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Ministers to the Spanish Community in their Heart Language

Story by Carmel Palmer
Photos by Geraldine Wilkins

All through the Wednesday night service at
CC Oxnard, CA, John Parra’s heart was beating hard. After months of wrestling with a
decision, he was going to give Senior Pastor
Lance Ralston his answer: he would not step
in as pastor of the Spanish congregation.
Over the previous two years, Lance and others had observed John’s behind-the-scenes
shepherding of the tiny fellowship. They
were sure he was the right person to lead the
church. Deep within, John suspected so too.
“But I was afraid,” he confessed. “I felt unfit
to pastor, and I worried that God would not
provide. My salary [from his secular job]
would be halved if I accepted.” As the service ended, John’s 5-yr-old daughter Saraí
ran up and pressed a piece of paper into his
hands. John looked down to see Saraí’s tiny,
brightly-colored handprints and the words:

And my God shall supply all your
need according to His riches in
glory by Christ Jesus. Philippians 4:19

Capilla Calvario’s close-knit dynamic has
made it a place of refuge, healing, and spiritual growth for many.

“I fell to my knees crying,” John recalled.
“The next day, I told Lance I would trust
God and be obedient. Saraí’s framed artwork is the first thing I see when I enter my
office—a picture of God’s faithfulness.” This
summer marks eight years since John began
pastoring Capilla Calvario, Calvary Chapel
Oxnard’s Spanish-speaking congregation.
Its Friday and Sunday evening services
reflect Oxnard’s diverse Hispanic community—approximately 60 percent of the city’s
population—with a wide array of national
and denominational backgrounds. Within
the church, however, they are one family.

“What I love about this church,” said Jennie
Tirado, “is that the love of God we were
shown when we first arrived hasn’t changed
as the fellowship has grown.” When Jennie’s
first husband abandoned her and their
infant son, she initially continued at the
church they had attended together. Years
later, when he returned with his new family,
“I had to say goodbye,” she explained. “I
wanted the best for his new family. Ours had
broken, but that didn’t mean the second one
had to. I left heartbroken, especially for my son,
who had been playing drums for that church.
I didn’t want him to lose that connection.

Believers study the Bible in Spanish. Many also speak English but reflect
best on important heart matters in what is, for many, their first language.
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Healing Together

Elder Raúl López prays for José Ocampo and his
son Moisés. Leaders provide prayer after services.

Church elder Antonio Fonseca, right, and Martin Tiscareño, left, greet Capilla Calvario’s newest attendee. After outgrowing its
space twice, the Spanish-speaking fellowship of CC Oxnard now gathers in the main sanctuary on Friday and Sunday evenings.
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When I came to Capilla Calvario and sat
down, no one knew my story. But I remember their smiles, their kindness. I needed
that. I’m sure that other churches we visited
had good intentions, but we fell through the
cracks. This church’s love poured out on us.
John wanted to know right away what our
needs were and how we could serve. Within
three months, he gave my son opportunity to start playing the drums.” At that
time, the congregation of about 20 people
met in an upper room during CC Oxnard’s
English-speaking service. In the coming
years, it twice outgrew the space provided.
The current evening services allow the congregation of about 70 families to use the
main sanctuary. They unite, however, with
the English-speaking fellowship once a year
to maintain connections. Jennie continued,
“There are no words to describe my thankfulness to the Lord for this congregation,
both the Spanish- and English-speaking
people. They all opened their arms to us—
we are united.”

Laura Parra, right, Pastor John’s wife,
prays for believer Wendy Martinez.

in Mexico who access his sermon notes
online. The fellowship’s next goal is to create a Smart Phone app containing all the
resources on the church’s website.

Pastors John Parra, right, and Omar Velasco, in background, pray for Daniel Amado

and Josefina Robles. John has been leading the fellowship for nearly eight years.

Pastor Lance Ralston remarked, “Capilla
reminds us of the importance of depending on the Spirit, staying fervent in prayer,
and following through on loving one
another. Though our culture says it values
multiculturalism, inclusion, and tolerance,
it’s factious and divided. The unity of the
two congregations [English- and Spanishspeaking] confronts the world with the
reality that it’s only in Christ that we can
be genuinely one.”
Jennie said expositional Bible teaching is a
rarity among the area’s Hispanic churches,
which sometimes emphasize emotional
experience over doctrinal teaching. John
reported, “Much of our ministry has been
to families who needed healing from spiritual abuse by religious leaders.” Personally,
John’s own salvation and early Christian
growth happened in a highly experiential
church whose teachings, as he studied the
Bible, he found to differ from God’s Word.
When he began attending CC Oxnard, he
was amazed at how solidly the Scriptures
were taught. Now, John’s experience
enables him to help others going through
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First and second grade Sunday school teacher Omar Cortés helps find a Bible verse.

the same transition. “I have heard stories
of pastors preaching nothing but prosperity messages, using money to manipulate
and control people,” he said. People who
question leadership are sometimes bullied
and isolated from other believers, he added.
“It is only through the Holy Spirit that we
can be such an intimate family despite our
backgrounds of abuse,” John concluded.

On the Advance

“Pastor John knows he can count on us
[the congregation] to love unconditionally,” Jennie said. She and two others form
Chosen, a ministry that follows up with visitors through phone calls and letters. It has
reached far beyond what they imagined, as
people spill deep needs and prayer requests
on the phone.

With their son, right, John dedicates José and Mirna Ramirez’s newborn son to God.

But you are a chosen generation …
that you may proclaim the praises
of Him who called you out of
darkness into His marvelous light.
1 Peter 2:9
Daniel Sifuentes leads the men’s ministry.
“I ask a different man to lead each month’s

meeting,” Daniel commented. “Even the
young ones accept the challenge. The brothers are learning the difference between
preaching God’s Word and adding to it.”
Daniel also facilitates the church’s multimedia outreach. The live-streamed services
offered for the last two years have regular
viewers as far away as Honduras, and John
has received thank-you notes from pastors

In 2011, the church hosted “Superando
el Pasado” or “Overcoming the Past,” a
live-streamed event in which a congregant
shared her story of childhood sexual abuse
and God’s redemption. John reported, “She
shared about the hatred she had felt toward
men, the journey of forgiveness God took
her on, and the healthy relationship she now
enjoys with her husband. It resonated with
many people.” Calls poured in from other
states and nations.
Three years ago, Pastor Manuel Olivas of
Skyline Church in Thousand Oaks, CA,
asked John for help finding a Spanishspeaking Bible study leader. Suspecting it
would become more than a Bible study, John
sent Alex Nieto, an elder in whom he sensed
a pastoral calling. Alex now leads a growing congregation, La Capilla, and they hope
to repeat the process in Santa Paula by this
year’s end. John concluded, “The last seven
years have been a venture of faith, but God
wants to move me past the lingo to trusting
Him truly. I’ve learned to lean on Him in
every trial we’ve faced, and He has kept His
promise—He has always provided.”

Capilla Calvario de Oxnard

www.calvariooxnard.org
john@calvaryoxnard.org
805-981-0676
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