. | feel closest to God when |I'm parenting.
Parenting is like praying. God is present in a real way...
M/ first five years of nmarriage were rough. | used to be
very inpatient wwth God. But | knew God was with ne. |
can't think of it not being that way. Faith is a natural
state of being for ne. It has been that way since | was a
child. | feel very close to Gd... I"ma | ot nore rel axed
than before. Nowl'mstruggling to teach nyself that when
you nake a val ue judgnent you have to be careful... For ne
prai se and praying go together. Wen | drive the car, |
hear a | ot of choruses and hymns on cassettes and | join in
the singing. To nme singing is closer to praying than just
sayi hg words."

The conversation was | onger, but when it ended, | was
consci ous that the ground on which we stood and t he space
bet ween us was holy ground and holy space. God was present.

| asked nyself then, and | ask nyself now \What does it
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nmean to al ways have a sense of CGod's presence? Here is a
woman who is present to God, to herself, and to others in an
unusual nmanner. |If one were to characterize her life, an
adequat e statenent woul d be that she is imersed in the
nystery of being, and this nystery is goodness, |ove, truth,
wi sdom strength, and neani ng.

This experience with Sara has led ne to ask nyself how
CGod has been present in ny own life. It is a very different
story, but I want to share it with you, since by doing so, I
amsharing ny faith-journey and ny present commtnents. You
have a right to know who the speaker is and how he rel ates
to God, to hinself, to others, to the world and to the
chur ch.

In the mdst of great natural beauty and dire poverty,
| was born in 1925 in the hilly countryside of Barranquitas,
Puerto Rico, into a practicing Roman Cat holi ¢ hone, the
first sonina famly of ten, five boys and five girls.

Fat her had a seventh-grade education and in ny early
chil dhood was a farnmer. | used to help plant and harvest
t obacco, corn, bananas, coffee, and other tropical products.
Fat her was al ways a hard-worki ng man, not only as a farmer,
but |ater as a road-construction foreman. Besides, he had a
smal | grocery store to serve community needs. Al though
strict in his discipline of children, he had a tender heart.

Every eveni ng he woul d bring hone a piece of cake or sone
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candy to be shared by all the children. W all eagerly
awai ted his arrival with the evening' s goodi es.

One thing that always disturbed nme was ny father's
drinking. Wen he cane honme drunk, he was not aggressive
but foolishly sentimental. Fortunately, he stopped drinking
after his first heart attack in 1952.

He was gifted with a sense of hunor, which he kept
until his death in 1977. As a person, he had deep respect
for people and a hospitable heart. He was kind to strangers
and to our farmworkers, as well as to ani mals, appreciating
the creative forces of nature, being aware of the gifts of
sun, air, rain, streans, aninmals, plants and nountains. Hi s
was a spirituality of conpassion and total reponse within
the limts of his cultural and social world.

M/ nother had only a third-grade educati on but was a
very effective parent. Wile the children were grow ng up,
she not only cooked and sewed for the ten of us, but al so
gave us a good exanple of |ove and affirantion. Her fear of
God was evident in her dealings at hone. |t was inpossible
to gossi p about the neighbors and relatives. The rul e was
sinple: "No idle talk about others; be hospitabl e and open
to all persons; share what you have with others."

At 85, she lives in a snall frame house behind her
son's hone in a suburb of San Juan. There she cooks for

hersel f and ot hers, keeps a garden, sews dresses for nany of
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her 40 grandchildren, 31 great-grandchildren, five daugh-
ters, and others. Daily she reads the newspaper, hears the
news, studies her Bible | esson for the next Sunday, reads
the Upper Roomand prays. Al though she |ives al one, Mt her
I's never lonely. She communes daily with her Lord and de-
l'ights in nmaking new friends and visiting new pl aces.

| grewup inareligious environment. M famly were
practicing Roman Catholics. As a child, | used to |l ead the
rosary and participate in special novenas that Father or
Mot her had promsed to a saint, tothe Virgin Mary, or to
Jesus Christ. These novenas were chanted rosaries. An
altar was set up in the living-roomw th flowers, pictures
or scul ptures of saints, and candles. Usually one of the
| eadi ng nen or wonen of the community woul d | ead the singing
of the rosary acconpani ed by guitars, other stringed instru-
ments and gourds. The altar, the flowers, the saint-figure
and the nusic had a great inpact on ne. | had the feeling
that through all of this activity, we were addressing a
nysterious reality, someone who was not oursel ves, to whom
prayer and songs were being offered. Wen there was a dry
season in the area, the community | eaders woul d organi ze a
processi on and wal k though the fields chanting and sayi ng
the rosary. | knewthat we were inploring a blessing from
Soneone who was not human and not part of nature.

Holy Week was a special occasion for attendi ng church
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On Pal m Sunday hundreds of people would go fromthe country
to the Roman Catholic church in town, carrying pal m bran-
ches. The priest would bl ess these branches and t he peopl e
woul d keep themt hroughout the year as a token of od's

bl essi ng and, supposedly, a source of grace.

On Wednesday of Holy Wek all work stopped. Every
famly had nade preparations by gathering all food that was
needed for the next four days, from Maundy Thursday to
Easter Sunday. Al activity ceased. No cutting down of
trees or plants was permtted, since it was supposed that
bl ood woul d cone out of them It was as if one were cutting
the body of Christ. It seened as if the whole of nature was
experiencing Christ's death.

On Good Friday Christ's corpse was carried through the
streets of the town on the shoul ders of the leading citi-
zens. An air of heaviness and darkness hung over the town.
There was sadness in hearts and grayness in the garnents in
chur ch.

Al these activities created a sense of awe and nystery
in ne. However, | was puzzled by certain behavior. The
chant ed novenas woul d often end with heavy drinking and
fights anong nei ghbors. Sonetines peopl e wounded each
other. There was no Good Friday procession that did not end
with fighting anong the participants. The bar-restaurants

were conpl etely sold out of food, and of |iquor and beer, as
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well. Also, one could sense that when fights took pl ace,

t he poor folks and the hillbillies were al ways on the | osing
end. They were heavily cudgelled by police, while their
adversaries, usually townsnen of hi gher classes, got away

wi th very oppressive behavi or.

The bal ance of ny upbringing was very positive. | was
strongly affirmed as a person and | felt |oved and accept ed.
Furthernore, as the el dest son, | was expected to set an
exanpl e for the other children, to nmeet out punishnent when
Fat her was not avail able and to be responsible for their
noral and educational developnent. It was a heavy responsi -
bility, but | accepted it willingly and, on the whol e, have
been able to discharge it faithfully by helping all ny broth-
ers and sisters to get an education and by giving tinely
advi ce.

Rel i gously, the | egacy of chil dhood was perpl exi ng.
Rel i gi ous activities pointed to a reality beyond the hunan,
to the Mysterious One, to Christ as the sacrificial Lanb of
God. On the other hand, the community of faith that carried
out the religious cerenoni es seenmed to be unaffected i n much
of its behavior by the faith it proclainmed in synbol and
ritual. They did not appear to walk inthe light. At that
time | could not discern the contradictions as clearly as |
do now Yet | had the feeling that many negative forces

were mani festing thensel ves in the cormunity, creating fear,
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hostility, class distinctions, and aggressi ve behavi or that
resulted in fights and sonetinmes nurders. Sonmehow, amd t he
bri ght ness of the Mysterious One, there were encl osures of
dar kness that threatened and i nvaded the structure of ny

bei ng, as well as that of others.

El erent ary School

M/ el enentary education took place in the public
school s of ny country community. | liked ny teachers and
never mssed a day of classes, if | could help it. Wen
was i n seventh grade, a new building was constructed to
house the el enentary school, which at that time included
seventh and eighth grades. During those two years | was
literally in love with ny fell owstudents, ny teacher, even
with the school building. At ny own initiative, | would get
to school early every day to sweep and nop the halls. This
was vol unteer work; no pay was involved. | thoroughly
enjoyed the task. It brought a deep sense of satisfaction.
To this day | renmenber with gratitude the opportunity | had
of cleaning ny school's corridors.

If elenentary school years were enjoyabl e, nmuch nore so
were ny high school years. There was no public high schoo
in Barranquitas at that tine. But there was the Bapti st
Acadeny, established by Amrerican Baptist mssionaries in
1926, and t he Monsefior WII|inger Acadeny, founded a few

years later to prevent Catholic young people fromenrolling
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in the Protestant acadeny.

Private educati on nmeant paynment of tuition and books.
M father went to the Catholic priest and requested a
schol arship for me (I had been val edictorian in eighth
grade), but he was turned down. The only alternative |eft
was to go to the "heretical school". |In spite of vehenent
obj ections by ny paternal grandnother and warnings from
other famly nenbers, ny father visited the principal. Wth
great joy | received the news that | had been granted a work-
schol arship to attend the Bapti st Acadeny of Barranquitas,
starting in August, 1939.

The four years in that high school were to be cruci al
for ny educational and spiritual devel opnent.

Bapti st Acadeny Years, 1939-1943

The four years spent at the Protestant school proved
signi ficant beyond expectation. | was strongly attracted by
t he anbi ance of acceptance by teachers and students alike.
Being a country boy, | was shy and apprehensive. There was
no rej ection of ny person nor of ny Catholic background. |
was i npressed by the quality of teaching and the enphasis on
truth, noral values, and spiritual formation.

For the first timeinny life, | becane deeply acquai n-
ted «ar Wth the Bible. Bible classes were conducted weekly
and chapel services were held daily. The total environnent

had a profound effect on ny life. By the second year of
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hi gh school, | made profession of faith and was baptized on
February 8, 1942, in the | ocal Baptist church

Thi s turni ng- about was serious business for nee. Wth a
group of eight other young people, | was instructed in the
Christian faith for about a year. | also |learned to share
the faith with others in the town and countryside. This
wi t nessi ng was done on foot, since there were no funds to go

by car or by horse.

Personally, | knew | had gai ned new meani ng and direc-
tion for ny life. | felt surrounded by light. 1In the third
year of high school, I nade ny decision to prepare for the

Christian mnistry.

The deci sions | nmade during high school years have

shaped ny life. First, | gained a respect and thirst for
truth, beauty and noral values at all |evels, that have
stayed with ne to this very noment. Second, | consciously
and radically enbraced the Ciristian faith. | had a conver-

sion experience that reoriented ny life totally toward the
ki ngdomof God. The Lord Jesus Christ becane very real to
nme, and the Bi bl e becane a book with great di nensions of
nystery. Third, God's call through Christ was not only to
di sci pl eship, but also to be a pastor and teacher. Two
years | ater, | becane engaged to one of ny teachers. Qurs
was a conmtment not only to |love, but also to Christian

m SSi on.
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The Arny Years: 1943-1946
In May, 1943, when | graduated fromhi gh school, the

stage was set for the rest of ny life. | was ready to enter
the University of Puerto Rico to start ny preparation for
mnistry.

Uncl e Sam however, had other plans. |Inmediately after
graduation | received notice that | would be drafted into
the Arny on July 3 This nmade ne uneasy and fearful. From
reading Scripture, | had a firmconvictionthat killing in
war was not acceptable to a Christian. Consequently, | went
into the Armed Forces as a consci enti ous objector.

The Arny years were significant in ny formation. |
| earned at first-hand what mlitary reginmentation is al
about and its dehumani zi ng effect on people. However, |
al so becane aware of the i nportance of order and neat ness.
Yet while in the Arny, | was not bitter toward anyone, nor
did | becone anxious or disoriented. | faithfully culti-
vated ny life in Christ, ny relationship to the church and
to ny fiancée. | also learned to repair hospital equi pnment
and travelled widely. Entrance into the Arny, which at first
seened detrinmental and obstructive, in the end brought a
series of experiences--both positive and negative--t hat
ai ded ny devel opnent as a person and strengt hened ny Chri s-
tian faith. Furthernore, because of mlitary service, | was

eligible for the GI. Bill of R ghts, which provided for ny
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col | ege and sem nary educati on.

Di scharged fromthe Arny on March 23, 1948, | was ready
to pursue col |l ege and sem nary studies as preparation for
the ordained mnistry.

Goshen Col | ege Years: 1946-1949

Ful | of energy and expectation, | entered Goshen Col -
| ege in Indiana, the summer of 1946. Goshen iS a Mennonite
coll ege of high quality. | chose it intentionally, in order
to explore Mennonite history and tradition in depth. During
world War II many Mennonites went to Puerto Rico to serve
terns as consci entious objectors. They gave their time and
energy to very significant service projects for the island' s
heal th and econony.

Wil e at Goshen, | was deeply imersed in Mennonite
church life and history. Their enphasis on peace, disciple-
ship, and sinplicity are abiding contributions to the Chri s-
tian community. Today, nore than ever, these nmarks are
needed in the Christian church

M/ doubl e nmajor in college was American history and
French. No najor was then available in ny intended field of
psychol ogy. However, the history/French nmajor gave ne a
solid foundation for theol ogi cal studies.

Sem nary Experience: 1949-1952

| attended Eastern Baptist Theol ogi cal Semnary from
1949 to 1952. Although it was an inportant experience, it
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was | ess significant than that at Goshen Col | ege.

Eastern in those days was a conservative sem nary,
where | had to fight for ny integrity as a man of faith.
That was the heyday of Neo-orthodoxy, but Eastern was not in
that vein. So it was by readi ng books of Neo-orthodox trend
that | gained newinsights into the Ciristian faith.

O special inmportance was Em | Brunner's Revel ati on

and Reason. | read it several tinmes and wote a | ong
reviewon it. Brunner hel ped ne to distinguish between the
witten text of Scripture and the witness of Scriptureto
the Word of God. This perspective |iberated ne fromsl avery
tothe literalistic viewof inspiration and devel oped in ne
a creative viewof the witten text. | realized then that |
cannot confuse the nystery of God and his revelation with
man' s apprehensi on of that nystery.

Anot her book that had a powerful inpact on ne was Don-

ald Baillie's God Was in Christ. Baillie's christology is

based on a creative synthesis of the New Testanent w t ness
to Jesus as a historical person and as reveal er of the nys-
tery of the Godhead. He hel ped ne gai n perspective for for-
nmul ati on of the doctrine of the Trinity.

Wil e at Eastern Baptist | mnistered during the sunmmer
to Puerto Ri can workers on asparagus and tomato farns of
sout hern New Jersey. | was al so pastor of the Fist H spanic

Bapti st Church in Philadelphia. | have net poverty and
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filth inny life in other places, but nothing conparable to
what | found in sone of the Phil adel phi a houses where H s-
panic famlies lived. To this day | amsurprised by the
fact that human beings could live in such dire conditions.

In the three years | spent at Eastern Baptist, | was
also able to conplete the requirenents for a Master's degree
in Latin Anerican H story at the University of Pennsyl vani a.
This training was the counterpart of ny college major in
Anerican Hstory. M goal was to understand the history and
culture of North, South and Central Anerica and the Cari b-
bean. This training in history has given ne a broad under -
standi ng of issues confronting the Americas during the past
f our decades.

Past orates in Barranqui tas and Caguas

On conpleting semnary in 1952, | knew!l had to return
to Puerto Rco. | was offered the pastorate of the Bapti st
Church of Barranquitas, ny home town. The pay was low--$80
a nonth plus parsonage; $75 extra for teaching part-tine at
the Baptist Acadeny. M wife and | had four children at
that tinme. In spite of financial limtations, | did not
conplain. | was not interested in staying in the United
States, where salaries were higher, nor in teaching in a
university in Puerto Rico, where ny naster's degree in
hi story woul d open the door to a professor's career. ©M

first | ove was the pastorate.
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On February 11, 1953, an unexpected event happened in
our famly. M eldest son, Sanuel, then 4-1/2 years ol d,

di ed under anesthesia at the end of a mnor operation on a
finger. Only ny wife had gone to San Juan to be w th Sanuel
during surgery. | stayed teaching at the Baptist Acadeny
and supervi sing the younger children.

Samuel's death nade ne aware of the limtations of
nodern sci ence, the precariousness of Iife, and the nystery
of death. Throughout the whol e experience, God was present.
However, it took me, ny wife, and the other children a | ong
time to process the enotional effect of his death.

Past orate in Caguas, 1954-61

Wthout warning, the Pulpit Commttee of the First
Bapti st Church of Caguas asked ne to accept an invitation to
be pastor of that | arge congregation. At first |I said no,
but I finally consented and becane pastor in Caguas on July
1, 1954,

Thi s church was established in 1903, the first Protes-
tant church in town. Seventeen years later, in 1920, it
decl ared itself a self-sustaining congregation, the first
church in Puerto Rico to say no to m ssionary subsidy.
Caguas is the largest town in the interior of the island,
and fromthe first it was very receptive to the gospel of
Protestant Christianity. |In 1954 the First Baptist Church

had cl ose to 500 nenbers, one of the | argest Protestant



MY JOURNEY OF FAITH - LEM 16

churches in Puerto Rico at that tine.

M/ pastorate in Caguas had nmany di nensi ons, several of
themespecially significant. | grew up as a person and as a
pastor. The congregation was responsive to ny style of |ead-
ership and grew accordingly. A day school, which had star-
ted as a kindergarten, was devel doped until it becane a full-
fl edged el ementary school, accredited by the Puerto Ri co
Department of Education. Two new chapels were built in
country areas. A large | ot was acquired for the construction
of a larger church building and newfacilities for the day
school .

Most of the nenbers belonged to the | ower classes, with
a fewfromthe mddle class. The higher-class people in
town called us "l a iglesia de | a gentuza"--that is, "the
riffraff church.” Actually, we of the congregation took it
as a conplinent, as well as a reflection of their insecur-
Ity, in viewof what God was doing in our mdst. In our
eyes, we had been t he object of God' s special grace. Al-

t hough we were poor, the Holy Spirit had conposed a new song
in our hearts, a song of hope and thanksgi ving, a song of
| ove and peace.

I n the Caguas sl uns, many people were receptive to
Christ's transformng power. There Christ was giving the
poor peopl e an opportunity to becone protagonists of their

own story, and not nerely the victins of poverty, cring,
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dereliction, and sin. In that |ocal church the poor of
Caguas fornmed a new community fromthe ruptured community of
the sluns; learned to handle their own affairs by being
faithful tithers, preparing their budgets, calling their own
pastor, sharing their faith with others, singing, always
singing to the Lord of grace. That church has al ways had
good nusic, and its choir is one of the best in Puerto Rico.
It has al so nmaintai ned a high-quality radio programfor

al nost four decades.

While in Caguas, | constantly felt the urge to continue
studying. | had a good grounding in theol ogy and Bi bl e, but
| knewthere was a lot nore to be learned. | also realized

that Puerto R can soci ety was becom ng nore sophi sti cat ed,
and that every year the universities were sendi ng hundr eds
of graduates into the mainstreamof society. | saw intui-
tively that church | eaders nust get ready for social changes
that were forthcomng. So in 1961 | resigned the pastorate
and noved to the Boston area to pursue doctoral studies in
New Test anent .

Bost on Years: 1961- 1966

Bost on, what an experience! Thirty-six years old; five
children and sl ender financial resources. It was an adven-
ture of faith. Yet there was no doubt that the Lord was
| eadi ng the whol e enterprise and that doors woul d be opened.

And so it happened.



MY JOURNEY OF FAITH - LEM 18

| approached President Herbert Gezork, when he was in
Puerto Rico in the spring of 1961, exploring the possibility
of spending a year at Andover Newton to brush up on ny G eek
and Hebrew and broaden ny know edge of the New Testanent.
The answer was, yes. | spent the year 1961-62 at Andover
Newt on Theol ogi cal School, getting in touch again wth for-
mal t heol ogi cal studi es.

During that year | cross-registered at Harvard Dvinity
School. | also applied for the doctoral programat Harvard
D vinity School and al so at Boston School of Theol ogy.

I was pleasantly surprised when | was accepted as a doc-
toral candidate by Boston School of Theol ogy. However, |
was totally surprised when Harvard al so accepted ne in their
New Test anent doctoral program | still remenber the inter-
vieww th Krister Stendahl in his office. He told ne that
there are many ot her excellent schools in the nation. Al so,
that the programat Harvard was tough. Was | willing to pay
the price? he asked. Wth trepidation, | answered, yes.

A few days later | received the letter of acce)ptance.
For the first time inny life, | was scared about an aca-
demc program | suddenly realized what was ahead: |earn
nore Hebrew and G eek; take Latin and Aranai c; pass exans in
CGerman and French. Conpete with the best students in the
nation. Produce high-quality papers. Get involved in a

very pluralistic environment. It was a great chall enge, the
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greatest | had ever received in ny life. 1In ny mnd and
heart, before the Lord, | said, "Lord, there is no turning
back. | shall forge ahead wth you and ny famly on ny
side.

The years at Harvard D vinity School were tough but
rewar di ng years. Tough because of the intensity of the
studi es and | ack of financial resources. Rewarding because
many | ear ni ngs opened up and so much integration took place.
Al ny lifel had wanted to del ve deeply into a field of
know edge. Thi s happened when | began to explore the various
di mensi ons of a doctoral programin New Testanent: not only
t he | anguages, but al so the cultural, religious, philosophi-
cal, theological, and literary issues involved. Everything
began t o expand, al so many thi ngs began to nmake sense. Qal -
ity inwiting and thinking was all-inportant. Conprehen-
siveness, as well as specificity, had to be taken into
account. Al of this took place in a clinmate of healthy
conpetition anong the students, guided by em nent schol ars.

Once you go through Harvard, the outcone is clear. You
are coomtted to excel |l ence; second-class work i s not satis-
factory. | nust say that | had to fight for ny soul. 1In an
envi ronnent where rational thinking and scientific method
are pervasive, faith in Gd is a commodity constantly under
assault. Fortunately, | had a strong faith, grounded in a

first-hand know edge of (od.



