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Alumni Spotlight: Lemuel Gonzalez (MDiv ‘24)

Current titles: Associate Pastor, Crossover Church;
Senior Manager, Participant Support & Solutions, ISO
New England

Family: Wife: Idaelis, daughters: Kiana (20), Victoria
(17), and Sofia (10)

Favorite professors: Dr. Cathy McDowell & Dr.
Carolynne Brown

Favorite classes: Interpreting the Old Testament
and Pentecostalism Throughout the Ages

Favorite memory: Working to trace the origins of

: i % evangelicalism and Pentecostalism in Puerto Rico
was perhaps my favorlte memory. For example, learning that a map devised by several
missionary agencies in a meeting in New York in 1898 could have such ripple effects
and be palpable in my own family’s “faith” or “conversion” history was a treat.

You’ve had a really interesting journey with Gordon-Conwell on your way to
graduating with an MDiv this May. Would you share with us:

How and when did you first become interested in studying at Gordon-Conwell?
What was the sense of call at that point, and how were you drawn to Gordon-
Conwell?

Born to Christian bi-vocational pastors and church planters, the church has always been
a significant part of my life. My family has many pastors, including my father (a Gordon-
Conwell alumnus), brother, father-in-law, and brother-in-law, who have been role
models and mentors. The idea of serving right where | am and as | am was cemented in
a conversation with a college friend during a period after undergrad where | felt torn in
many directions and uncertain of what vocation to pursue. He and his wife (a Gordon-
Conwell alumna) encouraged me to start by serving the needs | was seeing. That
pivotal conversation led me to take on increased responsibilities in the church, from
youth counselor/Sunday School teacher to children’s pastor, then to youth pastor, and
finally to my current role as an associate pastor.

Looking back, | can say the call to ministry has always been there, and because of my
family I've always had a sound understanding of what ministry requires. | have always
enjoyed learning, so | felt the pull towards furthering my theological education. However,
because | was concerned about the time and finances involved in completing another
degree (I finished an MBA from NYU in 2008), | was hesitant to take the plunge. After a
providential encounter with Gordon-Conwell staff at a seminar and hearing about the
Hispanic Ministries Program, | was encouraged by the opportunity and the doors God
seemed to be opening. | began the application the week after that encounter and within
a couple of months was taking my first course.
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What was your first degree program, and what made you decide to continue on
(or return) for the MDiv?

My goal was to get the MDiv, but after ten years
of taking classes part-time | was starting to lose
steam and felt | had met my objectives. At the
time, Gordon-Conwell was reorganizing the
degree offerings and | was offered the option by
the Latino and Global Studies program to
transfer into the MATS degree and graduate
within the year, which | did. Part of me was
relieved to be done, but a part of me was also
disappointed that | had not finished the MDiv.

Just after graduation, Dr. Brown called to see if
I'd be interested in serving as a TA, but to do
that | needed to be a current student. The next day a military chaplain called to see if |
was interested in chaplaincy and explained that a degree with 72-credit hours or greater
was needed. The MATS would not do; | needed an MDiv.

It seemed evident to me that the Lord was calling me back to further studies, but the
exact path wasn’t clear. | sought guidance from faculty and staff at Charlotte (Dr.
McDowell and Rev. Deana Nail), CUME (Dr. Ward and Dr. Day), Latino and Global
Studies (Dr. Currie), and South Hamilton (Natalie Crowson). They were all incredibly
generous with their time, allowing great unhurried conversations that provided sufficient
light for the next step.

| learned that | could surrender the MATS to finish the MDiv, and within a week | was
applying at Charlotte to continue the MDiv. | was thrilled to complete the MDiv this past
May, just shy of 13 years from when | originally started it.

Would you tell us more about your varied pathway in terms of how and where you
took classes throughout your time at Gordon-Conwell?

My journey with Gordon-Conwell started in May of 2011 with the Hispanic Ministries
Program (HMP). Part of the program’s design at the time was that you could take
courses at any campus or in any format, and there was flexibility in terms of how many
classes | could take each term. My first class was an offering by CUME in the Western
MA area. At the time, CUME was trying to reach the needs of ministers in the western
part of the state by hosting classes at various local churches, so | started without having
to commute to Roxbury.

Two years in, CUME shifted its strategy, and courses were no longer available in my
area, so | started commuting to the CUME campus in Roxbury for some classes and
turned to Semlink for others. The number of Semlink courses you could take was
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limited, so | took a few in that format and made my way to CUME for others, leaning
more towards intensive weekend courses with a Friday and Saturday format.

Thankfully, by the time | needed to start the Hebrew track, Charlotte was ramping up its
Digital Live offerings. A key difference of Digital Live compared to the asynchronous
Semlink format was that you were actually in a classroom with the professor and
students, just virtually (with some courses also having a physical presence at times).
This was an amazing option for me as it would have been nearly impossible to travel
two or three times per week to Boston for the only other viable Hebrew track option. My
last few courses of the MATS were done through Charlotte’s Digital Live offerings, and
when | re-enrolled for the MDiv | did so through what became Networked Education.

Because my MDiv journey spanned nearly thirteen years, | was able to see Gordon-
Conwell evolve and adapt. As a student | didn’t always welcome some of the changes,
but what is clear now in retrospect is that Gordon-Conwell was innovative—bold in
trying and testing new ideas—and incredibly flexible as it adapted to and navigated
through the technology revolution of the last decade and a global pandemic!

I’'m incredibly grateful for the Hispanic Ministries Program/Latino and Global Studies
program, for Semlink and CUME, for Charlotte Digital Live, and Networked Education
more broadly, and for every staff and faculty member along the way who made the
journey possible. Because of the diversity of course formats and classes Gordon-
Conwell provides, | was able to incorporate a strong seminary education into my life,
which was already overflowing with family, work, and church!

What work/career have you been engaged in up to this point? And what are some
of the joys and challenges of that work?

After | finished my BA in Economics at Yale, | went into business consulting with
Accenture. That consulting led me to clients in the wholesale electricity space and |
eventually joined ISO New England, where I've been for the past twenty years. Much of
my career has been concentrated on project management, system implementations,
and what is now often referred to more broadly as business analysis. | very much enjoy
brainstorming ideas, identifying opportunities, and exploring solutions. I've always
enjoyed working for a team that is “gelling,” uniquely focused on a shared goal, and
committed to getting the work done. Not all projects or efforts are like that, and part of
maturing over the years is learning to accept certain limits on what can be accomplished
within an organization because of competing priorities, resource limitations, and other
factors that can come into play.

Thinking about my ministry involvement, the main challenge as a volunteer and bi-
vocational pastor is time. Balancing the demands of a full-time, rigorous “tent-making”
job with the demands of ministry can be difficult. Learning to set good boundaries and
limits has been an area of growth for me as I'm not always good at setting limits, and
often commit the sin of over-committing. One of my key takeaways from the capstone
readiness for ministry class was understanding, or better appreciating, that when we do
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ministry we are simply coming alongside the already existing work of the Holy Spirit.
God is the one that does the heavy lifting. We don’t have to force things, or manufacture
experiences or conversations; we just need to be attending to God’s prevenient grace
and work in the lives of those we encounter. It's been such a joy to relax a little—still
being faithful, working hard, and striving for excellence—and be patient enough to let
God do the work. We are but jars of clay who are blessed enough to have received his
mercies and get to bring the message of good news to those around us.

What were some of the challenges of taking classes in the way you did, working
full-time in another field and raising a family throughout the time?

Balancing full-time work, a young and growing
family, and increasing church responsibilities was
challenging. If it weren’t for the sense of calling to
both ministry and seminary, and the support of my
wife, family, and friends, | would not have finished.
Time management was one of the most difficult
challenges. | had to keep the various deadlines
across all fronts in view and ensure | was making
incremental progress towards each so | could get
the work completed on time. In some ways, the
sheer volume and nature of the demands helped
me stay focused. Still, there were family gatherings

- and church events | had to miss because of a class
or a looming deadline, and there were times where | would take time off from the full-
time work to wrap up some of my coursework. Sometimes | questioned if the sacrifices
were worth it, and | always wondered who or what | was cheating by spreading my
focus. God sustained me through those times, either through an encouraging word from
a faculty member or a friend, or by impressing on me through the Spirit that he called
me and would sustain me. | see how persevering reaped clear benefits not only in terms
of what | learned through my time in seminary, but also in that some of my friends and
family were encouraged by the role model they saw in me. I'm grateful for that insomuch
as it has served others.

While it was challenging to juggle things, God also used all four spheres (family, church,
seminary, and secular work) to complement one another. While my responsibilities at
my local church have changed during my studies, at almost every turn, something of
what was being discussed in the classroom or in the reading was immediately, if not
providentially, applicable to a situation that would emerge. I've heard some preachers
respond to the question of how long it took them to do sermon prep by quickly replying
that it took them a “lifetime.” The truth behind that sermon prep response is that God
uses our collective experiences when we dedicate ourselves to serve others. The Spirit
often gives us windows of discernment into a given situation and brings to mind helpful
memories or anecdotes that can serve the person or group that we might be ministering
to. In this way my courses would often serve needs in ministry directly by providing
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anecdotes, insights, or sometimes even becoming the direct source for preaching or
teaching (e.g., exegetical courses).

The challenge of taking over a decade to finish my degree is that it required more effort
to stay on course, and | almost didn’t! But the benefit for me was that | was able to fit it
into my schedule, and in some ways digest the material a little better, because | often
only took one class at a time. It also kept the goal of seminary as preparation for
ministry front and center, making it more practical and applicable.

Now that you have finished the MDiv program, what do you sense is ahead for
you and your service to the Kingdom?

In this journey, the Lord has shaped me and my calling more and the strongest pull now
is to focus on preaching, teaching, and administration. One of my favorite things to do
now, which brings great joy, is prepping for a class or a sermon and then conducting it.
The process of diving deep into the text, preparing for expositional preaching, seeking
God’s direction for what to focus on for a given passage and audience, and then
delivering it, is a treat. Presently, as an associate pastor at Crossover Church, | oversee
the finances of the church (treasury, budgets, and bookkeeping), assist with the facility
upkeep and significant projects, preach periodically on Sundays, and teach some
Wednesdays. In the coming decade, Lord willing, | hope to transition from bi-vocational
to full-time ministry.

Now that the MDiv is complete, I'm very much looking forward to a season of “academic
rest” while turning to some projects that I've started but not finished. One of those is a
book, or perhaps a booklet series, on stewardship and money management. | feel my
education (economics undergrad, MBA, MDiv, and self-taught investment experience)
gives me an interesting perspective that can be of service to the church. I've taught on
the subject in various contexts over the years, so my hope is to organize much of that
material and thinking into something more formal that can serve others who are looking
to be faithful with their finances.

At some point, if the Lord allows, | may pursue a ThM, PhD or DMin, but the Lord has
not provided sufficient light yet to understand what path or avenues to take on that front.



