
        
            [image: cover]
        

    








A Child

Churchof the

Nature versus
Scripture

FELIX SEPULVEDA

Copyright © 2018 Felix Sepulveda

All rights reserved

First Edition

NEWMAN SPRINGS PUBLISHING

320 Broad Street

Red Bank, NJ 07701

First originally published by Newman Springs
Publishing 2018

ISBN 978-1-64096-516-4 (Paperback) ISBN
978-1-64096-517-1 (Digital)

Printed in the United States of America

[image: tmp_c15e9c8f4e4c3e2be5a6c700a52bd0b1_0yOpzD_html_5835d708.png]

Dealing with God

Dealing with Life

Discovering Nature

Accepting Nature

The Reality of Belief

Nature versus Scripture

Natural Ability

Embracing Nature

Breaching the Cocoon

The Butterfly Emerges












[image: tmp_c15e9c8f4e4c3e2be5a6c700a52bd0b1_0yOpzD_html_72167095.png]

DEALING WITH GOD

Maybe it was on
that terribly humiliating day that I first began to
suspect—at the age of nine—that something was wrong. I heard Father
Sentilla forcefully utter my name, “Phillip!” Because I had been
observing him ever since I began attending church, I knew it was
coming. Oh God.

In California, in the 1950s, especially if
you were of Mexican American descent, no one questioned the church.
From one generation to the next, it remained infallible. The church
was all-powerful, even though the church, the clergy, and all its
members were controlled by laws laid down in another time,
somewhere else, by someone else. The sins of the church—the
crusades, witch burning, and stoning of human beings—were explained
away as necessary to please God. We were told that God demanded
that we obey the church’s orthodoxy. I was told that my God, my
loving God, would strike me into a pit of fire and brimstone for
continued disobedience.

Sheesh, I didn’t think God would burn me for
a little joke, but I wasn’t so sure about Father Sentilla! He
already called my name.

I frequently compared Father Sentilla to the
middle-aged, soft spoken, nurturing priests I saw in movies, like
Pat O’Brien in Angels with Dirty Faces, or Bing Crosby, in
Going My Way. It didn’t matter what issues the children in
their congregations were facing. These priests always had an answer
to their problems. Their understanding and kindness made them, and
the church, more attractive. As his representatives, they inspired
hope that God was more kind and attentive than vengeful, but Father
Sentilla was not like the priests I saw in the movies.

He was a good-looking young man with an
olive complexion, black hair—coiffed a la Bobby Darin, for all the
good that would do him—and deep brown eyes. I used to think that he
would have been very popular with the ladies. The thing that I
didn’t understand was that the church said he couldn’t. He must
stay away from them, or else one might want to kiss him. And
although I didn’t understand what was wrong with that, I had an
inkling that there was something about girls and the church’s
message that wasn’t right. Girls are weird and dumb, but I like
looking at them. Some of them can even run fast!

I remember his eyes darting from side to
side as he scanned the pews for any violator. In all the years I
attended that church, I never saw him smile, not once. I often
wondered if he was mean because he regretted becoming a priest,
which confounded me because he was surely going to heaven in return
for doing God’s work. And because he was doing his work, I prayed
that my questions about him, or the church, would not quash the
deal I had made with God to keep my brother alive.

Just before he exhaled my name, he had been
gliding in front of the pews from one side to another in his
ankle-length, black cassock, demanding our attention. His
explanation about the body and blood of Christ echoed in the large
hall, sounding as though the words were coming from God himself.
There were dozens of us sitting side by side, five pews full. Jesus
hung wearing a loincloth—the last of his worldly possessions—above
the altar. Below him there were golden candelabras, a golden
chalice, and expensive silks covering the ornate marble-and-gold
inlaid altar. The ornaments being displayed are a testament to the
power and wealth of the church.

The cool air in the church was mixed with a
hint of incense whiffling from the open front doors. On the wall to
our right was a molded scene of the first of fourteen stations of
the cross, where the Son of God was condemned. Got that? The son
of the creator of heaven and earth is condemned!

a Child oF the
ChurCh

Despite his terse demeanor, I never saw
Father Sentilla slap a kid for swallowing too loud, as the rumor
went. Nor did I see any overly sadistic tendencies when he
carried out a punishment. Although, in 1958 Redlands, a small
Southern California town, it was quite okay to swat a child to save
his soul. That day, fifty-nine years ago, my soul was saved.

Sitting in the aisle seat, I had shot Becky
in the head with a saliva-soaked soda straw spitball three pews
behind. I was surprised at how quickly she turned on Freddy sitting
directly behind her. The commotion caused all eyes to move away
from Father Sentilla and toward Freddy. I was suddenly aware of the
silence in the great hall.

Now, I must admit there was an amusing
thrill watching Becky viciously whirl around to glare at Freddy.
Her face was flushed, obscuring her freckles; her glasses clung to
one ear and her chin as her breath heatedly frosted the lower lens.
I struggled to stifle a guffaw as I imagined Freddy staring
back—mouth shut tight, eyes wide in bewilderment—but I couldn’t see
because I had shifted my eyes to the Bible I was clutching.

I couldn’t tell you why I did it. I knew it
was wrong, but the other thing that I thought about throughout my
life was that not once did I think the devil had anything to do
with my decision to execute my plan. I suspected I would get
caught, but that fear was overridden by the slaps on the back and
the “That was so funny” comments I would get from my friends.

I understood Father Sentilla had direct
communication with God, but I was still stunned when I heard my
name emitted like the warning hiss of a snake. I winced. How did he
know? Immediately, fervently, I began, “Our Father who art in
heaven . . .” But my prayers were in vain. Up by my ear to the
front of the altar. On my way, I heard Jimmy giggling, and I made a
mental note to sock him.

Father Sentilla strode up the three-step
landing across the floor, to one of the elaborate, armless
sandalwood chairs usually reserved for the altar boys. He twisted
my ear for encouragement, and I lay down three high steps, while
cocking my head to ease the pain, to his one to arrive at our
destination at the same moment. In one motion, he was sitting, and
I was draped across his knees. I sized up my upside-down audience
and saw a lot of teeth—Look at those stupid guys—and some
backs of hands covering mouths. Securing me with his left hand on
my back and his right hand on my butt—I could feel the difference
in tension between the left and right hand—he decided that now was
a good time to launch into a sermon about the sanctity of what we
were learning.

“Ninos, this is God’s house. This Friday’s
catechism, you are in a holy place. This is not a playground. God
can see everything. He knows everything. If you are bad, he will
know.”

And with each sentence, I felt his right
hand begin to squeeze and release my butt. At first it was subtler,
but then the pressure increased as he spoke. Huh? Then I
felt the sting of five swats, but I didn’t cry. Being swatted in
front of your peers is embarrassing, but what made it excruciating,
and I think Father Sentilla considered this, is that I couldn’t cry
in front of the girls. It wasn’t just me. No self-respecting boy
was going to baby-bawl in front of those quizzical creatures whose
reputations repelled us while their physicality compelled us. I
didn’t know why I was attracted to them, but I was. They weren’t
like boys who you could beat up if they made you mad. I could never
hit a girl. I didn’t understand girls. Heck, I was afraid of them.
So the ten swats hurt, but the pain of holding my tears was worse;
and the shock over my ass being fondled was frightening and
confusing.

What was he doing? Is this my fault? Is
it okay for a priest to do this? I don’t care if he is a
priest—from now on, I’m going to stay away from this guy. At
that moment, I thought of my brother. Please, God, I hope this
doesn’t hurt my deal with you to help my brother. He needs your
help. He didn’t ask to be born, and he certainly did nothing to be
born with a bad heart. The church is always telling us we are
children of God and that he loves us. Show me.

My brother, a child of God, being born with
a lousy heart, a mean priest who appeared to be feeling me up, and
my love for God were the realities of life that I first began to
wrestle with at an age of wonder. But these were minor issues
compared to the coming raging war between the teachings of the
church and life itself.
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DEALING WITH LIFE

In catechism, they told
us the story of two brothers

Cain and Abel. One killed the other. I was
shocked. How can you kill your own brother? Here I was ready
to give part of my heart for my brother, and he was only my
half-brother. These were full-blooded brothers and direct
descendants of Adam and Eve. And according to the Old Testament,
the impetus for the killing was favoritism from God himself.

As you will discover, my father would never
have hinted at favoritism. Manuel and I didn’t compete for my dad’s
love. We just loved the way he treated us, and I loved the way
Manuel treated me. Oh please, don’t misunderstand me, he was filled
with practical jokes that made him laugh and me angry, and we
battled around in the dirt a lot, but we had so much fun together!
He taught me how to play baseball, basketball, football; and he
taught me how to swim.

Once, he took a long line of string, got an
orange crate from my dad’s shed, broke a branch to the right
height, and tied one end of the string to the branch. He said, “You
got to be careful to tie the string at the bottom of the branch to
make sure that the branch is pulled outside of the crate.” Then he
lifted one end of the crate and placed it on the top of the branch
to hold it up. Next, he laid the string from the crate to the other
side of our bushlike, orange tree and went inside for a piece of
bread. He tore small pieces of the bread and threw them around and
then inside the suspended crate. We hid behind the orange tree bush
and waited. In just a few minutes, birds began landing near the
bread crumbs. They hopped around mechanically, cocking one eye and
then the other at the delicious-looking feast in front of them. The
bread farthest from the box were snatched up and flown away first.
Then some of the birds, feeling more secure, began venturing
underneath the box. I watched Manuel, lying beside him behind the
orange-bush, as his shoulders crept up to his ears; he was tense as
he reached slowly farther up the string. Watching him increased the
excitement of what might happen next. Suddenly, in a burst of
activity, he pulled the string hard, and birds scattered in all
directions. All of them except one.

“Got him,” Manuel said.

I assumed he knew what he was doing, but
when we crept back over to the crate and heard the soft chirp-chirp
of the captured bird, he looked at me as if to say, Now what do
we do? It was only a bird, but peeking through the slat in the
bottom of the box, it looked spooky. It was a rather large gray
bird with a blue-hooded head. Its legs were scaly, and it had a
beak that looked like it could hurt. So in a brazen display of
bravery, he looked out the back door and had me pull back the box
so the bird could fly away. And it did.

But every day we played war together, played
sports together, and sometimes we played against other two-man
teams. I loved that. I depended on my brother for understanding of
our fractured family and of the things that were going on in our
lives. He explained them all to me. He’s the one who told me that
we were only half brothers. I didn’t care. I could not imagine him
not being in my life, and I didn’t want to experience that. I loved
my brother.
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I tried not to cry, but the tears fell the
first time I saw the scar plastered down my brother’s chest. He had
been cut open. It was an emergency.


I stood in our small living room in front of
the frayed gold couch that faced the TV behind me. I gazed out of
the same square window, flanked by narrower, rectangular, screened
windows, which every living room in the neighborhood had. The blue
mountain towering behind the house across the street was bathed in
a California summer sun, and the granite top shone white. It gave
the illusion of snow. As my eyes traced the outline of the
mountain, the hollow echo of my dad’s car, with the hole in the
muffler, began to get louder as he rounded the corner. I saw the
top of the car skimming the neighbor’s hedge before I watched them
pull up in our old, two-toned Pontiac. The tan visor protruded like
a baseball cap to shade the windshield. I could see Mom and Dad in
the front and my brother, two years older, sitting in the center of
the back seat. I watched as he opened the car door and wobbled with
his thin body to stand up. Mom walked to his side and took his arm
loosely. A fresh, butch haircut highlighted his oblong head. New
pajamas, red rocket ships on a blue background, clashed with his
dirty brown slippers and their leaking cotton padding. His steps
were slow, and he deliberately put his foot down as he walked to
the front door. Mom opened the door, and Dad walked in ahead of
her. He winked and clicked—his hello to me. As Dad walked toward
the refrigerator, he wobbled left to right, due to a hint of spinal
stenosis, compliments of an injury in WWII. He reached in, grabbed
a beer, and popped it open before he went to the backyard. My
brother, Manuel, didn’t look good, but I felt happy. Mom guided
him, I thought carelessly, toward the couch, and then turned and
went to his bedroom.

“Hi, Manuel,” I said softly. I hadn’t seen
him for several weeks. I didn’t hug him or shake his hand, but I
couldn’t stop smiling.

“Hey, Phillip.”

Manuel stood facing the couch. He bent
slightly at the waist and extended his arms toward the drab couch
as he began to shift his feet. When he lifted his right foot to
turn, he started to sway. He raised his arms out to his sides for
balance, but I saw that he was going to fall. I rushed over and
grabbed him. Even though I could feel his bones, he felt heavy, so
I knew he wasn’t standing. I struggled to shuffle him around and
sat him down softly.

“You okay?” I asked.

With droopy eyes, he said, “Yeah, tired.
Need something to pep me up.”

“How about a Coke?”

“Yeah, that sounds good. You been playing
basketball? We got to get Charlie and Arnold in basketball.”

“I’ve been shooting baskets. Dad had to nail
the rim ’cause it started to dangle again.”

“Hey, Phillip, can
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