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    Prologue

    Bienvenidos a La Mesa
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    NATALIA KOHN, NOEMI VEGA QUIÑONES,

      AND KRISTY GARZA ROBINSON

    
      Bienvenidos a la mesa, hermanas! You are welcome to come and take a seat at our table, set for you by Jesus and the many women who’ve gone before us. Make yourself at home, take a deep breath, and experience the feeling of an incredible meal prepared just for you. May your hearts be filled with expectancy that our Lord wants to give you his shade, his peace. He wants to refresh and strengthen you like only he can do. Our prayer is that you sense the Holy Spirit directing your heart and mind as you read this book, bringing you into greater hope and vision, and most importantly, connecting you to his overwhelming love. May you feel at home with us as you sit, eat, and receive what the Holy Spirit wants to give you at the feet of the biblical women whose stories we will learn from in the pages to come.

      We invite you into our lives, our stories, and the stories of other Latina women who’ve gone ahead of us and who are currently walking beside us. We also welcome you to the primary storytellers, our ancient mentors who lived long before us and will continue to live long after us. These twelve women in the Bible have become dear friends to each of us as they’ve helped mentor and form us through the years. They are spiritual leaders who we pray will add to your faith, encourage your Latina identity, and strengthen your leadership. Our hope is that you feel comfortable to wrestle with the ideas in this book—to ask questions, to begin new conversations, to be challenged by past and present women, and to experience growth in your faith and your Latina voice.

      
        Vision For Hermanas

        Hermanas emerged from a series of divine appointments, personal invitations, and mutual longing for a discipleship resource for emerging Latina leaders. In December 2015, Natalia Kohn began to dream with Orlando Crespo about a resource for Latino/as that focused on developing Latina voices. More than ten years had passed since the publication of Orlando’s seminal book Being Latino in Christ, and several leaders working with Latino young adults continually asked for resources and support in their leadership development curriculum, classes, and conferences. Natalia asked a few of her friends if they would be interested in writing a book to address the paucity in resources for Christian Latina leaders. Noemi Vega and Kristy Robinson accepted the invitation, excited to coauthor a book where multiple voices would be shown.

        Our goal is that Hermanas will serve as a discipleship and leadership development resource for Latina women who desire to grow in their ethnic identity, leadership, and relationship with God. Hermanas is also for men and women who seek to walk alongside and empower emerging Latina leaders. The biblical women we encounter serve as mentors for our leadership journeys. We hope that you feel welcomed into their life with God wherever you find yourself on your own journey toward Jesus and toward understanding and embracing your own ethnic identity. It may help you to know that all three of us, at some point in our ethnic identity development, have felt and fought the lie of not being “Latina enough.” If you find yourself in a similar place, our prayer is that you would grow into the beautiful wonder and uniqueness that your heritage brings.

        May you experience these twelve stories from the Bible, and our collective stories interwoven throughout, as helpful wisdom from fellow hermanas. In Hermanas you have access to twelve narratives that will empower and develop you for kingdom growth. Hermanas is the title we wanted for this book because it is a narrative of ancient and living sisters interconnected across time and place. We hope you read with eyes to see these women and our stories as precious sisters walking alongside your own journey—“for such a time as this.” The Lord has given us these biblical heroines to spur us on. The Lord has also given us one another to activate the treasures within each of us.

        As you read our stories, you will notice our different writing styles and personalities shine through. Some of us choose to use Spanglish in certain places. At times we dig deeply into the biblical context and at other times we dig deeply into learning from our experiences. We intentionally wanted to write each chapter with our separate voices so that we may show that leadership is multifaceted and that every person will lead with their own voice and personality. We hope this purposeful decision welcomes more of us mujeres to the leadership table. Since each of us has written four chapters, we would like to introduce ourselves to you in our own voice. Thank you for joining our table.

      

      
      
        Introductions and Dreams

        
          From Natalia Kohn

          Growing up, I was frequently the girl who would get the question, “What are you?” The times I heard that my skin color is “olive” and I’m “ethnically ambiguous” are more than I can count. I had a go-to answer that would fall out of my mouth effortlessly, but as I grew older in my southern Californian society my answer to “What are you?” began to come from my heart. I went from rolling my eyes at my biracial complexities to smiling with confidence stating that I am both Argentinian and Armenian.

          I grew up in Pasadena, California, surrounded by a small family constantly communicating with our very large family back in Argentina. I grew up with my papi, an immigrant who only speaks Spanish, who wanted his wife and children to communicate for him when English was required, and an Americanized Armenian mother, who navigated the American system to help her children function and thrive in this country. Both these cultures are a joy and a challenge that I have been navigating and growing in for decades, and I still have more maturing to do.

          It was in my college years and throughout my years on staff with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship that I began my ethnic journey, wrestling with what it means to be Argentine and Armenian. In these years I saw how communal our ethnic journeys are and how, as in our walks with Jesus, we cannot journey in isolation—we need one another. I grew in my Latina confidence in community, in my relationships con mis hermanas y hermanos. Being a Latina went from being a label to an identity I honor and cherish.

          My hope for every reader, every hermana reading this book would be to continue to journey with Jesus in both faith and ethnicity—both being journeys that must intersect and be tied together and continuously be refined and transformed by our heavenly Father. I hope that you can identify with our cries, our stories, and our longings, and know that you are not alone. I have met too many Latina women who journey alone out of shame, fear, and isolation, having never experienced that Latina community. I pray you would journey with us—our lives, our Latina parientes, our amigas—taking steps closer to Jesus and to these biblical heroines that also needed to live out their gender and their faith in relation to others. Let’s learn together how to confidently live as Latinas leading with his love, life, and light in this world.

          Our journeys as Latina women are full of stories you hopefully can relate to, connect with, and learn from. We’ve had the incredible honor of mentoring many Latina and non-Latina women alongside many Latino and non-Latino college-age students, believers from our churches, pre-believers, and non-believers who all let us into their sacred spaces  with the Lord. All three of us authors would be honored to be thought of as distant mentors to you as you wrestle, process, and cultivate more with Jesus. We desire to be resources empowering and cheering you on as you go deeper in your identity, intimacy, influence, and impact. We are here alive and still learning like you; the primary mentors of this book are the twelve women of the Bible who guide and encourage all of us in our faith, our identities, and our leadership. They have become dear hermanas to us, full of rich wisdom, and the Holy Spirit has used them again and again to grow and mature us. Our prayer is that they’d become your mentors and hermanas as well.

        

        
          From Kristy Garza Robinson

          My whole childhood was spent growing up in Edinburg, a border city at the southern tip of Texas. I am a third-generation Mexican American. My grandparents immigrated to the United States from Mexico in the late 1940s. My parents later raised us between these two cultural worlds. I was and am very shaped and influenced by the values of the majority culture here in the United States. I also identify strongly as a Latina, with values and worldviews influenced by my family of origin. I spent my life geographically and emotionally straddling the border of the United States and Mexico, finding my home and feeling displaced in both countries and cultures. This is what it means to me to be a US Latina.

          This book is about the varied experiences of many Latina women with different ethnic and leadership journeys. My desire is to see each of us learn from one another and from the biblical women whose stories we share with you. While we each have our own unique space we are taking up in the world, we also have a collective identity that I believe God is forming in all its diversity. It is beautiful, and I hope this book is a companion to the identity that is forming through all of our different voices.

        

        
          From Noemi Vega Quiñones

          Hola! I am the oldest of five children, a daughter of hardworking immigrant parents, Rigo and Irma, and a once-undocumented child. Born in the inner city of Guadalajara and raised in affluent central California, I had an multifaceted childhood. I grew up speaking English with my dad and Spanish with my mom. I was raised on Sunday school expectations and fun weekends, on chores after homework and family vacations in the summer that involved long drives on the road back to Mexico. Now, I live in San Antonio and serve as the Area Ministry Director for InterVarsity Christian Fellowship in South Texas. I spent fifteen years learning from the city of Fresno where my faith in Jesus flourished and where dreams for campus and city transformation began.

          I hope that this book brings healing and empowering Holy Spirit transformation to all who read. Sitting at the feet of Mija (the bleeding woman), Rahab, Tabitha, and Mary the mother of Jesus has been a gift and a challenge. Each of these women has taught me to trust the Lord with my whole life, my whole being, and my future dreams. This book is for my hermanas who have struggled, like me, to embrace their voice and leadership. Growing up Mexican in the United States, a Latina, a brown girl, is both beautiful and painful. I recall moments when my culture was questioned and shamed and when my leadership was challenged more than my male peers. I also recall moments when my leadership was embraced and given voice. I long for our readers to experience the healing and joy that each of these biblical women bring.

          I find hope that at some point in history, Mija, Rahab, Tabitha, and Mary walked among their people and influenced their communities. Some influenced directly, others indirectly, some willingly, some unknowingly, but all influenced out of their encounters with the living Lord. I read these women as a Gentile and a foreigner entering their stories, seeking to understand their experience, and sharing what I have learned with you all. While more of us are entering into places of influence and leadership and seeking to mentor one another, the need for Latina mentors in all sectors of life continues. I hope that these women serve as mentors in your leadership journey. As my mom would always say to me, “Mija, dedícale todo a Cristo porque acuérdate que todo lo puedes en Cristo que te fortalece,” Filipenses 4:13. Remember this, hermanas, that all things—all things—are possible through Christ who strengthens you, me, us, one another, and our communities.

        

      

      
      
        Defining Latinas

        Language is a powerful instrument used to create meaning and significance. James warns that “with the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who have been made in God’s likeness” (James 3:9). Latinas have been defined by the power and principality of race, by institutions that seek to study and learn about this people group, and by people in the United States seeking an alternative term for Hispanic. First, race is what sociologists call a social imaginary, a framework that people have created and sustained to separate peoples according to the color of their skin. Race is not proven scientifically, biblically, or philosophically even though it operates powerfully in our society. Race is an identifier placed on someone solely based on their physical features: skin color, eye shape, nose/mouth size, and so on. Thus, Latinas are a racialized social group that deems some of us “Latina” and others “not Latina” or makes some of us to feel “more Latina” than others just because of the color of our skin or our physical features. This idea of “more than, less than, or just right” comes from the impact of race on bodies.

        Race creates an impermeable definition of peoples and does not depict the reality of cultural fluidity. One example is found within Noemi’s family. Noemi’s mom is lighter skinned than her dad. Two of their children came out lighter skinned than the other three and Noemi is the darkest one. Racially, people sometimes assume Noemi’s sister is Latina and sometimes do not. Racially, people almost always assume Noemi speaks Spanish because she looks the way they imagine a Latina to look. The truth is that Latino/as are the descendants of many people groups, including African, Asian, and European. Race privileges lighter-skinned Latinos/as and dehumanizes darker-skinned Latinos/as. Colorism exists in the Latino/a community because of race.

        Race created the pain that we often hear from Latinas we have mentored who do not “look” Latina or who do not speak Spanish. Race says you are supposed to act and behave in certain ways and you are supposed to like and support certain things. To live and act outside of these norms disrupts racialization. We begin with race because we believe it is a power and principality that has to be named as one that has affected all bodies. We encourage you to walk in the freedom of being a person created by God with a unique history, family background, and current narrative that God is shaping. Let us be healed from racialization and its expectations on us and be people who disrupt the illusion of race. Let us be people who name the effects of race on our bodies.

        Second, Latino is a term that refers to people from Latin American cultures and contexts, regardless of whether or not they use the Spanish language. Some may rightly contest the use of the term Latino in this book. We use Latino knowing it is limited and incomplete. The word Latino is not enough to break away from its racialization and does not entirely incorporate non-Latin speaking or mixed peoples, our ancestors who were colonized. We use Latino as an alternative to Hispanic, which refers to people of Spanish ancestry. The problem with Hispanic is similar to the problem with Latino. Both of these terms ignore the indigenous peoples that have lived in these lands for centuries. Both of these terms privilege the Spanish language over indigenous languages. They also do not capture the reality of our African ancestors that were forced into the Americas during the slave trade.

        The US Census Bureau refers to all of us, the mestizos and boricuas, the chongas and the cholas, as Hispanics. At times, as a side note, the US Census Bureau has even categorized us as white. As the authors of this book, we have chosen to use the term Latina to capture our backgrounds with the intentional reminder that it is limited and must include African, Asian, and indigenous descendants. As hermanas, we hope that you feel free to identify with the term or not. Personally, I (Noemi) prefer to identify as a Mexicana US American to refer to my Mexican background and growing United States identity. We have friends that prefer to identify as Latinx, Newyorican, Chicana, AfroLatinx, and in other more specific ways. The people of God are a diverse, beautifully complex people, and we hope to make space for that rich complexity within our stories. The three of us refer to Latinas as those who identify as women who have grown up in the United States who identify with ancestry from the Americas, Africa, Asia, indigenous America, and who speak Spanish, English, an indigenous language, Spanglish, or any mix of these.

        Although we speak with our backgrounds in mind, we dare not speak for all Latinas in the United States. We admit that our dialogue would have been enriched by many more voices at the authors’ table. We see this book as the beginning of rich dialogue among those of us in the United States who seek to learn from biblical women leaders. We admit we are limited in our representation: we have two Mexican American authors, one first-generation immigrant, one second-generation, and one third-generation. We have one mom in her thirties and two single women in their thirties. We have two lighter-shaded Latinas and one medium-shaded Latina. We have two women with their master’s and one woman with her bachelor’s. We are mostly from lower-to-middle socioeconomic backgrounds and mostly bilingual. Our stories would have been enriched by categories outside of our own.

        This is where you may come in, dear reader. We invite you to continue the conversations that we present in each of our chapters with one another. Give of your stories to your community—they are rich and full of beauty. We seek to be women who learn from one another and who learn to share our stories with each other. We humbly present our own in the following pages.

      

      
      
        Audience and SetUp of the Book

        We each felt invited by God to write this book with the primary audience of Latinas, to help honor, strengthen, and empower them in their holistic voices, but we also welcome women from other backgrounds who want to hear stories and also wrestle with their faith and their cultural identities. We hope men will pick up this book and engage with the twelve biblical women, us three women, and the women we share with you all. May our brothers take these stories to heart with the longing to partner even more effectively with God and their sisters.

        This book is not written using the order of the Bible. Instead, we write from two different themes and organize the book around them: part one, Identity and Intimacy, and part two, Influence and Impact. We believe this is a healthy order to spiritual leadership. Knowing true impact and influence in this world only comes from deep roots in our identity and intimacy with Jesus. Through studying and sitting at the feet of these twelve biblical heroines, we have also seen how their identity and intimacy with God led them to have profound impact and broad influence for his kingdom. Through the whole of the book, we also highlight these women’s unique strengths and then apply them to our varying Latina contexts. We hope you can both identify with and learn from them, from us, and from the many modern-day women we highlight through the book. Our heart is that Latinas would feel mentored in their faith and ethnic journey, experiencing how these themes build on one another to form our voice.

      

      
      
        Exhortations as You Begin

        This book holds many hopes in its pages for each of you who are reading it. We have labored in prayer before the Lord over each chapter, believing he wants to use these words to speak to you about the place you should take up in his unfolding work in the world. We believe you are valuable and a needed contributor to the announcing of God’s coming kingdom. Wherever you find yourself as you begin, we want to encourage you to hold a posture of curiosity and openness to how the Lord might want to change you and form you into who he has always intended you to become.

        So read on, dear hermanas, and stay present to the Holy Spirit as you go. May this book open up new spaces in your soul, spaces that reveal possibilities of how you can uniquely offer your gifts to the good work of the kingdom of God. You have a host of biblical women in these pages who are cheering you on in the journey.
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Esther

Who Am I? A Mestiza
For God’s Mission
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KRISTY GARZA ROBINSON


It was a comment that burned in my soul. “That’s just like those lazy Mexican workers to sit in the shade instead of work hard.” I heard these terrible words one day as I ate my lunch across the table from some Christian friends. These were people I had come to love since coming to faith, yet there they were complaining about some hired day laborers whom they had witnessed eating their lunch in the shade outside their house that weekend.

I thought of my cousin who spent most of his weeks working outside in the heat of the day, having to learn when to take breaks to avoid passing out from the sun beating down on his body. I thought of my uncle who experienced a heat stroke after being in the sun on a 105-degree day. Above all, though, I thought of my paternal and maternal grandparents who worked the land from morning till evening as farmworkers and sharecroppers. All of these stories swirled in my head as I excused myself from the table with a plate still full of food but with an upset stomach. The experience was painful. It was also not uncommon.

Even as a young teenager from South Texas, a majority Latino part of the state, I found myself in a predominantly white Christian community after coming to faith. This reality continued through high school, college, and on into my early twenties. While my white Christian brothers and sisters knew my last name was Garza, my fair skin often left them forgetting that their racist comments were being said in front of a Mexican American woman. It was a situation I didn’t know how to steward well so I mostly just exited awkward conversations, avoided certain topics, and left many tables where prejudiced language fell from the tongues of people I called friends.

But it was also in these same communities where I was learning more and more about the God who loved me and who gave his Son to take away the sins of the world. Los pecados del mundo were the words that would ring in my ears every time I heard that phrase in English, a byproduct of my days of sporadically attending predominantly Latino churches as a child. But I never dared speak those words out loud. I wanted nothing more than to fit in with those around me during that early season of my Christian life. I didn’t know how to handle the pain I experienced when my white friends would utter hateful words against my community, so I just swallowed their comments and distanced myself from whatever it was that they labeled as “other.” I never spoke of my family traditions, I evaded questions about culture, and I never invited them in to any of my stories.

I remember when a white friend of mine came to my home for the first time and saw my quinceañera pictures framed in our hallway, she was surprised and asked if I had married. I told her that no, the pictures were of my sweet sixteen party. Oh, how I knew it was so much more than a sweet sixteen party! But in that moment, I didn’t want to explain or share with her how rich the experience was for me. I didn’t want to tell her how I felt like such a child on that day, yet also like a young woman who was moving toward adulthood. Such stories were beautiful and meaningful, yet they were narratives no one around me would understand or consider normal. I just wanted to be “normal.” So I stored my cultural narratives away in the past, and pressed on toward what was ahead like the apostle Paul spoke about in the Scriptures. Somehow I thought Paul meant my culture too, and no one around me in my faith community seemed to think it important to tell me otherwise.

Interestingly, it was in preparation for my quinceañera in our family’s church several months before my conversion where I first heard the story of Esther. I had a Madrina named Esther, but I wasn’t aware that she was also a woman in the Bible! I never could have imagined then how the Lord would use Esther’s story to shape my life. But he knew.


Hidden Identity and Open Doors: Esther’s Story and My Own

Esther was a Jewish woman being raised by a cousin named Mordecai. The Jews were an ethnic minority community displaced and dispersed all over the provinces of King Xerxes of Persia. The story opens with a picture of what life was like for a queen who was at the whim of a narcissistic king. In a tragic turn of events, Queen Vashti rightfully refused to be paraded in front of a crowd of likely drunk men for the pleasure of the king. As a result, King Xerxes banned her from the kingdom and later sought to replace her with another. She may have been queen of Persia, but she was still only a woman seen as dispensable and replaceable in a patriarchal society. While it was an unjust ending to Queen Vashti’s reign, it was her act of defiance that opened the door for Esther to step into the king’s palace.

Initially, Mordecai told Esther to keep her ethnicity a secret from others, which leads one to believe Esther was able to assimilate well into Persian culture. She was a mestiza, a bicultural woman holding on to two cultural worlds.1 She fit in with the dominant culture of the time, and the Lord granted her favor in a situation that was challenging and oppressive in many ways.

While I struggled with using my voice when the majority culture community spoke poorly of my ethnic group, this was also a sign that I had assimilated to the dominant culture around me. As a mestiza, bicultural woman having my feet planted in two different cultural worlds, I too knew how to fit in within majority culture while being raised in a Mexican American family. Much like Esther, people didn’t immediately know I was part of a minority community. If I didn’t volunteer the information, my light skin and poor Spanish skills left people making assumptions about my identity and what life was like for me.

To my Latino family, my fair complexion and lack of fluency in the language of my roots made me an outsider. Whenever I went to Mexico to visit relatives, I was known as a foreigner who didn’t belong. Yet back in America I knew I didn’t quite fit either, even if on the surface I appeared to be at home among the dominant culture of the United  States. While both spaces felt comfortable to me and both were part of me, neither felt like home. It can be challenging to live in this liminal space, but like Esther, I found it opened doors for me, as well.

As a new Christian in a majority white faith community, people would often ask me, “So, what are you? Are you Mexican? Are you white? Are you both?” By all visible markers, I appeared to be just like them, yet they knew my surname was different. In their struggle to place me, they would ask me to answer these awkward questions. The answer, however, wasn’t complex at all. The answer was yes, I simply was Latina. My parents were both Latino.

It was, however, from my maternal lineage that I was likely given the color of my skin. Once as an adult, I asked my mother why she was much lighter than her siblings. She said that her mother used to tell her she came out so much lighter than her other children because when pregnant with my mom she had swallowed too much Epsom salt. While this sounded innocuous and like an old wives’ tale, it was devastating to find out that this was actually the method poor Latina women were told would allow them to abort an unwanted child. Because of stories like these, my mother didn’t know much about her own heritage except that my grandparents never learned to speak English and they all worked on a farm owned by a white family. While there was much my mom spoke of fondly about her own childhood, I knew there were dark corners she held close to her heart. I never asked again about the color of my skin.

What my mom experienced in this painful story was a terrible sin committed against her. It was the sin of communicating that she wasn’t valuable or wanted, which was ultimately a marring of the image of God in her from such a young age. The story of Esther too is a story of brokenness and sin that surrounded her. She lived in a society that spoke of women as less than and replaceable. But God, even in the midst of unjust realities, still opened up doors for her.

So despite the story behind my light complexion being laced with brokenness, it was also still a part of me. But when white friends would ask their curious questions, I would answer with ambiguity and change the subject quickly, eager to hide that I was in fact quite different from them in many ways. I, much like Esther, wanted to keep it a secret.




The Risky Choice of Solidarity

Because of the favor God gave to Esther among those in the royal palace, she was able to win the king’s affections and be crowned the new queen of Persia. She continued to keep her ethnicity hidden, just as Mordecai had told her. This was how things stayed until Haman, one of King Xerxes’s trusted allies, decided that destroying all the Jews was the perfect revenge against his enemy Mordecai. Haman hated Mordecai because he never bowed before him as others did when they saw him. Mordecai bowed to no one but God. Because of this, Haman persuaded the king to order that all the Jews be destroyed because, according to him, they weren’t loyal subjects.

When Mordecai discovered this, he turned to the cousin he had raised as a daughter and who now found herself in the chambers of the seat of power. He and all of the Jews needed Esther to stop hiding and embrace all of who she was for the sake of her people, even if at great risk to herself. It would cost her everything, and she knew it. But Mordecai pressed her with the words, “And who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this” (Esther 4:14). Perhaps this was the whole reason the Lord had opened up these doors of favor. Could it have always been for the purpose of rescuing his people? As Esther moved forward and risked it all to save the Jews, it seems the answer was yes.

Biblical scholar Walter Kaiser writes that if the Old Testament were to have a Great Commission verse, it would be Genesis 12:3, that “all peoples on earth will be blessed through [Abraham].” He claims this verse is “the earliest statement of God’s purpose and plan to see that the message of his grace and blessing comes to every person on planet earth.”2 Esther’s role in this Old Testament Commission was no small part. God used his mestiza queen of Persia at a crucial moment in his redemptive history, and she bravely took up this role with dignity.

I continued in my assimilated world for many years after coming to faith. It wasn’t until I moved overseas with my husband that the Lord brought back to mind my ethnicity and culture. Early on in my marriage, my husband, Eric, and I moved to the Arab world to serve with a parachurch ministry alongside local believers in North Africa. There was something so familiar to me about Arab culture that often reminded me of my family back home in South Texas. The ways the people related to their families and friends with a loyal love as well as the values that drove how they interacted with the world reminded me so much of how I had grown up. It opened up doors for deep friendship quickly with my Arab neighbors, and I saw this as a gift from the Lord.

It was the first time after becoming a follower of Jesus that I started to question the idea that my culture was a liability in my life, one that I was supposed to abandon to the foot of the cross. What if God had made me Latina for a reason? Could it be for his glory and his purposes in the world? It was this discovery that led me to minister among Latino college students upon returning to the United States after a year of living overseas. Maybe it was time to embrace all of who I was for the sake of his mission?

With this new perspective guiding me, I immersed myself in the Latino community and learned to move toward wholeness in my ethnic identity. It was a very healing, very important time in my life. Yet things quickly turned difficult as the climate in the United States toward the Latino community started to change and the immigration issue started to show up in our ministry.

I had been ministering among Latino students on a conservative college campus and had seen the Lord grow the ministry from 10 to 150 people in just three years. As I waded deeper and deeper into my own community, the struggles of our undocumented students started to create tension and pain. Ten percent of the leadership of our ministry was undocumented—these were men and women who loved the Lord and were passionate about his work. Yet at the same time, legislation was being passed in our state that was making it increasingly difficult for them and the people in their families. The campus rhetoric had changed as well, and Latino students were the target of a lot of the frustration and angst present more broadly in society. I can remember several of our Latino student leaders participating in a “sit-in” on campus one afternoon, and as certain white students would pass by, they would yell out racist profanity. At one point a white student shouted, “They’re all pigs. We should just shoot them all.”

It wasn’t as if you could look at our friends and know their immigration status. These hateful, murderous slurs were being thrown at any brown body nearby. Again, as a light-skinned Latina, I had a choice to make. Would I continue to be a timid voice and allow this type of behavior to continue just as I had many years before? Or would I raise my voice and spend my reputation in order to be in solidarity alongside my community? Would I speak truth to power and proclaim that we as Latinos are people made in God’s image, and it was not okay to diminish that in any way?

As a Mexican American woman leader, it was no longer an option to hide behind my light complexion. God was calling me to embrace all of who I was for the sake of his mission and for the sake of his image bearers. So that’s what I did. I became a vocal advocate for my Latino community and for the issues that affected us. I looked my undocumented Latino students in the eyes and said to them that their struggle would be my struggle, despite the cost. While I didn’t have their story, I definitely had their backs and would leverage whatever power I had to advocate for change.

I went on to utilize whatever avenues I could within the broader ministry and beyond to speak up for our people. This was risky for me, but much like Esther, I saw this as worthy of my very life. The risk also paled in comparison to what our undocumented Latino students faced. They and their families needed relief and change.




A Leader in God’s Mission

Esther does eventually use her power for the sake of her people, embracing all of her identity in the process. I love that the book of Esther ends not only with the Jews being spared but also with her as a different person from the one we were introduced to in the first chapter. In the beginning she was a young bride who hid her Jewish identity. In the end, though, she was using her power to institute the feast of Purim. It was a feast intended to become a regular part of the rhythm of her people to remind them of how God delivered and rescued them. She had become a leader who offered God all of who she was for his purposes in the world.
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