
ALIVE AND WELL AND IN LOVE WITH JESUS
I met Kathy Soto when my brother and I started attending a new church just after my Mom went to Heaven.    Every week she sat in the second row with her husband and four beautiful children.    I knew her as a Sunday School teacher, a leader in the women’s group and the mom of four very talented children.   Actually, before I met Kathy I met her children in the Kid’s Ministry.      By spending time with her kids and listening to them talk about their lives I learned two things about Kathy.   First, she loves God with all of her heart and every other area of her life springs from this passion.   Second, Kathy is a dedicated  Mom who loves her kids and is raising them to love God and serve Him.       
	Recently, Kathy shared her testimony with our congregation.   Afterward, I invited her to share her story all of you.   I pray that her testimony will inspire you and remind you that no matter what your family history, your past, or the circumstances of your life, through Jesus you can have be a completely different person with a completely different life.   Like Kathy, you can be a revolutionary who breaks the cycle of abuse and addiction, and gives your children a new legacy of faith in God, love for Jesus, and a desire to minister to others.     
	Hello everyone.   I feel so honored and humbled at the same time.   When I was first asked to give my testimony, I said, “Yes” immediately.   Then I started to get nervous.    But know that I am to testify to what God has done in my life.   You see, God has always been present even when I could not see Him for a long time.   I could not see Him because I was so blinded by my sin. 
	So with that said, my name is Melinda Kathleen Soto.   I have been married to my hubby Dan Soto for almost 15 wonderful years.  We have 4 beautiful children that the Lord has given us on lone.   Daniel is 16, Nathaneal is 13, Hannah is 11, and Lylah is 8.   I’ve been teaching Sunday school for 2 years.   I am also a home school Mom.  
	I was born in Philadelphia, but I was conceived in Puerto Rico where my mom was born.   She was only 14 years old at the time.   Her mom was mentally ill and her father was an abusive drunk.   As a child she was sexually abused.   So she found herself pregnant by a married man who wanted nothing to do with her or her unborn baby.  
	My Mom had a second cousin who was old enough to be her father.   He was in his forties at the time and he offered to take her away and giver her unborn baby a name.   So she left with him to go to Pennsylvania.   She had three more little girls by the time she was 19.   While she was pregnant with her 4th child she left my stepdad.   He, too, was abusive in many ways toward her.   So she left him and found herself with another older man. 
	I was about 4 years old when the sexual abuse began to happen.   He would find ways to be alone with me.   This lasted about 2 to 3 years.   At first, I thought I was pretty special that the man who I called Daddy wanted to play with me and spend time with me.   After all, this is what he would tell me.  He would also tell me that this was our little secret.   I thought he loved me, and boy, did I want to be loved by him. 
	My understanding of love became very distorted.    Within that time he also began to molest my little sister who was ten months younger than I.   My sister and I shared a bed and she and I would try to sleep by the wall.   Whoever slept on the outside part of the bed would be the one he molested that night.   He would say that he was going to tuck us in or check on us.   Sometimes he made up the excuse that he was going to fix our bed or give us a bath.   
	My Mom had no idea this was going on.   She trusted him and loved him very much.   I finally told my mom because I wanted it to stop.   I began to feel disgusted inside and really started to hate him for it.   We went to the police and he fled.   I remember feeling happy, but sad for my Mom because she was so hurt. 
	I became a very troubled little girl.   I was very angry and very needy for love.   It’s within that time that God began to reveal Himself to me.   There were these beautiful little Mennonite women with their homemade dresses and head bonnets that began to go into my neighborhood and share the gospel with the children.   I remember one of them named Sister Anita talking to my mom and asking her if she could take us to church.   I remember her vividly as though it happened yesterday.   
	Sister Anita shared the love of Jesus with me.   I don’t remember the exact words, but I remember her joy, her love and her peace.   I remember her sharing stories of Jesus.   I remember seeing something different in her that I had never seen before.   Looking back, I saw Jesus.   I saw hope.  You see, God was in the midst.  
	As I grew, my need for love and acceptance grew.   My mom was partying and running around looking for love in all the wrong places.   Eventually, she became a drug addict and even ended up in jail.   She sold the little she had to feed her addiction—even our house.   
	I was only a matter of time before I would be doing the same thing.   I started cutting school.   I started getting hi.   And then I became addicted to drugs.    I would sell drugs on the street corners of north Philly just so that I could feed my addiction.   I was in utter complete darkness.   I would walk the streets in the middle of the night completely stoned.   Still, God was trying to get my attention.  
	He put a missionary in our lives who shared the love of Jesus.   Luis Centeno would invite us to church.   My aunt and uncle who had been really messed up got help from this missionary and then got saved.   My sister, who was just 10 months younger, also went to live with my aunt and uncle and they were all doing so well.  They had something that I knew I was missing.   
	I also sought this missionary for help.  He helped me get into a Christian home and I got better.   There I believed for awhile.   God brought this couple into my life who ministered to my heart.   They were my house parents at this time.   Each time seeds of faith were planted.   Each time I saw something different in these people.   I saw what I saw in Sister Anita.   I saw love, joy, and peace.   I saw Jesus.
	As I was thinking about my testimony and praying, I thought of this parable that Jesus shared in the book of Mark.   A parable is just a story that shares a lesson.   He shared about a farmer who was spreading seed across a field and some fell along a hard path and the birds quickly came and ate the seeds.   Some feeds fell along rocky soil, some along the thorny ground, and some along good soil.  
	The farmer represents God’s messengers, and the seed is the good news of Jesus Christ.   God kept sending messengers to me to share His love and salvation and freedom from sin.   Yet, I was like the hard path that the seed fell along and Satan came and stole the truth from my heart and my heart would quickly harden.   
	I remember around the age of 15, getting involved again with the wrong guy and that guy dying of a drug overdose.   I remember holding his lifeless body in my arms.   Again, God showed up by sending a young missionary named Joel Van Dyke.   He showed up within days of this happening to me.   I could see in his eyes, his heart breaking for me.   Looking back, I saw God’s heart breaking for me as well.   Joel would take me to doctor’s appointments.   He would listen to me cry and he would offer a way out.   But again I would harden my heart. 
	I would visit church here and there, but the seed of faith had not really taken root yet.   There I met another messenger of God named Shirley.   Shirley was a young woman who just loved Jesus so much.   She would challenge me to live for Jesus.   She, too, shared how Jesus died to set my free, how He took my sin upon Himself so that I could live for Him.   She allowed me to see compassion and kindness in her.   Again, I saw God’s Son.  God was always in pursuit of me.
	For a long time, I felt worthless and insignificant.   I kept seeking things that would satisfy me for a little while.   But then I was left feeling empty and useless.   But God never gave up on me.   He was relentless in His love for me, you see, for all those messengers told me Jesus was the only way.   That Jesus was the Way, the Truth, and the Life and there was no way to heaven but through Him. 
	Then I met a guy named Danny.   He, too, was involved in drugs.   He, too, was completely and utterly lost.   What was even more shocking was that he told me that his dad was a pastor.   Well, we had a pretty bad relationship.   
Anyway, a year later, I became pregnant.   It did not look like he was going to stick around.   I was tired of my life.   I was now 20 years old and about to have a baby alone.   I started thinking about my life, the way I was living, and now I was bringing a baby into this mess.   
	You know, all those years there were many times I had asked Jesus to forgive me of my sins and come into my heart and help me to live for Him.   There were many times that I would cry out and ask God to please help me to change and help me to be a better person.   But one day it was as though a light bulb went on.   The blinders fell off my eyes and I could see.   I could see that I needed Jesus.   I could see I needed a healer.   I knew I was a complete mess.   I knew Jesus was now my only hope.   So I started walking down the street to the church where my aunt and uncle served, where Luis Centeno was the pastor of the church, and that young missionary, Joel, was the youth pastor and where Shirley was still ministering to young girls.      
	I went to that church and Jesus transformed my life.   Shirley began to come over and have devotions with me.   The Lord gave me faith and this time Satan could not steal it.   I was hungry to know Jesus.   I asked Him to be the Lord of my life.   I asked Him to help me raise this baby for Him. 
	I did not know many verses at that time, but when I heard this one I clung to it.   Jeremiah 29:11, “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you a hope and a future.”    I was now like the good soil that the seed fell on.   I accepted the word and I began to grow.   
	I began to pray for Danny to get saved.   My son was about 9 months old when Danny got saved.   Four months later, we were married.   
	It does not end there.   About five years ago, after praying and praying for about 10 years, my mom got saved.   My mother is a totally different person today.   I am amazed at God’s grace and mercy in my life.   
	You know, Joel, the young missionary I told you about.   He told me years later that he was afraid he would find me dead in an alley somewhere.   This led him to pray for me.   Well, because of God’s grace and mercy in my life, I am alive and well and I love Him so much.   I give Him all the glory.  
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