Chapter Six
Palabra Viva -- A Vision for Ministry

Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings
hast thou ordained strength because of
thine enemies, that thou mightest still the
enemy and the avenger. Psalm 8:2

A church and a children’s home sharing the same
property and the same vision for ministry—that was
part of Al’s dream a quarter century ago when he
founded Casa Hogar Benito Juarez.

Al was concerned not only that the handicapped
children get the schooling and therapy they needed; he
wanted them to grow spiritually too and to have the
opportunity to accept Jesus Christ as their Savior. Al
also dreamed of a school where village pastors could
come in for teaching on the Bible.

If Al could have looked ahead into the 21* century,
he would have seen his vision become a reality. Today
more than 75 vyoung residents of Casa Hogar
participate in services at Palabra Viva, which is housed
just a few feet away from their home away from home.
Most of the children are physically handicapped and
reside at Casa Hogar year-round, except for school
vacations and holidays. They take part in church youth
groups, drama teams, music programs, and worship.

“Having the church next door is a wonderful benefit
for the children because of the godly mentors they
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encounter,” stated Pastor Sergio Fernandez, who
serves as senior pastor. “God has given several of the
young people a vision for ministry.”
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Palabra Viva in earlier days

The history of Casa Hogar is bound up with the
history of Palabra Viva. Just after the present
children’s home was built, Al Baker began setting up
Bible studies and home cell meetings with the staff so
they wouldn’t have to travel downtown to church.
After a while, he brought in a staff member who could
both work with the children and minister at church
services.

Over the next two years, pastors came and went,
and the little church held firm. Then in 1982, Pastor
Sergio came with his family, having left a job as
assistant superintendent over construction at Pemex,
Mexico’s national oil company. Sergio and his wife,
Luz, and their three sons left the comforts of their two-
story, three-bedroom home in Vera Cruz and moved to

38



a two-room apartment at Casa Hogar that had
electricity but no running water.

When the family arrived, they found a church with
no pastoral staff and no congregation to speak of, since
only four people were coming to church. About this
time, Pastor Bob Bernard was beginning to feel Al
Baker’s burden for a church on or near the property. “I
didn’t have the same burden at first, but when Al
passed away, God began to deal with me, and the same
vision began growing in my heart,” Pastor Bob
recalled. “So our goal was to get the property ready to
take children again and to lay plans for a future
church.”

He recalled the first open-air campaign on the
property in 1985 where many were saved, and the real
work of the church began. Shortly thereafter a
growing congregation of about 25 people called for the
construction of a new church building.

So in 1988, the work began, with Pastor Sergio
volunteering his engineering skills.  His brother
Manuel, a topographer, helped design a new church
building, using an architect to draw up the plans. “At
that time, the town people wouldn’t give a permit to an
evangelical church, so the design was changed to
resemble a warehouse,” Pastor Sergio reported.

Several individuals and churches helped with the
building of Palabra Viva, including Pastors Bob and
Ron Bernard of Living Word Church in Irving, Wayne
Meyers from Christ for the Nations, Johnny and Merry
Johnson and Earl Kellum, who brought groups of
volunteers from Minnesota. Sergio Fernandez Jr.
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recalled that he and his mother helped with bricklaying
and electrical work.

It took three years for the church to grow to about
100 people, and that number had reached more than
300 by the year 2002. Pastor Sergio has also realized
his wvision for establishing missions in southern

.Mexico, with some 50 missionary churches now
operating as offshoots of Palabra Viva.

Palabra Viva Church at Casa Hogar

Part of Al Baker’s vision for the church was that it
would be a place where village pastors could come in
and be taught, and Pastor Sergio picked up on that
dream. He noted that most local pastors had little
opportunity for Bible school training. They simply fell
in love with the Lord and started village churches
without any formal training.

Because he travels frequently to wvisit Palabra
Viva's mission churches, Pastor Sergio has been able
to see firsthand the need for training. This led him to
start a Bible school on the church property where
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