
   

                            
Hispanic Pentecostal Ministry in Greater Grand Rapids: 

Balancing Calling and Training Toward a 
Sustainable and Healthy Ministry   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Julian Guzman 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Summited to the faculty of Western Theological Seminary 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements  

for the degree Doctor of Ministry 
 
 

Holland, Michigan 
2020 



 i 

WESTERN THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY 
 

HOLLAND, MI 
 

D.MIN. PROJECT 
 
 

Title of Project: Hispanic Pentecostal Ministry in Greater Grand Rapids: 
Balancing Calling and Training Toward a Sustainable and 
Healthy Ministry 

 
 
Author: JULIAN GUZMAN 
 
 
 
Project Committee: ___________________________________________ 
 Dr. Alvin Padilla     Date 
 
 
 ___________________________________________ 
 Dr. Kyle Small     Date 
 
 
 Internal Reader: Dr. Alvin Padilla 
 
 External Reader: Dr. Luis Lugo  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

  



 ii 

Abstract  
 

 Leadership styles, worship, and liturgy of the Hispanic Pentecostal congregations 

are shaped by their rich, diverse cultural background. While they offer a welcoming and 

familiar community to migrating families, there seems to be a disconnect with the context 

in which they are serving. Pastors and leaders of these immigrant congregations face real 

challenges: from limitations with the English language to lack of true access to resources 

and opportunities, from disconnection with local government officials and other agencies 

to the necessary skill sets to properly engage and impact their communities.  

 It has been my observation throughout the years involved with Hispanic 

Pentecostal congregations in Greater Grand Rapids, Michigan, the tremendous amount of 

work devoted to reaching out and ministering to those migrating to our communities from 

over twenty Spanish speaking countries of the American continent. 

If these pastors of the fastest-growing religious tradition and the fastest-growing 

minority group in Western Michigan are making such an impact for the kingdom, I 

imagine the greater work they’d be able to do when they become better equipped and 

trained on unfamiliar yet significant educational programs.   

 I have interviewed 10 Hispanic Pentecostal pastors that participated in a two-year 

certificate program and discovered how this training enhanced their ministries, prepared 

them to serve their communities better, and experienced the power of collaborative 

efforts. Their confidence level raised and positioned them to embrace other opportunities 

and seek continued education.   

I have concluded that when barriers are removed and true access is available, 

Hispanic Pentecostal pastors will embrace education because they understand the power 
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of knowledge and training. Also, institutions should rethink curriculums, methodologies, 

and hospitality to better adapt to these pastors’ needs and to make it possible for them to 

stay engaged. Both academic institutions and Hispanic Pentecostal leaders ought to move 

more toward each other. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction  

This work is a reflection of the Hispanic Pentecostal movement in Greater Grand 

Rapids, Michigan. My own journey of twenty plus years as a pastor at a Pentecostal 

denomination in Western Michigan prompted me to explore the root causes of less than 

healthy leadership practices that often negates the efficacy of the calling. 

It is my observation that the devoted lives of those serving in the pastorate are not 

short of sacrifices. Over the years, I’ve witnessed how their own families were neglected 

in order to fulfill God’s calling. Hispanic Pentecostal pastors in the study area tend to 

bend over backward for anybody in need, sometimes at the expense of their health and 

resources. It’s not uncommon to see pastors paying the rent of the church from their own 

pockets. 

I was shocked to learn how much they can produce with minimal resources. They 

are champions of the gospel; they stop at nothing to serve those under their care despite 

their limitations and challenges as foreigners. I had the blessing to partake in their 

frustrations that resulted from the lack of skills and resources to manage difficult 

situations.  

Unable to focus solely on the ministry, most Hispanic Pentecostal pastors have to 

depend on a second job to complement their income. This situation works against them 

when it comes to finding time for other essential aspects of personal and professional 

development. Traditionally, the expectations their congregations have of their pastors 

surpass their capacity to deliver effectively.  

The typical Hispanic Pentecostal pastor is expected to do everything for the 

people. These tasks include preaching and teaching, counseling, officiating weddings, 
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imparting the sacraments, driving people to medical appointments, attending birthday 

parties and funerals, assisting a family with a flat tire, or even dropping off a mattress at 

11:00 p.m. While feeling more than prepared for preaching and teaching, they 

disregarded other skill sets such as self-care (setting healthy boundaries to preserve their 

vitality), social engagement, management, and leadership development.   

I also learned throughout the years that the countless challenges for most of these 

first-generation pastors are associated primarily with language barriers and limited access 

to resources and opportunities. These and other associated concerns shaped the questions 

and the pursuit of answers for healthier and balanced ministries.   

Most of these pastors and leaders completed minimum ministerial education 

(Bible institutes). I remember some sermons warning against seminary education; 

however, the more successful Hispanic Pentecostal pastors seem to have had embraced 

higher ministerial education and speak the English language.  

The overall expectation of this study is to explore the relationship between 

theological education, leadership training, and long-term sustainability in ministry. While 

evident on the surface, such consideration remains an important concern among 

Pentecostals in general. Many Hispanic Pentecostals still regard higher education in 

ministerial disciplines as dangerous and as a threat to their faith, especially those offered 

in non-Pentecostal schools.  

The importance of this regional work is better understood in light of the current 

demographic trends. The local dynamics are a true reflection of the movement nationally 

and globally. In reference to the developments of the Pentecostal movement in the last 

decades of the twentieth century, Eldin Villafañe writes: “The most significant 
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missiological fact of the last part of this century is the enormous upsurge of the 

Pentecostal/charismatic movement worldwide: 

1. has 382 million members or one of every five Christians; 

2. gain 19 million members each year; and 

3. donate $34 billion to Christian causes every year. 

People involved in this movement are, on average, more likely to be urban than rural, 

female than male, impoverished than affluent, and family-oriented than individualistic. 

The movement includes over 11,000 Pentecostal denominations and more than 3,000 

independent charismatic denominations. The movement is a dominant force in world 

evangelization with more than 7,000 languages and spanning 8,000 ethno-linguistic 

cultures.”1  

Hispanic Pentecostals made great contributions to the movement in the early years 

and continue so during the last decades of the twentieth century and the first 20 years of 

the twenty-first century.  

The Census Bureau reports that the US Latino population has skyrocketed from 

22.4 million in 1994 to 53 million in 2014 and is expected to climb to 128 million people 

by 2050. This is 29 percent of the US population.2  

In addition, Hispanic Protestants make up 27 percent of the Latino community 

and one of the primary Protestant traditions driving this growth is the Latino Assemblies 

of God (AG) Pentecostals, who are becoming increasingly important in national politics. 

 
1  Eldin Villafañe, The Liberating Spirit: Toward a Hispanic American Pentecostal Social Ethic. 

(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1992), 84. 
 
2 Gastón Espinosa, ed., Religion, Race, and Barack Obama’s New Democratic Pluralism (New 

York: Routledge, 2012), 213-242. 
 



 4 

Its leaders have founded and led two of the most important Latino Protestant national 

organizations in the United States: National Alliance of Evangelical Ministries (AMEN) 

and the National Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference (NHCLC). Its leaders have 

met with American presidents from Reagan to Obama. Espinosa explains that their 

relative youthfulness and first-generation status is another reason President Bush and 

President Obama took an interest in building relationships with its leaders and 

interdenominational organizations.3   

A set of vital skills needs to be in place in order to maximize the potential to 

impact others around them. Despite the powerful advancement of the movement in other 

parts of the world (especially in Latin America), the lack of sound theological and 

contextualized leadership education continues to lead many Hispanic ministries through a 

path of deceptions, heresies, and ultimately self-destruction in Greater Grand Rapids.  

It is encouraging to witness the flourishing interest in Christian education among 

Pentecostals that started some decades ago.4 Hispanic Pentecostals could make a greater 

impact should they become better equipped and trained in this urban context. 

Methodology 

The Problem 

This project is about the future for the Hispanic Pentecostal congregations and 

leaders in light of the promising projections, trends, challenges, and opportunities. The 

problem is that these pastors could be more effective if they continue developing 

 
3 Gastón Espinosa, Latino Pentecostals in America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 2014), 

365. 
 
4 A. Elwood Sanner and A. F. Harper, Explorando la Educación Cristiana -Exploring the 

Christian Education (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 1978), 83.                                   
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personally and professionally in order to stay relevant and adaptable to the changes of the 

present age and place.  

To better understand the dynamics of this particular situation, I begin with a 

detailed background of the Hispanic Pentecostal movement as a whole, followed by a 

very descriptive contextual picture of their ministries in Greater Grand Rapids. To 

accomplish the latter, I make use of the most current and reliable resource available: The 

2017 Study of Congregations undertaken by Calvin College Center for Social Research.  

Next, I take a deep dive into the Scriptures to understand the development of a 

course of action that is theologically sound and that can address the current problem of 

education among Hispanic Pentecostal pastors in the area. 

While I explore the challenges and opportunities these pastors have, as well as 

future and hope, I conducted a qualitative empirical research and employed rather simple 

techniques for data collection, analysis, and evaluation.  

I conveniently chose a two-year certificate program offered at one of the local 

seminaries. This program met most of the criteria for my research: cohort-based learning, 

Spanish courses by Spanish speaking instructors, a location within the geographical area, 

very low cost, etc.  

Then, I conveniently selected 10 pastors that completed the Certificate of 

Hispanic Ministry5 at a graduate theological school.6 The sample varied by gender, 

 
5 This two-year program is offered in Spanish and intended to serve Hispanic pastors with a 

diverse educational background. Participants are not required to have a specific level of formal education. 
All the participants were part of the first cohort of this initiative.  

 
6 The first cohort of 40 started with a class of the book of Ephesians and took three years to 

complete. This program now includes a more structured curriculum and evolved to a robust two-year 
Certificate of Hispanic Ministry. Particpants with a bachelor’s degree are eligible to continue higher 
education at the same institution. 
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education, and age. I scheduled fifty minutes to an hour interview with each pastor in the 

course of four months. The place of those meetings was picked at participants’ 

discretion—their churches for the most part. Each interview started with the participant’s 

consent after full disclosure of the process from the time of the interview to the time to 

destroy the content. Each interview was audio-recorded, notes were taken 

simultaneously, and participants were notified of the intended use of the content as well 

as the time the content was to be kept before being destroyed (fifteen years). Finalized 

projects will be available to them.  

The questionnaire that drove the interviews contains 12 basic informational 

questions and 13 open-ended questions that were carefully crafted to assess the impact of 

these courses on the pastors and their ministries.  

Approach 

I used an appreciative inquiry approach. Hispanic Pentecostal pastors have 

enough shame, insecurities, and self-doubt. This methodology allows me not to be critical 

but to appreciate their richness, wisdom, and contributions. This project seeks to give a 

hope-filled life to Hispanic Pentecostal pastors. One of the interviewed pastors said, “I 

didn’t think I could do this, but Rev. Lorenzo Miguel insisted. I was accepted into the 

program with Dr. Mariano Avila, and now I feel that my eyes are open. My congregation 

says I’m a better preacher and a better pastor.”  

These interviews are an essential component of this project. The method utilized 

was the “key informant.” This method considers the main leader of the organization or 

the appointed representative whose opinion or answers are not corroborated in any other 

way. The data has been recorded and transferred to transcripts and interpretative 
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summaries. Completed interviews were carefully transcribed and coded.7 Identifying the 

themes and assigning a category was key to a good understanding of the problem and 

appropriate intervention.   

Intervention 

From the data analysis, it became more apparent that an intervention for this 

situation should emerge out of the very need for true accessibility to further educational 

development. This research finds life in the Urban Church Leadership Center (UCLC). 

The UCLC offers a practical solution to the problem for most of the Hispanic Pentecostal 

pastors in Greater Grand Rapids—a personal and professional development place where 

they can continuously be renewed, refreshed, supported, cared for, and resourced.  

To guide my interpretation of the context described above and respond to the 

situation, I have utilized a framework offered by Richard R. Osmer in his book Practical 

Theology. He has identified four core tasks of practical theological interpretation: 

1. The descriptive-empirical task. Gathering information that helps us 

discern patterns and dynamics in a particular context, itanswers the 

question: What is going on? 

2. The interpretive task. Drawing on theories of the arts and sciences to 

better understand and explain the why of these patterns, it answers the 

question: Why is this going on? 

3. The normative task. Using theological concepts to interpret particular 

contexts or situations, constructing ethical norms to guide our responses, 

 
7 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2011), 203. 
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and learning from good practices, it answers the question: What ought to 

be going on? 

4. The pragmatic task. Determining strategies of action that will influence 

situations in desirable ways and prompting to reflective conversations, it 

answers the question: How might we respond?8 

Although not in the same order, the following chapters address those four 

questions: 

1. Chapter 2 is the descriptive task. The background information helps us 

understand what’s going on. 

2. Chapter 3 is the normative task,  exploring the Scriptures to understand 

better God’s plan for the church and its leaders. 

3. Chapter 4 is also descriptive and empirical and contains information from 

the empirical research that will further validate the assumptions of this 

thesis. 

4. Chapter 5 is pragmatic. It describes practical solutions to the situation 

through the Urban Church Leadership Center. 

Chapter 2 is the historical piece of the project (descriptive task). It offers an 

overview of the Hispanic Pentecostal movement and its origins and follows decades of 

developments. It emphasizes the involvements of Hispanics as early as 1906 at the Azusa 

Revival with William Seymour and elaborates on the first and second generation of 

 
8 Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2008), 31-

78. 
 



 9 

Hispanic leaders that developed the Hispanic Pentecostalism (Francisco Olazábal, Juan 

Lugo, Henry C. Ball, Leoncia Rosado “Mama Leo,” Ricardo Tañón). Vital events 

marked the movement during the first decades. In essence, supernatural healings took 

place (Olazábal’s wife); first Hispanic organizations were established in the early 1920’s; 

schools, such as the Latin American Bible Institute (LABI) were open; and great 

evangelistic campaigns inside and outside of the US attracted thousands to Christ. The 

chapter concludes with a vivid picture of the Hispanic Pentecostals in Greater Grand 

Rapids and poses the more obvious challenges and opportunities they face. 

Chapter 3 explores the Scriptures (normative task) to understand better God’s 

desires for the church and leaders in general, but more importantly, to examine God’s 

prescriptions for those assuming such a complex task to minister a people in a foreign 

land. What makes a Hispanic Pentecostal congregation healthy in this context? Who is a 

competent pastor? Why is there a need for education or training? The answers to these 

questions require redefining the integral mission of the church in this context.  

A healthy church has competent leaders, and their competencies ought to be 

contextual and integral to the mission. A qualified pastor in the Dominican Republic 

would require a different set of skills if that same pastor were to successfully and 

effectively lead in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Training and education play such an 

important role in the life of a Hispanic Pentecostal minister of the twenty-first  century in 

a foreign land.  

In Chapter 4, I share my experience as I met with 10 selected Hispanic 

Pentecostal pastors from the first cohort of the Hispanic Ministry Certificate Program 

offered at a local seminary (descriptive-empirical task). These pastors completed the 
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program, and I wanted to learn about the impact the ministerial training had on them and 

their ministries. I interviewed them (qualitative research) and learned of their experiences 

and struggles as they realized the need to build capacity to better serve their people in a 

somewhat unfamiliar context.  

This chapter summarizes those findings and opens with a basic profile of the 

interviewed participants and their congregations (Part One), followed by an analysis of 

the findings from the 10 interviews (Part Two). The following section (Part Three) 

includes more detailed and rich information on each theme. I conclude (Part Four) 

posting challenges and opportunities ahead of the Hispanic Pentecostal congregations and 

leaders. 

Chapter 5 turns to realistic and practical solutions (pragmatic task) to address 

those challenges and needs (pragmatic task) and offers a model for personal and 

professional development through the Urban Church Leadership Center. The Urban 

Church Leadership Center provides pastors with continuing education, supports them 

through professional coaching and counseling, and offers access to printed and online 

resources. The UCLC is a place for pastors that invites them to rest, renew, fellowship, or 

study in a safe environment.   

This final chapter explains the implications beyond the empirical research, 

limitations of the study, recommendations for future research, and a summary of the 

study. 
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CHAPTER 2:  An Overview of the Hispanic Pentecostal Movement  
 

While the introductory chapter provided an overview of the research and the 

methodology I used, this foundational chapter provides an overview of the Hispanic 

Pentecostal movement since its very beginnings to its present reality. This historical 

chapter broadly answers the questions: What has happened with the Hispanic Pentecostal 

movement and why?”9 The response requires exploring its birth, decades of 

developments, and a look to the current reality in Greater Grand Rapids 100 years later.  

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the heritage of evangelistic accomplishments by Hispanic 

Pentecostal pioneers who did so much with so little in terms of education and resources. 

God used them powerfully to evangelize South American, Central American, and North 

American Hispanics. For some reason, there’s not much written about this. These 

achievements seem to have been overlooked by Christian scholars and the church. 

The first section presents a history of active involvement of Hispanic Pentecostal 

leaders during the first half of the twentieth century. It describes the key events and key 

people that shaped Pentecostal spirituality among Hispanics as well as the general 

characteristics of the fastest-growing religious tradition today. Particular interest is placed 

on the education and training of Hispanic Pentecostal leaders during this time as it relates 

to the focus of this project. 

The second section captures the dynamics of the Hispanic Pentecostal church in 

the United States in the second half of the twentieth century and the current developments 

of this charismatic expression of the Christian faith in light of the twenty-first century.   

 
9 Osmer, Practical Theology, 31-78. 
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The focus will then turn to the Hispanic Pentecostal church in Greater Grand 

Rapids, Western Michigan, with an anecdotal picture of what it has been like to do 

ministry in this urban context during the last decade or two.  

I then conclude with a brief analysis of the challenges and opportunities for 

Hispanic Pentecostal pastors in this area—those who are serving in a rather unfamiliar 

context with countless barriers in their cross cultural experience. This experience clearly 

has limited their access to resources. Too often, many small congregations start only to 

vanish shortly after.  

Among the many educational resources available to them, I have identified four of 

the programs that are currently running with a great measure of success. Special attention 

is given to a two-year Hispanic Ministry Certificate Program (Calvin Theological 

Seminary), which will prove resourceful in my empirical research in chapter 4.  

Hispanic Pentecostal Movement in the US in the First Half of the Twentieth 

Century: Origins, Developments, Characteristics, Education and Training 

Origins 

The origin of the Hispanic Pentecostal movement in the United States is traced 

back to 1905 when William J. Seymour attended Charles F. Parham’s Bible school in 

Houston. In an article from the New York Times, Kevin Sack writes that it was the latter 

who had first theorized only a few years earlier that glossolalia, or speaking in tongues, 

provided the “Bible evidence” that a Christian was infused with the Holy Spirit. This 

doctrine “became the central tenet of Pentecostal thought.”10   

 
10 Kevin Sack, “The Pentecostal Church in America”, The New York Times, June 4, 2000, 

accessed November 02, 2015, http:// www.partners.nytimes.com/library/national/race. 
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A year later, Mr. Seymour began to preach the Pentecostal creed on Azusa Street 

in downtown Los Angeles and soon attracted a very diverse crowd, including Hispanics. 

This was indeed a strong message of unity in Christ and caused resentment and 

disapproval of the mainline traditional and established churches.  

US Pentecostalism took shape as a movement after many congregants of 

established churches claimed to have experienced the speaking in tongues. They also 

experienced rejection from their mainline bodies and were forced to organize themselves 

independently because this new thing, to whom many referred as the “colored mission,” 

challenged the orthodox. In a time of racial segregation and Jim Crow Law, it must have 

been quite interesting to see the mix of Blacks, Whites, Asians, Hispanics, etc.11 

Arlene Sánchez Walsh captures this diversity and quotes what William Seymour 

expressed in his Apostolic Faith: “It is noticeable how free all nationalities feel. If a 

Mexican or German cannot speak English, he gets up and speaks in his own tongue and 

feels quite at home for the Spirit interprets through the face and people say amen.”12 

Pentecost broke down linguistic barriers. For Pentecostals, Sánchez Walsh adds, “Azusa 

Street was part of a continuum, since the day of Pentecost marked the beginning of the 

Christian Church. Since its inception, this revival became a worldwide phenomenon.”   

The “apostolic faith” was the first name given to the nascent Pentecostal 

movement at Azusa Street. Sánchez Walsh elaborates on historian Mel Robeck’s work 

and highlights the roles of Latinos early on at Azusa Street. He describes how a Latino 

 
11 Stanley M. Burgess and Eduard M. Van Der Mass, The New International Dictionary of 

Pentecostal Charismatic Movements (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 347. 
 
12 Arlene M Sanchez Walsh, Latino Pentecostal Identity (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2003), 16. 
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couple (Abundio and Rosa López) converted to Pentecostalism at Azusa Street and 

became emissaries of the Pentecostal faith to other Mexicans. He was later listed on the 

1920 edition of the Los Angeles City Directory as the pastor of the Apostolic Faith 

church.13  

Sanchez Walsh also cites William Seymour’s “Missionary Notes” on this Latino 

couple’s early involvement: “There are a good many Spanish-speaking people in Los 

Angeles. The Lord has given them language, and now a Spanish preacher, who with his 

wife, are preaching the Gospel in open-air meetings on the Plaza having received their 

Pentecost.”14 

Early Pentecostalism liberated immigrants from language barriers and also from 

the enclosed sacred places of the Plaza that, for decades, symbolized the Catholic 

Church’s strength within the Mexican community. According to Sánchez Walsh, 

language for the Pentecostal took on a sacred meaning that other Protestant 

denominations working in Mexican communities didn’t have. And the Pentecostal 

baptism gave them the ability to transcend language barriers and proved key to gaining 

converts who did not speak English.15  

Pentecostalism came with a power these believers hadn’t claimed in recent church 

history. According to Sánchez Walsh, the power of Pentecostalism is in its immediacy 

and the implicit acceptance of the miraculous.16 Hispanics are no strangers to curanderos 

 
13 Ibid., p. 17.  
 
14 William Seymour, “Missionary Notes,” Apostolic Faith 1 No. 10 (October 1906). 
 
15 Sanchez, Latino Pentecostal Identity, 17. 
 
16 Ibid. 
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and santos.17 This is part of our cultures and shapes the way we even relate to God, but 

let’s not confuse this with the Pentecostal experience. 

Hispanic communities (Mexicans in Southern California and near the border as 

well as Spanish-speaking groups from Central America, South America, and the 

Caribbean who settled in different parts of the United States) have rich traditions that 

reflect a complex but interesting mix of influences, which shape our cultures and can be 

traced back to our ancient roots. There is not a single hermetic Mexican or Mexican 

American culture but rather permeable cultures rooted in generation, region, class, and 

personal experience. If there’s no single culture, then presumably there is no single 

religious heritage informing the faith lives of Latinos.18  

These healing traditions of the past have nothing to do with the healing tradition 

brought to them through Pentecostalism. For Pentecostals, they receive their supernatural 

commandments from the New Testament injunctions to use the healing power Jesus gave 

to the apostles as part of the reclaiming of the apostolic tradition.  

The independent nature of Pentecostalism provided converts with a great sense of 

liberty, but with that, many challenges such as organizing the churches and Bible schools 

and solidifying an identity.  

Some events marked the history of the Hispanic Pentecostal Movement during 

these early years. These events gave the first converts the strength, the confidence, and 

the validation to move forward with the mission to preach the gospel to the world.    

 
17 Curanderos refers to those in the community with supernatural healing power and wisdom. 

Santos refers to the holy persons (canonized) wihin the Catholic traditon to whom healing powers are 
attributed.  

 
18 Sanchez, Latino Pentecostal Identity, 23. 
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Developments 

Key Events in the Early Decades (1906–1950) 

Healing events occurred in the life of the emerging Hispanic Pentecostal leader, 

Francisco Olazábal. The first miracle happened when his wife was healed after the 

Montgomerys and a few other believers laid hands on and prayed for his wife, who was 

suffering from a physical ailment. She recovered after praying and laying on of hands.19 

This event and many other events gave Olazabal the confidence in God’s ability to heal, 

and he discovered that it was available to all who asked in faith. This, in turn, ignited his 

national healing ministry.  

Olazábal preaching with McPherson in 1927. The symbolic impact of  

Olazábal preaching on stage with Aimee Semple McPherson in Angelus Temple (5,000 

seats). He stood on the platform of one of the largest churches with one of the most 

famous evangelists in America. 

The interdenominational Mexican Council of Christian Churches 

(Pentecostal) in 1923. The establishment of the first wholly independent and autonomous 

Latino Protestant denomination in the United States. Records show over 30 churches 

joined by 1924 from many US states and Mexico. 

The Spanish Harlem Revival of 1931. Olazábal and his followers reported  

that countless people were healed of major illnesses and medical conditions, such as 

blindness, tuberculosis, deformity, tumors, heart conditions, rheumatism, and deafness. 

Thousands were converted, and according to Gastón Espinosa’s account, “Rosaries, 

amulets, canes, and crutches were thrown into a large pile onstage as symbols of God’s 

 
19 Modesto Garza, The Untold Story of Hispanic Pentecostal Evangelism in the Early Twentieth 

Century (Lexington, KY: USA Press, 2015), 27. 
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power. The testimonies were published every month in his denominational periodical, “El 

Mensajero Cristiano.” 20 

Women in Ministry (1920s). Francisco Olazábal was also influenced by important 

women starting with his mother, Refugio Olazábal. Other influential women included 

Carrie Judd Montgomery, Maria Woodworth-Ether, Alice Luce, and Aimee Sempe 

McPherson. He credentialed women to go into ministry. They could preach from the 

pulpit as well as organize, pastor, administer, and serve as evangelists and missionaries. 

Puerto Rico para Cristo (1934). Despite protests from critics, news of 

 Olazábal’s evangelistic healing crusades spread to Puerto Rico. In 1934 he conducted the 

first mass Pentecostal island-wide evangelistic healing and revival crusade in Puerto 

Rican history. He held services in tents, churches, civic auditoriums, and sports arena. 

The largest secular newspaper, El Mundo, on the island called him the “Mexican Billy 

Sunday” and claimed that over 20,000 people converted. 

For Hispanics in general, converting to Pentecostalism (new identity) is not 

simply a religious matter. It is a profound cultural, social, and familial rupture. Hispanics 

have often experienced serious divisions when a member becomes Protestant. This 

dilemma for them is true even today over 100 years later.   

Pentecostalism was soon institutionalized within the Hispanic communities, and 

many Pentecostal leaders emerged during the early years. These pioneers, who were 

directly influenced by the Azusa Street Revival, made outstanding contributions within 

the Pentecostal movement. They established the spiritual foundation upon which future 

 
20 Gastón Espinosa, Latino Pentecostal Healing in the North American Borderlands, in Global 

Pentecostal and Chrarismatic Healing, ed. Candy Gunther Brown (New York: Oxford University Press 
Inc., 2011), 140. 
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Hispanic Pentecostal believers would build in regards to evangelism, discipleship, and 

church planting that would eventually impact all of North America, Central America, and 

finally South America as well.  

Key People in the Early Decades 

In his book, The Untold Story, Modesto Garza uncovers so many unknown stories 

of Hispanic involvement. He reveals, “They have been overlooked by the church and 

church historians for many different reasons ranging from ignorance or disinterest to 

denial or outright institutional bias among God’s people, especially those within the 

academia in Christian education in North America.”21Believers such as Juan Navarro 

(first Hispanic preacher coming out of the Azusa Street), Luis López, and Brigido Pérez 

are just a few among the many other first-generation leaders who pioneered the Hispanic 

Pentecostal movement.22  

In his book, The Liberating Spirit: Toward a Hispanic American Pentecostal 

Social Ethic, Eldin Villafane, cites Victor de Leon’s Growth of Hispanic Pentecostals 

work: “No one was surprised to see Mexicans around the Azusa Street meeting even 

though the number was not large. Many of them were well-to-do ranchers and very 

devout Catholics. Nonetheless, some had recently arrived from Mexico, and by the turn 

of the century, they found themselves displaced in an environment controlled by the 

Gringo culture and language.”23  

 
21 Garza, The Untold Story, 11.  
 
22 Eldin Villafane, The Liberating Spirit: Toward a Hispanic Amercian Pentecostal Scoial Ethic. 

(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1992), 88-90. 
 
23 Ibid. 
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The second generation of spiritual leaders impacted by the Azusa Street Revival 

through the prior generation of Azusa Street Revival converts and pioneers set the 

spiritual standards for future Hispanic Pentecostal believers and leadership. Villafane 

calls them “the subversives” and “the five personalities”: Francisco Olazabal, Juan Lugo, 

Leoncia Rosado Rousseaou (Mamma Leo), Reis López Tijerina, and Ricardo Tanon.24 

These were significant charismatic characters. Modesto Garza writes, “These Hispanic 

Pentecostal leaders that were birthed out of the Azusa Street Revival were not concerned 

with church affiliation or denominational growth but were consumed with the vision God 

had given them of proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God among the 

Hispanic people of North America, South America, and the Latin Caribbean including 

Puerto Rico, Alaska, and Hawaii.”25 Each made significant contributions.  

Fancisco Olazabal (1886–1937) was born in El Verano, Sinaloa, Mexico, 

immigrated to San Francisco California at the age of 17, and reconciled his life to Christ 

through evangelists George and Carrie Montgomery. In his earlier years, he was deeply 

influenced by his mother, Refugio Olazábal, an aggressive converted Methodist believer 

who evangelized throughout the rugged Sierra Madres of north-central Mexico. She 

would carry a Bible in one hand and a rifle in the other as they evangelized from one 

village to village, mostly living off the land and camping just outside the town because of 

the anti-Protestant sentiments.26   

 
24 Ibid. 
 
25 Garza, The Untold Story, 19-20. 
 
26 Gastón Espinoza, Latino Pentecostal Healing in the North American Borderlands, in Global 

Pentecostal and Chrarismatic Healing, ed. Candy Gunther Brown (New York: Oxford University Press 
Inc., 2011), 134. 
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As Olazabal returned to his Methodist church upon his reconciliation, he then 

engaged theological studies at Wesleyan School of Theology in San Luis Potosi, Mexico 

(1908–1910). During this time, he conducted small-scale evangelistic and revival 

campaigns in the Mexico states of Durango, San Luis Potosi, Zacatecas, and across the 

US border in Texas. He then assumed the pastorate of a small Mexican Methodist church 

in El Paso, Texas, in 1911. He then studied at Moody Bible Institute. He was profoundly 

influenced by Dwight L. Moody’s revival strategies, R. A. Torre’s How to Pray, and 

especially Charles Finney’s Lectures on Revivals of Religion. He held meetings 

throughout the greater Los Angeles and Pasadena areas, then transferred north where he 

was a circuit preacher for two Spanish Methodist churches in San Francisco and 

Sacramento. He ran into George and Carrie Montgomery and then was persuaded that 

baptism with the Holy Spirit was a second definite experience and a necessary part of the 

Christian life.27   

He then joined the Assemblies of God and received his credentials in 1917. He 

traveled along the US-Mexican border, where he conducted several evangelistic, healing, 

and revival services. His popularity continued to grow, and he became the president of 

the first Hispanic council of Christian churches. A year later, the group had over 30 

churches in many states in the United States and Mexico. 

His ministry had crossed linguistic and racial boundaries in an era of white supremacy 

and segregation. His healing services raced through New York’s Italian and Euro-

 
27 Ibid., p. 135. 
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American boroughs and often ministered in Black Pentecostal churches in Harlem and 

throughout New York City.28  

His main contribution was to help firmly establish the gospel within the Hispanic 

communities of North America and the Latin Caribbean through his dynamic evangelism 

and healing campaigns at the turn of the century. He established Hispanic Pentecostal 

churches all over the US, Puerto Rico, and Mexico. His followers called him the Brown 

Moses, Mexican Billy Sunday, Charisma, the Great Aztec, and Apostle Paul to the Latin 

Americans.29  

This philosophy of ministry thinking was so ahead of its time for ministry in the 

twentieth century. He enabled the Hispanic Pentecostal movement to expand into many 

areas of ministry that only recently have been accessible to the modern church because of 

its views on “women in ministry.”  Many hadn’t allowed women to participate in 

different areas of ministry or use their many ministry gifts, which God had equipped 

them to do the work of God.30 

Henry C. Ball (1898–1989), born in Brooklyn, Iowa, was the key Anglo 

missionary who had a lifelong ministry to Hispanic people. He and Francisco Olazábal 

dominated the story of early Hispanic Pentecostals. In 1926, he opened the Latin 

American Bible Institute (LABI) in San Antonio. Ball cultivated the work in Mexico and 

Central America in the formative stages, published a paper called the Luz Apostólica, and 

 
28 Gastón Espinosa, Latino Pentecostal Healing in the North American Borderlands, in Global 

Pentecostal and Chrarismatic Healing, ed. Candy Gunther Brown (New York: Oxford University Press 
Inc., 2011), 140. 
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30 Ibid., p. 56.  
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prepared hymnals, one of which (Himnos de Gloria) came into general use throughout the 

Spanish-speaking world. He began what is now Life Publishers International and wrote 

many curricular materials for training pastors. Ball provided stabilizing leadership. His 

influence was significant in the development of several qualified leaders: Rubén J. 

Arévalo and Juan C. Orozco, both of whom served as superintendents of the Assemblies 

of God of Mexico, and Josué Cruz and Horacio Menchaca, notable in establishing the 

church in the US.31 

Juan Lugo (1890–1984), a second-generation Azusa Street Hispanic Pentecostal 

leader, was born in Puerto Rico and emerged as the second greatest contributor to the 

growth of Hispanic Pentecostalism. He would take the gospel of Jesus Christ to Puerto 

Rico. He was converted in Hawaii under Azusa Street missionaries and then traveled to 

San Francisco, California. Lugo then attended a Bible school in Santa Rosa, California, 

under the instruction of missionaries Elsie Johnson and George and Carrie 

Montgomery.32 

Beyond his great urban ministries in San Francisco, Oakland, San Jose, 

Castroville, his main contributions remain through his ministry of evangelization, church 

planting, and the establishment of Bible institutes for the kingdom of God within Puerto 

Rico, Los Angeles, and the Northeastern United States.  He also collaborated with 

Francisco Olazábal in ministry.33 

 
31 Efraín Espinoza, Hispanic Petecostalism (Springfield, MO: Enrichment Journal AG, 2019). 
 
32 Victor de León, The Silent Pentecostals: A Biographical History of the Pentecostal Movement 

Among the Hispanics in the twentieth Centrury (La Habra, CA, 1979), 32-33. 
 
33 Garza, The Untold Story, 51. 
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Born in Puerto Rico, Leoncia Rosado, “Mama Leo,” (1912–2006) became a preacher, 

evangelist, and social worker. She went through real hardships, including a severe illness 

that kept her bedridden most of the day before receiving healing and coming to Christ in 

1932. Soon after that Pentecostal experience, she realized God was calling her to active 

ministry. The call was to go to New York and pastor the Hispanic Diaspora there, 

particularly the Puerto Ricans in that city. Her ministry began (1935) amidst the 

opposition of male preachers and church leaders, yet she was a visionary, mystic, vibrant, 

and convincing preacher. She also demonstrated excellent skills as an administrator.   

Rev. Leoncia Rosado successfully established programs to deal with the most 

pressing issues affecting the Puerto Rican community in New York for the rehabilitation 

of drug addicts, prostitutes, alcoholics, ex-convicts, and gang members. This ministry 

would give birth to future ministers that would develop their own effective outreach 

ministries to the outcasts of society.  

“Mama Leo” was a mentor to well-known Pentecostal leaders such as Nicky 

Cruz, Jim Jimenez, and others. She founded the Iglesia Cristiana Damascus and 

envisioned a ministry among drug addicts.34  

Ricardo Tañón (1904–1997) was born in Puerto Rico and came to New York City 

in 1929, where he surrendered to Christ in a street service five years later in Harlem 

Spanish. He came to be known by many as “the Pentecostal Pastor Extraordinaire” who 

would pioneer the United States Northeast with the Pentecostal message establishing 

churches and ministries.35   

 
34 Eldin Villafane, The liberating Spirit: Toward a Hispanic American Pentecostal Social Ethic 

(Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Co., 1993), 94-96. 
 
35 Garza, The Untold Story, p. 61. 
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He developed several evangelistic and prison ministry teams; and some benevolent 

programs which helped make Iglesia Cristiana Juan 3:16 the largest Hispanic church in 

the US by the year of his retirement in 1977. Also, at one time, he developed the largest 

Hispanic Christian bookstore in the Northeast, whose profits helped support 20 

missionaries in foreign fields.36 

Pastor Tañón was a spiritual and moral voice, not only among Hispanic Pentecostals in 

New York City but also between other churches and civic organizations in the city. 

During the 34-year pastorate of Pastor Tañón at Juan 3:16, 17 new churches were planted 

throughout the Northeast, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic; 54 ministers were 

nurtured and sent out all over the Spanish-speaking world; and hundreds were trained at 

the Bible institutes. The church grew and developed a Sunday school with an average 

attendance of over 1,500 people (with a staff of 120). The church also developed several 

evangelistic teams and prison ministry teams, and at one point had the largest Spanish 

Christian bookstore, whichproduced thousands of tracks every week. 

According to Villafañe, the achievement of this man is remarkable, especially 

when one considers the hostile context of his ministry amidst poverty, prejudice, 

institutional racism, and Anglo-Protestant apathy.37 He’s better known for investing in so 

many young lives, which were later sent into the ministry, mission field, and academy.38 
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Characteristics 

Pentecostals, in general, are a very charismatic expression of the church. 

Pentecostals are better defined as a people whose major characteristic is a rediscovery 

and new experience of the supernatural, with a powerful and energizing ministry of the 

Holy Spirit in the realm of the miraculous that most other Christians have considered to 

be highly unusual.39  

 The metaphor of Spirit baptism was originally taken from Luke’s emphasis on the 

reception of the Spirit for the expanding and increasingly diverse witness of the churches 

to Jesus Christ (Luke 3:16; Acts 1:5-8; 2:33).  Emphases on the works and gifts of the 

Holy Spirit distinguish Pentecostals from other Christian denominations, and Pentecostals 

are typically associated with glossolalia (speaking in tongues). The teaching that 

Christians ought to seek this post-conversion religious experience called baptism in the 

Holy Spirit is distinctive of Pentecostals. Additionally, a Spirit-baptized believer will 

receive one or more of the supernatural gifts that were highlighted in the early church: 

instantaneous sanctification, the ability to prophesy, the practice of divine healing 

through prayer, dancing or singing in the Spirit, dreams, visions, miracle power 

encounters, exorcisms, resuscitations, deliverances, or signs and wonders ( e.g., the book 

of Acts and 1 Corinthians 12–14).  

Despite these general characteristics, there are important variations among the 

many different groups of Hispanic Pentecostals that include church governance, music, 

preaching, and liturgical structure.  

 
39 Stanley M. Burgess and Eduard M. Van Der Mass, The New International Dictionary of 

Pentecostal Charismatic Movements (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 290. 
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It is not the focus of this work to consider the particularities. However, five core 

groups of Pentecostals are worth noting:  

1. The Classical Pentecostal Movements. These are the churches who trace their origins 

to the teachings of Charles F. Parham (Topeka, 1901) and William J. Seymour (Los 

Angeles, 1906). While there are differences in groups in this classification, the 

common denominator is their acceptance of glossolalia as the necessary initial 

physical evidence of baptism in the Spirit. Denominations included in this category 

are the Assemblies of God, Church of God, Missionary Church of Christ, Church of 

God of the Prophecy, etc.  

2. Mainline Protestant Charismatics (Neo-Pentecostals). This group represents the 

charismatic movement in mainline Protestantism beginning about 1960. The 

distinguishing factors from classical Pentecostals are: (a) not necessarily subscribing 

to “initial evidence” theory, (b) a more subdued form of worship, and (c) the higher 

socioeconomic class and educational and theological training of pastors. 

3. The Catholic Charismatics. Beyond many similarities with both classical and 

Protestant Pentecostal movements, the Catholic Charismatic Renewal developed a 

unique style and structure, which made it an indigenous Catholic movement with 

little of the theology and “cultural baggage” of Protestant Pentecostalism. 

4. The Independent Groups. These are independent churches not connected with the 

aforementioned historical expressions of this movement. These churches are centered 

on charismatic leaders with a significant following. 

5. Third World Indigenous Groups. These groups are not connected with Western 

mission boards and some exercise unorthodox Pentecostal worship and theological forms. 
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The churches classified in this category are the fastest-growing Pentecostal movements in 

the world. An example given by Synan is the Zionist Apostolic movement in South 

Africa, which has over 3,000,000 members. Hispanic Pentecostals participating in this 

study are distinctively classified as “classical.”  

Pentecostal Spirituality 

The Dictionary of Christian Spirituality explains that Pentecostals have exercised 

a significant influence on the charismatic movement among Catholics and mainline 

Protestants as well as on Christianity throughout the two-thirds world: “The energizing of 

the laity through Spirit baptism and spiritual gifts thus became the distinctive hallmark of 

Pentecostal spirituality globally.”40  Some suggest that Pentecostalism has inspired a 

holistic spirituality. Phillip Jenkins refers to the unique features of Pentecostalism as 

“enthusiastic, spontaneous, and super naturalistic, looking massively different from those 

of the older centers in Europe and North America.”41  

The emphasis on Spirit baptism urges the new converts to thirst for Christ and 

subsequent experiences of Spirit filling or renewal. For Pentecostals, this moving of the 

Spirit is a clear indication of the fulfillment of the prophecy in Joel 2 (the latter rain) and 

the soon return of Christ. This hope is foundational in Pentecostal spirituality.  

The subsequent experiences of the Spirit lead to an emphasis on evangelism rather 

than education. This might explain the commitment and determination to reach the world 

for Christ with a sense of urgency because his coming is imminent.  

 
40 Glen G. Scorgie, Simon Chan, Gordon T. Smith, and James D. Smith III, Dictionary of 

Christian Spirituality (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 664. 
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Arlene Sanchez tells us: “There was a complete lack of seminary training among 

Pentecostal preachers.”42 Doing evangelism consumed the ministry life; doing education 

was an obstacle to the primary mission of evangelism. Eldin Villafañe quotes Vinson 

Synan in noting that one important distinction between Pentecostals and other Christians 

“is the unique Pentecostal emphasis on the person, work, and gifts of the Spirit”43 and 

uses Synan’s classification and summary of the major streams of Pentecostalism.44  

Education and Training During the First Decades of the Twentieth Century 

During the first decades of the twentieth century, the growing need for pastors, 

evangelists, and workers prompted Francisco Olazábal to address the issue. In 1919, he 

proposed to Henry C. Ball and J. R. Flower to create a Spanish Bible school in El Paso, 

Texas. It was not until 1922 that the first Latino Assemblies of God Bible school opened 

its doors. With only nine students, they had their lessons in the morning and then engaged 

in fieldwork and internships in missions and evangelistic outreach in the afternoon.45  

It was soon after this in1923 that the independent (from Euro-American 

governance) Interdenominational Mexican Council of Christian Churches (Pentecostal) 

renamed in the early 1930s to The Latin American Council of Christian Churches 

(CLADI) was established and led by Olazábal. His ministry expanded in the borderlands 

and beyond to other similar Bible schools.46 

 
42 Sanchez, Latino Pentecostal Identity, 15. 
 
43 Villafañe, The Libertaing Spirit, 85. 
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During the first two decades of Pentecostalism, dozens of very basic short-term 

Bible schools were available in mid-western and southern states in the US and Mexico. 

These schools had the Bible as the only text, and they were mobile. They took their 

teaching to the people who could not attend a conventional school. The curriculum 

included repentance, conversion, or healing. They also learned about Pentecostals, 

worship, and preaching. They usually had 10–15 students. 47 

In his book, Latino Pentecostals in America, Gaston Espinosa explains how 

ministerial education was key to the phenomenal growth and development across the 

island of Puerto Rico in the 1930s and 1940s:  

“[A] new focus on theological education - systematic instruction in 
Bible, theology, evangelistic strategies, missions, and church planting. 
In 1937 Juan Lugo founded Mizpa Bible Institute in Bayamón Puerto 
Rico. Lugo used the Bible school to harness and direct the powerful 
influx of new converts into a movement. He taught, ordained, and helped 
commission a new generation of pastors, evangelists, and Christian 
educators both on the island, in the United States, and overseas.”48 
   

Many Pentecostals considered that “historic denominations had lost their spirituality in 

direct relationship to their emphasis on education.”49   

Higher education was even regarded as a threat to the faith. Pentecostals claimed 

that it was not higher education they opposed but an education that destroyed faith and 

reduced the dependence on the Holy Spirit. This attitude toward education in general 

(added to the assurance of the return of Christ very soon-prophecy fulfilled) explains the 

lack of Pentecostal liberal arts colleges, universities, and seminaries. Instead, an 
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alternative was in place since the very beginning: the biblical institutes. This modest 

Bible school education served the purposes of acquiring the necessary knowledge and 

training to exercise God’s call. Local churches controlled what was taught to the 

members.50  

 In his book, Latino Pentecostals in America, Espinosa also outlines the training 

path followed by several generations of Latino AG leaders. He reveals one of the secrets 

for the growth of the largest Hispanic Pentecostal organization: “It’s ability to produce 

indigenous leadership that is stable, visionary, and well-educated. The key to this has 

been the Latino Bible Institutes.51 According to Espinosa, since 1926, the LABI has been 

a key source for the Latino AG pastorates. LABI in La Puente alone has graduated over 

2,000 Latino Pentecostal leaders, and since 2011, about 100 future pastors and leaders 

graduate annually. 52  

Bible schools required neither a college degree nor even a high school diploma for 

admission. Academic standards were of less importance than spiritual commitment. Bible 

institutes became the Pentecostal answer to the challenge of providing ministerial training 

while protecting students from the perceived threats of higher education. Also, teachers 

were not required to have degrees, and only a few did. As late as 1943, their average 

post-high school education was less than four years. No accreditation body existed to 
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recognize or evaluate these schools, and acceptance of transfer credit by accredited 

colleges was rarely expected or granted.53   

These graduates made great sacrifices. They had a very modest education, and 

little to no financial support was provided by their emerging congregations. They lived 

modestly as they found a secular job to support their families while leading a 

congregation. These churches in the first half of the century didn’t have professionals 

such as doctors, lawyers, or teachers. They seemed to find little to gain or learn from 

these poorly trained ministers. Hispanic Pentecostal pastors were regarded with suspicion 

by many, and educated professionals, especially, were generally biased against their 

beliefs and the supernatural. With limited contact with the intellectual community, 

Hispanic Pentecostals became increasingly anti-intellectual, glorying in being the Lord’s 

despised few. One result of this alienation was the development of something of a 

Pentecostal subculture.  

Despite the impressive numerical gains, the movement appeared limited to poor 

class constituency.54 An academic degree was not required for ministerial ordination for 

Pentecostal pastors. Most Pentecostal organizations insisted on not needing a degree. 

Assemblies of God had the largest number of schools by mid-twentieth century and made 

this topic central in their agenda at their general convention in 1949.55  

They refused to authorize the creation of a liberal arts college and took action to 

ensure that an academic degree could never be required for ministerial ordination. The 
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Pentecostal experience rather than formal education had become the essential 

requirement for Pentecostal ministry. It was necessary to start preaching and evangelizing 

the world as soon as possible; many even left their schools as they converted to Christ.56  

Another important reason for this attitude toward theological and leadership education 

was that early ministers had done well in their ministries without the burden of schooling. 

Many felt that if Jesus had used untutored fishermen to establish his church, he could use 

unlearned men and women to complete it. The prevailing Pentecostal believed that 

education was optional. Many Pentecostal pioneers lacked any formal theological 

training, and a few were barely literate.57  According to the same source, the early 

fragmentation of the Pentecostal movement into struggling and even competitive 

denominations “worked against the establishment of large schools, and the limited 

financial resources of the most modest Pentecostal congregations made it difficult to 

obtain the fiscal support required to create quality schools.”58   

Hispanic Pentecostal Movement in the US in the Second Half of the 

Twentieth Century and Beyond (1950–Present): Developments and 

Education  

By the 1960s, the Hispanic Pentecostals in the United States had become a 

growing community within the church. The fast growth of Pentecostalism in Central and 

South America was also reflected on US mainland. Northward immigration patterns since 
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the 1940s have encouraged the proliferation of this charismatic expression of the church 

referred to as “the fastest-growing church in the hemisphere.” 59 

 The Hispanic congregations in the United States, however, faced a rather complex 

context. They had to deal with the barrier of language, unemployment, shifting jobs, 

limited resources, and inadequate facilities plus changing immigration systems fraught 

with injustice. According to Stanley M. Burgess and Eduard M. Van Der Maas, these 

small churches were forced into suspicious and even hostile neighborhoods: “They all too 

frequently face the indifference of the Anglo Pentecostals. Congregations are often 

youthful, comprised disproportionately of women and children, and lack of recognition 

within the Hispanic community.” 60 Latino Pentecostals are considered the poorest and 

most uneducated Christians in the US. The marginalization of Pentecostalism in America 

in the early stages of development, and still today, has carried historical implications for 

the present and future relations between Pentecostals and the mainstream denominations. 

 Despite the sad reality, the Encyclopedia of Pentecostal-Charismatic Movements 

reveals that while the Roman Catholic Church reports a loss of 60,000 parishioners 

annually, the Pentecostal congregations appear to have doubled. A disproportionate 

growth has occurred among the ethnic churches of the primarily White US Pentecostals 

during the last two decades of the twentieth century. For instance, Church of God 

(Cleveland, TN) and the Assemblies of God reported a 57 percent growth in the number 

of Hispanic congregations and 91.2 percent growth in the Hispanic membership between 
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1980 and 1997. The Anglo counterparts only grew 17.2 percent and 7.7 percent, 

respectively.61 Miguel Alvarez argues that: 

 “Pentecostal missiology was born and grew out its own experience and beliefs 
through the influence of the evangelical and conciliar movements. Before the 
1970s, Pentecostalism had to struggle in order to be recognized officially as a 
Christian movement by most evangelical organizations and the conciliar 
movement. Although they had evolved from the evangelical stream, Pentecostal 
churches were still considered as heretical, and therefore, not worthy of 
consideration as a legitimate Christian constituency.”62    

 
Developments 

Key Events in the Latter Decades 

New sense of freedom - In the 1950s, the Hispanic Pentecostals were  

experiencing a new sense of freedom as they adapted to better than other Latino mainline 

Protestant churches. According to Espinosa, Hispanic Pentecostals didn’t adapt to the 

shifting needs of the people and didn’t depend on Euro-American denominational 

funding:  

“Every church (Hispanic Pentecostal) lived or died based on the support and 
commitment of its members. For this reason, almost everyone was involved in one 
way or another in setting up the church, leading worship, cleaning the facilities, 
cooking lunch or dinner after services, and providing follow-up with converts, the 
sick, and those in need… Latino Pentecostal churches were creative free spaces 
and upstart entrepreneurial ministries that by their very nature adapted to the 
needs of the market.”63   
 
Rapid development of the Hispanic Pentecostal movement since World  
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War II - Hispanic Pentecostals on the East Coast grew significantly with the flood  

of Puerto Ricans who arrived in New York and other eastern cities in the 1950s. This 

community of over 500,000 immigrants provided a receptive field for the already 

established Hispanic Pentecostals. These churches had the tendency to fragment in the 

post-war area and further contributed to the proliferation of the movement— 25 of such 

groups in 1947 to 240 in 1960.64 

On the West Coast, the Asamblea Apostólica de la Fe en Cristo Jesús (The 

Apostilic Assembly of the Faith in Jesus Christ) organized the Apostolic Bible Training 

School in Hayward, California, in 1949. Between 1950 and 1962, 42 new churches were 

established, and evangelists started missions in Washington, Oregon, Pennsylvania, and 

Florida. This group represents the most conservative position of any of the Pentecostal 

groups, retaining an episcopal hierarchy and centralized control; authoritarian pastors in 

the local churches; and rigid demands on tithing, dress, and conduct. 

Hispanic churches of the Church of God (Cleveland, TN) were organized  

in 1946 under José Rubio and promoted rapidly in several regions across the country. 

Their rapid growth makes it the second-largest Hispanic Pentecostal group in the US with 

nine districts, 640 congregations, and 44,533 members.65   

The Latin American districts of the Assemblies of God (Asambleas de  

Dios) entered a new phase in its Hispanic work with the ascension of leadership by 

Demetrio Bazán. The birth, growth, and development of Hispanic districts (1971–

present) within the largest Hispanic Pentecostal organization (7 districts; 1,367 
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congregations; and 139, 586 members) resulted in a religious and cultural renaissance 

that is active to this day.66  

Many other Hispanic Pentecostal groups experienced the same process at this 

time. What this meant was that Rev. José Girón’s proposition led the once marginalized 

and segregated Latino Pentecostals into nationally recognized districts.67 Now, they 

would be silent no more. The dream of the first generation of Latino pastors led by 

Olazábal, Flores, Bazán, and Girón had finally come to pass. 

 According to Gastón Espinosa, this new leadership structure and the tighter 

governing system seemed to work well and bound the Latino districts together in a spirit 

of unity with each other and with the larger organizations or councils. This newfound 

freedom, responsibility, and agency unleashed a new generation of leaders who had to 

draw on their creativity to reach the millions of Latinos throughout the United States of 

America.68 

 Again, these levels of structuring and organization were being adopted in the 

same period by the many other Hispanic Pentecostals developing councils or 

denominations (The Council of Missionary Churches of Christ Inc., Concilio de Iglesia 

de Dios Pentecostal MI, Movimiento de las Asambleas de Iglesias Cristianas, Iglesia 

Cuadrangular, Iglesias de Dios de las Profecía, etc.). 

 This decentralization principle, along with high degrees of autonomy and 

entrepreneurial freedom, helps explain the rapid growth throughout the second half of the 
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twentieth century despite not having big name crusade evangelists, revivalists, 

megachurch pastors, and divine healers.  

Leadership of Pentecostal Women – Typically, women were licensed rather 

than ordained during the first half of the twentieth century. They served alongside 

their husbands as interim pastors or as pastors of small congregations. 

 Espinosa cites Rosado in capturing the attitudes that Hispanic Pentecostal women 

faced: “We women were treated as third-class soldiers by some of our male 

counterparts.” This prompted some women to create their own female-led 

denominations.69  

 Many great female leaders arose during this time (the 1950s–1990s): 

Mama Leo - Cofounded the Damascus Christian Church denomination in New 

York City with her husband. She pioneered one of the major church-sponsored 

drug-rehabilitation programs in the United States (1957). 

Juana García Peraza - Left her church and started her own denomination (Mita), 

which sponsored a wide range of social programs. 

Aurora Chávez - Founded Spanish-speaking Pentecostal denominations, among 

them Concilio La Peña de Horeb, which granted greater autonomy to women. 70  

Aimee García Cortese - started Crossroads Tabernacle Church, which became one 

of the largest Hispanic churches in New York. 

Julie Ramírez - Founded and developed Templo Fe. It started as a house church 

mission in 1965, and by 1973 her congregation grew to 1,000 people and a 
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million-dollar property in the heart of the Latino community in Hartford, 

Connecticut.       

According to Espinosa, Latinas have walked a steady path of progress toward 

increasing recognition and voice and agency in the Pentecostal movement. There has not 

been a reversal, especially with respect to the number of women credentialed.71 Despite 

this progress, they still face an uphill struggle as third-class soldiers. 

Faith-Based Action for Social Change – Traditional evangelical and liberal  

protestants have split evangelism and social justice into two different types of ministry. In 

fact, for many Christian denominations during the first half of the century, the church 

dealt with the spiritual matters of people; social justice was always associated with 

politics and government.  

 Contrary to popular perception, Espinosa says that Latino Pentecostals have been 

involved in faith-based social, civic, and political civic action throughout the twentieth  

century: “This approach seeks to use social action, civic engagement, political 

participation, and acts of mercy as vehicles through which to demonstrate and 

incarnationalize the love and saving grace of Jesus Christ.”72 

 In the first decades of the latter twentieth century, Hispanic Pentecostal civic and 

social activism was evident in the Cuban community. Many Pentecostal pastors opened 

up refugee centers in Florida in an interdenominational effort to take care of those fleeing 

the island during this first wave of Cuban immigration.  
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During the second wave of Cuban immigration in the 1980s, the Spanish Eastern 

District (SED) of the Assemblies of God under Gustavo Jiménez and Adolfo Carrión, 

who led it from the beginning, sent out evangelists to work in the refugee camps and to 

help process refugees’ applications for US citizenship and housing. 73  

 Other significant Hispanic Pentecostal influences were evident during this second 

half of the twentieth century in the following events: 

1. The Reies López Tijerina’s land grant struggle in New Mexico was 

influenced by his years as a Hispanic Pentecostal. His fiery rhetoric, his 

fight for the land grant struggle, the fight against racism, and his 

liberating vision and an unquenchable thirst for social justice set him 

apart. According to Espinosa, Tijerina mixed the passion of an evangelist 

with the zeal of a social prophet in his voracious hunger for righteousness 

and justice.74   

2. The César Chávez’s farmworkers’ struggle. Latino Pentecostal 

evangelists ministered to migrant workers in California and contributed 

to César Chávez’s United Farm Workers (UFW) union and his 

Community Service Organization (CSO). The Hispanic Pentecostals, 

Espinosa explains, significantly influenced three key faith-based 

strategies that Chávez employed during his CSO and UFW struggles: the 
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recognition of organizing power of religion, singing, and small-group 

organizing in house meetings.75 

3. Pentecostal ministry to gang members and drug addicts in New York and 

Los Angeles. In addition to the faith-based activism in Florida, New 

Mexico, and California, Puerto Rican Pentecostals and lay workers were 

engaging in social action to address poverty, the growing drug abuse, and 

hopelessness. Ricardo Tañón and Aimeé Garcia Cortese drew on the 

pioneer drug and rehab work of Mama Leo. 

4. Latino Evangelicals unified: Jesse Miranda and the Alianza de 

Ministerios Evangelicos Nacionales – The growth of the Latino 

Protestant community along with the social action from the 1960s 

through the 1980s gave birth, in Espanosa’s words: “to a growing spirit 

of social consciousness and the need for Christian unity across 

denominations.”76   

Realizing that the social problems Latinos faced could be remedied—at least in 

part—byby seeking to bring about greater awareness and representation of 

Latinos in Washington, a growing number of Hispanics began to exercise a voice 

in national politics. Miranda created the Alianza de Ministerios Evangélicos 

Nationales (National Alliance of Evangelical Ministries) also known as AMEN. 

This group became the nation’s leading Latino Protestant voice in Washington 

D.C. and the United States as a whole from 1992 to 2006.  
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According to Espinosa, due to Miranda’s service and nationally recognized 

leadership in the Latino Protestant community, Luis Lugo and Danny Cortés at 

The Pew Charitable Trusts invited him to direct the $1.3 million Hispanic 

Churches in American Public Life (HCAPL). The study fielded three surveys on 

Latino religions, politics, and activism.   

5. According to Espinosa’s account, Samuel Rodriguez formed the National 

Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference (NHCLC) in 2006 to promote 

spiritual renewal and Latino civil rights. The organization is committed 

to serving the 16 million Hispanic born-again Christians in the United 

States and Puerto Rico. The organization serves across the generational 

and denominational lines on issues that pertain to the family, 

immigration, economic mobility, education, political empowerment, 

social justice, and societal transformation.77  

NHCLC engaged in bipartisan meetings, seminars, and colloquia with 

Democratic and Republican leaders promoting immigration reform. His work 

through NHCLC translates into a voice for the voiceless. His efforts, along with 

other leaders, didn’t fall on deaf ears. Democrats such as Nancy Pelosi, Ted 

Kennedy, Harry Reid, Ken Salazar and Republicans such as Bill Frist, John 

McCain, and others met with Samuel Rodríguez and NHCLC leaders to listen to 

their concerns and find alternative strategies to address immigration reform.78 
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Key People 
 

Demetrio Bazán – Born on December 22, 1900, in La Pesca Tamaulipas, Mexico. 

Bazán learned his leadership skills under Ball and Olazábal and served as pastor, 

evangelist, and a church planter. He built up the Hispanic Pentecostal movement in New 

York, the Southwest, and Latin America. He led its rapid expansion during his 

administration from 1939 to 1959 as the second superintendent of the Latino Assemblies 

of God. He became a strong voice in the struggle for independence and native leadership. 

In Espinosa’s words: “This growth was due not only to his focus on evangelism, 

missions, and church planting but also to his leadership style and emphasis on 

strengthening and developing existing congregations.”79  

Another important event that contributed to this growth was the vast influx of 

thousands of Mexicans (220,000 by 1947) under the Bracero Program, which was 

launched in 1942 to meet labor shortage during World War II. 80  

Besides his substantial contribution to the independence and autonomy of the Hispanic 

Pentecostals, he promoted the development of education. He created the first Sunday 

School Convention Teacher’s Program (1948) and secured educational material from AG 

headquarters. He moved the LABI to more strategic areas in southern states to provide 

theological education for ministers and congregations in rural farm labor camps and 

colonias (colonies). He spent a great time traveling from camp to camp conducting 

“minister’s institutes” and setting up special seminars for superintendents, who in turn, 
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according to Espinosa, did the same for the ministers in their respective conferences.81 

With his confidence, creativity, and spiritual commitment, he provided a role model for 

Hispanic Pentecostal ministers: “He became a rock of stability in a tumultuous sea.” 82    

José Girón (1911-2001) – was born in Del Norte, Colorado. He was one of many 

Mexican Presbyterians who joined the Hispanic Pentecostal movement by the mid-1940s. 

His loyal work as an evangelist, a church planter, and a pastor proved the leadership 

skills of the smart, educated, athletic, and outward-looking man of God. He became the 

third superintendent (1959–1971) of the Pacific Latin District (AG).  

Girón also made two major contributions (among many) to the growth and development 

of the Hispanic Pentecostal movement.  First, he actively encouraged education. 

According to Espinosa’s account, he continually praised Latino youth who went to the 

Latin Biblical Institutes and seminary. In 1962 he set up the first National Latino 

Assemblies of God Sunday school standards and curriculum, which were more popular in 

Latin America because US-born children preferred to speak English. He and his team 

translated literature, tracts, books, and Sunday school material into Spanish to promote 

greater theological harmony with the mother organization.83 Secondly, he took the 

movement to the next level in terms of organization and completed the process Bazán had 

started. Each conference would create and adopt its own constitution and governing 

bylaws. This was huge because the Hispanic Pentecostals became nationally organized 

and recognized.  
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Jesse Miranda (1937-2019) – was born in Albuquerque, New Mexico. This 

educated, soft-spoken man has been one of the most visible and effective grassroots 

leaders in national denominational and US politics. He was the first Hispanic elected as 

an executive presbyter of the Assemblies of God. He often served as a key leader in the 

development of the districts and as the main spokesperson for all the AG districts at 

national meetings. 

He served as a pastor, secretary-treasurer, and assistant superintendent of the 

Pacific Latin American District (PLAD). Then he became the superintendent of the 

PLAD and also the national presbyter of the AG. He worked closely with Bazán and 

Girón in New Mexico. He pursued theological education in several renowned institutions 

and held a DMin from Fuller Seminary and did PhD work in social ethics at the 

University of Southern California (1978). He taught at Fuller Seminary, Azusa Pacific 

University, and Vanguard University. Also authored Christian Church in Ministry (1980) 

and was coeditor of Latino Religious and Civic Activism in the United States (2005). 

His contributions include: (1) The work he did with Virgilio Elizondo of the 

University of Notre Dame and the Mexican American Cultural Center to direct the 

Hispanic Churches in American Public Life, which was the largest study in US history to 

date on Latino religions, politics, and civic activism and (2) Cofounding the National 

Hispanic Presidential Prayer Breakfast in Washington D.C. in 2002 with Luis Cortés of 

Nueva Esperanza to help solidify the role of Latino Pentecostals and evangelicals in 

national politics.84 
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He met with presidents from Ronald Reagan to Barack Obama to promote faith-

based initiatives for inner-city Latino and racial-ethnic minority churches. In fact, Obama 

nominated him to serve on the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community 

Partnerships.85 

Miranda and AMEN provided strong leadership to an emerging generation of 

Latino AG and evangelical activists and organizations like Jim Ortiz, John Méndez, Lisa 

Treviño-Cummins (Urban Strategies), Luis Cortés (Nueva Esperanza), Danny de León 

(Obras de Amor), Wilfredo de Jesús (NHCLC), Rudy Carrasco, and Samuel Rodríguez 

(NHCLC). 

Samuel Rodriguez – Born in Sacramento, California in 1969 to Puerto Rican 

Parents who migrated to New York City. He started in ministry at a very early age (16). 

He led the Hispanic youth ministry of the Spanish Eastern District Assemblies of GOd, 

serving more than 300 churches. He and his wife Eva pastored a Spanish-speaking 

Assemblies of God in Sacramento, California. He then stepped down to assume the 

leadership of the National Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference (NHCLC).  

Aimee García Cortese – Born to Puerto Rican parents in New York in 1929, 

converted to a small Spanish-speaking Pentecostal storefront church in the early 1940s. 

Her contact with key Euro-American Pentecostal leaders got her ordained in the New 

York AG District (1962). She founded the church, Crossroads Tabernacle, in 1982 in the 

Bronx. Despite opposition and doubt by some men, her ministry grew from 37 people in 

1982 to 1,500 people in 2008, making it, according to Espinosa, one of the largest Latino 

churches in New York at the time.  
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Education and Training During the Later Decades of the  

Twentieth Century and Beyond  

Education: Movement toward accreditation – Bible institutes such as the LABIs 

 (AG) had been instrumental in leadership development during the first decades of 

Hispanic Pentecostalism. True accessibility (no academic requirements, extremely low 

cost if any, hardly any operational cost, and easy to set up) was essential to make it 

available. LABIs schools in Texas, California, New York, and Puerto Rico, along with 

their innumerable satellite and correspondence programs, proved to be critical to the 

advancement of education among Pentecostals and a key source for Latino AG pastorate. 

 In 1947, the new National Association of Evangelicals was key in forming the 

first Bible institute accrediting association, which would become the American 

Association of Bible Colleges (AABC). Pentecostals sat on its founding board, and 

several Pentecostal Bible institutes and colleges immediately applied for accreditation. 

The movement toward accreditation followed the lead of many evangelical Bible 

institutes that had determined the needs of their youth could be better served through 

regionally accredited liberal arts colleges that would provide the education required for 

most graduate program, teacher certification, and entrance into other professions.86 

A new generation of visionary leaders has emerged in the last decades. One of 

those leasers is Dr. Tommy Casárez, who has been inspiring many by promoting 

evangelistic social action and new cultural avenues for outreach such as music, art, and 

drama. He was recently appointed president of LABI and Latin American Theological 

Seminary, which offers associate degrees and serves 136 full-time students on campus.  
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 Though many Pentecostal schools have remained Bible colleges, well over a 

dozen regionally accredited Pentecostal colleges now exist. Despite this traditional 

attitude among Pentecostals toward education, a new trend has been developing in the 

last three decades: education and spirituality are compatible.87   

In recent decades, some have been referring to the Movimiento del Crecimiento de 

la Iglesia (Church Growth Movement) and the Teoría del Crecimiento de la Iglesia 

(Church Growth Theory). This is in reference to the body of teachings associated with the 

methodology promoted by “Escuela de Fuller” (Fuller School) since 1955, and that 

became prominent with a publication titled Bridges of God authored by Donald 

McGavran.88  
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CHAPTER 3: A Competent Pastor for a Healthy Church  

Biblical Perspective 

The previous chapter provided a brief overview of the Hispanic Pentecostal 

movement since its very beginnings throughout the hundred years of existence. This 

chapter turns to the Scriptures and explores what God desires for the church and its 

leaders. It is this biblical perspective (normative task) of the mission of the church, in 

general, that will guide my own approach to the effectiveness and sustainability of the 

mission in terms of health and competencies.  

  Despite the impact and fast growth of the Hispanic Pentecostals in the United 

States in terms of multiplication, the lack of necessary competencies in this foreign land 

continues to hinder their effectiveness in practical aspects of the ministry to the 

surrounding communities. Besides the human problem needing a biblical response, a 

legitimate calling requires proper formation and education for urban Hispanic Pentecostal 

ministries to be better equipped for ministerial effectiveness and excellence, as well as 

community impact and involvement. A set of vital skills needs to be in place to mobilize 

the congregations and maximize the potential to impact others around them, especially in 

a rather fast-changing and demanding world.  

 In my personal experience, the lack of sound theological and leadership 

education continues to lead many Hispanic ministries through a path of deceptions, 

heresies, and ultimately, self-destruction. It is encouraging, though, to witness the 
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flourishing interest in Christian higher education among Pentecostals that started some 

decades ago.89  

In his book Practical Theology, Richard Osmer refers to good practice and 

normative reflections as an approach that provides “normative guidance to reform a 

congregation’s present actions and generate new understandings of God—it helps 

congregations imagine how they might do things better or different.”90  

Why Training 

 Education is the training process that involves both teaching and learning. This is 

a vital element of the Christian spiritual tradition. The Scriptures make emphasize 

teaching and its role in the mission and purposes of God in the church and in the world. 

Education in the Old Testament 

The book of Deuteronomy highlights the place of teaching within families and the 

religious community, and the book of Nehemiah profiles the work of Ezra, a scholar 

(Ezra 7:11; 25), and other scribes, whose teaching brought understanding and great joy 

(Neh. 8). In Ecclesiastes 12:12, Solomon wrote, “Of making many books there is no end, 

and much study wearies the body.” Any student can verify the truth of that statement. 

Solomon’s point was that there are more important things than simply amassing 

knowledge—namely, fearing God and obeying him (Eccl. 12: 13-14). 

That is not to say that education is unimportant. In fact, Jesus himself learned. 

One of the only things we know of his childhood is that he “grew in wisdom” as he grew 
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“in stature” (Luke 2:52). That is, the Son of God voluntarily put himself in a position 

where he needed to assimilate knowledge as a man. Education was part of the process. 

The book of Proverbs also makes a strong emphasis on the objectives of teaching and 

learning (education): to grow in wisdom and understanding. In this book, a son is 

exhorted to heed his father’s instruction, and the application of the knowledge learned is 

called wisdom. The word education may not appear in the English form in the Bible, but 

Scripture does say a lot about the process of education, and it begins with the parent and 

child. The command to parents is to nurture their children in the Lord (Eph. 6:4), and this 

carries with it the idea of training, education, instruction, and discipline. Solomon tells us 

that the basis of all true knowledge is the fear of the Lord (Prov. 1:7). The word fear here 

does not carry the idea of terror or dread; instead, it is awe and reverence for the holiness 

and majesty of God and a reluctance to disappoint or disobey him. 

Education in the New Testament 

 In his editorial work for the Dictionary of Christian Spirituality titled Education 

and Spiritual Formation, Gordon T. Smith writes: 

“The life and ministry of Jesus centered around his illuminating and 
liberating teaching. He taught old and young, educated and unlearned, 
women and men. He taught with compassion and authority. He taught by 
way of parables-stories that illustrated the meaning of the kingdom of 
God. He taught by way of simple aphorisms, along the way as with his 
disciples, he wandered from town to town. He taught in large and 
expansive settings to crowds that gathered. And taught individuals 
(Nicodemus, John 3; the Samaritan woman, John 4), groups of as few as 
two (Martha and Mary, Luke 24) […] He taught (intensively) prior to and 
leading up to the passion (John 14-16); and he taught them after the 
resurrection…even after his ascension he continues to teach through the 
Holy Spirit.”91 

 
91 Glen G. Scorgie, Simon Chan, Gordon T. Smith, and James D. Smith III, Dictionary of 

Christian Spirituality (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 84. 
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To be a follower of Christ is to be a learner. The disciples were committed to the 

discipline of learning from the Teacher. However, after the resurrection and right before 

the ascension, Jesus commissioned the disciples (the learners) to go into the world and 

make disciples by first baptizing and teaching others (Matt. 28:19-20).  

In Acts 2:42, the newly baptized devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching. 

This teaching ministry is passed to their successors—the church leaders and pastors. We 

can see this in the Pastoral Epistles. Timothy is commanded to teach others, who are in 

turn, capable of teaching others (2 Tim. 2:2). The church is not merely a school, it’s a 

learning community, and in its learning, is forming disciples into the image of Christ 

Jesus. 

In Romans, the apostle Paul uses the word know or knowing 11 times. What are 

we to know? God’s Word. When we acquire spiritual knowledge and apply it to our lives, 

we serve the Lord in spirit and truth (Rom. 6:11-13). Theology has been called “the 

queen of the sciences” because our knowledge of God informs every other area of 

erudition. This is what the apostle Paul refers to the renewing of our mind in Romans 12. 

The Christian is to “do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a 

worker who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth” (2 

Tim. 2:15). This means to give diligence, to exert oneself, or to make haste to apply 

oneself. Therefore, to educate ourselves, we must apply ourselves to study the Word of 

God with diligence.  
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Some people see education as a cure-all for society’s ills. However, education, in 

and of itself, does nothing to combat ungodliness. In fact, knowledge, apart from the love 

of God, leads to pride (1 Cor. 8:1). Nicodemus was “Israel’s teacher,” yet he did not 

understand even the basics of spiritual life (John 3:10). Paul was a highly educated man, 

having been trained in the best Jewish school of his day (Acts 22:3), and he used his 

education to communicate effectively to people of many cultures (Acts 17:28, Titus 

1:12). Yet Paul’s education certainly did not make him holy (1 Tim. 1:16), and he warned 

of those who were “always learning but never able to come to a knowledge of the truth” 

(2 Tim. 3:7). Merely knowing facts does not make one a better person, and it is indeed 

possible to be a highly educated fool. 

Education in God’s kingdom begins with the reality of God’s existence and the 

fact that he communicates to us through creation, his Word, and his Son. As we learn 

more of God’s creation, our understanding of God’s wisdom and power deepens. As we 

study God’s Word, we become more equipped for God’s work (2 Tim. 3:16-17). As we 

grow in our knowledge of God’s Son (2 Peter 3:18), our love for him increases, and our 

service for him intensifies. 

The word knowledge in the Bible denotes an understanding, a recognition, or an 

acknowledgment. To know something is to perceive it or to be aware of it. Many times in 

Scripture, knowledge carries the idea of a deeper appreciation of something or a 

relationship with someone. The Bible is clear that the knowledge of God is the most 

valuable knowledge a human being can possess (Prov. 1:7; 2:6). 

Human knowledge, apart from God, is flawed. The Bible also refers to it as 

worthless because it isn’t tempered by love (1 Cor. 13:2). The knowledge man possesses 
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tends to make one proud. “Knowledge puffs up while love builds up” (1 Cor. 8:1). 

Therefore, the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, without seeking God, is 

foolishness: “Then I applied myself to the understanding of wisdom […] but I learned 

that this, too, is a chasing after the wind. For with much wisdom comes much sorrow; the 

more knowledge, the more grief” (Eccl. 1:17-18).  

Worldly knowledge is a false knowledge which is opposed to the truth, and Paul 

urges us to “[t]urn away from godless chatter and the opposing ideas of what is falsely 

called knowledge, which some have professed and in so doing have departed from the 

faith” (1 Tim. 6:20-21). Human knowledge is opposed to God’s knowledge and therefore 

is no knowledge at all; rather, it is foolishness. 

For Hispanic Pentecostals, this understanding is critical. The Bible warns us 

against knowledge that, while empowering the mind, does not transform hearts. 

Education and knowledge have been perceived as dangerous to the heart. Gordon T. 

Smith explains, “Authentic teaching engages both heart and mind. Christian spirituality 

has consistently recognized that the polarization of head and heart impoverish both; it is 

not true learning if it does not foster love of God and joy in the Spirit.”92 

“My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge” (Hos. 4:6). What was it that 

Israel did not know, and why was that lack of knowledge so dangerous? Hosea explains, 

“Because you have rejected knowledge, I reject you from being a priest to me. And since 

you have forgotten the law of your God, I also will forget your children” (Hos. 4:6). The 

content of knowing is Torah, or as Jesus summarizes, “love God; love your neighbor” 

(Mark 12:30-31). 
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It’s important to note the structure of the verse: “rejected knowledge” is parallel to 

“forgotten the law.” This fits the context of the opening verse of the chapter, which states 

that Israel failed to acknowledge the Lord as their God (Hos. 4:1). The people did not 

simply lack knowledge; they actively rejected it. 

The church has historically promoted education and the improvement of the mind. 

The reformer John Calvin was a strong advocate for universal education, believing that 

every child should be trained in reading, writing, math, and grammar as well as religion.93 

Martin Luther taught that education was essential, “both to understand the Word of 

Scripture and the nature of the world in which the Word would take root.”94 The modern 

Sunday school movement began in 1780 when Robert Raikes started to educate poor 

children who were otherwise overlooked by society.95 Many universities, including 

Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Oxford, and Cambridge were founded by Christians as 

religious schools. These are White structures, yet Hispanic Pentecostals have their own 

needs and structures for “knowing the law.” 
 Education (training) is necessary and extremely important because the mind has a 

vital place in Christian spirituality. The apostle Paul writes in Romans 12:2, “Do not 

conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 

mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, 

pleasing and perfect will.” Teaching and understanding are essential in the process of 
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coming to faith and to spiritual growth toward maturity in Christ. Wisdom comes with 

knowledge, and knowledge comes through education—through teaching and learning.  

  Education is about engaging the mind (Eph. 4:15). The ministerial formation 

process ought to prepare the church leader holistically. We cannot dismiss the 

development of the mind or intellect on the basis of the fear to harm or threaten our faith. 

The apostle Paul warns us against it in Romans 12:2a commanding Christians in Rome 

and the rest of the body to be transformed by the renewing of our mind. Education is vital 

in the process of Cristian development to maturity.  

 Some expressions of the church, namely Pentecostals, are usually connected with 

sentimentalism and pragmatism in their Christian life. The more conservative 

Pentecostals tend to dismiss formal education altogether. This work is precisely focused 

on exploring the present reality of the Hispanic Pentecostal church in the context of 

Greater Grand Rapids, Michigan, in the twenty-first century. Many of these pastors feel 

the Western pressure to pursue education for a sustainable and long-term ministry, and 

are responding positively, whereas others are isolating themselves. 

 In his book, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, Mark A. Noll says that such 

propensity to discount the integral role of the mind in the life of the church has made 

evangelical Christians vulnerable to both sentimentalism and pragmatism.96 In fact, many 

disciplines are discounted as mundane or worldly by those pastors that consider education 

as “secular” (nonspiritual). However, the discovery journey through education, in 

general, should help the learner see God in ways never imagined. This journey ought to 

bring glory to God. 

 
96 Mark A. Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Co., 1994), 4, 7. 
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Simone Weil observes, “The heart of Christian spirituality is attentiveness to God, 

and that indeed this is prayer: attention to God”. And then she goes on to suggest that our 

studies—everything from geometry to learning an ancient language—fosters this very 

attentiveness and thus nurtures within the Christian a capacity for prayer.”97 Harry 

Blamires argued that it is vital to develop a Christian mind in contrast to the prevailing 

secular mind that has so deeply shaped the church. He went on to identify the marks of 

the Christian mind and demonstrated how the development of the Christian mind is 

integral to the life and witness of the church and of the individual Christian.98         

The role of education in the process of spiritual formation—especially in 

leadership—is not only vital but necessary for a balanced healthy ministry. Further, a 

good education, at its best, fosters the capacity for continuous learning so that pastors are 

always learning. Their education is lifelong and continually informing their life, work, 

and ministry. In fact, scholars, teachers, and competent pastors are not only parts but gifts 

to the church (Eph. 4:11). is biblical theology comprises a range of competencies and the 

need to learn and sharpen skills for effective ministry continually. The opposite will 

eventually deter the capacity to relate appropriately to the surrounding community. To be 

a good pastor requires a godly heart and a constant renewing of the mind through training 

and education.   

 

97 This essay is reprinted from Waiting on God by Simone Weil published by Fontana Books, 
1959, pp. 66-76. It is translated by Emma Crauford from the original French (L’ Attente de Dieu) which 
was first published in 1950. 

98 Harry Blamires, The Christian Mind (Vancouver, British Columbia: Regent College Publishing, 
1963), 32. 
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Education empowers. Possessing and processing information is a vital asset in a 

leader. The competent pastor will seek education as a means to the following: 

• Raise awareness of his/her people’s needs. The pastor’s message ought to speak 

into people’s realities. The message should be appealing to them. The Word of 

God should make sense and speak to them as well as provoke transformation 

(change of behavior) in all aspects of their lives. 

• Develop a critical mind and sharpen understanding. A pastor should be able to 

assess other sources of knowledge properly. How can someone accept or reject 

other ideas or propositions? How can someone defend or take a stand on one’s 

belief? Why do we believe what we believe? What if someone else challenges 

our faith? Can we stand firm in what we declare to be our faith? 

• Equip others with tools and resources. There are so many opportunities that are 

not taken advantage of because of a lack of education. For example, a basic level 

of knowledge is needed to draft a grant properly. If the pastor doesn’t know, he 

should seek advice from those that can.  

• Raise the confidence level. In general, the lack of education creates insecurities. 

You cannot know what you don’t know. It can help mitigate the sense of 

insufficiency often felt in ministry. 

• Promote a growth, collaboration, and community engagement mindset. A 

competent pastor understands the importance of self-care. Most professions 

require continuing education to maintain the status or active role; however, this 

not so for Hispanic Pentecostal pastors. In fact, most Christian denominations 

require rigorous training as part of their ordination process.  
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The Church – Definitions and Characteristics 

 In the previous section, I have turned to the Scripture with questions around 

education, why training? What does training and education lend to ministry 

effectiveness? Now let’s engage the Bible with other important questions: What would 

make a healthy church? Who is a biblical leader? Who is a competent pastor? 

  In Acts 2:42-47 and Acts 5:1-11, Luke precisely portraits the church as a 

community familiar with supernatural manifestations. The church held everything in 

common. They had committed relationships with one another, and God was among them 

by his Spirit. This divine presence gives the community of believers its identity and 

vitality. God is present in a special way among the saints (Matt 18:20). 

 According to 1 Corinthians 12-14, the apostle Paul uses the image of the body to 

explain some of the dynamics within the church. He refers to the church as one that has 

many parts of one body. Each part has different functions, being relevant and equally 

important to the head and the rest of the body: “Now you are the body of Christ, and each 

one of you is part of it” (1 Cor. 12:27). We are all part of this body with different gifts, 

distributed by the Holy Spirit to each one according to his will (1 Cor. 12:11). Each 

manifestation of the Spirit in every believer is given for the common good. The church 

also exists for the benefit of its members. Led by the Spirit, Christians pull together their 

gifts, strengths, and abilities, and in doing so, build up one another. 

The church of Christ is a uniquely diverse institution. It is from this diversity that 

flows all the different expressions and their variations. Today it is nearly impossible to 

track all the denominations and variations within those denominations. In the Greater 

Grand Rapids area alone, over 100 denominations were identified in the recently 
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published Study of Congregations.99 Each expression is impacted by the cultural, 

historical, socioeconomic, and political realities of their context and shaped by their 

theologies.  

From the Scriptures, we learn then that no expression of the church is to compete 

with other parts of the body or even to dishonor others who might have different theology 

and ecclesiology but claim to follow the same Lord Jesus. We all contribute in unique 

ways to shape the wonders of a perfectly and beautifully designed church. When we 

come together to worship God, his Spirit manifests its presence profoundly (Eph. 2:22).  

In his book, The Essence of the Church, Craig Van Gelder defines church “as a 

people shaped by the redemptive reign of God. The church is not an end in itself. It has a 

distinct calling—to demonstrate the reality of God’s redemptive power in the world. It 

has a unique nature—to live as a fellowship that demonstrates kingdom values and 

expresses kingdom power.”100 

The body of Christ is the instrumental means by which Christ acts in the world. 

Scorgie introduces the image of the church as “an agency with a significant role to play 

in bridging salvation and healing to the world.”101 He elaborates on the calling of the 

church to do the will of God as well as to be the people of God.102 

The church is sent by Christ to continue the transforming mission of God. It 

becomes the city on the hill (Matt. 5:14). The church is to model a life of unity and 

 
99 Luis et al., Study of Congregations. 
 
100 Craig Van Gelder, The essence of the Church: A community Created by the Spirit (Grand 

Rapids, MI: BakerBooks 2000), 89. 
 
101 Glen et al., Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, 357. 
 
102 Ibid. 
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celebration of its diversity. In Mark Deymaz’s voice: “Through biblical transformation of 

our minds, and wills… not only the local church will come to understand the passion of 

Christ for unity… but will desire to pursue it for the sake of the gospel. Yes, it is Christ’s 

will that we become one with believers different from ourselves so that the world would 

know God’s love and believe.”103  

In describing or defining the church, the inspired writers in the Bible appeal to 

images we can relate. The apostle Paul, for example, offers many other different images 

of the church throughout his epistles to the churches of the New Testament. In 1 Timothy 

3:14-15 Paul says,  “Although I hope to come to you soon, I am writing you these 

instructions so that, if I am delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct 

themselves in God’s household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and 

foundation of the truth.” 

The church, Paul says, is the “pillar and foundation” of truth (1 Tim. 3:15). The 

church is then, the support and protection of the very truth of God. Truth, in the world 

and the lives of believers, has no stability if it does not have the church. The church is the 

support system of truth itself. The church accomplishes this task by holding it forth and 

by securing the truth through the ministers of the gospel (Gal. 2:9). Proclaiming Christ as 

incarnate is the ground and foundation of the church and all believers, so he is the 

foundation of all true doctrine. The doctrine of his person, as God and man, is the pillar 

and ground which supports all other truths, and without which they fall to the ground.  

In 2 Corinthians 11:2, Paul defines the church as a bride when he says, “I am 

jealous for you with godly jealousy. I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I 

 
103 Mark Deymaz, Building a Multi-Ethnic Church (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass 2007), 183-

184. 
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might present you as a pure virgin to him.” This image is also a prophetic image we find 

in the Old Testament in Isaiah 62:5: “As a young man marries a young woman, so will 

your Builder marry you; as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice 

over you.” 

I’ve presented select images of the church we find in the Bible (body, bride, 

agency). Other common images found in Scriptures are people of God (Heb. 4:9; Heb. 

11:25; Rev. 21:3), light and salt (Matt. 5:13-16; John 8:12), temple of God (1 Cor. 3:16), 

and flock (1 Peter 5:1-11). The list of terms in the Scriptures to describe the church can 

be rather extensive.  

In his book, Images of the Church in the New Testament, Paul S. Minear identifies 

96 figurative terms of which a large number of them he considers to be minor images of 

the church (salt of the earth, letter from Christ, fish and fish net, the boat, the ark, 

unleavened bread, the branches of the vine, God’s building, building on the Rock, the 

bride of Christ, etc.).104 Every one of these metaphors, he says, “are too significant to be 

ignored but not important enough to justify extended analysis.”105   

Dr. Minear instead focuses on the images of the church that he considers are more 

decisive forms of description or configuration according to the basic function within 

which the Christian community is viewed: (1) images of the church as the people of God. 

The basic function of these images is to relate the contemporary Christian generation to 

 
104 Paul S. Minear provides thirty plus minor images of the Church and clarifies that his 

classification is rough and tentative; and that some analogies such as the bride or cup don’t carry the same 
measure of signifcance as the metaphors of salt or fish net. He also emphasizes the interrelation of all the 
images and the importance of keeping those in mind when considering more decisive configurations. 

 
105 Paul S. Minear, Images of the Church in the New Testament (Philadelphia: The Westminster 

Press 1960), 28. 
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that historical community whose pilgrimage had been sustained by God’s call and God’s 

covenant promises.106 (2) Images of the church around God’s activity in creating a new 

humanity with a new beginning, vocation and destiny. The basic function is to set the life 

of Christian society within the context of God’s eternal glory and life, and therefore 

within the redemption of the world.107 (3) Images of the church as a fellowship of saints 

and slaves whose life together is characterized by a unique kind of mutuality in gift and 

in vocation.108 (d) Images of the church as the body of Christ. The spiritual body and the 

diversity of ministries within the body are interrelated with the rest of the images.109  

The church then can take many different meanings as we consider these images in 

the Bible. My natural conclusion is that the church is the sum of all those meanings. In 

my opinion, to ignore any of those metaphors and images can give us an incomplete 

definition of the church.  

Keeping this in mind will help us better discern the calling of the church leader, 

the pastor (discussed further in the following section). I cannot properly articulate 

competencies for a healthy and sustainable ministry without this comprehensive picture 

of the church.     

 

 

 

 

 
106 Ibid., 66-67. 
 
107 Ibid., 105. 
 
108 Ibid., 136.  
 
109 Ibid., 173. 
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Roles of Biblical Leaders 

Now that we have seen a rather brief, but to the point, description of the church 

through images we find in the Bible, I want to turn to functions and roles of the church 

and the leader. At this point, I want to propose a simple framework from which we can 

depart to a clear understanding of the church and the pastoral calling.  

This basic structure rests in two key concepts: (1) The church as God’s agency 

bridging two distinct worlds and (2) The Church as an organized living organism. This 

should drive the conversation of effectiveness and sustainability in ministry. It can give 

us some foundational universal elements to define a healthy church and what it means to 

be a competent pastor from a Hispanic perspective.  

The church is planted in this world as an agency from heaven. The kingdom of 

heaven represents the spiritual realm with its own language, values, principles, and 

mission. Then we have the kingdom of humanity on earth with its own language, values, 

principles, and mission. The church is in between these two kingdoms, at the intersection 

of both, with the mission of bridging salvation and bringing healing to the broken world. 

(see fig.1)    

 
 Kingdom of Heaven 

 

 
 
 

Kingdom of Humanity 
 

Figure 1. The Church as the Bridge of Two Worlds 
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This first key concept above captures the position of the church as God’s agency 

in our world as we know it.  This makes us—Christians and church leaders—agents of 

God as well. But because church leaders are also expected to handle God’s business on 

earth, church becomes a rather complicated concept to explain because of the mixed 

worlds.  

A second key concept builds on the first. Not only is the church God’s agency on 

earth, it’s also a living organism that operates within an organization. From the very start, 

the church in the New Testament had regular gatherings with appointed leaders and 

systems in place to deal effectively with the hearts of their people. It did require some 

sort of organization, and as it grew, it borrowed concepts from the secular world: 

1. The church as an organism, a living body with needs, challenges, feelings, etc., 

makes of the leader a shepherd (1 Peter 5:1-11). 

2. The church as an agency (embassy), one that represents, makes of the leader a 

missionary or ambassador of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:20).   

3. The church as an organization with a physical presence and physical needs, 

makes of the leader a ruler (king) and an organizer (Acts 6:1). 

 

Figure 2. Roles of the Church and Church Leaders 

Organism
Shepherd

Organization
King/Ruler

CHURCH
LEADER

Agency
Missionary
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Agency/Embassy-Missionary/Ambassador: 

At this first level, the church is the representative of God. As such, the church 

becomes an agency or embassy and makes the church leader an agent or ambassador of 

reconciliation—a missionary. The dictionary defines agency as “an establishment 

engaged in doing business for another; an administrative division that typically involves 

organizing transactions between two parties.”110  

Organism-Pastor: 

At the second level, the church is not the building from where God’s business is 

conducted; it is better defined by the people of God, the body of Christ that gathers 

together to worship, to fellowship, and to grow as Christians. In this way, the church is a 

living organism, and that makes the church leader the pastor or shepherd who takes care 

of people who suffer and have conflicts and crises. 

Organization-King/ Ruler: 

When we understand the church in its earthly dimensions, that makes it an 

organization like any other business. In fact, the church is seen and treated as a business 

by most governments on earth. It is usually classified as nonprofit. As such, it has a 

business structure and requires laws and regulations, forms and guidelines, and 

upkeeping and standards. This makes the church leader a king, one who rules, and an 

organizer (or at least expected to be one). This requires a set of skills that the church 

leader ought to have to run such an enterprise properly. 

 
110 The dictionary also refers to agency as the office or function as well as the relationship between 

a principal and that person’s agent. 
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I find this framework rather convenient to capture the complexities of the church 

and its leaders in terms of expectations and competencies for an effective and sustainable 

ministry in God’s standards. I often see local ministries struggle over issues ranging from 

finances and resources to unhealthy leadership practices. Many of them simply disappear 

over time. In only 10 years, 121 congregations (26 percent) were no longer found in our 

focus area of Greater Grand Rapids, according to the most recent congregational study.111  

We see more encouraging information in the same breath. The study reports 168 

new congregations in the same time period; that’s a net growth of 10 percent.  

Congregations have a life cycle. Churches are not forever; however, many don’t survive 

short terms.  

I find a direct relationship between efficiency (sustainability) and the health of the 

congregation. Less than healthy congregations will succumb sooner rather than later; they 

will decline rather than thrive. A thriving church can be defined in terms of its capacity to 

endure pressures and temptations. What then, is a healthy church?   

A Healthy Church  

The conversation about healthy churches is relatively new, especially in the 

Hispanic Pentecostal context. In general, every denomination or expression of the body 

of Christ might define a thriving church in very different ways depending on what they 

value most in their understanding of their mission as a people of God. This understanding 

will then speak into the competencies of the “biblical” church leader in those same 

contexts.  

 
111 Luis et al., Study of Congregations.  
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I appreciate the recent work of many scholars such as Stephen Maccia, Mark 

Dever, Tom Lane, John Wagenveld, and others. They all contribute comprehensive lists 

of characteristics that describe a healthy church seen through the White evangelical lens. 

They even intersect in many of the elements and functions presented as vital in healthy 

ministries. While I find them instrumental and useful, they seem to miss the Hispanic 

spirituality in the picture.   

I attempt to unpack some of those aspects from a Hispanic perspective and offer 

other vital elements (unique to Hispanics) that shape our ecclesiology and would 

hopefully contribute to a healthier church. This is just a different angle to what a healthy 

church looks like; some other expressions of the church might find deficiencies in it. 

I have appealed to ecclesiology because it does, in Van Gelder’s words, “help 

define the essence of the church—its nature. It gives direction to understanding the work 

of the church—its ministry. And it identifies the forms and structures that shape the life 

of the church—its organization.”112 Before offering a construction of a model that 

integrates the Hispanic reality, I find it necessary to elaborate on our theology.  

For immigrant Hispanic Pentecostals, the health of the congregation might mean 

something different than that of a White evangelical in the dominant culture. Our 

ecclesiology, like other religious tradition, is shaped by our theology or theologies—our 

experiences with God before, during, and after immigrating to a foreign land.  

 

 

 

 
112 Van Gelder, The Essence of the Church, 46.  
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Hispanic Immigrant Theology and Ecclesiology 

The growing Hispanic Pentecostal church in the United States, for example, is 

essentially an immigrant church.113 First-generation church leaders continue to contribute 

a rich diversity in cultural and spiritual values to this new land. This rich background, 

along with the experienced odyssey of immigrating to a foreign land, takes their faith to 

other levels.  

This immigrant church is a minority of people on the move compared to the well-

established Protestant church in America. The Hispanic Pentecostal ecclesiology is 

informed by our understanding of the Scriptures and how we relate to God in our 

experience as people in the exile. The truth of the matter is that those of us who were 

born outside the United States are immigrants (permanently or temporary). This is not our 

land. Our roots are in our countries of origin. The children of those immigrants are also 

considered and “labeled” as immigrants; therefore, the United States is not their land, but 

they don’t have roots in any other land either—they are in the limbo. 

As I’m writing this paragraph, a fresh conversation comes to mind. The situation 

happened yesterday in my backyard with my niece, Coralys. I asked her if she feels 

Dominican or American. Her response was, “I don’t know. My friends here in the United 

States see me and treat me as Hispanic (Dominican) even when they know I was born 

here in Wyoming, Michigan. When I’m in Santo Domingo, they treat me as an American 

because I was not born in the Dominican.”  

 
113 The term “immigrant church” is borrowed from the Study of Congregations and defines a 

congregation with 50% or more of its members being born outside of the United States of America. 
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As immigrants, we live as exiled, people who left their land for different reasons. 

Dr. Justo Gonzalez makes reference to this as people who are exiled either politically, 

economically, or ideologically—or a combination of the three altogether.114 Hispanics 

came to this country escaping unjust systems that oppressed us in our countries of origin 

only to be oppressed in the foreign land as well. It is from this perspective of oppressed 

people that Hispanics see God as Savior and Liberator. Hope has a different meaning for 

people that feel like second- and third-class citizens, for people that experience rejection 

and discrimination at all levels.   

A healthy church in this context is then one that understands the struggles and 

challenges of the immigrant and preaches the Word of God in such a way that speaks into 

their lives. A healthy church will preach God as One who meets them where they are. A 

healthy church in our context will not preach the paternalistic gospel that seeks to remedy 

deep issues with a band-aid. Compassion, community, and hope may take a different 

meaning and become elusive and deceiving for an indigenous Pentecostal Hispanic in the 

exile. 

According to Villafañe, to speak of indigenous Pentecostal theology is indeed to 

speak of a project rather than to an accomplished fact, as far as literary production is 

concerned. He talks about a bifocal universe of discourse. On one level, the theological 

discourse received from the Anglos and used by Hispanic Pentecostals and on the 

theological literature (very little) produced by Hispanics.  

 
114 Justo L. Gonzalez, Teología Liberadora: Enfoque desde la Opresión en una Tierra Extraña - 

Liberating Theology: Focus from Oppression in a Foreign Land – (Nashville: Abingdon Press 2014) 47. 
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On another level, the implicit theological discourse discerned in its “culto” or 

“predicación” (preaching), “testimonio” (witness/testimony), both in word and deed; 

expressed in actions inside and outside the community of the Spirit” – the church.115 

Let’s keep in mind that Pentecostalism is relatively new.  Hispanic scholars agree 

that the Pentecostal movement in the early years didn’t have a distinctive theological or 

doctrinal shape, given the make-up of its membership from distinct Protestant traditions 

and the desire of many of its leaders to transcend theological definitions in the interest of 

maintaining a fellowship bonded by the “experience of the Spirit.”116  

According to Villafañe, spirituality has always been the interest of Pentecostals to 

such degree that the thinking of many then and even now would agree with the 

assessment of Vinson Synan. Synan explains, “As yet a fully developed, Pentecostal 

theology does not exist, and many hope that one never does come into existence, since 

the letter kills, but the Spirit makes alive. It is not that Pentecostals think theology to be 

unimportant, but there is concern that theology serves spiritual reality rather than 

spirituality serves theology.”117 I personally don’t agree with such a statement. Not all 

Pentecostals are on the same page. While Hispanic Pentecostals intersect in many ways. 

For the more traditional Pentecostals (rajatablas),118 many practices of the neo-

Pentecostals are less than healthy and vice versa.  

 
115 Ibid., 119.  
 
116 Eldin Villafañe, The Liberating Spirit (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 

1993), 120. 
 
117 Vinson Synan, Pentecostalism:Varieties and Contributions (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill 

NV. 1987), 18. 
 
118 This term is used to express rigidity in people’s practice. In Hispanic Pentecostalism refers to 

believers not willing to change their praxis and beliefs regardless of the consequences.  
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In general, for Hispanic Pentecostal immigrant congregations, health is defined 

strictly in spiritual and supernatural terms. As long as the presence of the Holy Spirit is 

manifested powerfully through supernatural healings in the life of the community and 

individuals, the location, the building’s exterior, or the management style doesn’t matter. 

Other terminologies have been used to define and assess the health of a church in 

terms of its mission: wholeness and integral mission.119 This is only recently though 

(1970s). René Padilla and other scholars used these terms to challenge the traditional 

conceptions of Christian mission that had divorced evangelism from social 

responsibility.120  

Because very little has been written by Hispanic writers on this topic, I have 

gravitated to some articulated models of a healthy church from the White evangelical 

perspective. I argue however that those aspects or signs of a healthy church add 

perspective and richness to the present work, which ought to be contextualized and 

unpacked differently for Hispanics. 

In their book, Cultivando Iglesias Saludables (Cultivating Healthy Churches), 

Daniel R. Sánchez and Ebbie C. Smith present a set of characteristics that ought to be 

present in healthy congregations and explain how a healthy church increases in accord 

with its stage of life and place of service.  

 
119 The term integral mision, from the Spanish, Misión Integral, also known as holistic mission, 

Christian development or transfromational development. René Padilla and Samuel Escobar have led the 
way in this conversation. This term was not coined until 1970’s.   

 
120 Miguel Alvarez, Integral Mission: A new Paradigm for Latin American Pentcostals (Eugene, 

OR: Wipf Stock Publishers 2017), 47. 
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Healthy organisms do increase. A church should never cease increasing—in size, 

strength, and service. Churches should grow bigger, better, and broader.121Of course, a 

word of caution here, there must be a concern in bringing into balance the “growing 

bigger” with “growing better.” Growing bigger must never take precedence to growing 

better. There is an unspoken pressure to stay relevant as a congregation.122  

In his book, Becoming a Healthy Church, Stephen Macchia presents 10 traits of a 

vital ministry and places God’s empowering presence and God-exalting worship on the 

top of the list. Of course, he writes, “Scripture and prayer are essential. Both the study of, 

reflection on, and obedience to the Word of God and the cultivation of the relationship 

with the Almighty One in prayer are to permeate our experience and expression as 

Christians.”123 

Others, such as Mark Dever, give Scriptures and prayer a distinct place in their 

own list. In his book, The Nine Marks of the Healthy Church, Dever gives tremendous 

weight to the preaching function of the healthy church and identifies the expositional 

preaching as the first and most important mark of all. The preaching of the Word should 

be absolutely central.124 

 

 
121 Daniel R. Sánchez and Ebbie C. Smith, Cultivando Iglesias Saludables: Nuevas Direcciones 

Para el Crecimiento de al Iglesia en el Siglo 21 - Cultivating Healthy Churches: New directions for the 
growth of the Church in the 21st Century (Fort Worth, TX: Church Satrting Network 2008), 3. 

 
122 Daniel R. Sánchez, Cultivando Iglesias Saludables, 49. 
 
123 Stephen A. Macchia, Becoming a Healthy Church: Ten Traits of a Vital Ministry (Grand 

Rapids, MI: BakerBooks, 1999), 18. 
 
124 Mark Dever, Nine Marks of the Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway 2013), 60. 
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In their book, Take the Church’s Pulse, Koster and Wagenveld introduce a model 

in which they identify 10 vital areas present in every congregation. They describe the first 

five as “vital elements” or commitments of a healthy church: clear vision, empowering 

leadership, mobilizing ministering body, stewardship of resources, and connection 

between text and context. The next five areas are defined as “vital functions” of the 

healthy church: evangelism, discipleship, service, fellowship, and worship.125 

In these other perspectives of the less conservative or radical side of the Protestant 

spectrum, one can find more defined theologies or doctrinal shapes and more literature on 

the topic of healthy churches. Again, I appreciate those contributions made by the White 

evangelicals because, in my opinion, there is so much to learn from them. Hispanic 

Pentecostals can benefit from developing some other competencies our White evangelical 

brothers and sisters highlight, especially if we minister in a similar context. I also think 

that White evangelicals can benefit from the rich spiritual experience of Hispanic 

Pentecostals. In my opinion, everyone needs to learn from each other in order to stay 

relevant.  

It is possible to identify failures in the church in the past and present. The 

weaknesses exist in all the ecclesiological perspectives. Van Gelder encourages us to 

exercise care in pointing out those weaknesses and consider the struggles of faith of 

believers of all times and places. Besides, he argues, deficiencies are always present in 

light of the historical developments and learnings in their particular context.126  

 
125 Tim Koster and John Wagenveld, Take the Church’s Pulse (Sauk Village, IL: Multiplication 

Network Ministries (MNM), 2014), 9; 13. 
 
126 Van Gelder, The Essence, 47.  
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While I recognize the strengths and affirm the contributions of the Hispanic 

Pentecostal ecclesiology, I argue that there is a lot of room for improving effectiveness 

and sustainability. Learning and assimilating vital elements from more organized 

churches should translate into a rich experience that enhances the ministry.  

According to Scorgie, “The church is to provide an ecological environment in 

which all of its members can flourish and grow.”127 This is essential to become that 

vehicle of salvation and the embodiment of that salvation, he argues. Why, then, do so 

many congregations struggle the way they do? The quality of congregational life is the 

critical factor for personal and corporate flourishing. Of course, flourishing ought to be 

understood in light of the mission of the church and not by worldly standards. A well-

kept and organized congregation could be spiritually dying or declining despite the 

outside signs of great management skills and resources (the churches in Laodicea and 

Sardis—Rev. 3) whereas a materially poor congregation lacking the most basic structure 

might demonstrate a vibrant spirit and capacity to endure (the churches in Smyrna and 

Thyatira—Rev 2).      

 Signs of a thriving church include sacrificial and loving leadership, distributed 

power, collaboration within the ministry and outside with other agencies and ministries, a 

wholistic approach to the gospel, and a sense of urgency. It can be a rather difficult task 

to attempt to describe what a healthy church looks like, especially when so many factors 

shape the uniqueness of each congregation.  

In general, the Bible defines the health of the church in spiritual terms, which is 

not always easy to measure. Revelation 2 and 3give us hints and signs of what’s 

 
127 Scorgie, 358. 
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important in the sight of God: perseverance, hard work, love, discernment, truth, and 

faithfulness. A healthy congregation can be defined as a community of faith that is 

Christocentric—they love one another and remain faithful to the Word. This should 

translate into a consistent and powerful witness to the nations. 

The United States is a land of immigrants. Because of the growing presence of 

immigrants, awareness of the church has grown in terms of understanding their needs, 

struggles, well-being, treatment, and hope. A healthy church is, in my opinion, one that 

considers and takes into account the new religious landscape or ecology—immigrant 

neighbors among us. I believe the ideal healthy church ought to be multiethnic. For 

example, families in a new small Hispanic congregation of 140 in Wyoming, Michigan, 

represent 10 distinct ethnic groups. This suggests that a unique set of competencies and 

core commitments need to be present in order to thrive as a Hispanic congregation in a 

foreign land. With this, I turn to my own model of a healthy church.128   

Eight Characteristics of a Healthy Congregation: Hispanic Pentecostal Perspective 

1. Complete dependence on the Holy Spirit and freedom to experience his gifts. 

 This church is guided and moved in faith by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

There’s room for the supernatural manifestations of the Holy Ghost. The 

experience of the gathering of the saints should be what drives the culto129 and not 

 
128 I speak from own experience of over twenty years in a traditional (classical) Hispanic 

Pentecostal congregation in Grand Rapids, Michigan and my journey through the seminary. I cannot escape 
the temptation to offer a list of characteristics that combines the Pentecostal experience with aspects 
already articulated by the more organized White Evangelicals. 

 
129 “Culto” is the term Pentecostals use to refer to the liturgical service. It usually follows the same 

order: (1) the reading of a biblical passage and dedication prayer; (2) devotional – usually includes coritos 
(fast-paced emotional singing) that in quite often turns into a frantic spiritual move and dance. Since the 
Holy Spirit is guiding, this moment can take a long time. I’ve been in cultos where the devotional has taken 
up to two hours; (3) Especials – Individual or group performances (a song, sharing a testimony, a play, a 
poem, etc) are meant to be highlights of the culto and normally two to three opportunities are presented; (4) 
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merely the schedule or programming subject to a rigid timeline as if attending a 

performance. The llenura del Espíritu Santo (the filling of the Holy Spirit) is the 

life of the church. This “llenura” is what qualifies the leaders. God doesn’t call 

the qualified, but he qualifies the called. This suggests that the biblical leader 

should be open to the diversity of resources God makes available to them for his 

own good and for the good of the community he or she is serving. The biblical 

leader has a humble attitude and a teachable heart. God calls pastors and church 

leaders, draws them to himself, and equips them according to his purposes and 

will. Because the leader is dependent on the Holy Ghost, he or she must be 

diligent in discerning what God is saying or to where God is sending him or her. 

2. The Preaching and the teaching of the Word of God as authoritative in all aspects 

of life and from all of God’s men and women  

The preaching and teaching of the Word are central. The serious interest in 

the Bible as the Word of God permeates all aspects of the church and all needs of 

the people. The preaching of the Word is vital. The proclamation of the gospel 

must speak into people’s needs where they are ( Integration of text and context). 

The message of the cross is one that needs to be contextualized. The cultural, 

religious, economic, geographical, and social aspects will define the path to 

accomplish God’s purposes in the community in which a particular congregation 

is planted. The gospel ought to speak into their lives in a relevant and appealing 

 
Collection of the offerings and tithes – prayer and singing a corito will follow while deacons take care of 
the collection; (5) Preaching of the Word – Tipically long, energetic, and emotionally charged folowed by 
call to the altar; (6) Ministering and praying over those who come to respond to the altar call; (7) 
Announcements and final prayer; (8) Fellowship – Gatherings after service are tipically a continuation of 
the culto (believers continue to talk about what just happened in the culto. 
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manner in other to make sense to the hearer. Jesus became like one of us. He 

spoke our language, experienced what we go through, faced challenges as we do. 

(John 1:14). Tim Keller, in Center Church, argues that contextualization is not 

telling people what they want to hear. Instead, it is giving people the Bible’s 

answers, which they may not want to hear at all, to questions about life that 

people in their particular time and place are asking, language and forms they can 

comprehend, and through appeals and arguments that carry a force they can feel, 

even if they reject them”.130  

In Acts 6:2-5 we read about an event in the life of the early church that 

speaks to the importance of the ministry of the Word. There was a problem over the 

distribution of the church’s resources, and evidently, it required the apostles’ 

attention. However, they elevated the ministry of the Word over other activities or 

functions when they suggested: “It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry 

of the Word in order to wait on the tables.” One could argue that two of the persons 

elected to “serve” the tables (Stephen and Phillip) are seen next as preachers and 

evangelists, not serving tables.  

The church is instrumental in preparing and equipping those who have been 

reached and helps them to follow Jesus in all aspects of life. The process of 

evangelism is rather educational. The new convert learns the rudiments of the faith. 

In Acts 2:42, the early church “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching.” In 

Ephesians 4:14-15, Paul calls the church to Christian maturity. The author of 

Hebrews addresses Christians who need to grow in the faith:  

 
130 Timothy J. Keller, Center Church, 89. 
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“In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need 
someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over 
again. You need milk, not solid food! Anyone who lives on milk, 
being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about 
righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use 
have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil” (Hebrews 
5:12-14). 

 
A disciple is one who learns. Discipleship requires absorbing behavior, 

character, attitudes, and perspectives—a total worldview. It’s not just about 

knowledge but a transformational experience. Comprehensive discipleship 

suggests ann in-depth knowledge of the disciple (age, gender, culture, etc.) and 

helps the distinct groups walk toward a deeper understanding of what it means to 

follow Jesus. This means it is important to design experiences or courses that are 

appealing to a particular group. Many resources are available to churches.    

3. Essentially centered in Christ (remains in him) in inspiring praise and worship   

 The church that promotes a sincere and healthy relationship with the 

Savior, Liberator, and Lord (John 15) will, in turn, reflect a life of simple and 

constant worship and praise. Like any good relationship, it requires cultivating it 

regularly. A competent pastor will set healthy boundaries to protect this 

relationship with Christ (spiritual disciplines). The Bible tells us that the first-

century church “persevered… in the breaking of the bread and prayer… praising 

God” (Acts 2:42; 47). The church gathers together as a community of faith to 

worship God, confess, pray, and express gratitude. 

The focus and vitality of the church are found in worship and praise to 

Jesus. The Lord’s Supper helps the church remember what the Lord Jesus Christ 

experienced in his death and resurrection—itis strengthened with the sacrament. 
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Worship is vital. In The Church Growth Handbook, William Easum says that 

“few factors influence church growth as much as the quality of the worship. When 

worship meets people’s needs and proves to be a true encounter between God and 

His people, the church tends to grow.” 131      

It all starts with prayer to discern the vision for the ministry. “The first step 

is to faithfully pray for the Lord to show what he wants to develop in the 

congregation or ministry to which he has called.”132 The authors argue, and I 

agree, that God has a unique and special role for each body of believers, despite 

the fact that each serves the same Lord, and a vision of one church may overlap 

the vision of others in similar circumstances. 

4. Promotes diversity and inclusion 

This church develops crosscultural relationships and actively pursues cross-

cultural competence. The pastor empowers diverse leadership. Culture is 

everywhere. It’s shaping what you’re thinking and seeing right now. Culture does 

matter and shapes how we ought to do ministry. David Livermore explains: 

“A leader must be respectful about how you discuss your 
religious beliefs and learn what might be most likely to offend 
someone in light of the person’s religious beliefs. Be alert to the most 
potentially offensive things that could be done in regard to a culture’s 
religious beliefs and seek to avoid those practices. Become a student 
of how religious values and supernatural beliefs affect the decision 
made by an organization in a particular culture.”133 
 
 

 
131 William M. Easum, The Church Growth Handbook (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990), 49. 
 
132 Tim & John, Take the Church’s Pulse, 25.  

 
133 David Livermore, Leading with Cultural Intelligence (New York, NY: Amacom, 2010), 84. 
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5. Has a shared life in community 

The life of the church as a community of faith is one that reflects the 

fellowship of the triune God. Luke tells us in Acts 2:42-46 that “they devoted 

themselves to fellowship… that they were all together and had everything in 

common… they broke bread in their home and ate together with glad and sincere 

hearts.” Unity (one Lord, one faith, one Spirit, one hope, etc.) is what 

characterizes the church as the embodiment of love.  

In the way Christians relate to each other, we reflect God’s character in us. 

Through Jesus’s prayer for the disciples and for those who would believe through 

their words, John 17:21 emphasizes the importance of unity as a statement to the 

world: “so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” 

A healthy Hispanic Pentecostal church and its leader will have what 

Villafañes calls Hispanic spirituality: (1) passion—feelings and emotions are 

accepted by Hispanics in a wholistic response to life; (2) personalism—the pattern 

of close, intimate personal relationships, which explains the lack of trust for 

systems or organizations to mediate religious experience; (3) paradox of the 

soul—realist and idealist, one can be both without confusion; (4) community— 

Hispanics the practice of faith is a community manifestation, and there’s a deep 

appreciation for community, especially the first generations, which is vital to 

understanding Hispanic Pentecostalism; (5) romerías (pilgrimages/retreats)—

spiritual retreats and journeys to holy places; (6) musical élam—a gift from our 

African heritage that expresses and impresses all religious experiences with an 

emotional depth of transcendence, joy, and liberation; (7) fiesta—Hispanics have 
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a propensity for fiesta (celebration), which is a cause and effect of a religious, 

cultural heritage that celebrates and affirms life as a gift; and (8) family—brother 

and sisters in the church become family.134  

Mark Deymaz, in identifying core commitments a multi-ethnic church 

must have besides the biblical mandate, highlights the development of diverse 

leadership and cross-cultural relationships.135  The competent leader will empower 

diverse leadership – will distribute the power; and not concentrate it towards him 

or herself. The ministry is not about the leader; he or she happens to be 

instrumental in that role. 

6. Actively missionary and evangelistic  

Participating directly or indirectly in sharing the gospel with every nation 

of the whole world is God’s agenda. A healthy church gives high priority to this 

role and finds ways to go out and find the lost. The church doesn’t wait for them 

to come to it (Mark 16:14-18; Matt. 28:19-20). The church ought to care for the 

spiritually needy. It values what God values and will communicate the gospel in a 

way that makes sense (contextualized). Koster and Wagenveld explain that to 

effectively connect with our audience, we need to be aware of what is happening 

in their world: “Many respond favorably to the gospel when they understand the 

changes Christ can make in their lives, their marriages, their families, and their 

communities.”136  

 
134 Eldin Villafañe, The Liberating Spirit, 112-118. 
 
135 Mark Deymaz, Building a Multi-Ethnic Church (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass 2007), 43-

119. 
 
136 Ibid., p. 115. 
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7. Shows love with one another and in compassionate service and social 

responsibility  

A healthy church will reflect the values of the kingdom. Jesus became like 

us and made a strong statement about being a servant rather than someone looking 

to be served (Matt. 20:28). The early Christians “sold their possessions and goods 

and gave to anyone as he had need” (Acts 2:45). This behavior was impressive to 

those around them. Their faith was backed by their deeds (James 2:17). A healthy 

church is a caring and welcoming community. The church is calledto missions 

and service, joining the Spirit in his transformative activity in the world.  

This is very important to understand. When the church goes into a 

community to share the gospel and serve, God has been active there already. The 

church is joining God rather than bringing God to the people. This role is two-

fold: inward and outward. The church is called to meet people’s needs and invites 

them to be disciples. God has a heart for the needy (orphan and widow) and 

commissioned his church to address their needs (James 1:27).  

8. Exercises good stewardship and governing structure  

The other most important element for the church to function properly 

follows a biblically healthy leadership model: proper governing structure and 

sound stewardship of resources. The healthy church effectively challenges its 

members to be good stewards of their possessions, resources, and goods (time, 

talent, and treasure). We are not the owners of anything in God’s kingdom. The 

church needs financial resources to achieve its goals. God provides those 

resources, and this requires transparency (Luke 19:11-26).   
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In his book, Foundations of Healthy Church Government, Tom Lane 

writes, “Whether a nation, business, church, or family, a growing institution needs 

structure to maintain order and processes to guide its decisions. In short, it needs 

governance.”137 The author further elaborates on the impact the governing 

structure has on the ultimate mission of the church as God’s agency. He says that 

the type of government a church chooses will mold, shape, and cast its destiny.  

It is ultimately God’s governing oversight doing its work in leading, 

organizing, and structuring the church. Governing structure is not an option. It 

does provide order and focus. God designed the church to implement his 

kingdom’s work throughout the earth. In 1 Peter 5:1-4, the apostle offers a clear 

distinction of the role of the leader: “Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under 

your care, watching over them—not because you must, but because you are 

willing, as God wants you to be; not pursuing dishonest gain, but eager to 

serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.”  

I have seen and heard pastors refer to this trait as secular, and they are 

concerned with not involving themselves with anything that suggests managing, 

structuring, governing. I understand that a leader might not feel gifted in these 

areas, but that doesn’t excuse him or her from getting properly trained and seeking 

growth, even as he or she delegates those duties. Lane says, “We can expect three 

results when a healthy church structure is in place: clearly defined and fulfilled 

vision, formation and development of God’s purpose, and provision of order and 

 
137 Tom Lane, Foundations of Healthy Church Government (Southlake, TX: Gateway Press, 

2017), 3.  
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Pastor 

The New Testament offers three verses in which the term “pastor” takes different 

forms: Ephesians 4:11, Acts 20:28, and 1 Peter 5:2. In Ephesians 4:11, Paul discusses 

various roles that Christ placed in the church. He intends for “pastors and teachers” to 

serve in the church. The expression “pastors and teachers” identifies a single group. In 

Acts 20:28, Paul again refers to pastors. Here, however, he uses the verb form of the 

word, which is translated “to feed” or “to care for”. Pastors feed, tend, and protect the 

church. They are to do all the things that a shepherd would do for a flock. Note in this 

verse that the church is called “the flock.” Similarly, in 1 Peter 5:2, Peter encourages 

these servants by saying, “Be shepherds of God’s flock.”  From these verses, we learn 

that pastors are to act like shepherds by caring for the flock, and this care includes 

teaching. However, caring for the flock can take different forms in terms of expectations, 

such as a cluster of related abilities, knowledge, and skills needed to fulfill those 

expectations.  

I have identified three levels of expectations based on a set of skills needed for the 

job, and it is with this framework in mind that I attempt to define the pastoral role: the 

pastor, the ambassador, and the organizer. So, what is a competent pastor? A competent 

pastor is one who is prepared to do—and complete—the job in the context he or she is 

called to serve God. This calling is sacrificial and based purely in love for those in his 

care. In his book, Relational Leadership, Walter C. Wright defines a Christian leader as a 

person who enters into a relationship with another person to influence behavior, values, 

or attitudes. Christian leadership is about relationships that make a difference.139  

 
139 Walter C. Wright, Relational Leadership (Colorado Springs, CO: Biblica Publishing, 2009), 8. 
 



 86 

Loving, Sacrificial, and Competent Leadership 

I firmly believe that the health of the church starts with a “called” biblical 

leadership, which is not a function on its own, but a vital foundational element that will 

shape a sustainable ministry. Christ himself is “the head of the body, the church” (Col. 

1:18; Eph. 1:22-23). He alone is the cornerstone and the capstone (1 Pet. 2:6-7). Jesus 

Christ is ultimately the leader of the universal church and every particular local 

congregation. 

 Servant, sacrificial, and loving leadership are the marks of Christ, and the leaders 

inside local congregations are to reflect the character of Christ. These qualifications are 

required for those called to oversee the flock. In 1 Timothy 3, Paul emphasizes how the 

elder (leader) deals with his family because this reveals his true character and will show 

how he will behave as an elder. They are to be irreproachable, particularly in their 

observable conduct. They ought to have an exemplary marriage and family life, to be 

temperate in all things, “self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach,” not 

violent or quarrelsome or greedy, not a recent convert, and well respected for those 

outside the church. 

  In his book, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church, Mark Dever notes how many of 

those qualifications have to do with giving oneself to others: “Elders are to be other-

centered.”140 A godly leader tends and cares for each one of the sheep. They are not to 

fleece the flock in self-interest. The Christlike leader will sacrifice his time and resources 

if necessary, on the behalf of others. This leader will see through God’s eyes and won’t 

hesitate in serving and going the extra mile. When looking for this sign, a competent 

 
140 Mark Dever, Nine Marks, 244.  
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leader is not to be confused with a professional one—secular qualifications can be 

deceiving. A competent biblical leader is a person of character, reputation, ability to 

handle the Word, and one who demonstrates the fruit of the Spirit. Often, local churches 

have gifted individuals in high regard for their qualifications or charismatic expressions 

and make recommendations to promote such individuals to leadership. Dever warns us 

against secularization in the church when it comes to searching for the leaders. He cites 

Os Guinness and his work, Dining with the Devil, where the latter laments over so many 

churches that have fallen prey to secularizing influences in the way they choose their 

leaders.141        

In his book, Planting Growing Churches for the 21st Century, Aubrey Malphurs 

offers a compelling definition of a competent leader as one that mobilizes people 

committed to God (character), who knows where he or she is going (vision), and who has 

followers (influence).142 This leader has a clear and inspiring vision, which projects a 

clear framework of an ideal future through God’s eyes. It ought to be shared and clearly 

communicated.Leaders are the essential link between the vision and the mobilized church 

body. They understand and embody the vision (1 Thess. 2:2-12; Eph. 4:11-16). I will 

further elaborate on the leader, characteristics, and leadership styles in the following 

section, “The Competent Pastor.”  

 Members of the church work in unity and use their gifts to serve their 

congregation and community.143 Ministry unemployment is a concept Koster and 

 
141 Ibid., p. 243. 
 
142 Aubrey Malphurs, Planting Growing Churches for the 21st Century: A Comprehensive Guide 

for New Churches and Those Desiring Renewal (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2004), 132.  
 
143 Tim Koster and John Wagenveld, Take the Church’s Pulse, 55.  
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Wagenveld introduce in their book to explain the lack of involvement of many church 

members in accomplishing God’s purpose together.144 Jesus mobilized the church 

sending 70 of them in Luke 10:1-2. Effective church leaders help people identify their 

spiritual gifts and passions to work together as a team.  

One other idea before we move to the second most essential element of a healthy 

church is the distinction of the pastoral role. Despite the same spiritual requirements, the 

pastor is to be distinguished from the rest of the leadership. The pastor is also 

fundamentally one of the elders of his congregation. This means that many decisions 

involving the church, yet not requiring the attention of all the members, should not fall to 

the pastor alone but the elders as a whole. The Bible models a plurality of elders in each 

local church (Acts 14:23; 16:4; 20:17; 21:18; Titus 1:5; James 5:14). In the New 

Testament, there are several references to pastor and preacher that would not apply to all 

the elders of the congregation (Acts 18:5; 1 Cor. 914; 1 Tim. 4:13; 5:17; Rom. 10:14-15) 

whereas elders seemed to be already part of the local church (Titus 1:5).     

I believe that a competent or capable pastor of an urban congregation in the 

Dominican Republic will be deeply challenged by an urban setting of a city in the United 

States. The level of expectation is driven by the context—it’s very different.  

The same is true across generations and time. The expectations today are sharply 

different from 30 years ago. The complexities in the area of technology are rather 

demanding, especially in trying to help the new generation (our youth) find God in the 

middle of their identity crisis. A competent pastor will be equipped to address this and 

many other challenges of our time. It gets even more complicated when adding the 

 
144 Ibid., p. 59. 
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immigration reality to the mix. Let’s remember how the second and third generations of 

Hispanic immigrants have difficulties in articulating or identifying where they fit. They 

remain in a limbo space when it comes to their true identity as immigrant descendants, 

and urban pastors have these kinds of experiences in their congregations.  

The list of tasks involving an effective ministry can be overwhelming and will 

vary with the context. Most religious traditions will require a training process in which 

the candidate to pastorate can achieve levels of competency leading up to ordination. For 

others, this process is less rigorous, but in any case, candidates are exposed to the basics. 

The General Board of Higher Education of the United Methodist Church conducted a 

national survey in 2010 in which they identified 64 Knowledge, Skills, Abilities, and 

Personal Characteristics (KSAPs) that contribute to the effective performance of the tasks 

performed by local church pastors	within	their	organization.145  

 This will depend on the way each chooses to break it down. In general, I argue that a 

competent pastor ought to master the following six levels of competency:146  

1. Personal development. 

This level of competency is vital when it comes to exercising the “calling” to lead 

others. A competent pastor ought to model an ethical and spiritual life reflected in the 

way he or she takes care of his or her family. This pastor ought to have a balanced 

personal family life that projects wellness (spiritual, emotional, physical, mental, 

relational) as well as godly stewardship (finances, time, boundaries).  

 
145 Richard P. DeShon, Clergy Effectiveness: National Survey Results (Lansing, MI: Michigan 

State University, 2010), 10. 
 
146 These categories are not based on the study conducted by the General Board of Higher 

Education of the Methodist Church in 2010. 
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In their book, 7 Practices of Effective Ministry, Stanley et al. suggest that to maintain 

the relevance, sanity, and effectiveness, a leader must carve out time in the schedule to 

step back and evaluate.147 A competent pastor is a good planner. This pastor will set 

boundaries and SMART goals (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time 

bound) and manage time wisely. Stephen Covey refers to The Four Quadrants of Time 

Management as a tool to help the reader reflect on important versus urgent matters. 

Covey suggests that 75 percent of people’s time should be spent on important yet not 

urgent matters rather than spending time in crisis or emergencies for lack of planning or 

living in a time waster space.  

The author of First Things First talks about the addictive experience of our times and 

writes, “Our society is literally inundated with urgency addiction. Everywhere we turn, 

urgency addiction is reinforced in our lives in our culture.”148 Laura Vanderkam writes 

about the importance of budgeting our time, which is vital. While 168 hours in a week 

seem to be a lot of time, in a broader sense, time is nonrenewable and ought to be 

managed properly.149  

Personal development competency requires a teachable heart, one who is 

constantly seeking to learn and grow (Psalm 25). A competent pastor understands the 

changes and educates himself or herself to discern God’s will in a particular context. He 

 
147 Andy Stanley, Reggie Joiner, and Lane Jones, 7 Practices of Effective Ministry (Sisters, OR: 

Multnomah Publishers, Inc., 2004), 174. 
 
148 Stephen R. Covey, First Things First (New York, NY: Free Press, 2003), 35-37.  
 
149 Laura Vanderkam, 168 Hours: You Have more Time Than You Think ( New York, NY: The 

Penguin Group, 2011), 25. 
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or she wants to understand people to better serve and love them, which will take an 

effective pastor to cultivate cultural intelligence and embrace diversity.  

David Livermore, a leading voice on this topic, suggests that cultural intelligence is 

an essential skill for most twenty-first-century ministry leaders: “The cultural intelligence 

framework allows us for an appreciation of what we have in common with our fellow 

Christians and other image bearers while placing greater emphasis on the rich, robust 

things learned by exploring the profound differences.”150 

2. Pastoral care and spiritual guidance 

This level of competency is expected and assumed. The competent pastor is the 

counselor for the congregation, the person with the most in-depth spiritual experience and 

communion with God.  

An effective pastor will know when to refer someone to a more suited 

professional depending on the situation. Most congregations are often faced with family 

or marriage conflicts that must be properly managed with decision-making processes in 

place. A competent pastor not only will set boundaries for himself but alsowill help 

others to do the same. Mastering this competency is vital to the ministry as the pastor is 

expected to perform special services such as weddings, funerals, visitation, and 

ordinances (baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and the foot-washing). However, it is the loving 

and sacrificial kingdom mentality of the leader that will effectively touch people’s lives 

in meaningful ways.  

It is important to distinguish between a chief and a leader. A chief gives orders, 

and others submissively respond and execute those orders to please the chief. A leader 

 
150 David Livermore, Cultural Intelligence: Improving Your CQ to Engage Our Multicultural 

World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 55.  
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has followers who are influenced by him or her. This leader influences others to do 

what’s right for them.I argue that regardless of the position of power or influence, a 

competent pastor ought to be after God’s heart. God requires love at the core of anything 

we do—especially pastors. We might do a ton of things in his name. We can claim to be 

many things, but if there’s no love, we are nothing (1 Corinthians 13).  

Pastoral care and spiritual guidance suggest having a clear vision and a clear 

purpose of the calling. The competent pastor knows where he or she is going. He or she 

has a good sense of the true north, and this is required to lead others properly. The vision 

is shaped by and aligned with God’s redemptive purposes in the ministry.    

In his book, Relational Leadership, Walter Wright (2009) refers to the leader keeping the 

vision; and he defines the calling in terms of living what we believe and being true to 

who God is in the midst of the changing world. In the text, Wright also refers to what he 

calls the prerequisites for servant leadership: identity, survival, and meaning. These 

characteristics set the biblical leadership apart from the ordinary leadership: God called 

us (meaning), loved in God (identity), and kept for Jesus Christ (survival). The competent 

pastor is one who serves and, in doing so, sacrifices time and resources as necessary to 

bring glory to the Lord. Jesus is the model for a competent pastor. He didn’t come to be 

served but to serve (Mark 10:45).      

3. Preaching, teaching, and worship 

This level of competency is also present and well developed in any effective and 

healthy ministry. This competency involves the highest command of those in ministry—

to preach the word and make disciples (Matt. 28:19-20). In order to effectively exercise 

the calling, the competent pastor will contextualize his homiletics and become a practical 
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theologian who accesses available resources to keep the message relevant in the 

community the ministry is planted.   

4. Leadership development 

This level of competency involves management principles, heavy decision making, and 

planning. Leadership training, delegation, and empowerment are just a few of the 

building blocks of a healthy church. Team building and collaboration have to do with 

discerning gifts through available assessments and talent development. The competent 

pastor will dedicate considerable amounts of time to focus on developing others and will 

utilize tools as necessary to help them achieve their potential in Christ. This competency 

includes staff and volunteer management, goal setting, and feedback. Andy Stanley et al. 

identify “replacing yourself” as one vital practice in ministry: “One day, someone will be 

doing what you are doing. Whether you have an exit strategy or not, ultimately, you will 

exit. So, embrace the inevitable and prepare now for the future.”151  

5. Church administration and governance 

Again, this competency will invariably take different shapes and different levels of  

complexity depending on the context. It involves strategic planning (mission, vision, 

understanding demographic trends, smart goals, and implementations), budgets, financial 

reporting, and facility management. A competent pastor is familiar with board 

development, processes and policies, legalities, and human resources. This pastor is a 

system thinker. He knows how one process affects the rest of the ministry. The competent 

pastor understands his or her role as an organizer.   

 
151 Andy et al., 7 Practices of Effective Ministry, 168. 
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 Lacking this competency has been and will continue to be a common cause of 

ministry failure. Important decisions are—and should be—based on informed and 

documented management. One cannot correctly manage what one cannot measure. It is 

extremely important to keep records consistently and adequately because this adds 

credibility to the ministry. It shows a high commitment to transparency. The Bible offers 

clear direction for the men and women of God regarding the decision-making processes. 

Luke 14:28 says, “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Won’t you first sit down 

and estimate the cost to see if you have enough money to complete it?” The component 

pastor cannot afford to make impulsive decisions.  

 In my years overseeing Hispanic congregations, I have found more often than I’d 

like to admit that budgets and projections are faith-based rather than conservative track 

records and behavior. A competent pastor will leave room for miraculous giving but will 

calculate based on church behavior. 

 Again, context is essential to comprehend God’s purposes with our ministries 

fully. A pastor decides to expand the current building because the congregation is 

showing signs of growth—at least numerically. If he or she is in the Dominican Republic, 

he or she will say, “I need 10 men here on Saturday to demolish this wall, and the whole 

congregation will celebrate the faith-based decision. This pastor will probably have more 

people than anticipated helping bring the wall down. The pastor is also elaborating a list 

of potential givers to raise the money to build new walls. He or she will probably get 

away with this project without significant issues. That same idea here in Grand Rapids 

will not prosper. There is quite a process to initiate such an enterprise.  

6. Public engagement 



 95 

A competent pastor knows the community in which God has planted his or her ministry. 

He has gathered the necessary information to effectively connect with other ministries, 

agencies, and institutions around him. Public engagement involves developing a good 

network through meaningful relationships in the community. Public engagement involves 

advocating and representing those that cannot voice their needs and concerns; it is a 

mandate from the Lord.  

In Isaiah 1:17, the Lord says, “Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the 

oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case of the widow.” Many 

pastors feel that politics has nothing to do with the church. This kind of leader 

understands that advocating is a contradicting role that challenges the core spiritual 

responsibilities with the congregation. 

 A few days ago, I had a conversation with a longtime Pentecostal Hispanic pastor 

in this community of Grand Rapids, Michigan. He argued, “I don’t want to be 

remembered as an activist; that’s not what God called me to do. I want to be remembered 

as the pastor.” There’s an obvious contrast with many other pastors who understand their 

role to advocate and speak for those that cannot. In Proverbs 31:8-9, God is clearly 

commanding us to “speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of 

all who are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy.” 

I argue that this is especially true for pastors. A competent pastor will get familiar with 

local government (police chief, commissioners, state representatives, etc.). Other 

examples of advocacy in the Bible include: Moses (Ex. 3-12), Esther (Est. 4-5), and John 

the Baptist (Luke 3:12-14, 19). 
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Conclusion 

How can a church contribute to a behavior-changing experience? 

In recent decades, many congregations in the more traditional Protestantism have 

reported decreasing statistics. Naturally, they are focused on finding the root of the 

problem and possible solutions. A bad practice has been to address the issue with 

programmatic and methodology approaches or even revising the church governance and 

structures. The truth of the matter is much deeper than that. 

A genuine dependence on the Holy Spirit is needed to avoid that kind of stress. 

I’m convinced that this abiding relationship with the Lord (John 15) must stay central. It 

is only through the power of the Holy Spirit that healthy growth can be experienced in the 

church—not through programs, resources, strategy, or methodology. Those things can be 

useful if the Holy Spirit is driving the agenda. It is by him and through him that the 

church can bear much fruit—if we remain in him and he remains in us. 

In Justo Gonzalez’s words, “…tiene que ver directamente con el sentido del 

evangelio y con cómo se expresa en la vida diaria de las personas, así como en la vida 

comunal y estructural de la iglesia. En este punto, la “espiritualidad” se convierte en un 

asunto clave…una espiritualidad que esté bien enraizada en las Escrituras y que de 

manera radical responda a las necesidades del mundo de hoy.” (It has to do directly with 

the sense of the gospel and in the way it is expressed in the daily life of the people, and 

the communal and structural life of the church. At this point, the “spirituality” becomes a 

vital matter… a spirituality well rooted in the Scriptures and that responds to the needs of 

the world in a radical manner).152   

 
152 Justo L. Gonzalez, Teología Liberadora, 248. 
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While the spiritual aspect of our lives is the focus in the Pentecostal experience, the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit and the development of those spiritual gifts weighs heavily in 

the day-to-day of a Pentecostal believer. The truth is that Pentecostal pastors do little to 

contribute to a balanced healthy life in the church. Members leave the church service or 

program and then face a different reality at home or at work. Social justice in all its forms 

is not of their concern, except for prayers. The lack of involvement (for considering these 

as worldly or mundane) in other areas of life is not biblical.  For one, the pastor should 

have a good understanding of the context in which the congregants live; otherwise, they 

couldn’t relate effectively but also provide the tools to empower the people.  

Christian spirituality is sustained by the teaching ministry of the church. 

Spirituality without education is mere sentimentality—religious feelings, perhaps, but not 

authentic devotion. Education without the spiritual dynamic is one dimensional and 

cerebral at best but not ultimately transformational and thus not authentic education. The 

greatest threat to the vital place of education in ministerial formation is the pragmatic 

orientation that permeates the church, seemingly in each culture, but particularly in 

Western culture. The extraordinary push to make pastors effective at a particular task or 

responsibility often undermines the power of the slow and deliberate process of 

intellectual formation.  

There is a vital link between education and spirituality. It is implied in Ephesians 

4:11 and explicitly in the Pastoral Epistles (1 and 2 Timothy and Titus): pastors are 

teachers. They are called to be the teaching the ministry of Christ to the church, and for 

this, they are trained and equipped. Pentecostals need to learn from others if they want to 

stay relevant. 
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CHAPTER 4: Hispanic Pentecostals in Greater Grand Rapids, Western 

Michigan: Basic Profile, Challenges, and Opportunities. 

While the previous chapter explored the Scriptures (normative task) in search of 

God’s desires for the church and its leaders, this chapter focuses on our context and offers 

a rather descriptive picture of the religious landscape in Greater Grand Rapids before it 

goes into a more in-depth analysis of the profile and views of 10 Hispanic Pentecostal 

pastors interviewed (descriptive-empirical task). 

Congregations and Leaders-Basic Profile 

According to the most recent Study of Congregations153 in the metropolitan area 

of Grand Rapids,154 Hispanic congregations (all traditions) now make up about one fifth 

or 19 percent of the congregations in the study area (see fig. 4). Hispanic Pentecostal 

pastors in Greater Grand Rapids find themselves serving congregations with a unique set 

of issues and struggles (immigrant churches)155 related to countless barriers and 

limitations in their crosscultural experience.  

Recent findings reveal the nature of those challenges: lack of financial resources 

and language and other cultural barriers. Nearly half (47 percent) of the leaders of 

Hispanic immigrant congregations say these are significant factors limiting their 

congregations’ ability to be of greater service. However, they cited unfair treatment, 

 
153 Lugo, Luis, Lori DeVries, Neil Carlson, Laura Luchies, and Nicole Karl. Greater Grand 

Rapids Survey of Congregations [survey dataset]. (Grand Rapids, MI: Calvin College Center for Social 
Research, 2017), p. 16. 

 
154 Metropolitan Area of Grand Rapids refers to Greater Grand Rapids and includes the cities of 

Grand Rapids, Wyoming, and Kentwood.  
 
155 Immigrant church is one with half or more of regular participants being immigrants according 

the most recent (2017) study of congregations in the Greater Grand Rapids.  
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affordable housing, and immigration status, as major challenges impacting their 

ministries negatively. 156  

The immigrant church, according to the same source, is the fastest growing church 

in the Greater Grand Rapids area. As might be expected given broader demographic 

trends, most of these congregations—nearly two thirds (63 percent)—are predominantly 

Hispanic and most (71 percent) immigrant congregations are associated with the 

Pentecostal and evangelical traditions according to the cited recent report. 

Hispanic residents in the urban area now make up about 16 percent of the population, 

about the same percentage as Black residents. Wyoming has seen the largest growth in 

terms of Hispanic population as well as in the number of congregations.  

Since 2007, the Hispanic population of Wyoming has increased by more than a 

third (from 11,549 in 2007 to 15,623 in 2016, or 21 percent of the total population). 

Meanwhile, Hispanic churches now comprise more than a quarter (27 percent) of all the 

congregations in Wyoming and nearly four-in-ten (38 percent) of all new congregations 

in that city. Wyoming has seen the highest level of congregational growth in our urban 

area, and that is due in large part to the rapid growth of Hispanic churches.157  

Let’s keep in mind that this growth is in a number of congregations. Most of these 

churches are small in size (see fig. 5), and a word of caution should be observed when 

thinking of growth. Some of these emerging new congregations are the results of splits or 

divisions of pre-existing churches. 

 
156 Lugo, Luis, Lori DeVries, Neil Carlson, Laura Luchies, and Nicole Karl. Greater Grand 

Rapids Survey of Congregations [survey dataset]. Grand Rapids, MI: Calvin College Center for Social 
Research, 2017. 

  
157 Study of Congregations, p. 17. 
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Size 

Approximately half (51 percent) of the congregations included in the survey are 

relatively small, with fewer than 100 participants.160 Another third (32 percent) are 

medium-sized, with between 100 and 399 

regular participants. The remainder, one-

in-six (17 percent), are large congregations 

with 400 or more regularly participating 

adults. Hispanic congregations average 56 

while Hispanic Pentecostal churches 

average 53 (see chart below). 

 

 

 

160 To estimate the size of congregations in our urban area, the survey queried religious leaders 
about the approximate number of congregants—including adults and children— who regularly participate 
in the religious life of their church. In this study, we define regular attenders as those who attend worship 
services or other church activities at least two to three times per month.  
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Table 1. Median Size of Congregations 
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Table 3 - Ministerial Education of Leaders 

 All Congregations 
(348) 

Hispanic Pentecostals 
(47) 

Bachelor’s Degree 72% 35% 

Seminary Master’s Degree 52% 8% 

Certificate Program 38% 68% 

Bible College/Institute 30% 71% 

Post-Master’s Seminary Degree 11% 0% 

Since the Hispanic Pentecostal congregations tend to be smaller, it is not 

surprising to find that a majority of their congregations (59 percent) have no full-time 

paid staff. These pastors hold another job elsewhere to supplement their income and other 

benefits. The next two charts extracted from the Study of Congregations reflects the 

reality of bi-vocationalism across religious traditions (Fig. 11) and ethnicity or race (fig. 

12). 

Figure 11. Percentage of Congregations That Have Full-Time Paid Staff, by Religious 

Tradition (Source: 2017 Study of Congregations) 
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Figure 12. Percentage of Congregations That Have Full-Time Paid Staff, by Race or 
Ethnicity (Source: 2017 Study of Congregations) 
 

The cited study also analyzes the nearly three-in-ten (28 percent), or 98, 

congregations in the survey where half or more regular participants are immigrants. As 

might be expected given broader demographic trends, most of these congregations—

nearly two thirds (63 percent)—are predominantly Hispanic, but a significant number are 

Black or Asian (20 percent and 10 percent, respectively). Most (71 percent) immigrant 

congregations are associated with the Pentecostal and evangelical Traditions.162 

Organized Hispanic Pentecostal congregations in Western Michigan are directly 

influenced by the customs and traditions of the Spanish speaking countries represented in 

the current diversity. About 20 Spanish speaking countries from Central and South 

America are represented in the 60 organized Hispanic Pentecostal congregations in 

Greater Grand Rapids, with Mexican pastors the largest group in leadership, followed by 

Guatemalan, and Dominican pastors. Out of these legally constituted congregations, 38 

are known to be affiliated to a mother organization or council (concilio) to which they 

answer to, and the remaining 14 (27 percent) are independently operating.163  

 
162 Study of Congregations, p. 22. 
 
163 Data has been gathered in part from the Association of Hispanic Pastors in Grand Rapids and 

part from my own documented survey conducted in 2015. 
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The Pentecostal Latino leadership in the Greater Grand Rapids area is primarily 

made up of first-generation immigrants who appreciate their cultural differences and 

identities. Second, third, and fourth generations interestingly enough end up departing 

from their traditions and beliefs as they constitute a new breed, a new people in between 

cultures. While they appreciate their Latino background, they also belong in the culture 

they were born.164 In most cases, the children of Hispanic Pentecostal pastors in Greater 

Grand Rapids find their church irrelevant. They argue that these churches don’t have a 

place for them, and they prefer a more contemporary setting and open-mind approach.   

Hispanic Pentecostal Church Plants 

 Very often, a leader receives “a call” from God, and the next thing, a small group 

(3 to 10 people) or mission is started. They get together weekly, and they pray, worship, 

and study the Word. Since there are no regulations that prohibit such activities (freedom 

of religion), all these new missionaries need is “the call” to do the work and the blessing 

from the pastor. I observed (during my initial assessment) that most Hispanic Pentecostal 

pastors have come to the area in pursuit of a better life, not as missionaries. 

 These house churches grow as other family members, friends, and neighbors join 

the small group. Most likely, the leader or leaders of the group are more experienced in 

church matters. They have usually served in a Pentecostal church in a leadership capacity 

and are familiar with Pentecostal doctrines and the order of service. in their home country 

or even somewhere else in the city or state. They (typically first generation) are not fluent 

in English and only possess a basic training at a Bible institute. Usually, they lack any 

type of degree or formal education but are very strong in the Pentecostal experience. 

 
164 Orlando Crespo, Being Latino in Christ (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 89. 



 109 

Some live for a short time and then vanish, normally associated with the lack of resources 

and competency.165 Many of these newly formed churches find their way to a storefront 

or an established traditional mainstream white church building. It’s not uncommon to see 

the same small church move from one location to another in a short time. 

 The more churches, the better when it comes to impact the whole world. I 

genuinely believe the proliferation of these new missions and churches serve God’s 

purposes to reach the cities. In his book, Center Church, Keller also emphasizes this issue 

and the importance of doing balanced and gospel-centered ministry. He claims that “the 

way to grow the number of Christians in a city is not mainly through church renewal but 

through church planting.”166  

In the Hispanic Pentecostal mission setting, the leader is the voice everyone hears 

and obeys. The teaching and preaching are not checked out. Usually, the group follows 

whatever the leader believes and wherever he goes without questioning his or her 

authority. This leader becomes the “angel” of the nascent church and only answers to 

God. After all, they are not required to have a degree to be in ministry.  

No evaluation committee is involved in determining the leader’s competency in 

the different areas of ministry (theology and administrative and organizational capacities, 

etc.). With no accountability, too often, the power is not distributed, and the small group 

is at the mercy of the leader. This set of conditions allows the development of 

manipulations in the body of Christ and other less than healthy ministry practices. 

 
165 Ronald D. Sisk, The Competent Pastor (Herndom: The Alban Institute, 2005), 170. 
 
166 Timothy Keller, Center Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 359. 
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They normally don’t associate well with other Christian denominations. The 

reasoning behind this practice is the discouragement and frustrations they went through 

while serving in another congregation. Often very well justified, the organized 

Pentecostal church has turned overly concerned with traditions, legalisms, and other 

forms of government which foments division, rather than unity. The lack of quality 

training is reflected at every level. 

Education 

As I have previously said, classical Pentecostalism is associated with no 

education— “education will hurt your faith.” The general thought is that colleges and 

universities will change the heart and faith. Education can intimidate many good and 

faithful Christian believers; it challenges what we believe. Education involves possessing 

and processing information. A knowledgeable leader influences others more effectively. 

A narrow Christian worldview tends to protect itself against any line of thought that 

encourages critical minds. I think of ministry is like a plane. It has two wings in order to 

fly. Ministry requires first and foremost a call (one wing) from God and secondly, proper 

preparation or training for the job (the other wing); otherwise, it will be in trouble sooner 

than later. A truly missional Pentecostal church today requires much more than a burning 

desire to reach the world.  

In connecting people to the gospel, Timothy Keller argues that leaders and 

pastors, who are surrounded now by a radically non-Christian culture, “require much 

more preparation and education to think Christianly about all of life, public and private, 

and about how to do their work with Christian distinctiveness.”167 I have explained the 

 
167 Timothy Keller, Center Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 330. 
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survivor mindset brought to the Latino Pentecostal congregations. That’s why we see a 

paternalistic attitude of overprotection in Latino churches. Pastors can be extremely 

jealous of other ministries. They cannot take any risk. But this is hindering the ability to 

impact the communities they serve. Hispanic Pentecostals see their fellow pastors as 

competition in many cases.      

 The Hispanic Pentecostal church (classical) in Greater Grand Rapids, of which 

men are disproportionally lower in number than women and children, normally has two 

to three services weekly. They continue to be smaller scale revivals, and the congregation 

size ranges from 10 to 50 members (including children). There are few exceptions to 

churches with 50 or more members.168 

Unlike our countries of origin, where the congregants are rooted and shaped in 

homogeneous communities, the Latino Pentecostal congregation in the county is made up 

of a diverse and very complicated mix of cultural backgrounds. For instance, the newly 

established church I pastor in Wyoming, Michigan, has a representation of eight different 

countries, mainly from Central and South America (Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, 

Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Cuba, Panamá, and Argentina). This alone suggests 

that a pastor should develop intelligence and sensitivity to cultural diversity. 

According to a study on religious congregations and their impact on the quality of 

life in Kent County (650,000), “the training and education of religious leaders is of 

particular importance to ministerial effectiveness and excellence, as well as a 

congregation’s community impact and involvement.”169 It is primarily a response to a 

 
168 Edwin I. Hernández and Neil Carlson, Gatherings of Hope (Grand Rapids: Calvin College 

Center for Social Research, 2008), 17. 
 
169 Ibid. 
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deep sense of calling and commitment of religious leaders to serve their communities of 

faith.The more education religious leaders have, the more they are able to meet the social 

needs of their parishioners and the more likely they are to mobilize them to serve their 

communities through social service programs.     

According to the Gatherings of Hope Project in 2008, Black and Hispanic leaders, 

though starting from a lower level on average, were significantly more likely to aspire for 

a doctoral or professional degree. This same study concluded that Hispanic leaders, along 

with Black leaders, expressed stronger-than-average interest in all types of training, and 

this is encouraging. This fact remains true 10 years later according to the Study of 

Congregations 2017.170 The study segmented the training in five categories: theological 

education, nonprofit management abilities, counseling or mental health skills, developing 

individual leadership skills, and community outreach or service programs. 

A very intriguing and alarming piece of information resulted from that study in 

2008: “The majority of the congregational leaders are not part of any pastoral association 

network.” 171 Ten years later, this continues to be the case. This lack of connectivity, the 

report continues, might hamper ministry efforts. I cannot agree more. Networking simply 

means establishing relationships, which translates into access to resources. Any 

community effort will require networking to maximize the outreach potential.  

Healthy ministry leadership is relational in order to influence and serve biblically. 

In his book, Relational Leadership, Walter C. Wright argues: “Leadership is about 

 
 
170 Study of Congregations, p. 68. 
 
171 Hernández and Carlson, Gatherings of Hope,19. 
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people. It is about relationship. Leadership is a relationship of influence with a purpose, 

the achievement of the shared mission and the nurture of the community. Leadership is a 

relationship of dependency.” 172 

Strategic planning is a foreign word for them. Most of them are able to produce 

one full year of planned activities. I learned that many pastors follow a similar dynamic 

and have no long-term planning. They plan diverse activities in a calendar year, which 

usually includes the planned annual events of their denomination: general convention, a 

weekend retreat, the summer bible school, and the like. Usually, this dynamic involves 

more controlled events that are planned one month out. In other words, the planning in 

the Latino Pentecostal church in the Greater Grand Rapids area is limited to the order of 

the services and deciding who will be taking part.  

The next session of this chapter contains findings on organizational leadership of 

a group of 10 Hispanic Pentecostal pastors that I interviewed. Nearly all contacted pastors 

and leaders had difficulties articulating a clear vision and mission statement. Without 

these organizational elements in place, I argue that ministry won’t be able to assess 

effectiveness because there is no intentionality in what they do, nor will measurable 

success be possible in a culture of such improvisation.  

Most of the observed churches are concerned with themselves. They are focused 

inward, and that seems to be the pace for nearly everyone. Their preaching is full of 

power, and many claim to have an evangelist action plan in their community. But I 

realize that this plan is limited to eventual handouts of tracts or any other type of 

 
172 Walter Wright, Relational Leadership (Colorado Springs: Biblica Publishing, 2009), 25-26. 
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Christian literature. Their agenda is driven by this level of evangelism, where the return 

of Christ is kept relevant. 

In his book Mañana, Justo González elaborates on the relevance of the gospel in 

tangible ways as he brings identity in the picture and contextualizes the gospel to the 

experiences of Latino people.173 It seems that the only concern is to maintain the rhythm 

of practicing the faith while waiting for the return of Christ. 

Challenges 

Competency necessitates theological training. Presently, this training is poor in 

the Pentecostal church. In Grand Rapids, nearly one percent has been through seminary. 

A seminary provides the opportunity to access the disciplines connected to ministry. Like 

any other professional, a minister is expected to possess knowledge and information. Yes, 

the Pentecostal church cannot remain illiterate and ignorant and expect to succeed in a 

time of serious challenges. These challenges are inevitable.  This era has no boundaries, 

and people are tethered to the world 24/7. The science in this postmodern time is 

exponentially increasing by the minute with ever changing technologies that affect 

everything we do, even the way we do ministry.  

As a pastor, I can attest to the fact that first-generation Latino parents (including 

Pentecostal pastors) in Kent County can hardly understand much of their own children’s 

conversations. This translates into ignorance of their needs because they lack the 

knowledge of an appropriate approach. For a Latino father, the struggles in a foreign 

country are surmounting. They not only have to deal with the stress of learning the basics 

of a new language and learning the highly sophisticated new culture but also the stress of 

 
173 Justo L. González, Mañana: Christian Theology from a Hispanic Perspective (Nasville: 

Abingdom, 1990), 68. 
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being rejected and treated as inferior. Many times, the abuse that comes along with 

prejudice in the workplace or at school places a tremendous pressure over that first 

generation of immigrants. 

Opportunities Non-Traditional Resources Available 

At the moment, there are four different programs in Western Michigan designed 

to offer access to a higher level of education to pastors and leaders in the community.   

1. Certificate in Latino/a Ministry (Calvin Theological Seminary) 

2. Instituto Bíblico Ebenezer (Western Theological Seminary) 

3. Community Based Leadership Ministry (Grand Rapids Theological Seminary) 

4. Urban Ministry Cohort Program (Grand Rpaids Theological Seminary) 

The first two programs are in Spanish and strictly designed for Latinos, while the 

third and fourth include other minority groups as well. These are conducted in English; 

therefore, they require a more robust understanding of the English language. All the 

programs listed above are unique in nature: no traditional, fully funded (except for the 

Grand Rapids Theological Seminary Cohort, which is only 65 percent funded). 

1. Certificate in Hispanic Ministry   

This certificate program is at the heart of this work. Calvin Theological Seminary 

(CTS), along with the DeVos Foundation, provides this two-year program to Hispanic 

pastors and leaders of Western Michigan. It is the result of Gatherings of Hope (2008) 

and the initiative of Dr. Edwin Hernández. The first cohort of 40 Hispanic pastors and 

leaders was launched in the fall of 2012 and had great success. The second cohort of 40 

participants started in the fall of 2015. The program is designed to address those very 
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issues found to be relevant and much needed among the Latino congregations in Kent 

County. Dr. Mariano Avila is the director, professor, and key component of the initiative.  

Background 

In 2011 and 2012 (for one year), 50 Hispanic pastors in the Greater Grand Rapids 

area were consulted to determine their needs and desires for training in areas of 

ministry.174 A focus group defined seven key areas of interest: 

1. Exegesis – Preaching Ephesians 

2. Exegesis – Preaching the Old Testament 

3. Community Transformation 

4.  Pastoral Counseling 

5. Theology for Ministry 

6. Leadership and Church Administration 

7. Worship and Preaching 

Two years later, two more courses were added: 

1. Marriage Enrichment Retreats 

2. Children and Youth Educational Ministries  

Objectives 

1. Increase the theological and biblical knowledge of pastors 

2. Foster a desire for further pursuit of education in order to enhance ministry 

3. Nurture local pastors’ networks and erode long-heldd suspicions between 

congregational leaders and pastors 

 
174 The consultation was made by Khary Bridgewater (Senior Program Officer of Community 

Initiatives for the Doug & Maria Foundations) in the early design process of the program.   
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4. Have Hispanic congregations engage their local communities in a more 

intentional matter 

5. Produce tangible results at the congregational level (not just pastoral growth) 

Structure 

The nine-course Certificate for Hispanic Ministry is residential. Every semester 

they meet for 12 weeks—every Monday night for a three-hour session. CTS gives full 

transcript credit to the courses for students who qualify for graduate studies and will give 

advanced standing to those who are eligible to continue with a master’s degree program.  

Composition and Diversity 

The class composition is 60 percent male and 40 percent female pastors. Their 

educational background ranges from people who never went to a school, or barely 

finished two or three years of elementary school (25 percent), to those who are at a 

graduate level (another 25 percent), to those with a high school diploma or courses in 

college (50 percent). Studentscome from different denominations (mostly from 

Pentecostal or neo-charismatic independent churches – 85 percent, and some from 

historical denominations RCA, CRC, Baptist, and Methodist). Also, they come from 

different countries and cultures (Caribbean, Mexican, Central and South American).  

Age is also quite diverse (from people in their 20s to some in their 70s). The average is 

40–50 years old. Six groups are formed according to their educational background. Each 

group has a mentor (one of the advanced students) to guide and tutor them in their 

studies. The common denominator of students is their pastoral ministry, mostly in 

marginal Hispanic communities in the city. 
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Learning Methodologies 

Students participate in weekly Monday night meetings for 12 weeks. Students receive 

the required readings at least one week in advance. They study them individually; then, 

they meet in small groups in their homes under the direction of a mentor (one of the 

advanced students) to review their homework together. Then they meet for a formal class. 

These are the learning dynamics: Students have dinner together for 30 minutes (90 

percent work full time outside off their church ministry; only four students in the first 

cohort are fully supported by their churches). The next step is group discussions. For an 

hour and a half, students discuss the assigned homework, relate their own ministry 

experience to what they already discussed, and select key questions and discoveries for 

each group that later are discussed in a plenary session (30 minutes). The day ends with a 

dialogic lecture from the professor (30 minutes) that summarizes or deepens what was 

learned and discussed in the groups, integrating it with ministry. The lecture constantly 

interacts with students’ concerns and questions.  

Three Full Saturdays plus three or four Monday nights.  

With visiting professors, who live far from our city, courses were organized with 

three classes that meet for a full day each of those three Saturdays. The Monday 

preceding each of those Saturdays, students meet at the seminary to review the assigned 

readings, their group discussions.  

Upon group discussions and evaluation, a lecture is also provided to deepen the 

key parts of the lesson. For some classes on Monday night, some organizations and 

institutions are invited to illustrate their service in the community. When the professor 
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comes for the Saturday class, students have mastered the assigned readings and are ready 

to interact with the professor. 

Evaluation of the Courses 

Evaluation is done according to the diverse composition of the class and also 

following the professor’s preferences. Thus, the assessment includes written essays, 

open-book exams, quizzes, oral exams, and even grading during the worship service in 

the pastors’ churches (evaluating their sermons). These diverse ways of evaluation 

depend on the educational background of the pastors. The emphasis is in the construction 

of knowledge, a constant reflection on their experience as a source of knowledge, and the 

way students apply their new learning and understanding to the life of their churches. The 

teaching methods are adapted to the students’ possibilities, limitations, challenges, and 

considerable experiential assets. 

Significant Program Characteristics 

1. It is in Spanish and taught by Hispanic scholars. 

2. It is culturally relevant because it is taught by Hispanic professors who live 

and understand the realities of the culture of Hispanic churches and 

communities. 

3. It is free to the students thanks to the initiative and partnership of the DeVos 

Foundation that has generously invested in Hispanic leadership. 

4. It is pedagogically creative and innovative, making it possible for students to 

learn together regardless of their highly diverse educational backgrounds and 

ministerial experiences. 
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5. It gives full credits (three hours credit for each course) and advance standing 

for students with a college degree willing to continue with a master’s degree at 

CTS. 

6. It positions the graduates for next steps. Also, the CHM gives students the 

opportunity to continue their studies at Christian colleges in Western 

Michigan with whom conversations have taken place about transferring these 

courses toward an associate or college degree. 

7. It is academically robust and doesn’t lower the standards but broadens them. 

In the classroom, learning takes a new meaning due to the ministerial 

experience of the leaders (usually absent in traditional seminary students) that 

brings fresh questions to the learning process. 

8. The CHM values, respects, and integrates the denominational and theological 

perspectives represented in the students, making them feel at home. 

2. Three-year Institute Program (Instituto Bíblico Ebenezer/WTS) 

This program is also in Spanish at a low cost to participants. It has been in 

existence for nearly 19 years, but it was not until recently that missionary Gretchen 

Torres took it to the next level with the support of Western Theological Seminary in 

Holland. The graduation rate is traditionally at 60 to 70. The students (1st, 2nd, and 3rd 

year) are exposed to a basic biblical, theological, and ecclesiastic administration 

curriculum that prepares them for ministry in the traditional Pentecostal manner. 

Nevertheless, the material and academic resources available to the program through WTS 

places IBE in an advantageous position to offer quality and excellence. The students’ 

body is currently 23, comprised mainly of Pentecostal participants. 
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3.    Four-year Ministry Leadership Program (GRTS) 

GRTS launched the Cohort Program, which offered qualified pastors and leaders 

in the community the opportunity to complete a four-year program in ministry leadership 

(MAML). This Master of Arts degree was first launched in 2008 with a cohort of 25 

students with a disproportionate number of African Americans in relation to other ethnic 

groups. Several other cohorts have started since then (every year) with a huge success 

rate. These 36 academic credits are designed to accommodate the busy bi-vocational 

pastors. They are offered weekly during evenings in a classroom setting, but now many 

classes are offered online as well. It requires full fluency in English, and tuition is 65 

percent funded by donors. Unfortunately, not many Hispanic Pentecostal pastors can take 

advantage of this initiative due to the language barrier or the required higher academic 

foundation.175 

4.   One-year Community Based Leadership Ministry Program (GRTS) 

This program is also sponsored by the DeVos Foundation and held at GRTS. It is fully 

funded to participants, including the books. It is primarily designed to prepare pastors and 

leaders to properly and effectively minister their communities. These six academic credits 

could be toward a degree-seeking program. It is very demanding and intense, but it 

certainly addresses relevant issues affecting ministries and their effectiveness in their 

communities. Unfortunately, it is offered in English only, and that limits Hispanic 

participation. 

 
175 Royce Evans, A Case Study in Call:  Character and Competency for Effective Ministry 

Leadership Relative to Urban Cohorts in Graduate Theological Education (Holland, MI: Dissertation 
submmited for the Degree of Doctor in Ministry, 2014). 
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To be a competent Hispanic Pentecostal pastor in Kent County requires a lot more 

than a genuine desire to serve God. A set of skills is needed to successfully lead a people 

caught up in the complexity of a pluralistic culture, high technologies, and intimidating 

times. This competent pastor must discern and join God in his neighborhood, reach out to 

a vulnerable community, and help them find purpose and meaning in a foreign land. 

The Latino pastor or Christian leader must develop a critical mindset to maintain a 

healthy ministry amid the transcultural experience and advocate for racial reconciliation. 

This pastor needs to move beyond glossolalia and traditions into a balanced and informed 

Christian worldview that validates his Latino identity in Christ through his charismatic 

and renewed expression of the Christian faith. It is through a sanctified knowledge or 

education along with the sincere communion with the Lord what will enable Hispanic 

Pentecostal pastors to carry on healthy and transformational ministries.     

Even though the Pentecostal experience, rather than formal education, has 

traditionally become the essential requirement and emphasis for Pentecostal ministry, the 

complexity of our context in twenty-first century Kent County challenges every aspect of 

the church and requires a balanced approach.  

The emergence of these educational resources for the Latino community is 

essential to fully develop what God has intended for us leaders to do here and now. It 

requires quality education to serve our Hispanic people in this context better, and 

mobilize them to serve their communities through social programs that ultimately reflect 

Christ’s compassion and love.  

In my personal experience as a bishop over a classical Latino Pentecostal group of 

churches, it is my observation that the majority of the similar type of congregations don’t 
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have the structure in place to sustain growth. Their lack of planning and intentionality 

with the community is making of their churches a place to merely socialize. The assets in 

the community are ignored. Also, these small Pentecostal congregations are ignoring 

each other or see themselves as competitors—a fragmentation observed since the very 

beginning of the Pentecostal movement. 

Empirical Research – Profile and Views of the Interviewed 

As we examined the origins and developments of the Hispanic Pentecostal 

movement in chapter 2, we not only realize its potential in the years to come but also the 

number of challenges to overcome. The present reality of the inner city ministry in the 

metro area of Grand Rapids demands competency levels that urge a serious consideration 

of ministry leadership practices in connection with the mission of the church. This 

concern took me to a closer look at the Scriptures in chapter 3 and examined what God 

desires for his church and the appointed leaders in the city.  

This evidence in the Bible prompted me to go out in the field to inquire. I 

ultimately came face-to-face with a good representation of those in the trenches, 

interviewed them, and learned of their experiences and struggles as they realize the need 

to build capacity to better serve their people in a rather unfamiliar context. This exercise 

took the form of qualitative research and is summarized in this chapter.  

I have selected 10 Hispanic Pentecostal pastors who participated and completed 

the Certificate of Hispanic Ministry at a graduate theological school. This two-year 

program is offered in Spanish and intended to serve Hispanic pastors with diverse 

educational backgrounds. Participants are not required to have completed a college 

degree. The participants were part of the first cohort of this initiative. This cohort of 40 
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began the program with a class of the book of Ephesians. This first experience was 

enthusiastically received by these eager Hispanic pastors and church leaders. The desire 

for more prompted Dr. Mariano Avila, the director, to consider other relevant courses to 

offer. What started with a single class idea became a three-year journey that ended up as 

a formal certificate program.  

These interviews are an important component of this project. The method utilized 

was the “key informant.” This method considers the main leader of the organization or 

the appointed representative whose opinion or answers are not corroborated in any other 

way. The questionnaire was crafted to evaluate the impact the training has had on the 

pastors and their ministries. This program now includes a more structured curriculum and 

evolved into a two-year Certificate of Hispanic Ministry program. Participants with a 

bachelor’s degree are eligible to continue higher education at the same institution upon 

completion of the certificate.   

This session opens with a very basic profile of the interviewed participants and 

their congregations (part one), followed by an analysis of the findings from the 10 

interviews (part two). Part three includes more exploration of each theme. Part four 

concludes with challenges and opportunities ahead of the Hispanic Pentecostal 

congregations and leaders. 

Part One  

Profile of the Participants and Their Congregations 

This section summarizes the basic profile of the participant pastors and the four 

top stories or themes that emerged from the nearly 10 hours of interviews. Over 147 

pages were transcribed, totaling almost 40 thousand words, not including follow-up 
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meetings and phone calls. (See Appendix 1) All the participants are Hispanic Pentecostal 

pastors in the Greater Grand Rapids area. The average age of this group is 58, and most 

of them have served between 20 and 30 years as ordained ministers. Only two have 

pastored for fewer than 10 years.  

The make-up of this group is diverse in terms of backgrounds. All were born 

outside of the United States. Six Spanish speaking countries are represented in this group. 

Two participants are female, and 8 are males. Most of these pastors’ congregations are 

affiliated to a denomination (six pastors) while the remaining four work independently. 

These independent churches are also the youngest of the group (under 10 years of 

establishment). Five out of the participants are bi-vocational. Only four consider 

themselves fluent in English. In terms of education, three completed high school. Two 

completed a bachelor’s degree, one completed an associate degree, and one has a non-

theological master’s degree. None had participated in seminary education before the 

Ephesians course. All pastors lead established congregations in Greater Grand Rapids. 

This metropolitan area (Grand Rapids, Wyoming, and Kentwood) is the home to 532 

churches.176 

Religious tradition. Our interviewed group is Pentecostal. Pentecostalism is one 

of the five major Christian traditions (25 percent and the second fastest-growing tradition 

in the last 10 years. The other four larger groups of religious congregations in Grand 

Rapids are associated with evangelical, Dutch Reformed, Mainline, and Roman Catholic 

traditions (see fig. 6, page 113).    

 
176 Lugo, Luis, Lori DeVries, Neil Carlson, Laura Luchies, and Nicole Karl. Greater Grand Rapids 

Survey of Congregations [survey dataset]. Grand Rapids, MI: Calvin College Center for Social Research, 
2017. 
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Ethnicity. Our group is Hispanic. All 10 pastors reported that they were born 

outside of the continental United States.179 The listed countries of origin are Mexico (3), 

Puerto Rico (3), Dominican Republic (1), Cuba (1), Guatemala (1), and Peru (1). They 

also lead congregations whose worship is in Spanish. Hispanic congregations represent 

some 40 percent of minority congregations, or about one-fifth (19 percent) off all 

congregations in Grand Rapids.  

Age. The average age of our participants is slightly over 58. This number is 

skewed by two younger pastors (low 40s). Otherwise  

if we consider the median the more realistic average 

of the surveyed group is significantly higher (63). The 

oldest of the group is 75, and 60 percent is over 60. 

(see fig. 15) 

The numbers are a bit higher than the average 

age (52) of religious leaders across the 348           Figure 15. Age of Participants 

congregations interviewed in the Study of Congregations. Such study revealed that in 

general, two-in-ten of the leaders are younger than 40, nearly half (48 percent) are 

between 40 and 60 years of age, and a third (32 percent) are 60 or older.  

Gender. Our group is represented by two women and eight men. In general, 13 

percent of the leaders interviewed are women serving as the head or senior clergy person 

or religious leader. This number is consistent with those across the nation.  

 
179 This number includes three respondents who were born in Puerto Rico and are thus U.S. 

citizens. 

62
2

Age of 
Participants

Over 60 50-59

40-49 Under 40
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However, this small group is a faithful representation of the Hispanic leaders within the 

Pentecostals (25 percent).  

  The same Study reveals that from the Hispanic Pentecostal pastors in Greater 

Grand Rapids (58), only 35 percent hold a bachelor’s degree (lowest within the 

Pentecostals). Only 10 percent completed a master’s degree, and none has completed a 

postmaster’s seminary degree. Hispanic Pentecostals report having completed Bible 

institute programs (68 percent), the highest percentage within this religious tradition, 

compare to 35 percent Black and 30 percent White. An equal percentage (68 percent) 

completed certificate or correspondent programs compared to 64 percent and 60 percent 

of Black and White Pentecostals.181  

Immigrant Pastors and Immigrant Churches. All the participants are first-

generation immigrants representing a diversity of ethnic groups within the Hispanic 

population. None of the interviewed leaders were born in the United States. The cited 

Study of Congregations defines an immigrant congregation as one with over 50 percent 

of the members being immigrants, and an immigrant is defined as one who was not born 

in the United States. Every surveyed leader has an immigrant congregation, and the 

primary language used in their services is Spanish. These Hispanic pastors represent the 

fastest-growing expression of the church in this urban area. The study analyzes the nearly 

three-in-ten (28 percent) or 98 immigrant congregations, and nearly two thirds (63 

percent) are predominantly Hispanic.    

I want to be particularly cautious about the term “growing.” Growing refers to the 

expansion of congregations, not growth in adherents. Very often, a Pentecostal 

 
181 Luis et al., Study of Congregations – Appendix 3 Pages 98-100.  
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2. Opportunity is given for occasional exhortation and teaching small group setting 

3. Having proven him/herself in this exhorter capacity, he or she may be 

recommended for licensing (authorized preacher) 

4. This person is eligible (assuming calling is confirmed by the community of faith) 

to candidate pastorate. At this point, a Bible institute (three-year program) is 

required along with faithful service in the local church  

5. A couple of years after becoming a pastor, along with further ministerial 

training/education is usually enough to be considered a candidate for ordination   

Bi-Vocational. It is interesting to learn that half of the interviewed pastors 

reported being bi-vocational. The other 50 percent is full time in ministry and is retired 

from a secular job.  Being full time at church means that they don’t hold another job, and 

this is not to say they are getting paid either. Many of these cases should be classified as 

full-time volunteers. They either don’t receive money or just a small weekly offering. In 

fact, at times, some of these pastors had to take care of the rent for the meeting place 

from their own pockets. Besides, it’s worthwhile mentioning that nine of the pastors 

don’t have any benefit whatsoever, normally due to lack of solid finances in the church. 

I’m referring to pensions and retirement plans, health care, house allowance, etc. 

In general, and according to the Study of Congregations, a similar percentage (44 

percent) of Hispanics say they have another job besides working for a congregation in 

order to balance their lives. It’s also revealed in the study that Hispanic and Black pastors 

are about two to three times more likely to be bi-vocational than their White counterparts 

(67 percent and 57 percent, respectively, versus 23 percent).182  

 
182 Ibid., p. 52. 
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Table 4 – Value Comparison with Other Groups183 

 This 
Project 
(Hisp. 
Pentec. 
Only) 

Hispanic 
Congreg. 

(Pentecostals 
Only) 

All Hispanic 
Congregations 
(All Traditions) 

All Pentecostal 
Congregations 
(Hisp. And Non-

Hisp.) 

All 
Congregations 
(Pent. And Non-

Pentecostals) 

Number of 
Leaders/Pastors 
Interviewed 

 
10 

 
41 

 
77 

 
98 

 
348 

Nativity 
% Inside U.S. 

% Outside U.S. 

 
0 

100 

 
12 
88 

 
23 
77 

 
58 
42 

 
68 
32 

Percent of 
Participants at Age 
Level 

20-29 
30-39 
40-49 
50-59 

60+ 

 
 

 
0 
0 
20 
20 
60 

 
 
 

0 
5 
25 
43 
28 

 
 

 
0 
15 
17 
38 
30 

 
 
 
1 
7 
19 
40 
33 

 
 

 
1 
19 
20 
27 
33 

Ministerial Education 
of Leaders (%) 

Bachelor’s 
Seminary Master’s 
Sem. Post-Master’s  

Certificate Prog. 
Bible College/Inst.  

 
 

30 
10 
0 

100 
100 

 
 

35 
8 
0 
68 
71 

 
 

52 
30 
6 
53 
55 

 
 

47 
18 
7 
64 
47 

 
 

72 
52 
11 
38 
30 

Gender 
% Male 

% Female 

 
80 
20 

 
90 
10 

 
91 
9 

 
83 
17 

 
84 
16 

Percent Affiliated to a 
Parent Organization 

 
70 

 
60 

 
67 

 
59 

 
75 

Percent that took part 
in continuing 
education at least once 
in the last year 

 
100 

 
47 

 
60 

 
67 

 
79 

Size of Congregations 
(%) 

Small (less than 50) 
Medium/Small (50-99) 

Medium (100-399) 
Large (400 or more) 

 
 

50 
40 
10 
0 

 
 

38 
35 
25 
3 

 
 

33 
38 
21 
8 

 
 

37 
32 
25 
6 

 
 

23 
29 
32 
16 

Age of Congregations  
(%) 

0 to 10 yrs. 
11 to 50 yrs. 

51 yrs. and over 

 
 

40 
60 
0 

 
 

41 
54 
5 

 
 

48 
40 
12 

 
 

33 
57 
10 

 
 

30 
35 
35 

 
183 The other groups information was extracted from the survey in the Study of Congregations 2017.  
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Part Two 

Analysis of the Interview Findings 

Many themes were identified in the interviews, but these four stories captured 

why they participated in the Calvin Hispanic Certificate program and the impact of the 

program on them. The four themes are: 

The first theme is accessibility. When education is available, and all unique barriers 

are removed, people will consider it and most likely embrace it. These pastors went to 

school because it was “truly” accessible. 

The second theme is Opportunity to gain new resources, new understanding, and 

new knowledge. The program opened their eyes to possibilities and tools that expanded 

their competencies. The program encouraged the pastors to seek further and to keep 

learning as they became aware of the needs of the local church and the surrounding 

community. The program has given them more confidence to start imagining changes. 

They claim that their teaching and their preaching have been sharpened after the 

certificate. 

The third theme is Greater awareness and tolerance: moving from rejection to 

acceptance. These pastors became more tolerant and mindful of the diversity within the 

body of Christ. They refer to other denominations with respect. This cohort experience 

helped them to develop a healthy fellowship across denominations, cultural background, 

education level, and even across generations. 

The fourth theme is Turn from inward to outward focused. Participant pastors are 

saying that through the classes, they learned about their responsibility toward the 
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surrounding community and that faith is integral. They now seem to embrace social 

engagement and public life as part of their faith and calling.    

Accessibility 

Education was truly available, and these pastors considered it and embraced it. 

Some opportunities might exist, but certain barriers such as driving long distances will 

not make it as accessible; therefore, that’s not “truly” accessible. One pastor said184: “It 

was rather difficult for us Hispanics to pursue education like this 20 years ago.”185 I 

identified three key vital components to true accessibility: removing barriers, venues, and 

relevancy.  

Removing barriers to accessibility.  

True accessibility means that all unique barriers for these Hispanics were 

removed: distance, funds, language, traditional academic requirements, academic 

credibility, relevancy, schedule, and hospitality: 

Distance - Participating pastors said they were within 20 minutes from 

school, just a few miles away.  

Funds - Aside from some minor cost to cover books and a few workshops, 

the tuition was fully funded (100% scholarship). Another pastor said, “I believe 

God has positioned the DeVos Foundation strategically with the funds.”   

Language - Another big limitation was removed by offering the program 

completely in Spanish, directed and instructed by Hispanic professors. This meant 

the world to them because they are instructed in a language they can fully 

 
184 No names are used to protect interviewee’s confidentiality.  
 
185 This and all the exemplars have been translated by the author from Spanish to English since the 

interviews were conducted in Spanish-their native language-in their totality. 
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understand (their first language) and are received by personnel that look like them 

regardless of the country of origin. One participant said, “I don’t know English, 

and that has been one of my biggest obstacles in ministry.”   

Academic Requirement - One barrier that normally limits access to school 

for Hispanic adults in this context is the list of traditional academic requirements. 

This certificate program has no academic requirements, and credits are 

transferrable for those interested in pursuing higher education beyond this 

program. It’s designed to allow pastors with little to no formal education, and 

pastors with undergrad or even masters come and learn together. One of the 

participants explained, “One group A was required to turn in a five-page essay, 

for example, while group B only two pages, and group C just one page. Some had 

special challenges with writing, and they were allowed to do it verbally or even 

recorded.”  

The fact that no one is disqualified based on formal academic requirements 

facilitated the formation of a uniquely diverse group that wouldn’t fellowship 

otherwise. The cohort model fostered this learning experience as a community, 

and this, opened the door for the less likely candidate. A pastor said, “There is not 

unity in an extremely diverse Hispanic church. We represent so many different 

cultures. Studying and sharing as a group has been very healthy for me. I made 

new friends in this program.” 

Academic credibility - These pastors were “proud” to attend college. It’s 

their understanding that this university setting translates into status for them. This 

opportunity is a dream for them. Their expressed gratitude came with an 
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understanding of the privilege it was for them to learn from renowned and 

competent Hispanic directors and professors. One of the pastors stated, “Many 

great professors came to teach us: Dr. Justo Gonzalez, Dr. Elizabeth Conde-

Frazier, Dr. Mariano Avila, and Dr. Jorge Maldonado. It was an honor to learn 

from them.” 

Many others found it convenient that these credits can amount to a 

master’s degree in the same institution. As one of those benefited explained, 

“Another reason why I’m in the program is that I have a bachelor’s degree and 

other studies in a different context, and I can transfer some of the credits towards 

a master’s degree at Calvin.” On the other side of the spectrum, I found interesting 

stories about how God has ordered their steps to help them conquer higher 

grounds. This pastor got emotional as she explained her journey, “It didn’t cross 

my mind that I’d study at a college because that requires a high school diploma, 

and I completed the sixth grade. It was hard for me, but they invited me to 

participate, and I did it. The opportunity was there. I didn’t have to pay for 

anything, and the classes were at night.” 

The schedule has a great impact on the accessibility of any educational 

program, especially for working adults. This seemed to allow higher participation 

since the classes were offered in the evenings for the most part. At times, some 

workshops and retreats were offered during weekends. Either way, the schedule 

encouraged participation in the program. One pastor shared, “This was not easy, 

but it was worthwhile. Most times I came to class very tired and hungry because I 

got out of work late.” The fact that food was provided brought down a wall for 
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those working hard during the day (bi-vocational) and don’t have time to sit down 

and have dinner before class. This extra level of hospitality also allowed for 

expanded fellowship time. 

Motivation to Participate: Relevancy - Others felt that the classes offered 

were relevant. The teachings came to cover important gaps in their ministries. One 

of the participants said, “These courses were very well selected based on the 

needs of this group in general. Now, to receive these teachings directly from Dr. 

Justo Gonzalez, Dr. Mariano Avila, and other well-respected scholars, that 

encouraged me.” 

Pastors are motivated because classes are designed to address their 

needs—relevancy. They were longing for something like this. All these pastors 

expressed their desire to continue learning. One of them said, “I’ll continue 

education; I want and need to learn more.” While another exclaimed, “After the 

first classes [Ephesians and Homiletics], the enthusiasm was evident. Everyone 

was interested in continuing the program.” 

It is evident that their motivation was shaped by their feelings of 

inadequacy. They saw the opportunity to overcome serious challenges in their 

ministries. This is what a pastor stated when asked about his interest in being part 

of the cohort: “Many of us came to ministry without formal education. Then, we 

struggled in many areas. When I saw the opportunity, I took it.” Another said, 

“Despite our experience [in Perú] we hurt (indirectly) the church because we 

[wife included] didn’t properly prepare as missionaries in this city of Grand 

Rapids: we didn’t speak English very well, we did not know the cultural reality of 
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the city. It took us a long time to understand the context. Besides, the Pentecostal 

church here is very different.” 

Pastors appreciate a refresher186 and also exploring new things. These senior 

pastors certainly have a lot of wisdom to contribute. For the most part, they have in 

ministry long enough to accumulate a vast experience-they have their own 

“librito.”187 However, they seemed to welcome some of the content as refreshers and 

admitted the need for new things. One participant said, “Many of these courses 

refreshed what I knew, but many other classes were new content that I didn’t have. 

These classes have alerted me about the things we should be doing at church, 

especially with youth and children.” 

Another key element that proved to be instrumental was the fact that they 

were motivated by others. Pastors motivated other pastors at the start and along the 

journey. Onw pastor reflected, “Many times, I thought I’d quit during the process of 

the three years. It was very hard for me coming from work (hungry and tired). But Dr. 

Mariano and other pastors in the program kept motivating me to persevere, and I did.” 

Another explained, “I have insisted on some pastors to take advantage of the 

opportunity to prepare themselves. I have shared with them the importance of 

presenting ourselves as capable and knowledgeable before the congregation. 

Fanaticism and ignorance go hand in hand. The certificate was a wonderful tool to 

open the eyes of many.” 

 

 
186 Refresher refers to an activity that revises or updates one's skills or knowledge. 
 
187 This expression refers to having their own ways of doing things.  
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Opportunity to gain new resources, new understanding, and new knowledge 

The program opened their eyes to possibilities and tools they never imagined for 

use in their everyday ministry.  

Learning Resources. Pastors were exposed to resources and tools that expanded 

their competencies. One pastor said, “God uses our learned knowledge (education) as an 

instrument for his glory. I can tell you that as a result of studying in this program, I have 

seen much success in dealing with struggling marriages. Dr. Maldonado taught pastoral 

counseling and gave us new tools to help families in trouble.” Someone else stated:, 

“These classes have served me well when it comes to preaching and teaching. I can 

expand my messages, bringing more detailed information to the places and times. I have 

become more creative now that I can access excellent sources to help me prepare.” 

One of the more educated participating pastors expressed how the retreats had a good 

perspective and how he gained new tools to do ministry-especially in the area of 

preaching. Another pastor also said, “I used to preach out of two of three verses and used 

frequent passages until the Holy Spirit stopped me. Now I prepare my introduction, my 

outline, and my conclusion. It was so worthwhile.” More than one pastor said, “They 

focused on providing us with better and updated tools to work with the community and 

the local church.” They considered sending other leaders from their congregations to the 

courses. Put in their own words, “Nowadays, people need to have credentials. It’s not 

enough to have been loyal to the local church or to have charisma. A certificate is very 

good for those serving in ministry.”   

It’s hard to prepare leaders. Investing in someone’s life takes a lot of time and 

effort. The Hispanic Pentecostal churches don’t seem to be equipped with the necessary 
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resources, and the pastor often gets tired trying to balance family, work, and ministry. 

This program creates the opportunity to train church leaders. One pastor said, “The 

problem is the lack of education in our Hispanic churches. Pastors end up doing 

everything, and there’s no time to prepare others adequately. These resources [program] 

are a great opportunity to develop others.” Another pastor went one step further and said, 

“If I could, I would bring the whole congregation to school.” While one of his colleagues 

explained, “I have highly recommended the certificate program within the church, and 

many of my leaders want to go and take it. If I believe in education as a pastor, the 

congregation will fall in love with it, too.” 

Understanding. Studies made pastors aware of their own needs and the needs of 

the local church and the surrounding community. More than one participant highlighted 

the fact that the certificate program opened their minds: “My wife has become more 

active and supportive in our ministry after coming with me to the program.” One pastor 

said, “I have never been “rajatabla,”188 but I’m coming from there, and I can see how the 

certificate program can help break those things. Those classes opened our eyes”. Yet 

another leader said, “The certificate program helped me clarify my Pentecostal identity. I 

have a better understanding of our roots. Precisely, I learned this in a Reformed 

seminary.” Pastors understand that education is not everything: “I started to see that the 

need is huge. Education is not everything, but it helps us identify any areas of need in the 

congregation.” 

 
188This term refers to the extremely legalistic version of Hispanic Pentecostals. They tend to 

measure sanctity externally, especially in women: No make-up, only dresses/skirts, no jewelry, etc. They 
tend to be rigid minded; therefore, reject other expressions of the church for considering them liberals in 
relation to the Scriptures. They are normally very small in size and very happy to represent the few saved 
that the Bible refers to in comparison to the many who are called.  
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These pastors have a better understanding of the challenges of a new reality (new 

context) and their responsibility and confidence to do something about it. In their own 

words, “Regarding leadership, the classes have helped me to become more assertive. I 

can certainly say that I feel more comfortable in my role as a pastor. I think all pastors 

have those moments when they feel insecure. The more education, the more confident we 

become.” One of the takeaways from pastors was the new approach to the youth children 

ministries. This is what a pastor said: “We now better understand how to deal with the 

problems with some youth and children. Instead of immediately punishing (applying 

discipline) for bad behavior, we try to analyze if that behavior is tied to trauma or any 

other medical condition. These classes have helped me pay more attention to the needs of 

different ages.” 

The program has given them more confidence to start imagining changes. A 

minster explained, “There’s a big difference now. The leaders in my church have 

captured the vision. I feel that we are ready to produce some changes. It’s a matter of 

setting the calendar, schedule, and start working.” As they learned together, they 

developed trust among them and started exchanging ideas. Very soon, they realized the 

importance of this new supporting community. One pastor said, “The seminary 

introduced me to more people in ministry, and I learned about other thoughts. When I 

first came to Christ, I remained inside the church for years without noticing the many 

existing congregations. We were not allowed to visit other churches, even Pentecostal 

ones.” 

Pastors expressed the desire for more (building capacity). One participant pastor 

put it in this way: “This program has opened my appetite to continue learning.” While 
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other said, “The more prepared we are, the better we are to respond to a church that is 

demanding more and more. These times are complicated; everything is faster 

(technology).” Some pastors expressed their concerns about future opportunities: “The 

problem I see now is that the pastors who completed the three years189 don’t have a 

continued education,190 plan, or program.”191 

Knowledge and Skills. These 10 pastors seemed to agree that their preaching and 

teaching skills were sharpened. In his own words, a pastor said, “I’m a better preacher 

now. I have new knowledge to share and apply and a better understanding of the context 

of Scriptures.” Some of the older pastors seem to regret the fact that they disregarded 

education early in their ministries based on the teachings in Pentecostal circles: “I also 

made a mistake to stop education early on because Christ was coming soon. That was the 

case of 90 percent of Pentecostals 40 years ago. We used to call the seminary a cemetery. 

I believed that seminaries would mess up my faith and my spirituality. I realized (after 

the certificate) how wrong I was. That was pure ignorance.” Another pastor reflected, 

“The Pentecostal experience made many think that we were fine, but theologically we 

were deficient. I thank God for the knowledge we gained with the certificate. I needed it.” 

One other pastor was rather harsh on himself and said, “I think we can learn how 

to be more organized. Unfortunately, we are the most disorganized of all the 

denominations. We need to be more educated.” One of the fears Hispanic Pentecostals 

share is the influence other knowledge may have over their identity. A pastor explained, 

 
189 The first cohort of the program studied for 3 years. The following cohorts only last two. 
 
190 This is part of what the UCLC does-CE for church leaders. UCLC was established a few years 

after the 1st group had finished. 
 
191 This interview was conducted at a time when UCLC was not established yet 
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“The certificate has helped me and has given me more knowledge. I cannot deny it. Any 

person that studies will learn something new. It didn’t change my liturgy, nor my 

ecclesiology nor my identity, but it made me better.” 

Not only are they growing with new knowledge, but they are also sharing it with 

their congregations. One participant reflected, “As a pastor, I always look for new things 

to preach and teach to the congregation. This program offered me a lot of new topics to 

bring back to the church. I developed sermons series based on some content in the 

program, such as Ephesians and community engagement.” Another pastor expressed, 

“I’m trying to help my leaders become more trained as I share what I learn from school. I 

delegate more, and I’m more confident as a pastor. This is a huge change because I admit 

that my leadership style was more controlling before.”192 

Participants consistently pointed at Pastoral Counseling, History of the Church, 

and the Community in Which I Live as the three most impactful courses they had 

throughout the program in order of priority. One of the participants said, “The counseling 

classes really helped me to better deal with certain areas in the church. My whole 

perspective changed. My attitude changed. My approach in helping couples changed.” 

Another pastor reacted, “I’ve reviewed some of the material offered about 

marriage. I turned to the church and said that I have to do something about this. Couples 

are struggling, and we are not perfect, but we now have good tools to help them.” 

 

 

 

 
192 This leadership style is usually referred to as “cacique” or chief. All the power is concentrated 

on him. 



 144 

Greater awareness and tolerance: moving from rejection to acceptance 

These pastors became more tolerant and mindful of the diversity within the body 

of Christ across religious traditions, educational level, and generationally.   

Across religious traditions (faith). Interviewed pastors now talk about other  

Christian denominations with respect. The certificate program fostered a good 

atmosphere for fellowship and unity among pastors, even from the same religious 

tradition and especially among participating Pentecostals. This was not seen here before. 

As one pastor explained, “One great benefit of the program was the unity and fellowship 

among pastors. It is known that there was not such a thing before this experience. I have 

seen pastors asking forgiveness to other pastors for things they said or thought about the 

other. The seminary opened many doors.” 

Another pastor reflected, “I’ll be honest. I see how other denominations do 

ministry. They might be more passive, but we respect them for the way they are and how 

they do things. Studying together for three years with other denominations such as 

Baptists, Reformed, Methodists, etc. has changed my view of them.” 

They learned about the history of the church and came to a new understanding of 

the church as the body. One pastor said, “Studies have helped me understand about the 

development of the other denominations, and this has been very positive for me. I have 

learned of their liturgies, their traditions, and their teachings. I can say thatthis knowledge 

has made me more tolerant, I guess.” 

It was pretty obvious that these Pentecostal pastors appreciated the welcoming 

experience and that the seminary was not trying to prescribe a doctrine or faith to them. 

One student said, “During the three years there, they never focused on Reformation. This 
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made me feel very comfortable.” Another pastor said, “I never thought a Reformed 

Christian would ask me to pray for her.” The experience strengthened their faith and gave 

them more confidence as pastors. One participant said, “They never discriminated against 

my faith or said anything negative about what I believed. On the contrary, my faith was 

strengthened. There was never a debate about religious traditions.” Another pastor said, 

“I considered the program an opportunity to face our fears and learn from each other.” A 

third pastor shared, “It was a bit intimidating at first, but they don’t judge or reject 

anybody.” 

Across educational level (education). Participating pastors have high regard for 

the contribution everyone brings to the table regardless of the level of education. Some 

called it a miracle from God: “It’s a true miracle from God that pastors and senior church 

leaders could come together as a unit or group (cohort) to learn and grow. Some had 

master’s degrees, and others had bachelor’s degrees. Others were high-school level, while 

some had barely any formal education at all.” 

Pentecostal leaders, in general, are associated with low formal education. One 

pastor said, “The Pentecostals are the least educated and the most prejudiced of the whole 

group, and the Reformed are the most educated ones. However, the classes allowed us to 

learn and fellowship together.” 

Across generation gap (generational). Senior pastors seem to be open to younger 

leaders’ perspective: “Twenty-four years ago, the Pentecostal pastor was more closed-

minded. That is changing. I believe we have a different mentality. The younger pastors or 

leaders communicate better with the youth. I think we should let them help us more. My 
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experience has been very positive and healthy. We have a lot to learn from the younger 

generation.” 

Turn from inward to outward-focused ministry 

Participant pastors are saying they were essentially inward focused before the 

program. They now realize their responsibility towards the surrounding community as 

well (shifted mindset). 

One of the participants shared, “The church is now more interested in doing more 

for our immediate neighbors. We are now seeking opportunities to serve them and not 

just preach to them. This coming year we are planning to serve more people.” Some even 

suggested that the church tried to stay away from the neighboring community. “At the 

beginning, our local church tried to stay away from the world, and that attitude affected 

the way we saw our neighbors. We expected them to come (seeking God) and then 

helped them convert to Christ. Now we go to them and find them where they are and try 

to find opportunities to serve them.”  

These pastors are convinced that they cannot participate in anything the pagan 

world does. One pastor commented, “The class that most impacted me was the one about 

the family, church, and community. For decades our congregation has been focused on 

delivering four services a week. We don’t even know most of our neighbors. It definitely 

opened my eyes, and this year we implemented the Family Leadership Initiative (FLI) 

program,193 which has helped us reach out to our community. We didn’t do that before.” 

Another pastor said, “We received a class titled La Comunidad en que Vivo (The 

 
193 FLI stands for Family Leadership Initiative. It’s one of several initiatives by Doud & Maria 

Foundations  This program seeks to strengthen families through the churches; and in doing so, help 
communities become stronger and healthier.  



 147 

Community in Which I live). This class has helped me think more about the community 

around us and our responsibility toward it.” 

This behavior toward the community has its roots in the self-perception as the 

pure and sanctified people of God. For years, they limit their interaction to a casual 

invitation to an evangelistic campaign. Members go around the community and deliver 

tracts along with the invitation. This is as far as most of them go, hoping to attract them 

to the service and hopefully turn their lives to Christ. 

Social engagement in terms of advocating for the needs of the community is 

something that the Hispanic Pentecostal see as a separate mission from their own. 

However, these pastors seem to be successfully reconciling faith and social engagement. 

One pastor put it in this way, “I used to think that my role was to be a pastor; and wanted 

to be remembered as such-not an activist. After Dr. Avila’s class, I realize how social 

problems, politics, and economy are all part of my life and faith.” Another pastor 

commented: “I’d say the church has turned to the community concerns lately.” Yet 

another participant shared his heart: 

“Since I gave my life to Christ, I thought my responsibility with  
my community was limited to deliver occasional tracts 
(evangelistic in nature) and an invitation to our church. I was not 
concerned with immigration issues or school problems. I thought 
that affordable housing and other socioeconomic issues in our 
communities have nothing to do with church and faith. We were so 
wrong.” 
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Conclusion 

Needs and Interests 

The program has laid a good foundation. It opened their appetite to continue 

learning, to collaborate, and to trust one another. They acquired new knowledge, new 

understanding, and even new tools to teach, preach, and help families. These pastors 

gained a greater awareness of their responsibility toward their surrounding communities. 

They are now open to new learning opportunities because they acknowledge they need to 

build their competencies.   

No immediate significant changes were reported by any of the participant 

churches in terms of organizational leadership (the development of management skills 

was not the focus or the intention of the certificate opportunity to expand). None of the 

ministries had a long-term written strategic plan at the time of the interview (preaching, 

managing, etc.) but would like to organize their congregations and engage the 

community. The program encouraged the pastors to seek further and to keep learning.194 

They readily look forward to continuing education in areas such as leadership 

development and management skills. None of the pastors interviewed had a succession 

plan in place, nor an associate pastor or a strategic plan. They expressed the need to train 

their leaders, but it’s time consuming. They need people to serve alongside them, who are 

trained for their jobs, but they don’t have the time to train them. They don’t have the 

resources to implement quality training either. Again, leadership development and 

organizational leadership was not the focus of the Hispanic Certificate program. 

 
194 Please note that the Urban Church Leadership Center (UCLC) was not yet established at the 

time of the interviews. 
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All these pastors expressed their appetite for more. This desire is corroborated by the 

Study of Congregations, where almost three quarters (71 percent) of the Hispanic 

Pentecostal pastors responded affirmative (very interested) when questioned about their 

interest in local continuing education. An equal number of Black pastors showed the 

same level of interest.195 They also expressed frustrations and tiredness. They feel the 

need to be around all the time and involved in every aspect of the ministry. For those who 

are bi-vocational, it is a battle in which there’s not much time to rest and reflect.  

Challenges and Opportunities 

For these same reasons listed above, long-time commitments pose a real challenge 

for these pastors who long for balance in their busy lives and want to better serve their 

communities around them. From the interviews, it is clear that financial resources, 

language, and cultural barriers are among the most cited challenges for these immigrant 

leaders. If those barriers are removed, they will continue to embrace the opportunities to 

develop their competencies further. One of the biggest challenges they have is to 

overcome their disempowering mindset of feeling less than they are based on race or 

ethnicity. These pastors have a lot to offer. They come with such a wealth of wisdom and 

knowledge that it is imperative to help them see their power to have healthy partnership 

conversations. Despite the benefits gleaned from the program, these pastors still struggle 

to implement changes in their lives and ministries. They need some sort of support 

system and resources. They also need to rest and renew.  

 

 

 
195 Luis et al., Study of Congregations, 128. 
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Chapter 5 – Truly Accessible Continuing Education through the 

 Urban Church Leadership Center: A Model for Personal and  

Professional Development  
In the previous chapter, I have identified the four top learnings of impact: (1)  

accessibility; (2) opportunity to gain new resources, new understanding, and new 

knowledge; (3) greater awareness and tolerance: moving from rejection to acceptance; 

and (4) turn from inward to outward focused. These findings not only reveal barriers and 

challenges the interviewed pastors are facing in the Greater Grand Rapids area but also 

highlight interests and opportunities these Pentecostal pastors are embracing toward a 

more effective ministry.  

As a result of chapters 3 and 4, identifying and outlining the gaps, this chapter 

will describe the benefit of having educational opportunities and entities that offer real 

practical solutions to address those needs in the Hispanic community. One good example 

of that is the Urban Church Leadership Center ( the Center) housed at Grand Rapids 

Theological Seminary.  

The Urban Church Leadership Center (urbanchurchcenter.org) is an initiative of 

the Doug & Maria Foundations in collaboration with Cornerstone University and Grand 

Rapids Theological Seminary. The gestation period had started nearly 10 years before the 

doors were open in February 2017. Given the UCLC is already is in existence, this 

research is able to inform and enhance the design and the development of its 

programming. The Hispanic Pentecostal pastors constitute a vital segment of the 

congregational ecology in Greater Grand Rapids. The way they go about their ministries 

gets the attention of the Center.  
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In part, the learning experiences designed at the UCLC for these Hispanic leaders 

are informed by their unique set of challenges and issues. Events such as the Fireside 

Chats, for example, are designed as educational resources to address specific realities 

such as the immigrant church (growth, second generation, etc.). This project informs and 

enhances the UCLC’s policies of not charging anyone for services. The level of service 

(no cost) and hospitality the Center offers is designed to show a lot of intentionality in 

loving and caring for people that experience rejection, prejudice, and loneliness regularly 

in a foreign land. Of course, this is not a reality that only affects Hispanic Pentecostal 

leaders; it does touch deeply other underserved communities as well. 

This chapter now turns to (1) the implications beyond the empirical research, (2) 

limitations of the study, (3) recommendations, (4) recommendations for future research, 

and (5) a summary of the study. Given this is qualitative research, while it doesn’t have 

generalized ability to the larger population, it does provide a rich, in-depth description of 

what pastoral ministry challenges look like for these Hispanic Pentecostal pastors in 

Greater Grand Rapids. 

Implications 

This work has profound implications. Based on recent studies, credible sources 

such as the Pew Research Center, Vintage Research, and the US Census Bureau found 

that the Hispanic population is on its way to become the majority in a few decades: 128 
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Million in 2050.196 Pentecostalism is the fastest-growing religious tradition in the 

metropolitan area of Grand Rapids,197 in the nation, and worldwide.198 

Hispanic Pentecostal leaders and congregations are among the most underserved 

in terms of resources and opportunities. By finding ways to enhance the leadership and 

organizational capacity of its congregations, Greater Grand Rapids can improve the 

future health and well-being of its residents. It’s no secret that pastors are expected to 

fulfill unreasonable demands from their congregations. They show signs of unhealthy 

habits. They are tired, exhausted, and lonely, and yet they are expected to feed the flock 

spiritually and many times, materially. While personal and professional development 

courses are great, a support system, access to resources, and space to rest are vital. They 

need a space where they can focus, collaborate with other pastors, learn from each other, 

rest, and explore—a place where they can learn to set boundaries and develop healthier 

habits.    

The Center 

The Urban Church Leadership Center is a world-class personal and professional 

development center for pastors and senior leadership in the Greater Grand Rapids 

Metropolitan area. UCLC is their place to get away from the normal pastoral routines and 

have a peaceful time to refresh and renew.  

 
196 Gaston Espinosa, ed., Religion, Race and Barac Obama’s New Democratic Pluralism (New 

York: Routledge, 2012), 213-242. 
 
197 Luis et al., Study of Congregations. p. 19. 
 
198 Stanley M. Burgess and Eduard M. Van Der Mass, The New International Dictionary of 

Pentecostal Charismatic Movements (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 716. 
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While at the Center, pastors can enjoy the tranquility of the space, background 

instrumental music mixed with relaxing aroma designed to offer a spa experience. The 

Center is purposely designed to accommodate the variety of needs pastors may have.  

First, there are collaboration areas. There are spaces intentionally arranged to 

facilitate collaboration among pastors. A center table becomes a writing board, and TV 

monitors become projecting boards to share content from an iPad, a laptop, or iPhone. 

One space (a half-moon couch by the fireplace) is specially designed for groups to come 

together and have discussions or chats.  

Second, the center also provides work areas. These workstations that allow 

pastors to make use of a computer and a working surface. These working areas might 

serve individual or group purposes. The sight is simply impressive. The fireplace area 

offers one of the most popular places at the center: the red chair. This feature is a 

provocative one when it comes to taking time to relax with a book, a cup of coffee, or just 

to admire the impressive sight on the other side of the glass window.   

Third, there is a conference room. This is a space within the center to provide 

privacy to pastors who want to meet with someone privately. They are primarily used for 

counseling and coaching but also for one-on-one meetings with a fellow pastor or a 

friend. 

Services 

The Urban Church Leadership Center serves pastors in three main areas: training, 

support, and resources. The vision has been shaped by the expressed need of urban local 

pastors. Two congregational studies have been conducted in the last 10 years to support 

what these leaders are saying in focus groups settings.  
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They are longing for accessible training. The lack of real support from their own 

organizations and other pastors has caused isolation and other unhealthy forms of 

ministry. This reality just gets harder when resources are not there either.      

Training.  

Continued education is a necessity in ministry. We all need to sharpen our skills, 

update ourselves, and foster a learning environment in our own settings or ministries. 

Many professions require a certain amount of credit hours of continued education every 

two to four years to validate their licenses and continue offering their services to the 

public.  

For example, an insurance agent in the US must complete 24 credits of continued 

education (CE) every two years to keep his license active and able to exercise the 

profession. Professors, doctors, electricians, and plumbers are equally required to 

complete CE credits to maintain their licenses. In ministry, however, while some 

denominations do require continuing education, this is not the standard. The risk is high. 

The context is changing, the pace has picked up, and technology has impacted every 

aspect of people’s lives. Everything is changing fast, and effective pastors will continue 

building capacity and competencies. New competencies are needed today. 

The UCLC offers training to urban pastors in formats that fit their lifestyle. Many 

of them are bi-vocational, and long-term commitments are extremely difficult for them. 

Our regular trainings are offered in two-months periods. We meet every other week for 

two and a half hours. A light meal before each session sparks fellowship and 

camaraderie. Notice that I call it a sessionnot a class.  The term “class” has a different 

connotation. It sounds more like homework, tests, essays. That alone can add stress to 
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some, especially those pastors who haven’t been in a classroom in a long time. For many, 

a classroom setting can be intimidating.   

We instead call our bimester “experience,” and each experience has four sessions. 

The experience stands alone as a unit or module. The idea is to allow pastors to engage 

those that their schedule permits without the pressure to catch the next experience. They 

might take another experience on a related subject when it is available next time. One 

experience doesn’t require passing previous ones. Since there are no exams involved, 

there are no passing or failing grades. 

At UCLC, pastors and leaders participating in the training experiences are 

referred to as “participants” rather than students. We refer to the instructors as 

“facilitators.” In this setting, we appreciate the richness everyone brings to the gatherings. 

The diversity in backgrounds and the wisdom everyone has is highly treasured. The 

intention is to acknowledge the experience each participant has in ministry and that their 

journey is unique. 

This is in contrast with the more traditional approach in which an instructor or 

teacher delivers to students on a knowledge—deficiency base. This approach assumes the 

students lack this knowledge, and the instructor is prescribing. 

Curriculum. The center offers personal and professional development to urban 

pastors. The content provided through our learning experiences is driven by the need of 

those men and women in the trenches. They have told us what their aspirations are, and 

we have taken this task very seriously.  
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The UCLC has put together a highly professional team of consultants to produce 

quality content. Sometimes, the center reproduces content already created by well-

established partners such as the Johnson Center (johnsoncenter.org), Multiplication 

Network Ministries (multiplicationnetwork.org), the Sacred Sector in Michigan 

(sacredsector.org), etc. We rely on their expertise and wisdom instead of coming up with 

something completely new.  

In many cases, the UCLC curriculum team shapes the acquired content to reflect 

our philosophy and culture. The finished product will distinctly carry uniqueness in our 

branding. For instance, the facilitator’s guide for each learning experience is customized 

with instructions in UCLC language. This includes the storytelling, methodology, and 

proper terminology and messaging.  

Producing or reproducing content follows a sophisticated process that includes 

several approval steps. Once the director approves the content of the center, creation (or 

recreation) follows. First edition work kicks in before it goes to design and translation. 

Final approvals and copyediting (English and Spanish) are conducted before printing. 

After a six-month process, the finished product is ready to use. Participants and 

facilitators will have a high-quality booklet carefully crafted containing the four sessions 

related to a particular learning experience both in English and Spanish. 

Participants and Facilitators. At UCLC, we don’t use terms such as students and 

professors; instead, we choose participants and facilitators. This is so because, in contrast 

with the more traditional approach to adult education, the center capitalizes on the 

experience and wisdom urban pastors possess. They are invited to “participate” rather 

than come and receive a prescriptive knowledge.   
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The facilitators are instrumental in fostering an inspiring learning experience. 

They are carefully selected as experts on the topic and trained to assure consistency in the 

delivery of the content at the same time allowing participants to contribute meaningfully 

to each other. This model is meant to sharpen one another to make them feel good about 

themselves and their contributions they are making to develop personally and 

professionally.  

Learning Experiences and Sessions. At UCLC, we have intentionally stayed away 

from terms such as class or semesters. We’re in the business of removing anything with 

stressful connotations. We want pastors to feel relieved form tests, essays, assignments, 

and grades. They handle enough pressure with everything else around them.  The 

traditional semester format and long-term commitments can become a barrier in the busy 

life of a pastor.  

We have designed and crafted four sessions in an eight-week learning experience. 

This allows manageable commitments since each experience is a stand-alone module. 

What this means is that if a pastor misses a particular module or topic, that pastor can 

easily catch up next time is offered without impacting the other experiences.  

The UCLC is not intended to be a school in the traditional sense. No accreditation 

is involved. It’s a place to build capacity; it’s a personal and professional development 

center. Each session lasts two hours and starts with a fellowship time in which we all 

share dinner and connect one another.  

The sessions are offered simultaneously in two separate physical spaces in 

English and Spanish, and the group size in each session is 16 people. No academic 

requirements are needed to participate in the learning experiences and any other services 
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provided by the center. However, there are membership requirements that need to be met 

in order to fully take advantage. Strengthening the Church, Vision to Action, Faith and 

Finances, the Sacred Sector, are just a few of the many learning experiences UCLC offers 

to members.  

Membership. Becoming a UCLC member 

provides urban pastors with access to all the services 

offered at the center and many other benefits from 

Cornerstone University. These benefits include 

training, retreats, and workshops, up to 10 sessions 

of professional coaching and counseling, free access 

to CU’s Miller Library, and free usage of the                Figure 19. UCLC Membership 

Bernice Hansen Athletic Center walking track and athletic court. The cost of the 

membership is “cero.”199 The UCLC requires candidates to fill out an application 

containing basic information of the pastor and the congregation where he or she is 

pastoring. A candidate must be a pastor currently leading a congregation. Exceptions to 

this rule apply for those leaders involved with Leadership Community Ministry (LCM) or 

a senior leader is recommended by the senior pastor of a participant church. 

 After the application is approved, the new member will get a formal photo ID 

with an informational packet that contains vital programming details and calendar of 

events. Some of these events are limited to the lead pastor only. The UCLC is committed 

to becoming that safe place our urban pastors are looking for, and sometimes it is not 

wise to put lead pastors and their leaders in the same space. 

 
199 This means there is no fee involved in becoming a member or in any of the services provided to 

members 

48%49%

3%

UCLC Membership

Hispanic Black Other
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 Membership is not exclusive; however, the UCLC’s primary target is the 

underserved community of inner-city pastors; namely, minority: Hispanic, Black, 

African, and Asian. At the moment, the center serves 241 members. Hispanic and Black 

pastors share a similar participation rate. They account for the majority of the 

membership (48 percent Hispanic, 49 percent Black, and percent other). (see fig. 19) 

Coaching and Counseling 

 The second most significant component of our mission at the UCLC is the support 

offered to urban pastors through the coaching and counseling practice. The center counts 

with a rather large professional team of eight certified coaches and four licensed 

counselors.  This professional coaching and counseling practice has become a center 

within the center. The confidentiality nature of these practices has prompted us to 

contract a consulting firm to handle it (HIPA). The UCLC provides a private space in the 

designated conference room. Coaching and counseling session are held here. At times, 

coaching sessions are conducted remotely via video conference (Zoom). 

 When a pastor needs a coach or a counselor, he or she can call directly to the 

center and make an appointment with staff members. However, they are encouraged to 

access a digital portal (SimplePractice.com) from which they can privately select a coach 

or counselor of his or her preference. They can check availability in the calendar and set 

their own appointments. 

 Our pool of coaches and counselors have a similar number of Spanish and English 

speaking professionals as well as males and females. Members are allowed up to 10 free 

sessions per year. These support services are provided solely to the lead pastor and the 

immediate family. It is not intended for others in the congregations.  



 160 

 We are well aware of how our primary audience is not used to seeing a counselor 

or a coach. Many still resist the idea. We have started to connect the learning experiences 

with the coaching practice and have made a requirement to meet a coach at a minimum of 

three times during the eight-week modules or experiences. The idea is to expose them to 

this kind of support. It is our experience that after some resistance, pastors are realizing 

the real value and start to request the service on their own. 

This shift in their behavior has prompted us to consider extending our capacity to 

assist them at their own site. We have recently launched what we call technical 

assistance. This extended service can be related or not to the classroom session. A coach 

will walk with the pastor or the board to further understand the training material or in the 

implementation of a strategy or plan. More often than we want to admit, pastors or 

church leaders go through training in a classroom but will have a hard time implementing 

it in the ministry. Most times, they are excited about the new content they just learned.     

Retreats 

 Not only is the center is meant to be a place to train and support pastors but also a 

place to refresh and renew. It’s a retreat center. Pastors can reserve the space for 

contemplative and meditation purposes. The UCLC includes overnight and weekend 

retreats for pastors and their spouses. During this time, church leaders have the 

opportunity to reflect and rest. We design these particular experiences around themes 

related to self-care, such as time management, setting SMART goals, and setting 

boundaries. The idea is to promote healthier habits in ministry. The agenda is 

intentionally balanced with personal free time to enjoy the company of their spouses 

without disruptions from family or ministry.  
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Fireside Chats   

 A group of 15 to 20 lead pastors occasionally meets by the fireplace to have 

intimate conversations around relevant topics. At the Center, we were able to identify 21 

themes that emerged from the Study of Congregations. Church growth, evangelism, the 

immigrant church, leadership development, the church and the public life, etc. have been 

a few among many others. 

The Fireside Chats are part of the strategy to disseminate the results of the study. 

In each gathering, we invite one or two scholars and one or two local pastors to a panel 

setting. A facilitator will start by sharing the findings related to the theme of discussion. 

Then, they will engage the panelists with questions leading up to rich discussion on the 

topic. The audience will have the opportunity to interact with the panelists in a following 

Q&A session.      

Resources  

 This is UCLC’s third focus point. In the Pastor’s Lounge and the Study Center, 

you’ll find bookcases stocked with hundreds of books about ministry topics and 

commentaries to help pastors with sermon preparation. We are adding books all the time 

in both English and Spanish: Bibles, commentaries, counseling books, leadership books, 

etc. The Center will soon provide the members with access to an ample collection of 

online resources. At the moment, the UCLC publishes its quarterly magazine Insights.200

  

 

 
200 Insights provides clergy with thoughtful blog articles about ministry and leadership.  
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Recommendations 

As I conclude this work, I have learned valuable lessons that I’d like to share with 

targeted audiences: 

First, this is what I want to say to Hispanic pastors: Education is hard, but it’s 

worthy. It’s going to change your ministry significantly. If the Lord has done great things 

through your ministries, imagine what he can do if you were more prepared. 

Second, for those who educate Hispanic pastors, these pastors are hungry for more. 

They want more trainers who look like them (Latinos) and who can relate to them. They 

want educators and programs in their language (Spanish). They’re financially challenged, 

and scholarships make more sense to them. 

And third, to the dominant culture. These pastors have a lot to offer (wisdom, rich 

backgrounds). They need to provide more opportunities and space for their empowerment 

when it comes to partnership conversations. They need to recognize that because they 

haven’t said something, they don’t have something to say. They need to feel good about 

themselves. Providing resources and venues for the underserved ministers will give them 

a platform to better serve their communities. They shouldn’t feel disempowered because 

they don’t speak English well or because they are Latinos. They have a lot to contribute.   
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For Future Research 

 Now that I’ve uncovered these limitations or barriers to Hispanic Pentecostal 

pastors, this research should be conducted for other marginalized groups of people such 

as Black pastors,201 Asian pastors, and other immigrant pastors. Another future research 

study could be about what it would be like for second-generation Hispanic pastors. 

Limitations 

 Every study has its limitations, and this is not the exception. I have identified 

some important ones:  

1. I could not corroborate the answers with any other source. The method I used 

was the key informant. I didn’t speak with members or any leaders of the 

congregations they represented. This study relies completely on the opinions of 

the interviewed pastors.  

2. It doesn’t apply outside of West Michigan. I cannot apply what I found here in 

Greater Grand Rapids to another context. I have not talked to pastors on the east 

coast or pastors on the West Coast. I have not talked with pastors in Miami or 

those outside the US. 

3. The study considers ony Hispanic Pentecostals. It doesn’t represent other 

ethnicities. I didn’t include Black, White, or Asian Pentecostals. 

4. All interviewed pastors are first-generation immigrants. I don’t know what this 

looks like for the second and third generations. 

 
201 This work has been started by Rev. Dr. Royce Evans with his doctoral dissertation at Western 

Theological Seminary (2015). 
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5. I have only 10 pastors who persisted and completed the certificate program. I 

didn’t talk to any of those pastors who left the program and who didn’t complete 

it. I don’t know how they’d answer these same questions. 

Conclusion 

 The growing Hispanic Pentecostal pastoral community in the Greater Grand 

Rapids area faces real challenges when it comes to opportunities and resources. When 

these barriers are removed, and access is available, they will embrace education because 

they understand the power of knowledge and training. This translates into effectiveness 

and competency in ministry. God has done good things through their ministries, and they 

imagine the more significant things he would do should they pursue education. They all 

long for more education to stay relevant in a fast-changing context. 

 I find that most people have linear thinking and that the more they have of one 

thing impacts something else proportionally. This is to explain that as one becomes more 

educated and structured, one receives more benefits. But most things in life don’t move 

that way. As you get more of anything, you’ll reach a point in which more of the same 

thing starts actually getting counterproductive.  

At this point, the more structured you get, the less efficient and less productive 

you become. Institutionalism brings benefits to the point that it no longer brings benefits 

and could potentially become handcuffs. The more institutionalism, you can actually see 

a decline in productivity.  

In my push for more education for Hispanic Pentecostal pastors and leaders, I 

want to offer a word of caution and reflection: Do the Hispanic Pentecostal leaders need 

more debts? Do they need more titles? Do they need arrogance and bureaucracy? Not 
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always one plus one plus one equals three. It does until it doesn’t. Sometimes these 

achievements are at the expense of sacrificing the mission of the church. 

We want structure. Structure gives legitimacy and moves us beyond personality. 

However, we should exercise caution also in not becoming overconcerned to the point of 

missing the heart of the gospel. While the Hispanic Pentecostal church in Greater Grand 

Rapids should remain fearful of this point, it’s not there yet. They are far from reaching 

this point of becoming counterproductive in terms of the integral mission of the church.  

Being so concerned and alarmed about this point cannot stop them from pursuing 

education and getting better equipped to serve the Lord. This other extreme is also 

destructive. 

The Pentecostals emerged out of their own experience, precisely resisting 

structure. This structure that often accompanies the most educated circles—academia and 

other established religious traditions—should not become the goal of the movement but a 

much-needed complement, given the nature of the church and the context.  I truly believe 

that the fear of institutionalism and structure has been holding back this charismatic 

expression of the church from pursuing higher education and positioned themselves on 

the other extreme. The very thing they need to overcome the roadblock is what is going 

to cost them to resist doing that.  

The good news is, though, as we have seen in chapter 2, Sanner and Harper 

(Explorando la Educación Cristiana-Exploring Christian Education) are acknowledging 

the growing interest in education and training during the last three decades. Also, we saw 

in chapter 4 (this research and the Study of Congregations) the expressed awakening in 

terms of great desires for continuing education. But, where do they want to go for 
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training and education? The Hispanic Pentecostal pastors, while accepting and 

appreciating the opportunities, prefer to go to a place they trust. Let’s remember 

Pentecostalism emerged as an answer to their rejection of the established and not trusted 

institutions. They want to trust and experience the community around them.  

Accessibility alone doesn’t cut it. One of the challenges of accessibility is that 

while education and resources are accessible, true access for Hispanic Pentecostal leaders 

begins with having staff and faculty who look like them, people that speak their language 

abd know their experiences and are not there to prescribe faith.   

In this journey, what started with a simple problem, got very complex, and now I 

fully realize the tension in my heart. In the beginning, I saw a simple solution to the 

problems Hispanic Pentecostal pastors face: they need to pursue higher education to be 

more effective in their calling. As I reflected on their roots and the reason why the 

resistance to institutionalism and structure to allow the liberty of the Holy Spirit to guide 

them in the mission, I have come to a greater understanding of the dynamics in the 

Hispanic Pentecostalism. I want to coach them (not prescribing them) and help them to 

move forward and not hold back based on the historical experience.    

Some pastors didn’t complete the certificate program, and they probably have 

reasons for it. I conclude that the issue here is both: the individual pastor should make a 

greater effort to get better equipped and become more effective in this context, and the 

institutions should rethink curriculums, methodologies, and hospitality to better adapt to 

these pastors’ needs and make it possible for them to continue. Both academic institutions 

and Hispanic Pentecostal leaders should move toward each other. 
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This is a tension I’m dealing with. I feel at the gate of a city (alluding to the 

ancient times in history). I’m getting pinched from both sides. I have my Hispanic 

Pentecostal brothers and sisters that aren’t putting in enough effort to build competency 

and become more effective in their ministries, and I get frustrated with that. But on the 

other side of the continuum, I see institutions not making an effort to make it truly 

accessible to them.  

I feel the responsibility to contribute to pulling my brothers and sisters up from 

their disempowered (earthly) positions and also the responsibility to help the institutions 

come to the realization of a more balanced, adaptable, and relevant place for underserved 

groups. 

 Not saying anything doesn’t mean they don’t have anything to say. These pastors 

are tired, and they long for a place (platform) where they can rest, focus, learn, and 

collaborate with other colleagues. They need a space where they feel safe as they try to 

catch a breath. One pastor said, “The certificate has helped me and has given me more 

knowledge; I cannot deny it. Any person that studies will learn something new. It didn’t 

change my liturgy, nor my ecclesiology or my identity, but made me better.”   
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Basic Profiles of Participant Pastors & Congregations - Appendix 1 

    
Name Time Pages Words Church/Affiliation  
Participant # 1 (64) 
Level: Highschool (10) 
English: Fluent 
1st Generation-Pto Rico 
Bi-vocational: No 
39 Yrs. as a pastor 
Co-pastor: No 

1:02:23 20 5711 Iglesia Pentecostal 1 
SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49507 
 
[Concilio Latinoamericano de Nueva York] 
 

Size:50 

Participant # 2 (53) 
Level: Masters 
English: Fluent 
1st Generation 
Bi-vocational: No 
Pastorate: 12Yrs.  
Co-pastor: No 

0:48:19 19 5240 Iglesia Pentecostal 2 
SW, Wyoming, MI 49418 
 
[Asambleas de Dios] 

 
 

Size: 110 
Participant # 3 (63) 
Level: High School 
English: 20% 
1st Generation-Cuba 
Bi-vocational: Yes 
Pastorate: 30 Yrs.  
Co-pastor: No 

0:39:24 11 2678 Iglesia Pentecostal 3 
NW, Grand Rapids, MI 49504 
 
[Federación de Iglesias Pentecostales Alfa & 
Omega] 

 
Size:60 

Participant # 4(54) 
Level: High School 
English: 20% 
1st Generation – Mexico  
Bi-Vocational: Yes 
Pastorate: 6 years 
Co-Pastor: No 

1:13:04 17 4750 Iglesia Pentecostal 4 
SW, Grand Rapids, MI 49507 
 
[Independent] 

 
 

Size:60 
Participant # 5 (69) 
Level: Bachelor 
English: Fluent 
1st Generation-Perú 
Pastorate: Almost 30 Yrs. 
Co-pastor: No 

1:05:58 14 3792 Iglesia Pentecostal 5 
SW, Wyoming, 49509 
 
[Asambleas de Dios] 

 
Size: 20 

Participant # 6 (61) 
Level: Bachelor 
English: Fluent 
1st Generation-Pto Rico 
Bi-vocational: Yes 
Pastorate: 27 Yrs. 
Co-pastor: No 

1:02:09 11 3124 Iglesia Pentecostal 5 
SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49507 
 
[Iglesia de Dios Pentecostal MI] 
 

 
Size: 40 

Participant # 7 (41) 
Level:6th-Elementary 
English: Very Limited 
1st Generation-Mexico 
Bi-vocational: Yes 
Pastorate: 5 Yrs. 
Co-pastor: No  
 

1:00:53 15 3560 Iglesia Pentecostal 6 
SW, Wyoming, MI 
 
[Independent] 

 
 
 

Size: 35 
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Participant # 8(62) 
Level: Associate  
English: Very Limited 
1st Generation-Rep. Dom. 
Pastorate: 21 Yrs. 
Co-pastor: No 

0:55:48 14 3871 Iglesia Pentecostal 7 
SE,Grand Rapids, MI 49507 
 
[Iglesia de Dios Pentecostal MI] 

 
 

Size: 40 
Participant # 9 (75) 
Level: Elementary 
English: Very Limited 
1st Generation-Pto Rico 
Pastorate: 24 Yrs. 
Co-pastor: No 

1:01:41 15 3874 Iglesia Pentecostal 8 
S. Division, Grand Rapids, MI 49507 
 
[Independent] 

 
 

Size:40 
Participant # 10 (40) 
Level: Elementary 
English: Very Limited 
1st Generation-Guatemala 
Pastorate: 10 Yrs. 
Co-Pastor: No 

0:56:02 11 3137 Iglesia Pentecostal 10 
SW, Grand Rapids, MI 49507 
 
[Independent] 

 
 

Size: 75 
     

Totals 9:45:41 147 39,737  
 

 
 
 


