The Story of Casa Hogar

It started with a dream, and then the Lord began sending
children to live at Casa Hogar, the orphanage founded
by quadriplegic Al Baker. Al's heart for the needy,
particularly for underprivileged children, led him to
the mission field and to the exciting adventure of
establishing a home for handicapped children in
Oaxaca, Mexico. The story begins in 1974 when Al
first was called to Mexico and continues to the present
day, with its challenges to provide therapy, education,
and Biblical teaching to more than 70 children needing
a home. Although Al has gone home to his heavenly
Father, the dream lives on at Casa Hogar, where daily
God is faithful to provide.
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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my cousin, Albert Lynn
Baker, who has gone on to be with the Lord.




Foreword

One of the greatest blessings in my life is having been
associated with Al Baker. Few people have had the
courage and faith as Al. His entire life, as I knew it,
was a reflection of the love of God to his fellow man.

When God called Al to give his lift to children in
Mexico, he followed this call as directed by the Holy
Spirit. He didn’t rush, nor did he lag behind; he simply
walked with God.

Al's faith in God led him to “take up his cross”
throughout his ministry as he experienced *“....though
[ walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will
fear no evil, for thou art with me...”Psalm 23.4a.
Every time 1 sat and talked to Al to encourage him, I
came away more encouraged. His vision came to life
through his faith, hope and love. He would get excited
and cause me to be excited.

“For ye have need of patience, that ye may receive the
promise.” | believe he was one of the most patient
men [ have known. Things would happen or be
delayed that would discourage most. The slow pace in
getting anything done in Mexico—finances, children’s
sicknesses, lack of help, delays, promises unkept—
never seemed to discourage Al. He just saw God in
everything.

God gave him a prophetic view of the ministry. The
last time | walked with Al in Mexico, he shared with
me that he felt God was calling him to another area and
asked me to pray with him about it. Little did I know



that this was a prophetic vision which God was giving
Al. Things were progressing well at Casa Hogar. The
foundation had been laid; now it was God’s time to
call Al home.

Al left behind a testimony that should not be forgotten.
| consider him a Hero of the Faith—Hebrews 11:39,
40. The work continues and grows successfully under
Francisco and Carol, and is being built on the
foundation laid by Al and Jesus Christ, the Chief
Cornerstone.

Pastor Bob Bernard




Chapter One
A Burden for Children

But Jesus said, Suffer little children, and
Jforbid them not, to come unto me: for of
such is the kingdom of heaven. Matthew
19:14

Ping! The pesos fell with a ringing sound on the
tile floor as Al Baker wheeled around the patio,
dropping Mexican coins here and there. “Now find
them, Beto!” he called to the blind Indian boy,
undersized for his four years of age, who hovered close
by Al's wheelchair.

Beto obediently toddled over and bent down,
groping around to feel for the coins . “Aqui!” he cried,
laughing delightedly at his success in finding the first
peso. “Bueno, Beto, good,” Al congratulated, rolling
closer to give him a pat on the shoulder. At the age of
four, Beto was just learning to walk, and the simple
exercise of finding coins was good training not only
for his hearing, but for his coordination and dexterity.

As a quadraplegic, Al knew the range of his own
disabilities, but he couldn’t fathom the inky darkness
that must envelop the world of blind children like Beto.
He only knew that speaking and touching were
important links to the outside world for this little fellow
and he determined to communicate with him by words
and human touch as much as possible.



Al and Beto doing their
“find the peso" exercise.

No one watching the two could miss Al's pride in
Beto’s success when he found a coin or Beto’s delight
in pleasing his mentor. But they might wonder, how
did a 38-year-old single American male bound to a
wheelchair come to play father to a blind Mazateco
Indian boy?

The story of how Al and Beto met is the story of the
beginning of Casa Hogar, a children’s home founded
on Christian faith and built with love in QOaxaca,
Mexico. Although Casa Hogar began with a single
child, today it houses 75 children who have physical
disabilities or home problems that prevent them from
being raised by their parents.

Now managed by caretakers Carol and Francisco
Marin, Casa Hogar began in 1974 as a dream in the
mind of Texan Al Baker, a quadriplegic who had lost
the use of his legs and most of the use of his arms in a



motorcycle accident in 1958. Born Albert Lynn Baker,
Al had been raised by Christian parents in Grapevine,
Texas. But since his baptism in the Holy Spint
in1972, he had been feeling the Lord calling him to the
mission field in Mexico. Al especially felt a burden
for the Mexican street boys and for children whose
parents couldn’t, for one reason or another, raise them
at home.

At the time, he was working as a photo technician
at Meisel Photochrome in Dallas and attending Irving
Christian Center, a full-gospel fellowship in Irving,
Texas. Quitting his job for the mission field would
mean giving up a sure income and the benefits of
retirement and heading for the unknown. But Al’s
small government disability check could be stretched
further in Mexico than in the States. Besides, the
unmistakable call of missions work and the prospect of
being able to help others more unfortunate than
himself made him determined to step out on faith,
whatever the cost.

So after much prayer, the young Texan approached
Bob Bernard, ICC’s pastor, and asked if he could be
sent out as a missionary for the church. Pastor Bob's
first reaction was one of surprise, as he tells in a letter
describing the founding of Casa Hogar:

“Al was a very faithful member of our church and
brought someone with him to almost every service,”
Pastor Bob related. *“He was with us about a year,
during which time he had met the Johnson family, who
were missionaries in Oaxaca. They had invited him to
visit them; so in 1971 Al made his first visit to Mexico.



When he came back after two weeks, he gave a
glowing report of the good time he had had and told
how much he had enjoyed the mission field.

“The next year he took the regular vacation from
his job and made another visit to Mexico. On his
return from this trip, he came to me and said that God
had given him a real burden for the handicapped
children there.

“In Mexico City he had visited the slum areas and
seen the children there without parents running around
and rummaging in garbage cans for food. He realized
that he couldn’t help all of them, but he felt that since
he himself was handicapped, this was an area in which
he could help, possibly finding them a way to get
therapy if their families couldn’t afford it.

“His burden was to bring them in and make a home
for them in Oaxaca and with government help, see that
they got the therapy they needed. He told me he felt
God was calling him to work full-time as a missionary
in Oaxaca.”

Pastor Bob's first reaction to Al’s request was, “Oh
no, Al, not you — not on the mission field!” Of course,
he didn't say it aloud , and later was glad that he
didn’t.

After sharing Al’s desire with the ICC elders, they
prayed about it for a couple of weeks while Al was
patiently waiting. “In the end we told him that we felt
it was good also, that we felt his desires were from the
Lord,” Pastor Bob reported.
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So, on a prayer and a song Al Baker began planning
to launch out as a missionary for Irving Christian
Center. He would have his work cut out for him,
building a children’s home from scratch in a foreign
country where he didn’t speak the language and had no
connections. How would he get the word out to
families with handicapped children, and once found,
where would he get the kind of skilled, caring staff
needed to help care for them?




Chapter Two
Launching Out

Is it not to deal thy bread to the hungry
and that thou bring the poor that are cast
out to thy house? Isaiah 58:7

Al Baker was one who certainly didn’t despise “the
day of small beginnings.” After being commissioned
by the church in Irving, he immediately moved to
Oaxaca and moved in with missionaries Johnny and
Merry Johnson and their six children. The Johnsons
taught at a Bible School for pastors and had a home in
the eastern sector of Qaxaca.

Six months later, Al had rented his own home across
the dirt road from the Johnsons, naming it Casa Hogar
Benito Juarez after the Indian peasant who had risen to
become President of Mexico. As a hero of the people,
hopefully Benito Juarez’ name would lend credibility
to the home in the eyes of government officials who
would be approving paperwork.

Then Al proceeded to hire a Mexican housekeeper,
Hermana Luz Barselobre, who brought five children of
her own to fill the home: Rodrigo, Manuel, Laura,
Patricia, and Jacqueline. Luz would stay at Casa
Hogar for three years, acting as mother, cook and
caregiver and, along with her children, providing a
family atmosphere for the home.
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Working in the garden with Luz' boys.

The first official resident of Casa Hogar was
Alberto Alto Bartolo, the blind Mazoteco Indian boy
who was to grow up to speak Al’s language, serve Al’s
God, and to love Al like a father. Al and Beto's first
meeting truly seemed to be God-ordained, since Al and
his young neighbor John Wayne Johnson “just
happened” to be in the Oaxaca government
rehabilitation center on the one day when Beto was
brought there by his mother from their village 170
miles away.

The date was October 23, 1975 and the two fellows

making their way down the lobby of the center seemed
unlikely candidates for helping children, handicapped
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or not, since John struggled with crutches as a result of
cerebral palsy, and Al’s mobility was limited to his
wheel chair. But the two were set on a mission: that
of telling the hospital director about Casa Hogar and
urging her to send any homeless handicapped children
needing a home.

Entering the lobby, Al saw a little blind boy sitting
on the floor, and he was immediately struck by a
thought: “That little boy will probably live at Casa
Hogar.” As he retold the story later, Al noted that he
quickly dismissed the idea, believing it to be too far-
fetched.

While Al and John awaited their meeting with the
director, the Indian woman came in, carrying her son
and accompanied by a translator who could speak both
Spanish and their Mazoteco tongue. Two doctors told
them that the boy could be taught in their school for
the blind if they could bring him in each day;
otherwise, he would have to wait until he was 12 or 13
years old to get any training. Al couldn’t understand
all the Spanish, but he could see the woman’'s face
fall—her village was five hours away by bus.

But a beautiful smile lit up her face when Al told
the director that Beto could stay at Casa Hogar and go
to the special school.

Clearly the hand of God was evident in the timing
of this meeting, as Al related in a newsletter dated
November 1975: “Six hours later we found out that
the director was the Oaxaca governor’s wife, who is in
charge of all children’s programs in the state. We had
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heard how hard it was to meet her since you had to
know someone to get through.

“It turns out that knowing Jesus is enough, and He
led me there in my ignorance and blessed our
meeting.”

Al noted that Beto’s pants that day must have been
borrowed, because his mother took them with her; so
Beto was delivered from his mother’s arms with one
shirt and nothing else. The child had never worn pants
before, the translator told them, so his bottom was
rough as sandpaper from scooting in the dirt all his
four years.

» Beto, after his major
Overhaul.
\“-"-"! &

At the time Beto came to Casa Hogar, he was four
years old but Al described him as “about the size of a
two- to two-and-a-half year old.” At first he could
barely walk with help, but Luz’s children walked him
all over the tiled courtyard that first evening, and the
second day he was thrilled with his prize—a brand new
pair of shoes.
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“The doctor said to keep him walking as much as
possible, so we are keeping him going about eight
hours a day now and don't allow him to sit on the
floor,” Al reported. “At least two of those hours he
holds onto the back of my wheelchair and follows me
around in the house and patio.”

Beto's health problems—lice, intestinal parasites,
scabies, and badly infected feet--at first seemed
formidable, but the Barselobres and Al got busy right
way. Beto’s hair was cut and burned to kill the lice;
then he was given a good bath. After the bath, alcohol
was applied to ease the itching caused by tiny dirt
sores all over his body.

As time went on, Luz and the family took on Beto’s
potty training as a project, but the newsletter noted that
it was a big hurdle for the four-year-old, “since he was
learning to wear pants at the same time.”

Language acquisition was another challenge, one
that was especially a problem for Al since he was in no
way bilingual, having never quite mastered the Spanish
language, and since Beto’s main language was an
Indian dialect. The boy spoke 98 per cent Mazoteco
and about two per cent Spanish.

“Most of his Spanish was curse words, but after two
weeks, he rarely uses them anymore,” Al noted. “His
family lives by a bar, and we think they taught him to
beg because for the first few days if he heard the clink
of coins, he would say, “Mister one peso for bread.”
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“The translator told us that Beto had never had meat
or eggs and no milk since he had been weaned. He
smelled of the first scrambled egg real good before
eating it, but on the second day at breakfast he said
“egg"” before they were on the table. Two more weeks
should see him using a spoon fairly well.”

After two weeks at Casa Hogar Al described Beto
as “already a new boy,” and asked the saints to pray
for him. “His starting place in life must have been
around zero,” he concluded.

By the time Beto was six years old, Al not only
provided housing for Luz and her five children, but he
had several other children who looked to him for food,
shelter, clothing, and transportation to school and
therapy for their disabilities. The tasks seemed almost
overwhelming at times, and in those moments Al was
reminded of the Lord and his invitation to “suffer the
little children to come to me.”

He also thought at times about his need for a
helpmeet, one who would work alongside him and
provide needed feminine support to his efforts. Luz
did an adequate job as a housekeeper, but she was
quite a bit older than he and came equipped with a
family of her own. At one point Luz had hinted that
she could promise her oldest daughter, Patricia, as a
wife, but at the age of 16 Patricia seemed like a child
to Al. Besides, he still clung to the very American
notion of romantic love as a prelude to marriage.
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Chapter Three
A Bride for Casa Hogar

Whaso findeth a wife findeth a good
thing, and obiaineth favor from the
Lord. Proverbs 18:22

“Hmmm. This man needs a wife.”

That was Brenda Pensinger’s first thought when she
visited Casa Hogar and saw Al Baker struggling with
his own illness, a bout of the flu, while trying to run a
household of six disabled children. Besides that, Al
was tending a garden and raising poultry to keep food
on the table, as well as teaching weekly classes on
raising chickens in an outlying village. Casa Hogar, as
a matter of fact, appeared to be full of chickens during
Brenda’s visit since Al had several penned up in the
sala, or living room, for a future dinner.

At the time, Brenda was not particularly thinking of
herself as the answer to Al’s problems since she had
Jjust met him a little more than a week before. Brenda
was working on a Bible translation for Wycliffe Bible
Translators near the town of Mitla when she read a
newsletter for missionaries in'the area published by
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