For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord.

For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. Isaiah 55: 8-9
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For those of you who don’t know me, my full name is Luz Marina Zuleta.  I was named after Miss Colombia, who became Miss Universe the year I was born. Luz, my first name, is a common name in Spanish but it can be very hard to pronounce in English. Some say Liz, others say Luis…and the rest are just Lost.  Someone even suggested to me that I change my name to Lucy but that only made me think of the show “I Love Lucy”.  Despite all of this, my name has a wonderful and bright meaning.  Luz means light and it matches my personality!  

I am an immigrant American citizen, born in a small town in Colombia.  My parents baptized me in the traditional Catholic Church. I do not recall going to church with them.  However, when I was about 10 years old my godmother made sure I was confirmed and I had my first communion.  By this time, a Wesleyan missionary arrived to this traditional Catholic town and “infected” some people with the gospel, among them were my mom’s family.  
My born-again mother had a profound influence on my spiritual upbringing with her teachings, endurance and testimony.  She taught me how to pray, sing hymns, read and memorize Bible verses, and helped me to get involved in church along with my brothers.  My mom used to listen to the radio to hear Christian messages that were broadcasted from the U.S.  I was fascinated by the preacher’s accent and the hymns they played.  Since then I had an inclination not only to worship God but also to learn the English Language. 

When I was fifteen we moved to Bogotá, the capital of Colombia.  This city was a mission field. The evangelical movement was getting strong and a revival had started in our country.  I remember attending a healing campaign and one of my most profound experiences was being healed from a severe throat infection from which I had been suffering.  I still have my tonsils despite the severe infection and they never became infected again.  As a result of that wonderful experience, one vivid and strong image that I’ve carried with me all my life is the picture of Jesus’ caring and powerful healing touch. 

What I remember most about myself though, is being a shy girl and feeling different and isolated from the rest of the community.  As I grew older I rebelled. I stopped going to church and I went through some difficult times…my first marriage ended in divorce, my father died, and I became a single mom raising my only daughter.  While I continued to function and do many things, I really didn’t feel like I had a true connection to anything meaningful except my daughter. While I was at the university finishing my Law Degree, Campus Crusade for Christ touched my life for Jesus.  At that time, I made a conscious decision to dedicate my life to Jesus Christ, and  I consecrated my daughter’s life to Christ. I understood the amazing grace of God, His forgiveness and the purpose that God had for my life.  There I was trained and equipped to build a discipleship ministry and I served as a ministry director and missionary in Colombia. I am someone who values relationships and there is nothing that I value more than my relationship with God, God’s great commandment of love and God’s great commission to make disciples for the transformation of the world.

I moved to the USA when I was in my thirties.  That was a dramatic shift. My credentials as an attorney and a Christian Minister were not valid here. Since I couldn’t depend on my earned credentials from Colombia for anything in the U.S., I learned to depend totally on God.  The faith community embraced me and became my extended family.  I had to start from scratch and I became a multi-tasking person. I cleaned houses. I worked as a child and a geriatric care provider. I was a nursing assistant.  I was involved in real estate.  I was a volunteer at the Fairfax Juvenile and Domestic Court. I was trained as a Substance Abuse Counselor by the Fairfax County Community Services Board (CSB).

I have been working with the CSB in the prevention field for 13 years now. I have reached out and been exposed to the myriad of needs that the low-income immigrant families face coming to this country.  For several years also, I have been a volunteer at Floris UMC in the Immigration Clinic, teaching citizenship classes, and collaborating in Grace Ministry with food and clothing distribution. In doing so, I could see the great spiritual need for our Latin American community and the lack of culturally and spiritually competent leaders to serve them.  I started experiencing a burden on my heart about this matter.  I fervently prayed, shared this burden with my husband and the leaders at church and soon the Lord began to guide me to plant the Latino Ministry at Floris. The Senior Pastor there had recognized that the Holy Spirit was ahead of us.  At the same time, I started my Master of Divinity Program at Wesley Theological Seminary as a part time student.  I graduated this past May.  The Bishop granted me a license as a Local Pastor and appointed me to Sterling UMC. Now, here I am, by the grace of God, and I want to thank you for your hospitality! I want to be a faithful, fruitful servant ignited by the fire of the Holy Spirit. I’ve concentrated my efforts on reaching out to the Latino Community. We have some kids enrolled in the Boy Scouts troop and their parents are enrolled in ESL classes.  I’m planning to implement a 10-week violence prevention program for parents/caregivers with kids ages 0-8.  There are basic needs that are unmet in this community: safety, health care coverage, housing, transportation, mentoring.  I encourage you to prayerfully consider how God may be instrumental in you to support this ministry.  
God has blessed me with a loving and supportive husband and family. Our daughter lives in South Carolina, is happily married and has three beautiful children who are the joy of our hearts and have rejuvenated us.  God is in the unstoppable creation business.  God creates for us new opportunities to explore, to learn, and to grow. In my faith, God has created a new heart in me…a resilient, loving and compassionate heart...a heart sensitive to God’s thoughtful ways!

Recently, Floris UMC inaugurated its new sanctuary and its very first service was held in Spanish.  Its senior Pastor was amused by God’s plans and ways and these plans and ways were initiated through the desire that God put in my heart to support a Latino Ministry! I would never have thought that a shy girl born in a small town in Colombia would have the ability to touch the lives of people living in the Washington D.C. Metropolitan area.  This happens because God’s thoughts and ways are greater and higher than our thoughts and ways. Beloved children of God, are you willing to join God’s plans for the Latino Ministry in this congregation? If you have not noticed, God is already working in our midst. Allow Him to work in you. Amen!
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