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  To my Castellanos, Mendoza and Nicastro familia


  


  Foreword


  I (John) first met Noel in San Jose when he and his wife Marianne were living and working in the inner city. I invited him to come to Chicago for our first CCDA (Christian Community Development Association) conference at Lawndale Community Church. It was at this conference that Wayne first met Noel. Both of us recognized his heart for the hurting people of our world and his dedication to Christ and community with a desire to be an agent of change against the injustices in our world. A kindred spirit emerged immediately in our souls.


  While at the CCDA conference Noel discovered the immigrant Mexican community of Little Village just south of North Lawndale. Noel returned home from our conference and talked with his wife Marianne about moving into Little Village and starting a church and a CCDA ministry. They both came to Chicago on a very cold, snowy December day with great resolve and enthusiasm to move to Little Village and begin. Soon after our encounter they moved their family to Chicago.


  Noel has never missed a conference since, and Marianne has attended almost every one as well. Noel has helped us in the CCDA movement to understand the pain of Mexican Americans and other people of color who have been treated unjustly in America. Shortly after moving to Chicago, Noel came on the board of CCDA and began to have a voice among its leadership. Not long after that we asked him to be the vice chairman.


  Noel’s life experiences make him uniquely qualified to teach us and to write this book. Growing up as the son of immigrant migrant farm workers and now living in one of the largest Mexican immigrant communities in the United States, his perspective is remarkable. His personal involvements have also given him firsthand knowledge of prejudice, injustice and painful treatment as a Mexican American. We have been encouraging Noel to write this book for quite some time, and we are thankful that it is finally available as a tool for all.


  The Latino voice is very important in the kingdom and in the CCDA movement. Those of us who have been blessed to know Noel have benefited greatly from his honesty and willingness to confront misconceptions and injustices with patience and love. Being the beneficiaries of a relationship with Noel, we have grown tremendously in our understanding of others living in the margins of our society. Noel helped us to move from a black/white association toward a more full expression of the American experience of Asians, Native Americans and Latinos, and being more inclusive toward the great diversity we have in America. His voice has been a tremendous asset to CCDA, the body of Christ and God’s kingdom.


  Noel has also been a leader in recent immigration issues, working tirelessly to help bring about solutions to this huge problem. His voice and perspective have been heard in the White House and Congress and among national church leaders and small groups of concerned Christians all over the United States. Noel has been showing justice and loving mercy and walking humbly with our God. He continues to show sensitivity and a tender heart of action to the disregarded of our society. For the last few years Noel has been a fantastic visionary leader as our CEO at CCDA.


  Noel and Marianne are two of Wayne and Anne’s best friends. We have been doing life together for over twenty-five years, with our families living just five blocks from one another. We are so thankful for their friendship.


  We are sure that you will learn much and be encouraged to live out your faith in new and different ways by reading this book. Both of us love Noel dearly and thank God for his dedication to the Kingdom. Get ready to be taught, challenged and encouraged to walk with our Lord in a deeper, more meaningful way through Noel’s story.


  


  John Perkins and Wayne Gordon


  Fall 2014


  INTRODUCTION
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  Mumbo Jumbo


  In February 2012, I was in El Paso teaching a workshop on the principles of Christian community development at the invitation of one of our CCDA board members. I was thrilled to be near the border and was looking forward to crossing the Rio Grande to visit Juarez, Mexico, sometime during my trip. The event was being held in the basement of a hundred-year-old church in a very historic section of the city. Right before I got ready to start my presentation, I got a call from a friend in Washington, DC, informing me that one of our CCDA board members, Richard Twiss, had just suffered a massive heart attack, which took his life later that weekend. Though in shock, I went on to teach my session. When I was finished, I concluded my presentation with a passionate challenge:


  Like in the days of Nehemiah, it will take a group of pioneers overcome by a burden from God to incarnate our lives in the most vulnerable neighborhoods of our world, to see people’s lives and neighborhoods transformed. And it will take the support, partnership and prayers of those who may not sense God’s call to move into a poor neighborhood but who are committed to seeing the shalom of God begin to emerge in every under-resourced neighborhood in our nation.


  I asked the crowd for questions or feedback. Immediately, a woman seated in the front row, who looked old enough to be one of the founding members of this church, stood to her feet and shouted, “Everything you said is mumbo jumbo!” Wow! This was not how I expected our Q&A time to begin. After composing myself, I thanked the woman for her comment as respectfully as I could and went on to spend about a half-hour answering questions about my talk.


  Since that encounter with the woman in El Paso, which was much scarier than anything I dealt with in Juarez, by the way, I have come to realize that when I talk about a more holistic approach to viewing the good news of the kingdom,1 and our responsibility as Christians to be engaged in the most vulnerable neighborhoods in our nation, the approach I am advocating can sound a lot like mumbo jumbo. Broadening our traditional, evangelical paradigm of ministry (i.e., evangelism and discipleship) to include compassion, community development and the confrontation of injustice can seem too complicated, complex and messy. It would be so much simpler to cling on to the idea that regardless of people’s race, culture or class—or whether we minister in Beverly Hills or in the barrios (Latino neighborhoods) of East Los Angeles—accepting Jesus is all that people need to live a great life.


  I am aware that trying to wrap our heads around a different perspective can indeed sound like mumbo jumbo. But I am convinced that we can no longer maintain our old paradigms of ministry that compartmentalize and truncate the work of the kingdom and still make an impact in our world, which is in need of love and restoration. Broadening our understanding of the message and the work of the gospel can feel uncomfortable, to be sure. Almost treasonous.


  Growing up a Tejano (a Texan of Hispanic ancestry), I loved football and the Dallas Cowboys. When I moved to California, I changed my allegiance to the San Francisco 49ers, who I still root for today. I am now surrounded by crazy Bears fans in my adopted city of Chicago, where I have lived for twenty-five years. Over the years the way I have come to read Scripture, and the way I have come to minister and live out my faith in the midst of extreme poverty and suffering, has often felt treasonous as well. But after living in poor Mexican barrios for more than three decades, seeking to be faithful to Christ, it seems less like treason and more like the appropriate next step in my understanding of the gospel of Jesus Christ.


  In many ways this book is the story of how I have changed my allegiance from living for myself to attempting to live for the God who over two thousand years ago revealed himself en carne (incar­nate) as a Galilean carpenter named Jesús. Many of you may struggle a bit with the Spanish I will interject throughout my writing, but I do so to give you a glimpse of the bilingual and bicultural reality of my life and context as a Mexican American in our mainstream American culture. In the pages of this book I hope to share how my upbringing, my education and everything else about my life have coalesced to shape my theological perspective and philosophy of ministry. Some of you will wonder why, in a book about ministry to those on the margins, you have to know my life’s story. All I can say is, welcome to the world of mestizaje (the creation of a new people from two preexistent people), which is more comfortable telling stories like Jesus did than laying out rational theological arguments and propositions like the apostle Paul.


  From the moment I began to seriously consider a new kind of faith in the Liberator of the lost and the broken, who I encountered in the Gospels, I have felt torn and conflicted about the seemingly white, North American version of Jesus I was being challenged to follow. I assumed he was real, but if I was brutally honest, I was not certain why he would be interested in a kid like me from the border and the barrio. I figured I must have been chosen for some kind of celestial affirmative action program. On my way home from spending a week at the camp where I had a transforming experience with this Jesus, I remember having questions about whether he was as interested in me and my brown friends as he was in the rich white kids who made up the majority at camp.


  Thankfully, through the influence and instruction of many mentors, authors and friends, I have come to the conclusion that it is precisely the men and women who have been overlooked and rejected by society who have a special place at the table of God’s kingdom pachanga (rowdy celebration). Reading the Scriptures, I am overwhelmed to see how God consistently puts the neglected and oppressed at the center of his ultimate concern, not by targeting them as the objects of his salvific action but by redeeming and engaging them to be colaborers with the Holy Spirit in the mission of declaring and demonstrating to the entire world that the kingdom of God is at hand. This is exactly the good news that those of us on the margins have been waiting to hear!


  Unquestionably, my path from the Texas border to the barrio of La Villita (Little Village) has been injected with the flavor of my mestizo (mix of Spanish and Native American ancestry) Mexican American upbringing and perspective. Yet my story is a continuation of the “Quiet Revolution” that John Perkins began to write about almost fifty years ago in the Mississippi Delta. In my estimation, what has made John Perkins’ life and teaching so power­ful is the fact that the biblically informed philosophy of Christian community development he has championed was developed from within the context of rural and urban poverty in the United States; that is, it has not been imported into our communities from the outside. Instead of imposing a theology and methodology on the poor, this movement has sprung up from the difficult soil of the ’hood and the barrio, which makes it authentic and relevant to our leaders and our neighborhoods. Today, I have the privilege and responsibility to steward this movement as the CEO of the Christian Community Development Association.


  For a movement to survive with some variation of its original fire and fervor, it has to be owned, internalized and reimagined by and for each subsequent generation. This revolution of justice has been committed to building bridges of reconciliation across rivers of racial oppression and economic injustice as an expression of kingdom ministry, which is needed today more than ever before, not just in African American communities but throughout our entire nation: in Latino barrios and Native American reservations that have been consistently marginalized, in small cities left in ruins by the exodus of manufacturing, in rural areas forgotten and isolated by mass migration to urban centers, and even in suburban pockets of extreme vulnerability. I have dedicated my life to helping Christ-followers grow in their commitment to being present in these communities.


  If we are going to be faithful witnesses to the message and mission of Jesus in vulnerable neighborhoods, we must expand our current paradigm of gospel-centered ministry to make certain that it puts the millions of people surviving on the fringes of our world at the center of our concern, because the margins are at the center of God’s concern.


  My prayer for this book is that you will find inspiration from my story, my ministry experiences, my theological insights and my own struggles to become a more godly and grace-filled leader. If you are investing your life by living and ministering in a vulnerable neighborhood, I pray that my honesty and transparency will encourage you to recognize the difficulty of our ministry context and convince you of the need to find other brothers and sisters who have a similar calling to walk with in your journey. For those who do not live alongside the poor but have a deep burden to love and serve others who have not experienced the kind of lifestyle that many of us have taken for granted in North America, I encourage you to reflect on my story and to continue learning about ministry on the margins, and then to get involved.


  Finally, my hope is that Mexican Americans and other Latinos will feel affirmed and uplifted by my story. We need you to discover your God-given burden and to figure out how to engage authentically in the barrios of our nation and beyond. I also write with the hope that anyone who has felt exiled to the margins of mainstream Christianity and society can find solidarity with my struggle to discover an authentic faith, not in a white Jesus or a brown Jesus, but in the God turned Galilean, Jesus of Nazareth. Finally, I hope that you will discover another dimension to your faith in Christ and his mission on earth that is enriched by my Mexican American and Christian points of view.


  


  Con mucho amor.


  ONE
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  Mi Familia


  This book is over fifty years in the making. Like the formation of everyone’s ideas, mine have been shaped by specific events, circumstances and relationships. I am a third-generation Mexican American. I was born in 1959 to Anselmo Castellanos and Guadalupe Mendoza, just miles from the Mexican border in southern Texas. My parents were campesinos (farm workers), picking crops to feed our nation’s families. To feed their own familia (family) my father worked in a factory that canned grapefruit and my mother worked as a beautician. They had two sons and two daughters. Both of my grandmothers had a lasting impact on my life. When my parents traveled the country to work in the fields, I stayed with Dad’s mom, Abuelita (Grandma) Juanita. Her constant presence and love gave my life stability, and I loved her deeply. My mom’s mother, Abuelita Chencha, died when I was only one. She was struck by lightning in the fields of Colorado as she ran for cover from the rain. I was cheated by her absence, as I needed all the love I could get. I was the oldest grandson on either side of the family.


  Being a Tejano, my first language was a mix of Spanish and English. Like many US immigrants who are blessed to speak a second language, the moment I entered kindergarten I became bilingual. In fact, on the first day of parochial school my teacher in her “flying nun” hat changed my name. Instead of pronouncing Noel Castellanos like my parents and grandparents did, I left school that day with an Anglicized version of my name, which stuck with me until I arrived at college, like the sting from handling jalapeño peppers. At home, my name did not change, but I was developing multiple identities. I often felt like a piñata torn right down the middle by a kid desperate for his candy. I was neither Mexican enough nor Americano (from the US) enough, depending on where I was or who I was with. I was a Pocho (Mexican American) through and through. I was pure mestizo, or what Virgilio Elizondo calls a member of a new race born of the clash between Mexico, Texas and the United States. And living and existing between these worlds often created conflict in my soul.


  In the 1970 Census, the Hispanic population in the United States was 9.6 million. (Of course, it was much smaller in 1959 when I was born.) According to the 2010 Census, that number has mushroomed to over 50.5 million Latino residents (16 percent of the US population). And over 63 percent of the US Latino population is of Mexican descent. Today, many demographers believe that by the year 2050, there will be 130 million Latinos living in our nation—with the majority of them being born in the United States. The browning of America is upon us, with unbelievable ramifications for our society, our politics and the future of the church. Recently, Latino journalist and TV personality Geraldo Rivera wrote Hispanic Panic, a book that adequately describes some of the trepidation that many US citizens feel when they contemplate this exploding demographic. The fear and concern that many in our country express regarding this unbelievable growth reminds me of the rapid growth of the Israelite population in Egypt:


  In time, Joseph and all of his brothers died, ending that entire generation. But their descendants, the Israelites, had many children and grandchildren. In fact, they multiplied so greatly that they became extremely powerful and filled the land.


  Eventually, a new king came to power in Egypt who knew nothing about Joseph or what he had done. He said to his people, “Look, the people of Israel now outnumber us and are stronger than we are. We must make a plan to keep them from growing even more. If we don’t, and if war breaks out, they will join our enemies and fight against us. Then they will escape from the country.” (Exodus 1:6-10)


  Like most Mexican Americans, I was raised in the Roman Catholic Church. Growing up, all of my extended family members were Catholic as well, but I do not remember religion or faith being a significant factor in my early childhood. Faith and prayer, on the other hand, were huge for my diminutive, 4'9" Abuelita Juanita, who constantly prayed to Jesús and had great regard for the Church. One of my favorite stories about Abuelita Juanita is that when she reached retirement age, she asked one of my uncles to take her to the Social Security Administration offices near her hometown of Weslaco, Texas, to figure out what benefits she was entitled to. After looking up her social security number, the agent came back with bad news. “We have no record of you ever working or paying into the system.” Her response was quick and furious. “¡Como que no he trabajado! What do you mean I have never worked? I have worked at home everyday raising nine children and taking care of my family. Of course I’ve worked!”


  My six-foot-tall Grandfather Patrociño, on the other hand, was convinced that the Church’s only intent was to take away people’s hard-earned money. Thankfully, when I was just a few years old an archbishop came through our parish in Weslaco. Since I had been baptized as a baby in the church, I received my confirmation from the archbishop without having to attend any classes. I like to imagine it happened like it did in the movie Rocky, where his parents yelled up to the priest in his second-floor window, asking him to throw down a blessing for their son. I also faintly remem­ber having dreams of growing up to be an altar boy. Looking back, I have no doubt that my religious upbringing began to shape my belief in God. A pale, white Jesus was everpresent in my home and in the church on crucifixes large and small. Paintings of this blue-eyed, surfer-dude-looking Jesus hung on the walls of almost every Mexican home I entered—along with JFK. Of course, Jesús was a common name for Mexican men (as common as Maria was for Mexican women). Religion was everywhere, but it would be many years before a personal and dynamic faith in Jesus of Nazareth would take root in my life and in the life of my familia. And it would be years before I would begin to question the reality of a white Jesus.


  Although our family’s faith was not deep or well-developed, we experienced the hand of God in our move from Texas to Northern California when I was around seven years old. An epic hurricane (Beulah) hit the Gulf of Mexico in September 1967 and devastated our small border town. Winds gusted at more than 160 miles per hour and forced the majority of residents of our small town of 10,000 to evacuate their homes. After being evacuated from our tiny wood-frame home, we, along with hundreds of people, moved into the massive city hall building, where we would be safe from the storm. In all, the storm caused over $1 billion in damage. Sometime during those horrid days my father made the decision to leave all of our relatives—grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles and cousins—and move our family to California. As we loaded up our 1963 Rambler station wagon and hit the road with all of our family belongings, we were showered by heavy rains. The story goes that with great skill and determination, my dad tucked in behind a Greyhound bus, which parted the waters on Highway 10 all the way to California. I’m sure we thanked Jesús for his help on that day.


  When we finally arrived in Northern California a few days later, weary from our journey west, we knocked on the door of my Tía (Aunt) Eva and her family, and they invited all six of us into their home—because that is what familia does. We stayed with our relatives for a few weeks, but it felt like a few months for everyone involved. Within a few weeks, my father, with his sixth-grade education, landed a great job at a General Motors factory, where he worked the night shift for years to come. It was a God-sent job that provided many blessings for our family, as well as the kind of pension years later that many of us only dream about getting today. Soon we found our own one-room apartment in a mostly Anglo-populated city twenty miles south of my relatives. We were excited to have work and a home, and we quickly realized we were not in Weslaco anymore!


  Ironically, as we began our new life in Los Gatos (which means “the cats” in Spanish), I became keenly aware that although our city had a Spanish name, to be of Spanish-speaking descent was not looked on favorably. As strange as it may seem today with so many Mexicans and Latinos living in California, our family was a minority in our new neighborhood. I was quickly enrolled in an ESL class, where I worked hard and was extremely motivated to learn English. But no matter how well I seemed to make gains in my language skills, I was still the butt of my classmates’ jokes because of the way I spoke English. On my way home from school I constantly encountered harassment and physical attacks. Needless to say, I worked extra hard to lose my accent.


  Within a year my parents were able to save enough money for a down payment on our own home. Our entire family contributed to making this dream a reality. Every weekend we would travel south to Salinas or Watsonville, centers of agriculture, to pick strawberries or other crops in order to contribute to our housing fund. Truth be told, my two sisters, my brother and I squashed more berries with our rear ends than we put into the wooden crates we used for picking, but every little bit helped make the move into our new home a reality.


  We realized we would never be able to afford to buy a home in the wealthy, white barrio of Los Gatos, so we moved to a city named Milpitas, which means “little corn fields” in Spanish. Apparently, years ago the place was filled with corn fields, but by the time we arrived even the apricot and walnut orchards were disappearing. Now, only apartments and track homes were sprouting up. Our new barrio was called Sunnyhills, and unlike Los Gatos it was diverse; many of our new neighbors looked and spoke just like us.


  Sunnyhills was made up of working-class and poor families, mostly Mexican, Filipino, African American and mixed race. My best friend Frankie was half Mexican and half Guamanian. Regardless of our race, we were definitely united by our economic status and class. Most days, we probably did not know we were poor or lower class, except that almost everyone in our school received a free lunch from Tío Sam (Uncle Sam) and his government. Most of us qualified to stand in line to get USDA blocks of cheese and boxes of powdered milk, which everyone hated. We all made jokes about the two hundred ways to eat our welfare cheese. The few rich kids in our school joked that it helped our families afford to buy TVs and cars.


  Fifth grade was pivotal in my life. My teacher, MaryJo Risse, was the most unique white person I had encountered. It turns out she had been married to a Mexican man in her past, and she had a daughter named Maria, who was half Mexican. MaryJo, who I am still in contact with after all these years, gravitated toward kids who were hurting, were underdogs, were from broken families and the like. She always found a way to encourage and love her students in that special way we all needed—kids like Frankie and me.


  By the time I entered the fifth grade, Frankie and I were almost inseparable. We shared a love for all sports, especially baseball. We attended our first professional ballgame together—the Giants versus the Cincinnati Reds. We hung out after school. We rode our bikes around the neighborhood and spent many days playing music, golfing and hanging out with each other’s families. We became more like brothers than friends. Frankie knew many of my struggles at home, and I was there when Frankie’s mom and dad divorced during our fifth-grade year. I was also there with him a few years later when his mother died of a heart attack while she was still very young. MaryJo was constantly there for us throughout that year. Frankie needed a strong parental figure he could lean on as his family disintegrated.


  Frankie struggled with confidence, and I know he wanted to blame himself for his parents’ problems. I needed an encourager and a champion—someone who would express belief in me, as I grew up with a father who did not express love openly or provide emotional support. Growing up the oldest of nine kids and working at an early age to help his family survive, my father never received that kind of love from his own father. The older I got, the more I began to realize that my dysfunctional familia was not all that unique, but knowing that did not make it easier to endure. Unlike many kids, I knew who my dad was, and my parents were still married. But their marriage hung on by a thread, nearly unraveling hundreds of times during my growing-up years. Life was hell for Mom, and her courage and perseverance inspire me to this day. On many occasions I wasn’t sure if she would survive the verbal and emotional abuse from my father, and it made me angry that she continued to endure her bad marriage. My sisters went to extreme measures to find love. They both ended up having children way too young, but they managed to become great moms. And my youngest brother, Rey, was too often left to fend for himself, yet he somehow grew up to be one of the most amazing human beings I know today.


  Without someone like MaryJo stepping in to fill the void I felt in my life, I do not know where I would be today. MaryJo often noticed how distracted I was in class, not paying attention and lost in my own world. She often caught me drawing horses, cars and occasionally curvaceous girls like the ones I stared at on TV. I was punished and persecuted for my artwork quite a few times that year! Through all of my acting out, she saw I had a talent for drawing and creating, and she encouraged me. She affirmed me, and I began to feel loved. I began to feel like I might have a special gift that I could use in some way. Little did I know that years later I would complete a degree in fine arts (and I would be required to draw nude models in my painting classes in order to complete my degree!). Incredibly, MaryJo and my parents were present at my college graduation long after my life-changing year in fifth grade. Although back then she didn’t talk much about God, she did possess a Christlike, gritty, unconditional kind of love that compelled her to give unusual attention to her students with very deep needs—students like me.
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