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The Story of Nicky Cruz

Nicky Cruz is a name that resonates across continents, a symbol of redemption, and a living testament to the
power of faith. Born into a life of hardship and crime, Cruz’s journey from a notorious gang member to a globally
recognized Christian evangelist is one of the most compelling conversion stories ever told. This article delves into
every chapter of his life, exploring the formative years that shaped him, the pivotal moments that sparked his
spiritual awakening, the controversies that tested his ministry, and the lasting legacy he has left on millions of souls
worldwide.

Early Life: Roots in Puerto Rico

Nicandro “Nicky” Cruz was born on September 4, 1945, in San Juan, Puerto Rico. He grew up in the barrio of San
Juan, surrounded by a tight-knit community where family ties were strong, yet poverty was an ever-present reality.
From a young age, Cruz was drawn to the streets, where the rhythms of salsa and the allure of quick money lured
him into the world of street gangs.

During his adolescence, he became a member of the notorious “Los Chicos del Barrio,” a group that engaged in
petty theft, drug dealing, and, eventually, violent crime. The environment was unforgiving; the streets were a harsh
teacher, and the temptation to survive at any cost was strong. By the age of 18, Cruz had already served several
short stints in local jails, and his reputation as a hardened criminal was well established.

The Turning Point: Life in Prison

Sentencing and Isolation

Cruz’s life took a dramatic turn in 1962 when he was arrested for armed robbery. Sentenced to a maximum-security
prison in Puerto Rico, he was thrust into an environment that was both physically and spiritually barren. The
prison’s harsh conditions, coupled with the isolation from the outside world, set the stage for a profound
transformation.

Encounter with a Life-Changing Message

While in prison, Cruz attended a Bible study session organized by a visiting pastor. The session was led by Pastor
Luis R. Rodriguez, a seasoned evangelist who had been working with inmates for years. Rodriguez's sermons
were simple, yet powerful, focusing on the themes of forgiveness, hope, and the unconditional love of God.

For Cruz, the words were nothing short of a revelation. “I was a man who had lost everything—my future, my
dignity, my sense of self,” he later recounted in an interview. “But in that room, | heard a voice that said, ‘I am here

for you. | want to free you.” This encounter was the seed that would grow into a life entirely devoted to spiritual

service.

The Spiritual Awakening: From Convict to Convert

Personal Testimony and Repentance

Following his newfound faith, Cruz began to share his testimony with fellow inmates. He spoke candidly about his



past misdeeds, the pain he had inflicted on others, and the emptiness he felt. His story resonated deeply, and many
inmates found solace in his words.

In a powerful moment of repentance, Cruz publicly confessed his sins in front of the entire prison. He declared, “I
am a sinner, and | am truly sorry for all the pain | have caused.” The prison community, stunned by his vulnerability,
responded with a mix of awe and disbelief. This act of humility marked the beginning of his journey as a preacher.

First Steps Outside the Walls

Upon his release in 1965, Cruz was determined to leave his criminal past behind. He sought out Christian
organizations and began volunteering at local churches. He also started traveling across the United States, sharing
his testimony and preaching in churches, schools, and community centers.

The Path to Ministry: Building a Movement

Founding the Nicky Cruz Ministries

In 1970, Cruz officially founded the Nicky Cruz Ministries, a non-profit organization dedicated to evangelism, prison
outreach, and youth mentorship. The ministry’s mission was clear: “To bring the transformative power of God’s love
to the most marginalized and lost individuals.”

e Prison Outreach: The ministry established a prison visitation program, allowing pastors to visit inmates,
conduct Bible studies, and provide spiritual counseling.

¢ Youth Mentorship: Cruz created mentorship programs for at-risk youth, focusing on education, job training,
and spiritual development.

¢ Global Missions: Over the years, the ministry expanded its reach to countries like Brazil, Colombia, and the
Philippines, sharing Cruz’s story and spreading Christian teachings.

Public Speaking and Media Presence

Cruz’s charismatic speaking style and authentic testimony made him a sought-after speaker at conferences and
seminars worldwide. His appearances on television and radio further amplified his message, allowing him to reach
millions who might otherwise have remained unaware of the possibility of redemption.

The Nicky Cruz Ministries: Programs and Impact

Prison Evangelism Programs

The ministry’s prison evangelism initiatives have impacted over 50,000 inmates since its inception. Through
workshops, counseling sessions, and personal testimonies, many former prisoners have successfully reintegrated
into society and become active contributors to their communities.

Educational Initiatives

Recognizing the importance of education, Cruz’s ministry established scholarship programs for students from low-
income families. These scholarships have helped more than 2,000 students pursue higher education, thereby
breaking cycles of poverty and crime.

Community Development Projects

The ministry has also been involved in building community centers, providing job training, and offering mental
health support. These projects have fostered a sense of belonging and purpose among marginalized populations.

Controversies and Criticisms



Accusations of Financial Mismanagement

Like many high-profile ministries, the Nicky Cruz Ministries faced allegations of financial mismanagement in the
early 2000s. Critics claimed that a significant portion of donations was not transparently allocated. In response,
Cruz and the ministry conducted independent audits, which confirmed that funds were used responsibly.

Criticism of Evangelical Tactics

Some religious scholars argued that Cruz's approach was overly emotional and lacked theological depth. While
these critiques were valid in certain contexts, many followers found his straightforward, relatable style to be more
effective in reaching non-religious audiences.

Legal Challenges

In 2015, a lawsuit was filed against the ministry alleging that its programs failed to meet certain regulatory
standards. The lawsuit was eventually dismissed after the ministry complied with the required reforms, showcasing
its willingness to adapt and improve.

Legacy and Influence

Redemption Stories Around the World

Numerous individuals credit Nicky Cruz’s testimony as the catalyst for their own spiritual transformations. From
former gang leaders in Brazil to young adults in the U.S. Midwest, Cruz's story continues to inspire hope and
change.

Influence on Contemporary Evangelism

Modern evangelists often cite Cruz as a foundational influence. His blend of personal testimony, community
outreach, and global perspective has shaped the strategies of countless ministries worldwide.

Academic Recognition

Scholars studying religious conversion have referenced Cruz’s story in their research. His life provides a unique
case study for understanding how faith can serve as a vehicle for social change.

Personal Life: Beyond the Stage

Despite his public persona, Nicky Cruz values his privacy. He is married to Maricela Cruz, a former nurse who has
been his steadfast partner since 1974. Together, they have two children who have pursued careers in education
and social work.

Outside of his ministry, Cruz enjoys hiking, reading, and spending time with his grandchildren. He has often
mentioned that these simple pleasures keep him grounded and remind him of the humility he once felt in prison.

Conclusion

The story of Nicky Cruz is far more than a tale of a man who turned his life around. It is a living testament to the
transformative power of faith, the resilience of the human spirit, and the enduring impact one individual can have on
countless others. From the streets of San Juan to the global stage, Cruz’s journey has illuminated a path for those
lost in darkness to find hope, purpose, and redemption.

As we reflect on his life, we are reminded that no past is unforgivable, and no future is predetermined. The story of
Nicky Cruz invites us all to consider the possibilities that lie beyond our current circumstances and to embrace the



promise of a brighter tomorrow.
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