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A Letter to My Children
Dear Denise and Daniel, I have written this book for you. This is the story of our move from Manila to Bukidnon and how God allowed us to experience His gracious provision. I wrote this so that you will always remember the things God taught our family as we took this journey with Him. I hope you will pass on the lessons to your children in the hope that they will also pass these on to the generations after them. May your future families continue to always be intimate with God and to be faithful stewards of all the things He has given and will continue to give in this place and in your lives.
The story of Abraham played a very important partin our journey. He became a model and a guide for us since we also went through many of the things he experienced. Just like Abraham, God took us to a place that was not our own. He allowed us to experience a very simple life in the beginning and then He blessed us in amazing ways as we responded in obedience to the things He revealed to us in the Bible. Yet keep in mind, these blessings were not given to us so that we alone should enjoy them. I believe that just as God blessed Abraham to bless others, He also blessed us so that we, too, can be a blessing to those around us.
The story of Abraham tells about God’s provision in response to man’s obedience. As you read this book, may you continue to experience His provision and remember that blessings come through man’s obedience—your obedience! Our journey to Bukidnon has been a series of miracles, some of which unfolded in the midst of great trials. Yet, the life we have lived in this place is far beyond anything I have ever dreamed of or could have imagined. It is a life that I want you and your children to maintain and cherish. Within this story are many valuable lessons that I want you to also share with the people whom God will send to you, so that they, too, may come to enjoy what we have experienced.
Your mama and I love you both very much!
PAPA
Introduction
I started to write this book in 2007 with the intention of leaving something to my children. I wanted to help them remember the journey we took from Manila to Bukidnon, a province in the heart of Mindanao. Through this book I wanted to summarize and explain the lessons we learned along the way about life and the things God taught us about Himself. My intention then was to give them a reference and a guide on how to live their lives, especially when my wife and I are no longer around. While I know that their experiences will be different from ours, I believe the principles we learned will guide and protect them as they have guided and protected us. I want them to know that God wants to bless them, but that the blessings they will receive are given so that they can, in turn, become a blessing to others as well.
Though I initially wrote this book for my children, a number of friends encouraged me to have it published so that others may also learn from it. At first, I didn’t feel the urgency to finish it right away. But due to the insistence of my friends, I decided to publish the book in 2014; seven years after I started writing it.
Since deciding to write this book, I have walked through several bouts of uncertainty. I wondered if our story would really be able to inspire others. You see, I am just an ordinary man with very ordinary credentials. Yet for reasons only known to God, He decided to write an extraordinary story through my life and that of my family. As I went through a time of self-doubt, God made me realize that this story is not for my family to keep to ourselves. Rather, it’s to be shared with everyone because we all need to know and understand that God wants us to live life in all its fullness, beginning in this present day and age. Thus, when I was told that I should write our story so that many may learn from it, I asked God to give me the ability and the grace to be able to write His story, not mine.
I am Jose Feron E. Cacanando. While Jose Feron is my proper name, I am better known as “Dodong.” In the Philippines, people usually prefer to be called by their nicknames and I am no different from everyone else. My wife’s name is Maria Christina V. Cacanando but she is better known as “Peachy.” We have been blessed with a daughter we named Denise and a son we named Daniel who is two years younger than his sister. But don’t worry, they have no nicknames.
I used to work for Hewlett-Packard in the Philippines and the last position I held was Assistant Country Manager for their Test and Measurement Division. Then in 1997, God took me out of the corporate world and made me a farmer.
After I resigned from my work, God brought us to Bukidnon (in Mindanao) and gave us land to farm and another property on which we built a home. I believe these pieces of property were gifts from God because Peachy and I were not born in Mindanao, and before we came to Bukidnon, neither of us had friends nor relatives in the place. God brought my family to Bukidnon in 1998 in a miraculous way. He even blessed us with many gifts, which included a business to sustain us that made our lives comfortable and fruitful. But I believe the greatest gifts God has given my family have been the people whom He sent either to bless us or to complete what we lacked. Many of them will be mentioned in this book, though others have requested anonymity. Nonetheless, we are grateful for each one who has touched our lives and made our journey colorful and fun.
Throughout the years we have lived in Bukidnon, a lot of people have passed our way, and some even felt that they had wandered into our lives accidentally. Most of the time, we did not seek them out. Many of them seemed to have come from nowhere and yet they have become our very good friends. Over the years, I’ve realized that these people did not simply wander into our lives; instead God brought them to us so that they can hear our story and join us in the journey that He gave me and my family. So, whether you picked this book yourself, or it was given to you by someone else, I believe you are not reading this by accident. I humbly believe you are reading this because God chose you to experience what Jesus said in John 15:16, “You did not choose Me but I chose you, and appointed you that you would go and bear fruit, and that your fruit would remain, so that whatever you ask of the Father in My name He may give to you.” I hope our story will bless you and help you live life to the fullest by being fruitful in every way.
1 Time to Make Changes
I am an engineer by education and was a salesman by profession. I began working for The Online Advanced Systems Corporation, the distributor of Hewlett-Packard (HP) in the Philippines. In 1985, I started my career as a simple Staff Sales Engineer. Then in 1993, I became the Vice President of their Test and Measurement Division. When Hewlett-Packard decided to establish a direct presence in the country in October of 1995, I was invited to join them. Joining Hewlett-Packard for me was a dream come true.
I was excited to become part of HP because I was very impressed with the “HP Way” of doing business. When I moved there, HP asked me to step down a level lower in position. From being head of the whole Test and Measurement Division, I was asked to just become their District Sales Manager. I felt the company did this because they wanted to make sure I was capable of managing the business. I really did not mind the downgrade because I was confident I could still work myself up. Besides, it was a small price to pay for a dream coming true. I had fun working in my new company even though I had to work longer hours compared to my previous job in Online.
The workload was heavy since the company was just starting. There were new people coming in, many processes we needed to establish, and larger sales targets we had to reach. Though we were not required to work on weekends, I would work on Saturdays just to cope with the load. The work also entailed a lot of travel, with many trainings and meetings held outside the country. And so, the demands on my time were high.
Towards the end of 1996, I felt burned out. What made my burden heavier was the fact that I had spent very little time with my family that year. In spite of my busy schedule, my wife Peachy was very supportive of my work. She never complained about the limited time I gave the family. Once in a while though she would make comments like, “ The children miss you!” While this broke my heart, I was hopeful that as the business of HP settled down, I would be able to spend more time with them. However, in my heart I doubted if that time would ever come. In my travels, I saw how hard people in other HP offices worked. I noticed that they spent long hours in the office or on the road, and I realized only a few of them were able to spend significant time with their families.
After a year in HP, I felt that my workload had become very heavy. My boss at that time was based in Singapore, and was also responsible for the other distributors in Southeast Asia. Because of his many concerns, I felt that he was unable to appreciate our needs in the Philippines. Thus, I could only sigh and mutter to myself, “It was a lot easier in Online when I was Vice President of the company; at least then I had more control of my time and of the business.”
As 1996 ended, I made plans to resign because the pressure was just too great. As always, Peachy supported my plan. I studied how to start a business of my own because I wasn’t sure I could find a better job than the one I had in HP. Yet I pursued this plan with a heavy heart because the company had actually been very good to me. The only problem was that my job took much of my time away from God and my family.
You might ask, “How did my job take my time away from God?” Aside from wanting to spend more time with my family, I also had a burden to serve in the church. Though I regularly attended our church’s Bible studies, care group meetings and worship services, I was not able to give more time because of my commitment to the company. (I became a committed Christian in 1989 when my sister invited me to attend Bible studies in Makati. I realized at that time that I needed Jesus because my life had no meaning as I sought satisfaction from the pleasures of the world.)
But before I could submit my resignation, HP promoted me! They made me Assistant Country Manager, and I felt it was enough reason for me to stay. As Assistant Country Manager, I thought I could change things in our division and bring down the level of stress since I would have more control over the business. It would also be easier to prioritize work as I was more familiar with the local environment. My zeal for my work was refreshed. I was excited again, and hopeful that I would soon be able to spend more time with my family and with God.
Thus I started the year 1997 with a lot of hope. But after only three months, I started to feel the old frustration again. While I now had a say over the Test and Measurement Division of HP Philippines, control remained with my boss in Singapore. I was unable to implement the changes I wanted to make. But aside from this, there was another burden forming inside me that made my struggle even more difficult.
After deciding to stay because of the promotion, I found myself being confronted by a question again and again—as I attended Bible studies, as I went to worship services on Sundays, as I listened to Christian radio programs, and even as I read books. I felt God was constantly asking me, “ What is standing between you and Me?”
The answer was easy. I knew it was my work. Yet even though I felt frustrated because of the workload, I actually enjoyed what I was doing. I had learned to love my work because I felt it was something I was good at. The nature of the Test and Measurement business of HP was very technical, and only a few people really understood it. It felt good knowing that in spite of the difficulties of my job, here I was able to excel. One of the things I was proud of in my job was the fact that I had been able to meet my sales target consistently year after year—from the time I was a simple Staff Sales Engineer up to the time I headed the division. This was why I was willing to work long hours. During weekends, I would offer to bring my family out to the mall. But after lunch, I would stay at McDonald’s and work with my laptop. My work was so important to me that it also prevented me from participating in any church ministry. So this personal dilemma kept haunting me especially during the first few weeks of 1997.
So, one day in February, I told God, “Okay, Lord. I will go wherever You want me to go and I will do whatever You want me to do! Please just remove this heaviness in my heart!” When I made this promise, I really did not know what it meant, but it soon ushered in a series of events that ultimately led us to Bukidnon.
When God Called
When I made the promise to seek God’s will for my life, all I wanted was for Him to relieve me of my burden. I did not realize that God would take this statement seriously.
The morning after I made that declaration to God, I literally felt like throwing up as I entered the hallway of our office. This feeling continued for many days. I also lost any joy and excitement I had for work. The only thing that kept me going was my belief that I had to strive to excel in my job whatever the circumstances may be. Since I could not serve God in the church, I thought I could make up for that by being a good example to the people I worked with. But aside from losing the joy of work, I also started to have a nagging feeling that I was no longer in the place where God wanted me to be.
That same year (1997), the Asian economy collapsed, so the pressure at work increased further as business became more difficult. During those times, I started to feel pain in different parts of my body, especially around my chest. I assumed this was what people call ‘heartburn,’ a condition often resulting from heavy stress. One time I pondered to myself, what will the company do if I get sick? I was confident that they would take care of me and send me to a good hospital if necessary. However, I continued to ask myself, “But what if I do not recover?” I believed the company would do everything they could to help, but if I don’t get well, they would be left with no choice but to move on and find a replacement.
While my thoughts were taking things to the extreme, I began to wonder what I would regret the most if I became incapacitated, or perhaps—died? Like the characters in many stories that I have read in books or watched in movies, I feared I would regret that I had not spent enough time with my wife and my children. I realized that great gains made at work were not worth the pain my choices might bring me in the future. Because of this, I started to pray for a simple life, one that would allow me to spend more time with my family. And while I was earning well at that time, I told God that I was willing to give it all up for a modest life where I could live out His plan and design for me. From the time I made that promise to God, I had continuously asked Him during my Quiet Time if He wanted me to leave HP. (Quiet Time is a time I spend with God in private. I wake up by five in the morning to read my Bible so that I can hear from Him and then I talk to Him as I pray.)
It was a quiet Saturday morning in July of 1997 when I decided to go jogging around our subdivision in Parañaque, Metro Manila. Surprisingly, I did not see anyone on the road as I went around the perimeter of our community. When I jog, I usually do so with my Walkman since I get bored just running by myself. But that day for some strange reason, after having gone one round, the Walkman started to malfunction. When I switched it on, it switched itself off again and again. So I just switched the Walkman off for good. Then I told myself, “Maybe the Lord will answer my question today.” Then as I took a few steps forward, I heard an audible voice beside my right ear that said, “LEAVE!” Shocked upon hearing this, I immediately looked around to see if someone was beside me. But I saw no one. So I rushed home and told Peachy about it.
When I shared this experience with Joby Soriano, my Bible teacher and mentor at that time, his wife Cindy warned me that the voice could actually come from anywhere—even from the devil. I believed she was right, thus, I did not share the story with anyone else. Besides, I was also afraid people would think it strange. In the next few days, I wrestled with God about the voice and the word that I heard. It seemed funny that after I had felt that I received the confirmation from God to leave the company, fear began to flood my heart. I told Him, “Lord, If You want me to leave, where will I go? What will I do? And how will I feed my family?” I was afraid that I might act on a deception from the devil or a ‘feeling’ that I only wanted to justify. While I wanted to leave my work in order to find a better life for my family, now I was scared because I knew I was putting their future at great risk. So, I asked God for signs in order to confirm His will for my family.
Three Signs During the early 1990s, the Asian region experienced steady and consistent economic growth; the world was looking at Asia to produce the goods it required at cheaper prices. However, as everyone projected higher and higher growth every year, the economy of the region overheated. Companies were over-producing and the time came when the market could no longer absorb the goods they were manufacturing. So in 1997, the Asian economy collapsed.
Hewlett-Packard’s fiscal year starts in November and ends at the close of October of the following year. As we drew towards the end of our fiscal year in 1997, most of HP’s offices in Asia were struggling to meet their targets because no one had anticipated the economic collapse. In the midst of this tension, in August, two managers from HP came to Manila, one from Singapore and the other from the US. Both of them told me that they had received confirmed reports that I was going to be promoted to full Country Manager the following year. This would have been the fulfillment of another personal dream. But since I felt that God was telling me to leave HP, I asked Him for three signs in order to confirm what He really wanted me to do.
First, I asked God to allow our group, the Test and Measurement Division, to finish well in spite of the economic crisis. I told Him that I did not want to leave the company without meeting my targets lest I be accused of abandoning my job because I was no longer able to excel. I felt that failing to meet my targets would be a bad testimony to the people I had been trying to minister to. On a personal note, it was likewise important for me to meet the quota because if we failed, it would be my first time since I started working for the business.
Second, I asked God not to promote me even if it had been confirmed earlier. Even though becoming Country Manager was important to me, getting that promotion would only confuse me, as it had the previous year because it implied more control and better compensation.
Third, I asked God to give me four months’ worth of my salary before I leave the company. That way, I would have four months to look for a business opportunity outside HP. You see, while I was earning a lot at that time, we had very little savings because of the high cost of living in Manila.
October, the last month of our fiscal year, finally came. However, we were still short of our target by US$1 million and only a miracle could allow us to meet our quota. Since August, I had been rallying our team to believe that we would still be able to meet our sales target. Most of them had been with the company for barely a year so the task before us seemed overwhelming. Every Monday, I would lead the whole Test and Measurement Division through a Bible study where we would talk about the ‘values’ that we needed to make our team stronger. After each meeting, we would pray for all our concerns—especially that we might reach our target. Not everyone in the team believed that it could be done but we all agreed to pray as one.
By October 27, with just four days left before our fiscal year ended, our total sales amounted to only US$58,000, which meant that we were short by US$942,000. That night I went home and told Peachy that I had to stay in HP. It seemed that the voice I had heard was just a figment of my imagination.
But the next morning, our fax machine started to print out one purchase order after another! Our customers were calling and asking me to send them our Sales Engineers as soon as possible because they needed to place their orders immediately. Normally in the Philippines, companies would try to rush their purchases by November and December so they could consume their remaining budget, which otherwise they would forfeit at the end of the year. But it was not yet the end of the calendar year, and besides, due to the economic crisis, we knew that the budgets of most of our customers had been slashed.
The last four days of October 1997 became very festive, and our people were like busy bees trying to collect as much nectar as they could because all the flowers were in bloom. In fact, I had to ask our Order Processing team not to go home but to stay in a nearby hotel because there were so many orders that needed to be processed. Those were the busiest four days of my life! And even if all our people were working longer hours, everyone was excited because we might just hit our target after all.
When our fiscal year finally ended and the dust had cleared, the total sales we had booked in the last four days of October totalled over US$2 million or double the amount we needed to meet our quota! We finished 1997 having the second best sales performance record in Southeast Asia. Yet in spite of this and the ‘confirmed’ news that I would be promoted, no promotion came. Then, finally, because of our high sales output, the bonus I received was four months’ worth of my salary.
Because God had answered all the three signs I had asked for, I went home and told Peachy, “I have to resign!” She responded with concern and asked, “But where will we go?” I said, “I don’t know! But if I do not resign, I believe I will sin against God!”
Why Bukidnon?
Before all this happened, I had been hoping that I could start a business of my own so that I could have more control over my time. But with the very bad economy, I felt that Manila would not be a good place to do that. The only asset we had then was the house Peachy’s parents bought for us in Parañaque. I was thinking that if we were able to sell the house and stay in Manila, the money we would get would not give us much because the real estate prices at that time were at an all-time low. I also thought that the Visayas was not a good option because the cost of living in that region had already gone up. So I felt that if we wanted to stretch our resources and hoped to live a simple life, we had to consider Mindanao.
I was thinking then that if we could just find a small and quiet place within any of the provinces occupied by Christians, we would then be able to live the simple life that I asked from God Mindanao is the biggest island group in the Philippines, and is located in the southern part of the archipelago. While it has always been known as a land of promise because of its vast land area and abundant natural resources, it has also been a land of strife. Christians and Muslims continue to be in constant conflict with each other over many varied issues.
From what I knew about Mindanao then, there were only three cities where Christians could live securely: Davao, General Santos, and Cagayan de Oro. Because having a simple life was my priority, I thought Cagayan de Oro would be the best choice since it was then the least progressive among the three. Unfortunately, Peachy and I had never been there nor did we have relatives or friends in that place or in any part of Mindanao. So when Peachy asked me where we would go after I resign, I said, “I think we should try Cagayan de Oro” to which she responded, “ Well, I want to see the place first!”
In November 1997, I scheduled a trip to Cagayan de Oro with my family. While we were on our way, I prayed to God and asked Him to confirm the place He chose for us through Peachy. I was thinking that if Peachy would say that she likes a particular place, then that would be the place where we would go. So if she found Cagayan de Oro unpleasant, then we would have to check the other cities in Mindanao.
When we were trying to find people who could help us in Cagayan de Oro, Peachy’s sister-in-law, Nannette Villaraza Vergel de Dios volunteered her family, the Villarazas who were actually living in that city. When we arrived at Lumbia, the airport of Cagayan de Oro, we were greeted by Jun Villaraza, the brother of Nannette. When we reached their home, we met with Jun’s wife, Jing, and their parents who were fondly called Daddy-lo and Mommy-la. Peachy had met them in the past but she had not had much opportunity to get to know them intimately. They were very kind and hospitable, and made us feel very comfortable in every way during our four-day stay. But as we went around, Peachy immediately felt a dislike for the city. She told me discreetly that the place was very hot and was just like a smaller Manila. She felt that in a few years it would likely be as crowded and as polluted as Metro Manila. So, in my mind I said, “Well, there goes Cagayan de Oro!”
But on the Saturday of that weekend, Jun and Jing Villaraza offered to bring us up to Bukidnon, a sleepy agricultural plateau with few opportunities for business apart from farming.
The first place we went to was a farm located in Manolo Fortich, Bukidnon. As we drove to the place, we passed by the town market and, in this part of Manolo Fortich, Saturday is ‘market day.’ Unlike the markets in big cities which are open daily, ‘market day’ in the province happens only once a week. This is the day when everybody from the town and neighboring communities gather together, either to trade or to buy their supplies for the week. The atmosphere was festive and Peachy was quite amazed as she watched people bringing live pigs, goats, chickens, and fish to sell in the market. To her it was an amusing sight, but she kept this to herself. Later as we traveled from one farmland to another, while driving through a zigzag stretch going to Malaybalay, the capital of Bukidnon, Peachy suddenly said, “I think it would be nice to live in this place!”
In order to appreciate what Peachy told me, you need to understand her background. To begin with, she was born in Pasay City in Metro Manila, and had lived in Makati City most of her life, thus making her a city person. She even lived and worked in New York City for a while. So for her to want to live in Bukidnon was unexpected, and could only be God’s doing. Nevertheless, we all fell in love with Bukidnon. In fact, as we were about to board the plane on our way back to Manila, my daughter Denise who was then five years old started to cry. When Peachy asked her why she was crying, she sobbingly told her, “Mama, I don’t want to go back to the Philippines!” You see, before that trip her only experience of flying was when we had taken her to Singapore and the US, so she thought that every time we rode a plane we must be traveling to another country.
Because God answered my prayer by putting in Peachy’s heart a desire to live in Bukidnon, I immediately typed my resignation letter and e-mailed it to my boss in Singapore the night we arrived in Manila. I told my boss I wanted to pursue a business that would allow me to spend more time with my family. I also stated in my letter that my resignation was irrevocable.
I want to make it clear that I did not resign because we found Bukidnon; instead I resigned because I did not want to sin against God. After He answered my prayer by granting the three signs I had asked for and confirmed that leaving was right for us, I knew I could not deny Him that decision. My confidence then was based solely on the fact that God continued to open doors and answered my prayers.
2 Experiencing God In Bukidnon
I e-mailed my resignation letter to my boss in Singapore on December 1, 1997. For some reason, he did not acknowledge or respond to it. So I figured, maybe he thought I was bluffing because why would a man who had done very well in the previous year want to resign? Everyone in Hewlett-Packard knew that I would be the next Country Manager of the Test and Measurement Division in the Philippines if I stayed on. I finally called my boss on December 19 to ask him how he wanted me to turn over my responsibilities. To my surprise, he said he could not come to the Philippines because he had already made other commitments. This just goes to prove that he didn’t take my resignation seriously. I told him that I would like to consume all my unused leaves for the rest of December, so I said goodbye and thanked him over the phone. Looking back, I was actually thankful that he did not respond to my letter earlier because he might just have talked me out of my decision.
When I resigned, a series of encouraging things happened that made me feel that God was pleased with my decision. Before I left, everybody in the company gave me so much favor. I do not know if they were happy I was leaving or perhaps they were just happy for me because they knew I was pursuing a dream. Anyway, let me share with you some of the blessings I received in the last month of my stay with HP Philippines:
There were still other gifts that I received from HP which are too many to mention. As all these were happening, I remembered the time in Exodus when God gave the Jews special favor before the Egyptians as they were leaving for the wilderness; they received articles of gold, silver, precious gems and other gifts before they left. The events that happened in the last days of my stay in HP gave me confidence that what I was doing was right before the Lord.
My stay in HP is something I will always cherish. I really owe so much to Online and HP because they both gave me opportunities to learn and grow even when they were not always sure about my abilities. I remember what Regina Filart, the President of the Online Advanced Systems Corporation, told me before she retired. She said that whenever they would promote me, they felt they were taking quite a risk because I was very arrogant and proud. They were not sure if I would be able to work with others and lead well. I am grateful that they took the risk. I guess what made them do so was my passion to learn and my willingness to work hard. When I finally received Jesus as Savior and Lord of my life in 1989, I started to change my arrogant ways and because of this, my relationship with Mrs. Filart and the owner of the company improved a lot. I believe it was because of this that they learned to trust me enough to make me Vice President of the Test and Measurement Division of the business, two years before HP established office in the Philippines.
Finding Reasons to be in Bukidnon By January 1, 1998, I was unemployed. Since I had no definite place to go, I spent the first weeks of 1998 just trying to learn how to rest and relax. Peachy often complained because I could not stay put in the house to just enjoy my new life. It felt weird not having anything to do after living a very hectic life for many years. A month later, we were invited to help in a couple’s seminar in Cagayan de Oro, which was organized by our church in Manila. Bukidnon is just an hour’s drive away by car from Cagayan de Oro. Our pastor told me that since our family was planning to live in Bukidnon, I might as well join the marriage counselors team and maybe meet people who might be able to help me explore the business opportunities there.
Before going to Cagayan de Oro, I made plans to talk to different livestock companies in Bukidnon. I figured it would be wiser to start farming as a contract grower for a company already involved in livestock growing, which meant we would have a partner to help us learn the business. I also felt then that crop farming (corn, rice or vegetables) was too risky since there would be so many things I needed to learn on my own. I learned that the only livestock company open for investment during that time was Monterey Foods that was in the hog growing business. So after helping out in the couple’s seminar in Cagayan de Oro, I went to meet with Monterey in their office in Malaybalay, Bukidnon. In that meeting I discovered that if we wanted to partner with them, we would need God’s help with another series of miracles.
While Peachy and I were meeting with Monterey, I had to act as if we actually had the ability to look for land and had access to funds to start out as a contract grower. When the people from Monterey started to talk about how much we would need to put up a farm, Peachy stood up and took our children to the swimming pool in the hotel where we were staying. She said afterwards that she left because she felt so embarrassed to talk about millions of pesos which she knew we did not have. Meanwhile as I went through with the meeting, in my mind I was telling myself, “ Well, there goes Bukidnon.” It seemed next to impossible for us to partner with them due to the following reasons:
When I heard all of this, my heart sank. We definitely did not have P13 million, nor did I have the time and the resources to go back and forth to Bukidnon for twelve months just to look for land and process the permits. The only money I had then was the four months’ worth of salary God had given me before I left HP. When the meeting ended, I jokingly told Peachy, “Looks like I had asked God for the wrong amount, I guess I should have asked for a lot more.”
When we arrived back home in Manila, I was extremely discouraged. I thought to myself, maybe I had misread God’s signs and that Bukidnon was not where He wanted us to go. I told Peachy I should probably just look for another job in Manila, one that would not be as stressful as the one I had in HP. But when I started to check my options and searched the classified ads for job opportunities, the first ad I saw was for the position I left in HP. I showed the ad to Peachy and remarked, “I think God is playing a joke on me!”
Not knowing what to do, I spent the next two weeks trying to seek God’s will. I did this by meditating on the Bible and by going through a workbook that became an important guide in my family’s journey to Mindanao. The workbook is entitled Experiencing God by Henry Blackaby and Claude King. It was recommended to me by Dr. Allan and Blessie Melicor, a wonderful couple we had met in Bukidnon. Allan is a missionary doctor working for Bethel Hospital in Malaybalay. When we first visited Bukidnon, they invited us to their home and shared with us how the book had helped them in their family’s journey with God. They recommended that we go through it as well. During those two weeks as I felt all doors closing on us, I learned how to rest and wait on the Lord. Feeling hopeless and helpless, I stayed home meditating on God’s Word and praying for His will.
After finally learning to ‘stay put’ in the house for two weeks, I received a call from Monterey. They asked me if I was still interested in becoming a contract grower for them in Bukidnon. Because the call came out of nowhere, I wanted to check if this opportunity was from God. So I said yes. They then told me about a contract grower who was close to completing all the plans and permits for his farm but was now backing out of the contract because he was planning to run for mayor of Manolo Fortich in the local elections that year. His name was Ben Albarece. They said he was looking for someone to take over the farm and was willing to pass on everything he had done to the next owner. Monterey then asked me if I wanted to look at the property and take over the contract. So I excitedly agreed to go to Bukidnon.
When I saw the farmland that Ben was selling, I was in awe. It was situated deep towards the mountain and only a native of the place could have found that property. Ben said he was able to find it because he had worked as the farm manager of a large cattle operation in an adjacent farm for a number of years. The land he was selling was in Barangay Lico-an, Sumilao, located at the foot of Mt. Kitanglad. The place did not have proper road access, but Monterey said it was a perfect location for a piggery. Besides this, there were other reasons why the land proved special.
1 the smallest unit of the local government in the Philippines It seemed to me that much of the preparation in starting the business were already taken care of. Because of this, the discouragement I had felt two weeks before turned into amazement. And as all of these were unfolding before me, I started to have a strange feeling that God had actually prepared the land way before we even arrived. The reason why I felt this way was because Monterey told me that it takes an average of one year for a contract grower to look for land and to work on all the permits. So out of curiosity, I asked Ben when did he find the land he was selling. He said he had found it around July of the previous year.
July of 1997? Wasn’t that the time a voice came to me while I was jogging, telling me to “Leave!”? Upon realizing this, I started to believe that God used Ben to look for a site, prepare all the permits, and make all the necessary plans for a piggery. God worked through him to prepare the land so that our family could easily move to Bukidnon. So even before I made the decision to leave HP and to come to Bukidnon, God had gone before us to prepare a place for us in a land not our own. Amazing, isn’t it? It was as if both the land and the business were being offered to us on a silver platter.
Because Ben already prepared the land and majority of the permits necessary for the business were already in place, we would be able to start construction at once. But while we had already found the land, the next issue we had to face was where to get the money for the land and for the business. As the Experiencing God Workbook had warned me, I was facing another ‘crisis of belief ’ that required faith—to trust God and obey Him. Since God had taken us this far, I felt that the issue about money would just be another opportunity for Him to reveal Himself to me and my family.
I told Peachy that I did not want to go and borrow money from the bank because the interest rates were very high back then, and besides we had nothing to use as collateral. The only option I thought we might have was to borrow money from Peachy’s family. This idea came to me because two years before this, Peachy’s eldest brother who was then living in the U.S. had visited Manila. During his visit, he assessed the family’s business (a company manufacturing folding doors and partitions) and all their assets. He then proposed that each family member should think of starting a business he or she can put up so that everyone would become financially independent. He added that if they can sell a piece of property in Pasig where the factory of their business was then located, the proceeds can fund whatever businesses the members of the family would want to pursue. He made that proposal in 1996, a year before the Asian economy collapsed.
Though it was embarrassing, I asked Peachy if we could present our plans to her family and check if they had extra funds which they could lend to us to start the farm in Bukidnon. However, deep within me, I felt that the whole idea was actually not a very good proposition for a number of reasons: First, the plan called for me to bring Peachy, the youngest in their family and who had always lived a privileged life, to live in Mindanao, a place known for its many conflicts. Second, we would be presenting a business proposal that was not in line with my education and experience. And, lastly, we would be borrowing a considerable amount that might strain the resources of their business. From the standpoint of a closely knit family, I felt the plan did not have enough merit. When I told Peachy about my idea, she immediately objected not because of the reasons I just mentioned but because she did not want her family to feel obligated, and, thus, add a financial burden to their family. While I agreed with how she felt, I told her that I just wanted to see where the door God had opened would lead us. I said that if the family says no, then that would mean that either the land was not for us or that God would provide for us through another way. So she reluctantly gave her consent.
The family agreed to listen to the developments of our trips to Mindanao and our plans for the business. After I finished presenting my proposal and had answered their questions, I was surprised when everyone unanimously said, “Yes! We will support you!” As each family member showed interest and gave his/her approval, I felt like I was seeing a movie of a miracle unfolding before my eyes. I kept quiet as I watched in amazement how they responded to my seemingly wild proposal. However, the family made it clear that they could only lend half of the amount that we needed. But that was good enough because we planned to sell our house to cover the balance of what was needed. I left that meeting overwhelmed and excited. And while I wanted to know where the money would come from, I did not have the courage to ask because I was aware that the property in Pasig was still unsold. I only understood what had happened much later, in 2004.
On one of my visits to Manila, I had a chat with Peachy’s eldest sister, Anna Lagman, who was running the family business at that time. She asked me if I wanted to know where the money they lent us in 1998 came from. Of course, I said yes. So she went on to say that before we made our presentation, there had been a sudden surge of sales that had given their company a lot of cash. She said that a few months before we came to them, they had received large orders, with most of those clients agreeing to give 50% downpayments, creating a surplus of cash that the company did not need at that time. Again, this just shows that because God wanted us to go to Bukidnon, He went before us to prepare, not just the land, but the money to start the business. I have learned from this experience that when we are in the middle of God’s will, He would provide the power and the resources to complete His plan.
After receiving the money from Peachy’s family, we went back to the Albareces to buy the land. We signed the deed of sale on April 30, 1998. Why was this date significant? As you will recall, one of the three things I had asked God for when I was planning to leave HP was an amount equal to four months’ worth of my salary then, because I believed that four months was enough time to find a new opportunity for our family. It so happened that April 30, 1998 was the last day of the four months after my resignation, and on that very day God gave us the land that would become the foundation of our new life in Bukidnon. God is not only amazing, He also has a wonderful sense of humor.
In buying the land for the farm, we also developed a close friendship with the Albareces and have become like adopted relatives. Ben’s brother, Mario, and his wife, Inday, have been particularly kind and loving to our family up to this day. Because of their warmth, we easily gained a family and a lot of friends in Bukidnon.
3 When God Parted Our Red Sea
Just a month after completing the purchase of the land on April 30, 1998, we began constructing the hog farm. Monterey introduced me to one of their contractors who in turn introduced me to different hardware suppliers in Cagayan de Oro. Meanwhile, the local government started work on improving the road system as part of the arrangements Ben Albarece had made with them when he was planning for his farm. Three months after, electricity was installed. Because of this, the adjacent community was very happy since they were able to tap into our system. It was the first time for that part of the mountain to experience the benefits of electricity. All these developments made our experience truly amazing because it seemed God was clearly going before us and was with us. He was preparing everything we needed for the project. Peachy and I decided that I would go to Bukidnon to build the farm while she would stay in Manila to pack our things at home.
It was an exciting time of my life. I was in a new place doing something different; something I had never done before: constructing a farm at the foot of a mountain in Mindanao. I was making new friends too, which included my suppliers and contractors. However, it was also one of the loneliest times in my life because I was away from my family so much. And whenever I was in Manila, the pastor of our church would invite me to meet with him for training so I could help in their ministry in Cagayan de Oro. But while I liked the idea of being trained, I would rather spend those precious times with my family.
Since I did not have a Bible study group in Bukidnon, the Experiencing God Workbook became the source of my spiritual feeding. My daily Quiet Time became my refuge. As I went through Experiencing God, God allowed me to walk through every principle and every lesson in the book. The book explains that after God reveals His plan for a person, He invites that individual to a deeper personal relationship with Him, so that he or she will get involved in His work. God would then bring that person to a critical and sometimes painful stage the author Henry Blackaby calls a ‘crisis of belief,’ giving the believer the opportunity to confirm God’s words and God’s ways through experience. I went through a number of ‘crises of belief ’ during my journey, but there was one special event that I particularly want to share.
I had been going back and forth between Bukidnon and Manila for four months already. It was September of 1998 and the money we had borrowed for the farm was fast running out. We would have to sell the house soon so that we could have the additional funds to finish the construction.
Because of all the many miracles I had already experienced, I was confident that God would sell the house at the proper time. We had placed the house on sale when we started the construction of the farm. Aside from posting an ad in the national newspapers, I placed a ‘For Sale’ sign in front of the house. When a friend dropped by and saw the sign hanging on our gate, she asked me, “ Tell me, what are you really selling? The house or ice candy?” She made this comment because the sign was only 4 by 10 inches in size, or just as big as the signs used to sell ice candy in the neighborhood. Yet with confidence I answered her, “It is not the size of my sign that matters, but the size of my God!” But from June until September, there had been only one inquiry, and it came from a neighbor who lived at the back of our house. It was quite possible that this neighbor never even saw the sign since he lived along the road behind us.
Meanwhile, there was going to be another couple’s seminar in Cagayan de Oro scheduled on October 9 to 10, 1998. Peachy and I were again asked to help, so we began to make arrangements for the family to leave Manila on October 3. I told Peachy that I had been asking God to sell the house before the seminar, so that I could finally move the family to Bukidnon by then. I found it very stressful going back and forth between Bukidnon and Manila. Whenever I was in Manila, I would worry about the construction of the farm; and yet when I was in Bukidnon, I longed for my family. I was hoping that if we were to go to Cagayan de Oro to help in the couple’s seminar the following month, the family would be ready by then to settle in our new place, and not have to go back to Manila anymore.
I went home to Manila on the third week of September because I was hopeful and expectant that God would sell the house before our plane trip on October 3, 1998. When I arrived, I actively looked for buyers as I also waited and prayed. But my excitement quickly turned to despair because the real estate market was still recovering from the effects of the Asian economic crisis. Even though the prices of properties then were very low, people were not buying. No one showed interest in our house except the neighbor who lived behind us.
On the last Sunday of September, six days before our scheduled flight to Cagayan de Oro, I told Peachy that I felt we needed to make a decision about whether or not to move to Bukidnon even if we had not yet found a buyer for the house. Her concern was, “ What are we going to do with the house?” I told her there were some things that God had made very clear, and there were some things that remained uncertain. I pointed out that God had firmly established a strong foundation for us to start a life in Bukidnon. The construction of the farm in Sumilao had progressed well and we had also found a property in Manolo Fortich, a town beside Sumilao, where we planned to build our house. God had provided for all these things already, so for me it was clear that He really wanted us to go to Bukidnon. Yet, what wasn’t clear to me was just how He would sell the house so that we could have the money to complete the farm. I told her that since God had provided for us in the past, supplying the resources to complete our journey is not a problem for Him. But whether or not to take the step of faith and move to Bukidnon was a decision He had left for us to make. While I do not believe in ‘leaping in faith,’2 I felt it was a time to exercise Hebrews 11:1 that says, “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” Ever since I heard the voice that said “Leave!,” God had been confirming His leading through one miracle after another. While we may not see how He would sell the house, we just had to trust and obey His voice.
2 I will further explain ‘leaping in faith’ in Chapter 5.
In response, Peachy shared that ever since I arrived in Manila, God had been impressing on her the story of Moses and the Red Sea again and again. However, she said that she had no clue how this Bible account could relate to our situation. That Sunday we decided to make arrangements for a twenty-foot container van to come on Friday, October 2, so that we could load all our belongings and transfer to Bukidnon. We also decided to leave for Bukidnon that Saturday, October 3, 1998, whether the house was sold or not.
By Wednesday that week, September 30, I started to panic. I thought to myself, “How can I go back to Bukidnon without money to complete the farm? Wouldn’t it be better to have some money, no matter how small, than have nothing at all?” The situation turned out to be a major ‘crisis of belief.’ So in order to relieve my desperation, I went to the only person who had shown interest concerning our house: the neighbor who lived along the road behind us. When we got to talk, he offered me a price that was ridiculously low, but out of desperation, I accepted it. After this, I went to the Municipal Office of Parañaque to prepare all the documents for the sale. I was there almost the whole day processing the sale, but Peachy and I did not have peace about the matter. After praying about our discomfort, that night I had to go back to our neighbor to say sorry because we could not sell the house for the price he offered. When he asked me how we planned to sell the house, I told him that we would just have to wait for God to sell it at a better price. He said he understood, and that was the end of it, or so I thought. For the next two days, I struggled about our situation, and I tried to comfort myself by thinking about the things that God had already allowed us to experience over the past twelve months. Yet the crisis of my belief was growing more and more acute.
The container van we rented arrived early on Friday, October 2. My father, Manuel Cacanando, came to help. I appreciated his offer because he was ready to take responsibility for loading all our belongings from the house into the container van. When the container van arrived that morning, we found out that the company we contracted did not send enough helpers to carry our things into the van, so we needed to look for people available to help us on short notice. We were afraid that if we just got people from the street, we might have problems with theft. And so we prayed, and after lifting the situation to God, I saw the security guards of our village in a gathering at the basketball court located behind our house. The night shift guards were then turning over their posts to the day shift. So I went to their superintendent and asked if the night shift guards would be willing to earn some extra cash by helping us load our things. Many of them immediately obliged. I could not help but smile. My father, a retired military general, now had a team of security guards to command. These men who are used to having an officer over them would have no problem taking orders from a retired army general. It was a perfect match. In fact, some of the guards had heard of my father because they had been in the military themselves. Amazing! God even took care of that concern so the loading could be done smoothly.
Because the village administrators would not allow the van to enter the village, the van had to park some fifty meters from the house by a small gate at the end of the road that connected to the back of our property. The neighbor who wanted to buy our house lived along that stretch of road, so we had to pass by his place as we moved our things into the van. When the loading started, I picked up a chair and brought it to the van. I saw our neighbor standing outside his house watching us move our things, so I greeted him, “Good morning!” as I passed by. On my way back to the house, he called me and asked if we could talk again about the sale of the house. There were really so many things to move, but he insisted. So I went with him inside his house. He then asked me what it would take for me to sell him our property. Since we were already moving our things, perhaps it seemed to him a perfect time to negotiate for an even better price for himself. But God had other plans. These were the conditions I gave him:
I was expecting him to react and negotiate hard, but to my great surprise, he simply said yes to all my demands. Deep inside, I felt shocked to the core with an indescribable feeling of awe towards God. Of course, I tried to hide these emotions but God just amazed me that day because He used this person to bless us. It was a good thing that Peachy and I had already processed the necessary documents for the sale two days earlier, making the sale much easier. But I just could not help but feel overwhelmed because while a military type of operation was going on outside (my dad commanded a team of security guards in loading our things into the van), another drama was happening inside the house of our neighbor as God sold the house on the last day of our stay in Manila. When I got back to the house, Peachy was quite annoyed because I was nowhere to be found for several hours. But when I told her what had happened, we couldn’t get over the miracle God had just performed. He parted the Red Sea for us.
It was then that we understood the significance of the Red Sea image that God had been impressing on Peachy. When we finally took that step of faith to move to Bukidnon even if the situation was uncertain, God parted the Red Sea by providing for us someone who would buy the house at a good price and in cash. God had just brought us through another crisis of belief so that He could show us again who He really is. Because of our experience that day, our faith grew even more.
When we were finalizing the sale, our neighbor told me that he had never bought a house in his life. It was only then that we learned he had just been renting the place where he had been staying, thus making our house the very first one he would ever own. He was fifty years old then, and as a businessman, he believed that buying a house was a poor use of money since he would lose the ability to invest it in business. Because of this, he had been saving his money instead of buying properties, and this was why he had a lot of cash. He said that when he saw our house, he felt something special about it, which was why he was ready to buy it. In fact, a few years later, when we had already been living in Bukidnon for some time, he called inviting us to visit him in the house next time we went to Manila. He said he would like to show us the improvements he had made to it. This was another answered prayer for us because when we had been trying to sell the house, we had prayed for God to allow our home’s future owner to enjoy it as much as we had.
Meanwhile, we had to delay our flight to Cagayan de Oro that October, because by the time we finally finished the necessary documents, the banks had already closed. Nevertheless, our neighbor promised to pay us the following banking day, and so on Monday, October 5, 1998, he finally paid us the amount we asked for—in cash and in full. Amazing, isn’t it?
That morning, while we were preparing to leave for the airport, some people from an insurance company came to assess the house. They said the new owner was thinking of using it as a collateral for a loan so that he could again use the money for his business. He had also told them that he still did not believe in buying houses on principle, because it was really just a waste of money. He even said he did not exactly know why he bought the house. As I listened to what they were saying, my heart was overjoyed! I wanted to tell them that the reason the new owner bought our house was because my heavenly Father had told him to! It was just like the time God used Ben Albarece to look for land to build a farm, and had him prepare all the permits so that He could give that to us. God had provided for the new owner of our house through the years so that at the right time, he would have the funds we needed. At the right time, God used him to bless us with the cash we needed for our move to Bukidnon. That day I realized that God as my Father would always give me the best, and I would never have to struggle for it. I only need to trust and obey as I wait on Him.
4 In The Mountain Of The Lord
Peachy was with me when we bought the land for the farm from the Albareces in 1998. As I had described earlier, this took place on the last day of the fourth month after my resignation from HP. God’s timing was perfect and amazing!
After we had acquired the land for the farm, I resolved to give the farm a name that would tell the story of our journey; a name that would reflect God’s glory. I wanted a name that would summarize everything we had gone through and everything God had done in one simple word. So as I scanned the Bible for a story like ours, I remembered the story of Abraham and the day he sacrificed Isaac in Genesis 22. As I reread Abraham’s story, I saw a lot of parallelisms between his story and ours.
When I gave up the idea of living and starting a business in Bukidnon because we did not have the means for it, I went home to spend the next two weeks seeking God in prayer and through His Word. That was when God moved Monterey to tell me about the land Ben Albarece found. According to Ben, he found that land sometime in July 1997, which was also the time I heard the voice that said, “Leave!” Then too, God blessed the business of the Vergel de Dios family, and used them as a channel to provide the initial money we needed to start a business in Bukidnon.
So when we finally closed the deal on the land, I remembered Genesis 22. When Abraham showed that he was willing to offer his son Isaac back to God, God provided a ram that was “caught in the thicket by his horns” to take the place of Isaac. I believe the ram had been there all that time. God was just waiting for Abraham to act in faith. In the same way, I believe God had provided for us even before we came to our crises of beliefs. He was just waiting for us to act in faith. The mountain where Abraham prepared to sacrifice Isaac was the Mountain of Moriah. So I chose to name the farm Moriah Farms, Inc., because the name Moriah represents God’s provision in response to man’s obedience.
By then, I firmly believed that it was the voice of Jesus that instructed me to “Leave!” God affirmed this by graciously providing the three signs I had asked for. Then He provided the land and the money we needed to start the business in Bukidnon. In the process, He answered my desire for a simple life in a simple place so that I could have more time with Him, my wife, and my children. The least that I could do was dedicate back to the Lord everything He had given. With all these in mind, I then resolved to operate our business guided by the following principles:
When people heard about what we were doing in the farm, many were pleased. But, there were also those who were skeptical about it. Because I did not try to convert our employees from their religion to mine, the skeptics felt that I did not make a stand for my faith. In response, I told them that if our people continued to attend our weekly Bible studies, which are focused on growing their values and obedience towards God, I believe they will soon decide for themselves and choose the right religion. I do not focus on ‘conversion’ because I don’t want this to prevent any of our workers from knowing God through the Bible.
There was a pastor who told me that this cannot be done. He said we cannot marry the Bible to our business because the two contradict each other in many ways. He said that with the way business is done in this country, we would often be forced to compromise just to survive. In response, I told him, “Pastor, I have no choice. I cannot run our business apart from the Bible because God owns my business. I must find a way to marry the Bible to everything we do.” Likewise, when some Christian businessmen heard that I require our people to attend Bible studies, which we conduct during working hours, and cause them to also give their tithes3 to their churches, they criticized me for being unfair. According to them, I was forcing obedience to God on our employees. In response, I told them that I did not believe I was being unfair because I never forced these people to work for me in the first place. They can always choose to work for someone else, but if they want to work in our farm, then they would have to embrace the values we choose to live by. By doing this, many of our people have been blessed as they continued to stay.
3 Tithe is a tenth of everything one earns, which is meant to be given back to the Lord. This will be explained further in Chapter 7.
When my children eventually have to run the farm themselves, it’s my deep desire that they will continue to uphold these principles not because I started these guidelines, but because God will always remain the true Owner of the farm. As His stewards, we need to bring everyone into an intimate relationship with God and be obedient to Him. I believe our business is just a medium through which people may come to know and experience the goodness of the Lord. As we continue to dedicate the business to Him, everyone connected with us will know that He is a God who will bless the faithful.
As I contemplated these things and the ways of God, I came to understand that this account is not about our family’s experience in Bukidnon. I believe God established us there, in a place not our own, so that He could write a testimony that will tell the world His story, not ours.
5 Walk in Faith - Never Leap!
In this chapter and the next, I would like to explain some of the important lessons I have learned as I experienced God in Bukidnon.
God Can Use ‘Worthless’ Men As I experienced all the miracles throughout our journey, I would often ask God, “ Why did You choose me to experience all these things? Why me, Lord?”
If educational attainment were the basis of what is important to God, then I’d hardly qualify, because I was never a scholar nor was I on the honor roll in school. And though I went to a good school, Don Bosco College was not ranked among the top schools in the country. While I tried taking up a Master’s degree in Business in 1992 by enrolling in the MBA program of Ateneo University in Makati City, I was able to finish only one semester because my job as sales manager in The Online Advanced Systems did not allow me to have enough time for school. I believe it was only by God’s grace that the management of Online took a chance on me and trained me to lead the Test and Measurement business of Hewlett-Packard in the Philippines. Thus when HP finally came to the country, I was the logical choice to continue managing it for them. I was just there in the right place and at the right time.
Furthermore, if ministry experience is what God would look for in a person He wants to use, then I had none to show. While I may have had experience in business and selling Test and Measurement products, I did not have any experience in serving inside the church. In fact, whenever the pastor of our church would see me, he would always ask, “So, are you leading a cell group already?” But because my job did not allow me to have extra activities outside work, I would often just avoid him.
There was one Sunday when I was asked to share the gospel story to people who were new in the church. In the group was the director of the Polytechnic University of the Philippines (PUP) in Taguig, Metro Manila. After the class, she invited me to lead a Bible study for her school faculty. I told her I was not a Bible teacher in church and offered to pass on her request to our pastors. But she insisted that I accept her invitation. To start off, she told me that my first assignment was to teach a small group of teachers and students; but to my surprise when I arrived, there were a hundred people in the room on the day I spoke! Fortunately, that first meeting went well, and the university eventually opened four classrooms for the men in our cell group to teach Bible studies every week. However, I was unable to sustain that ministry, again because of my work schedule. So eventually, another church took over the ministry. Thus, for experience, I really had nothing to show. I wasn’t a cell group leader nor a Bible teacher, and I had never had seminary training.
As I continued to ask God, “Why me?” I came to wonder if the reason is because of my Quiet Time. My Quiet Time with God is something I truly treasure. I started this habit around 1990 when I realized that Christianity meant having a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. I would strive to overcome any obstacle just so I could have time with God, even when my schedule became very difficult. I remember one business trip where I had to fly to the US and then to Singapore in a span of three days. I arrived in Singapore at 2 a.m. and was only able to sleep by 4 a.m., with my first meeting starting at 8 that morning. Even though I had to fight jet lag, I still woke up by 6 a.m. just so I could read my Bible and spend time with God. My Quiet Time has always been precious to me. And since I did not have a cell group to handle or a Bible study class to lead, all of my meditations were focused on analyzing and learning things for myself. I brought this habit with me to Bukidnon, and my Quiet Time became a time of refuge for me.
4 Quiet Time will be discussed more in Chapter 6.
One time I was asked to speak in a retreat for university students from Marawi, Lanao del Norte. There were pastors in the audience, and after my first talk, one of them approached me to ask what seminary or Bible school I came from. When I told him I had no seminary training, he looked surprised and continued to ask where I got my lessons; he wanted to know my references. I told him, “While I have some books that have helped me, most of my lessons came from my personal devotions during my Quiet Time.” Upon hearing this, his look became one of skepticism. But when I finally finished my last topic that afternoon, this pastor came back to me and said, “I see now that you are not a student of a seminary or a Bible school. I think you are a student of the Bible.” I was humbled to receive such a compliment; nonetheless, I do believe that God taught me all of these things during the Quiet Times I spend with Him.
“ Why me, Lord?” Maybe it was my willingness to go where He wants me to go and do what He wants me to do. But I am a man with many flaws. I have made many mistakes and have hurt many people. I am also a person who cannot claim to have done any great thing for the Lord. But one of the things that encouraged me in my walk with God is the realization that throughout the Bible, God used inexperienced or seemingly worthless men to do His work. When David was running away from Saul, 1 Samuel 22:1 and 2 tell us that 400 worthless men came to join him.
So David departed from there and escaped to the cave of Adullam; and when his brothers and all his father’s household heard of it, they went down there to him. 2Everyone who was in distress, and everyone who was in debt, and everyone who was discontented gathered to him; and he became captain over them. Now there were about four hundred men with him.
David took these men and trained them until they became great men of valor as explained in 2 Samuel 23. These were the men David used to win over the whole of the Promised Land so that he could establish the Kingdom of Israel.
Throughout history, God has been calling worthless men to do mighty things for Him. When He called Abraham, he was a 75-year-old pagan. When He called Moses, He did not call him while he was a prince, but when he was just an ordinary shepherd in the desert of Midian. Also, when God had Samuel anoint David as king, David was just a young shepherd then. If God is a God who uses worthless or inexperienced men to do His work, then I am honored to be considered one of them—a ‘ worthless man’ who was willing to do the will of the Lord.
Confirming God’s Call To Bukidnon A lot of people questioned our decision to go to Bukidnon. One person even asked me, “What did you feed your wife to convince her to live in Bukidnon and agree to stay in a container van?” This was because our first house was actually a twenty-foot container van that we converted into a home. I told him that it was, in fact, my wife who chose Bukidnon. But I’ll admit that the idea of the container van was mine, simply because it was all we could afford back then. A pastor friend at the time said that my decision to uproot my family from Manila and go to Bukidnon was the most ridiculous decision I have ever made. He told me I would be wasting the management and business skills I had learned from HP. And, what would I be exchanging them for—raising pigs?
Then there was a certain businessman pastor who even used my story as an example of how to make a wrong decision in a message he gave during a Sunday service. I was even there when he gave that message.
When I was told that my decision to leave HP and go to Bukidnon was the most ridiculous decision I had ever made, I felt lost for a while because I was afraid that the pastor might be right. I thought to myself, “Maybe I had misread all the signs that I had believed were from God. Maybe I was just trying to justify what I wanted to happen and, in so doing, manipulated the situation.”
So how did God confirm His call for me to leave HP and go to Bukidnon? Aside from the three signs I asked for, which He graciously answered, God confirmed my calling through the support of the people who really mattered to me. Here are some of them:
Proverbs 10:22 says, “It is the blessing of the LORD that makes rich, and He adds no sorrow to it.” As I contemplated these things, I thought that maybe those who questioned our decision just did not know us well enough to understand our journey. I am sure their objections were merely expressions of their concern for us. As a whole, our journey to Bukidnon was fun and exciting, and there were no sorrows from the people important to our lives.
Walk In Faith—Never Leap!
Those who hear our story would normally say, “ Wow, what a leap of faith! I don’t think I could go through that!” But I always correct them and tell them that our journey was not about leaping in faith; instead our story is one that consisted of many little steps of faith. I believe it is a journey best described as ‘ walking in faith.’
I have heard people say that the meaning of ‘acting in faith’ is to plan and do great things for God. In fact, whenever I begged off from joining church activities because I felt I had to be at work, some friends would reprimand me and say, “ Where is your faith? Don’t you believe God can take care of your work?” This was the reason why I was afraid to give more of myself to the Lord. Back then, I thought that I did not have the courage to take a ‘leap of faith.’ Someone even told me, “ The bigger the faith, the bigger the work we should pursue for Him.” I always admired and had great respect for people who would express their faith in this way. However, this was not the kind of faith I had and, as I encountered God in our journey, I would only act when God gave me clear instructions and opened doors for me to go in.
When I realized that my work was standing in the way of my relationship with God, I told Him that I would go where He wants me to go, and do what He wants me to do. But I just went on and continued my work until I heard specific instructions. Even when I heard the Lord tell me to “Leave!”, I did not rush to resign but waited for confirmation. While waiting, I continued to work to the best of my ability for Him even though the circumstances of 1997 were far from ideal.
When God opens a door of opportunity, I would remain there and do my best to fulfill whatever responsibility He required of me. I would stay put until I hear clear instructions to move, and then I would watch for the next door to open. I learned to respond this way from the example of Jesus in John 5:19 where He said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of Himself, unless it is something He sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like manner.” Furthermore, in John 5:30, Jesus added, “I can do nothing on My own initiative. As I hear, I judge; and My judgment is just, because I do not seek My own will, but the will of Him who sent Me.” In these passages, Jesus the Son of God is saying that He does not make any plans of His own. Instead, He just watches what His Father is doing, and whatever that may be, He makes a conscious decision to join Him in His work.
The book, Experiencing God taught me that God has already set His plan in motion. As He works, He will invite me to join Him and to adjust my life to walk harmoniously with Him. I don’t need to make great plans for Him because He has a bigger plan already in place. This is why I should not leap in faith nor take initiative to do great things for Him. All I have to do is be sensitive to what He is doing so that I can join Him and work with Him. But oftentimes this will require a major adjustment in my life.
When I realized how Jesus responded to God, I also saw that the great men in the Bible responded to Him in the same way—they did not leap in faith. When God called Abraham to leave his country in Genesis 12, Abraham obeyed and left. When he reached the land of Canaan, God told him to stay there, and he did. As he settled in that country, he worked the land God gave him and prospered. He did not move as there was no instructions to do so. God later asked him to go to Egypt because of the coming famine, so he went. Eventually, he left Egypt to go back to Canaan—but only when God said so. It was in those instances when Abraham didn’t consult God and didn’t wait for His instructions that he made mistakes, like the time he lied to Pharaoh, and when he had sexual relations with Hagar.
Abraham did not leap in faith, instead he walked in faith with God. Moses did the same. When God told Moses that He no longer wished to go with the Israelites because they were a stubborn people, Moses told God in Exodus 33:15, “If Your presence does not go with us, do not lead us up from here.” Moses did not want God to merely tell them where to go, he wanted God to go with them and walk with them.
The workbook, Experiencing God taught me that the best way to follow God is not to ask Him for detailed instructions. Rather, we should intimately walk with Him one step at a time, and one day at a time.
Author Henry Blackaby illustrated this in his book by sharing an experience he had. One day, he was invited by a farmer to visit his house. The farmer gave him a long list of directions to reach his house, so Henry wrote all of them down. When he followed all of the directions, he was not able to reach the house the first time. The next time he went to the farmer’s house, the farmer was with him. So what he did was just listen to and obey the farmer’s instructions. In the same way, if we want to do something great with God, it is much better to ask Him to walk with us, rather than ask Him for specific directions. And once we decide to walk with Him, we should turn only when He says so. When He gives no instructions, we should just stay on course, not turning to the right or to the left. This is what it means to walk in faith.
I like the classic church hymn, Trust and Obey because it describes how we should live our life with the Lord.
When we walk with the Lord in the light of His word, What a glory He sheds on our way! While we do His good will, He abides with us still, And with all who will trust and obey Not a burden we bear, not a sorrow we share, But our toil he doth richly repay; Not a grief or a loss, not a frown or a cross, But is blest if we trust and obey.
But we never can prove the delights of His love Until all on the altar we lay; For the favor He shows, for the joy He bestows, Are for them who will trust and obey.
Then in fellowship sweet we will sit at His feet Or we’ll walk by His side in the way; What He says we will do, where He sends we will go; Never fear, only trust and obey.
Refrain: Trust and obey, for there’s no other way To be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey In my walk with God, I have learned that faith is simply defined as trusting and obeying. We are required to trust God’s instructions, which He reveals through His Word and the Holy Spirit. This is why intimacy with Him and reading the Bible are so important. We will never know what God wants us to do if we do not know Him intimately. And when He shows us what He wants us to do, we must adjust our lives accordingly and act in obedience. Because without obedience, there is no faith. This is why in James 2:26, it says, “faith without works is dead.” I believe that the work that James is referring to is not trying to do good works for others but obedience to the revealed will of God.
I pray that my children and their children’s children will always choose to walk in faith with the Lord. I hope that they will not just do things for God. But instead, I want them to always do things with God.
6 The Greatest Lesson I Learned
As a young Christian, I often heard and read the statement, “We are saved to serve God!” in church and in many books. Serving God, in this context, usually means doing church ministry or giving your life to missionary work. This brought discomfort to my heart because I felt that this was where I often failed. When I was deep at work in HP, it made me feel guilty that I could not give more time to the church. Yet, whenever I took a leave to help out in church, I also had no peace because I felt that I should be at work doing my job. There were times when people questioned my commitment and told me that I should always put God first—even over my job.
While they were right to say that I should prioritize God over my work, I have a different perspective about my job compared to most Christians. I feel that it is my responsibility before God to excel for Him because I represent Him where I work. This mindset was influenced by a person who discipled me early in my Christian life. His name is Jimmy Araneta. He was the one who taught me how to love the Word of God, the Bible. He taught me how to analyze the Bible and how to meditate on it effectively.
One time, I asked him about applying the concept of being ‘saved to serve.’ I had heard and read stories about people who gave up their jobs or sold their businesses so that they could serve God in the church or through missions. “Should I give up my job and become a missionary so that I can serve the Lord full-time?” Jimmy’s answer surprised me. It was very simple yet profound. He said, “If you leave your workplace to serve God in a far off jungle, who will take care of the people who live in the concrete jungles of the city?” He added that these people also need to know about Jesus Christ just as much as those in the jungle. In response, I decided to use my work as an avenue to witness for Jesus. Since it was often awkward to share the Bible openly in the workplace, I decided that the best way to share the gospel is by the life I live. Therefore, I should submit to authority, work hard, excel in whatever I do, and be honest in all my dealings. Through this, I believe I would be able to show a good testimony to those I work with and for.
Unfortunately, some people told me that serving God in this manner was not enough. This was the reason why I thought that God could never use someone like me. Probably this was also the reason why many questioned the voice I heard. I guess one can’t help but wonder why God would call someone so ordinary; someone who could not even give up his time for work to spend more time in church. But my views towards God and my understanding of why He saved me changed during the first three years of our stay in Bukidnon.
Since we did not have any relatives or close friends in Manolo Fortich, I really did not have anyone to run to for advice or comfort. The good friends we had were either in Cagayan de Oro or Malaybalay, which were both an hour’s drive away from our place. Because of this, I turned my attention to the Bible. I would read it everyday before five in the morning and at six in the evening.
During those years, I had a lot of time to read. And because we chose to live a simple life, we kept the TV I won during the HP Christmas raffle in storage. Since I dedicated the farm to God, I read the Bible to seek guidance and wisdom on how to run our business according to His ways. Besides that, I read it because I needed comfort from God whom I considered primarily as my Master and Lord.
As I went through the Bible again and again, I started to see some things I had not seen before. I felt God ministering to me more as a Father than as a Master.
The concept of God being a father never excited me in the past because it was influenced by my views towards my earthly father. I was afraid to be intimate with God, since I was also afraid to be intimate with my own father. Being a soldier, he did not know how to show affection, and often seemed aloof. Because of this, I thought that God was the same. Then I came to realize that there were many others whose view of God was shaped or influenced by their relationship with their earthly fathers. One time, I attended a Bible study where the subject of God as Father was discussed. In the middle of the class, a person stood up to challenge the idea of God being a loving father. He said he could not imagine that fathers can be loving because his own father had abused and mistreated him. Yet as I experienced God more and more in Bukidnon, my view towards Him changed, especially when I read the story of the prodigal son in Luke 15:11 to 24.
11And He said, “A man had two sons. 12The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the estate that falls to me.’ So he divided his wealth between them. 13And not many days later, the younger son gathered everything together and went on a journey into a distant country, and there he squandered his estate with loose living. 14Now when he had spent everything, a severe famine occurred in that country, and he began to be impoverished. 15So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. 16And he would have gladly filled his stomach with the pods that the swine were eating, and no one was giving anything to him. 17But when he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired men have more than enough bread, but I am dying here with hunger! 18I will get up and go to my father, and will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in your sight; 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me as one of your hired men.”’ 20So he got up and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion for him, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. 21And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand and sandals on his feet; 23and bring the fattened calf, kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and has come to life again; he was lost and has been found.’ And they began to celebrate.”
One morning when I read this very familiar passage, I decided to meditate on the character of the father instead of the prodigal son. I knew that the character of God is shown through the father in this parable. After the son had insulted him by demanding his share of the inheritance and then wasting it in foolish living, he came home filthy and smelling like a pig. Yet his father came running to him, embraced him (not minding how filthy and smelly he was), and even kissed him. Even though the son had rehearsed his plea to his father to take him back as a hired man, the father did not wait for him to finish what he had to say. All he wanted at that time was to be a father to his son again, to his prodigal son. If God is like the father in this story, then I realized that all my life I had been responding to Him in the wrong manner.
This picture of the father running, embracing and kissing his prodigal son in spite of what his son had done, always brings tears to my eyes. This Bible passage tells me that God the Father has been wanting to have a closer and deeper relationship with me even before I was reconciled to Him through Jesus Christ. Since I saw myself more as a slave than a son, I distanced myself from Him because I was afraid He would reject me whenever I failed. But this story made me realize that God will always accept me no matter how filthy I may become; that He would always be a father to me even when I fail Him. How then, could I not love a father like this? So in Bukidnon, I made a commitment to live my life primarily as a humble son to Him.
The picture that this story paints about God our Father also changed my attitude toward my own father. I realized that the reason he was aloof was because he did not know how to love me in any other way. Perhaps nobody had taught him how to be a loving father; or he probably learned his style from his own parents and from his military training. So I thought to myself, “If only my father knew how, I am sure he would also be like the father in the Prodigal Son story.” This is why I always find time now to talk to my father whenever I am in Manila. I am sure that in his heart, he also wants to be intimate with me. And learning from this, I constantly pray that I can be a kind and loving father to my children as well.
One of the great lessons I learned is that, while God has many names, the name you choose to use when referring to Him will determine the way you will live your life as a Christian. Some refer to Him as Lord and Master; and because of this, they live their lives as servants of the Living God. Some refer to Him as Provider; thus, they live their lives as dependents, knowing that God will be faithful to provide their needs. As for me, while I have known and experienced God as my Creator, Owner, Controller, and Lord, I choose to refer to Him as my Father. This truth has greatly influenced the way I have lived my life.
Here are some of the things I learned about fathers:
What destroyed the prodigal son’s life was the inheritance he took even though he was not yet ready for it. Then you might ask, “So why did the father give it to him? Why didn’t the father scold him and rebuke him?” This is another facet about God that continues to amaze me. I realized that He will never force Himself on anyone, not even His child. If His child insists on being foolish, the Father will step aside and just wait for the child to come to his senses and return to Him. On the other hand, He will be a loving Father to the one who decides to stay close to Him.
In life, many of us have snatched blessings that we were not ready for. There is no assurance that the blessings we take forcibly will remain, because true riches come to us only when we abide with God; as a child holds the hand of his father, or as a branch is joined to the vine.
In the Bible, if we read Matthew 6:33 on its own, “But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you,” we will see God as a king in His kingdom and we will see ourselves as His slaves. If this is the case, then we were really saved to serve God. But if we take verses 32 and 33 together, the context changes. Matthew 6:32 and 33 says, “For the Gentiles eagerly seek all these things; for your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” If we take these two verses together, we will see that God is both King and Father, and we will see ourselves not as ordinary slaves but as children or princes/princesses in God’s kingdom. This truth means that we have been saved to become intimate and obedient to God. The joy of the Lord does not come when His child serves Him as a slave, but when His child serves Him as a steward in His kingdom.
The Value of Quiet Time I believe I have a deeper knowledge of God as my father because of my discipline of Quiet Time. I have learned to value it more than anything in this world. It is the time I spend with God daily. Every morning when I wake up, I read my Bible so that I can hear from God; after which I discuss what I have read with Him in prayer. I do this because I would like to respond to what He may be revealing or telling me that day from His Word. While I may start my day with Quiet Time, it is not limited to that time alone. I also do it when I get the chance to walk alone, especially when I’m in the farm. When I read the Bible, I usually identify myself with the biblical characters and the situation they are in. If I am reading the story of Abraham, I put myself in the shoes of Abraham; thinking that God may be raising similar issues with me as those He raised with him. If I am reading one of the letters to Timothy, I put myself in the shoes of Timothy, thinking that God may be giving me instructions through Paul. With the way I read my Bible, there are only two questions I ask God during my Quiet Time, and these are:
Who are You, Lord?
What do You want me to do today?
Through the Bible, I get to know Him more. I also try to get instructions from God daily by reading it because I believe faith is about trusting and obeying. During my Quiet Time, I ask Him if there is anything in my character that He wants me to change, or a person He wants me to minister to, or a decision He wants me to make in His business. Then I present my concerns and problems to Him. I believe God impresses these things to me because He wants me to discuss these with Him in prayer.
There were times when I would waver in my intimacy with God. Whenever this happens, I noticed that things would start to go wrong. Upon realizing this, I would pray to God for help and deliverance from the foolish things that may be taking my attention away from Him. When God answers, He always points me back to the need to be intimate with Him again.
So what is the greatest lesson I learned in Bukidnon? It is that God always wants to be a Father to me, and that as a Father, the things He cherishes most from me are my intimacy and obedience.
One of the things I would like you to pick up from our story is that the Christian life is a good life. Living a life of intimacy and obedience towards God is the best life anyone can have. Unfortunately, a lot of people, even Christians themselves, have not truly committed their lives to Him because of misconceptions about Christianity. Many of them believe that the Christian life is a life of suffering; some believe that it is a life of many do’s and don’ts; others believe that it is a boring life because God is the ultimate killjoy.
When I was younger, I did not commit my life to God for the reasons I described above. Seeing Him as a Master and as a Lord, I thought that He was a God of rules and a God of do’s and don’ts. When I became a Christian in 1989, I still did not fully commit my life to Him because I thought He was a God who demanded service, sacrifice, and even suffering.
In Bukidnon, all these changed. I learned that the reason He gave me His laws and commandments was because, as a Father, He wanted to protect me from the consequences of sin. As a Father, He allowed me to suffer through my trials, not to hurt me but to grow my character. My service, suffering and sacrifice are not necessary to make Him love me more, because He already loves me to the fullest. His desire is for me to spend intimate time with Him. He is also pleased when I respond in obedience, especially when He sends trials my way.
Today, if I have one regret in life, it is that I did not commit my life to God earlier. When I was invited to commit myself to a more intimate relationship with God in the past, I gave many excuses as to why I could not. In Bukidnon, I had no choice because I had no one else to run to. But when I made this commitment, I started to live out the greatest adventure I could ever have. I can say that my relationship with Him is an adventure because God has allowed me to pass through valleys and climb mountains. He made me experience pain and defeat, but He also allowed me to enjoy victory and success. I left HP with no retirement pay and only four months’ worth of salary, but never mind, in God I lacked nothing.
7 Prayer and Obedience
In October 2002, my wife and I were invited to join a prayer tour in South Korea. Pastor Nell Binayao who was then a director of the Translators’ Association of the Philippines, his wife Aida, Peachy, and I joined the tour. It was a great but, at the same time, shocking experience for us. A great experience because we learned a lot, especially about prayer. It was the first time I saw people pray for hours non-stop. On the other hand, it was shocking because at the beginning of the tour, when we visited our first prayer mountain, we were asked to look for our spot on the mountainside and pray for a whole hour. I was dumbfounded! I went to one side of the mountain and started to wonder what I could possibly tell God for one hour. Maybe the longest that I had prayed before this trip was fifteen minutes. It was then that I began to realize there were actually so many things I did not know about prayer.
Our host pastor was very gracious. He made sure we had fun during the tour, but he was also very firm. He did not tolerate foolishness and he made sure we understood how and why the Korean Christians pray so much.
There were actually two memorable events during that tour that made a huge impact in my life and changed the way I viewed our business and ministry. The first event was when we were brought to a Presbyterian church located outside Seoul. We had to drive for one and a half hours to reach the place. We attended their thanksgiving service and joined the church in a morning celebration of soup and bread. The place was packed and crowded because the church had 80,000 members. Can you imagine that number of people attending a church? Actually, a community was built around the church and the place is like a small city. In fact, we were told that the real estate value in that place was more expensive than in some areas of Seoul. But this was not what made the visit so meaningful. What made the occasion special were the stories I heard about the church. Our host pastor said that the pastor who founded the church twenty years ago had been kicked out of three different churches. So he had gone out to this remote place and started a church with seven poor farmers. Twenty years later, the church had grown to 80,000 members. They were people whose lives have been changed and blessed by God. This is the reason why they celebrate a day of thanksgiving every year.
When I heard the story, I told our host pastor that I was hoping to see the same thing happen in the community where our hog farm was located. I told him that the place was very poor; in fact, it used to be known as Lugar ng Gutom (Place of Hunger). Before we built our farm in Lico-an, Sumilao in 1998, nobody had cared to fix the road going to that place. So during the rainy season, the locals could not go out to sell their produce nor bring in goods and food supplies. I also told the pastor that I hired a Bible teacher whose task was to go around the communities near our farm so we could share the gospel to them. I was hoping that when everyone in the community would come to know Christ, God could then bless the place.
But the pastor immediately said, “ Wrong strategy!”
I was taken aback. How could sharing the gospel be a wrong strategy? Instead, the pastor told me to concentrate first on my farm workers before reaching out to the community. He said that I must lead them to know Jesus intimately and help everyone obey everything the Bible says—especially tithing. Tithing? How could I make our people who did not even have much for themselves give tithes? But the pastor challenged me, and promised that if I did these, great and amazing things will happen. Tithing is giving back a tenth of everything we earn to the Lord. It is not about ‘giving to’ but ‘giving back’ to the Lord because this command is based on the premise that God owns everything we have. It is a command with a challenge to test God and a promise of abundance and protection, which is explained in Malachi 3:10 to 12:
10“Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, so that there may be food in My house, and test Me now in this,” says the Lord of hosts, “if I will not open for you the windows of heaven and pour out for you a blessing until it overflows. 11Then I will rebuke the devourer for you, so that it will not destroy the fruits of the ground; nor will your vine in the field cast its grapes,” says the Lord of hosts. 12“All the nations will call you blessed, for you shall be a delightful land,” says the Lord of hosts.
The second event that was memorable to me during the South Korea Prayer Tour was one that placed a perpetual burden in my heart. Our host pastor brought us to an important prayer mountain in South Korea. This prayer mountain is special because it is located near the border of South and North Korea. There, the Christians in South Korea would come and pray against any threat of war from the North. When that prayer mountain was established in the mid-'60s, a prayer chain was created wherein one person stays in a special spot, chosen by the founders, to pray for an hour. Since the prayer chain started, it has never been broken. The Koreans believe that this prayer mountain and the prayers offered from that special spot are part of the reason why North Korea has not invaded South Korea.
When we got there, our delegation was divided into smaller groups. Each group was given a chance to take part in the prayer chain but only one member per group was chosen to enter the special room. I was asked to enter that room on behalf of our group, while the other members surrounded the room and prayed with me. But prior to our slot, we were given one hour to prepare. I was asked to enter a small prayer room where I had to prepare myself for my hour in the special room. While I was there, I stayed quiet, thinking of the things I should pray for. I remember being there for an hour and as I was meditating, I felt a strong impression inside me telling me, “Lead My people!” I was surprised, and so I asked, “Is that You, Lord? If that is You, then who are Your people?” I did not get any answer, but that statement stuck with me. Because of this, a perpetual question has been laid in my heart ever since. I have been constantly asking God, “Lord, who are Your people?”
When we came home from Korea, the four of us were so excited to apply all the things we had learned from our trip. We were so ‘on fire,’ being infected by the zeal of the Korean Christians for prayer. We shared the lessons we learned when we returned to Moriah Farms and in the different Bible studies we led.
When I shared what I had learned with the people in our farm, I challenged everyone to give their tithes to the Lord and course them through their own local churches. Initially, our people objected because they felt I was depriving them of their hard-earned money. To address this concern, I offered to compensate everyone for their ‘loss’ by transporting their rice and grocery supplies from Cagayan de Oro to the barangay for free. I had learned earlier that the cost of transporting rice and other supplies to Lico-an was very high, since it is a remote place located at the foot of Mt. Kitanglad. By offering to transport their supplies I saved them money, leaving them with more than enough for their tithes. So the whole farm agreed to participate and we started tithing as a group in November 2002. Our host pastor in Korea was right because great and amazing things happened after that!
Before we started implementing the farm-wide tithing program, we were harvesting only 1.5 tons of lettuce from 3000 square meters of farmland. By February 2003 or three months after, we harvested 8 tons of lettuce from the same size of land! We can’t think of any logical explanation for this increase since we didn’t do anything special except the tithing.
When this happened, another issue immediately confronted us, “Who will buy all our lettuce?” But as God multiplied our harvest, He completed His blessings by providing a buyer from Manila who bought everything we harvested. It was an amazing experience! After this initial yield though, our produce from this same size of land only averaged 5 tons. Because of this, tithing became an integral part of how we do business. As the workers receive their salaries, someone collects their tithes which would be sent to their churches. While some people question and challenge this policy, nobody could challenge the blessings it brought to our people and our business. Today, our people tithe whether business is good or bad. Malachi 3:10 is true and God is faithful to His promises.
I remembered the word from God that I received in that prayer room in Korea. He said, “Lead My people.” I know I was never cut out to be a pastor or a church planter. But I do believe I am a missionary where I am today. I use my business to bless the people who work for us and I try to minister to the people around our community through Bible studies. I then tell these people to join the churches in their respective localities. As a businessman, I would share what I have learned from God with other business people. This is how I have responded to God’s directive: “Lead my people.” I seek to bless and disciple the people He sends my way. We have also set up a foundation we named Semilya Sa Kinabuhi (Seed Of Life),5 where we teach the things we have learned on how to apply biblical principles in business.
As we continue to pray, we must not forget to obey. I have often heard people say that prayer unleashes God’s power. But in South Korea, I learned that without obedience, our prayer loses its power because most likely, God will not answer it. Psalm 66:18 reads, “If I regard wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear.” Unfortunately, I believe many Christians do not realize this and have not given enough importance to obedience.
From that point on, we would commit everything we do in Moriah Farms to God in prayer and obedience. As God continues to reveal Himself to His people in the farm, He also helps everyone become more fruitful.
5 I will describe Semilya Sa Kinabuhi and how God enabled us to set up its program in Chapter 9.
8 Why All These, Lord?
When we moved to Bukidnon in October 1998, God gave us a hog farm in Sumilao and a house in Manolo Fortich. But most of all, He gave my family the simple life I asked for, and though we did not have much, we had a good place where we could raise our children. Our first home was built from a twenty-foot container van, which we had earlier used to transport some of our things from Manila. We also had a tree house built so that our children could have a place to play in, since our container van house had limited space. The four of us even had to sleep crosswise in one bed. And since we chose to simplify, we opted to have no TV, radio or newspaper. Thus, we had lots of time to bond together. For entertainment, our two children would perform for us every evening—they would make up jokes, sing, dance, and act out drama skits using their imagination. Those were the best and most fascinating times of our lives.
As I had dedicated our business to the Lord, I decided to run our farm according to the principles I discovered in the Bible. Bible studies became a part of the work routine of our employees since we conducted them during working hours. And because our people came from different religious backgrounds, we assured them that these studies were not intended to convert them from one religion to another, but rather to help develop their character and values. Church doctrines were never discussed. But we were firm in teaching everyone that only Jesus can reconcile man to God. In the beginning, we gave tithes based on our net income from the business and did not require anyone to give from their salaries. However, this changed in November 2002 after our visit to South Korea. Now we make sure all our employees give back their tithes to God.
Another important concept that I made part of our business was the “No Waste” concept. I wanted to make sure that nothing in our farm was wasted, not even the pig’s manure. I figured that if God owns the farm, then everything in it is holy and useful—even the manure. Some hog farms in Mindanao have cases filed against them by the Department of Environment and Natural Resources because they dump their hog manure into the rivers or streams of the community. This happens because most hog farmers do not see the value of their manure. Also, unlike the dung from chicken farms which can easily be sacked, hauled and sold, hog manure is wet, smelly, messy, and is often expensive to dry to make it saleable, so most farmers would prefer to just let it spill over to the rivers. Through trial and error, we found ways to process our hog manure. Using big sludge pumps, like the ones used to drain out septic tanks, we would spread the manure on the arable lands around the hog farm. We also developed an innovative drying system made from bamboo. We use our hog manure as organic fertilizers to improve the quality of our soil. This has enabled us to expand to vegetable farming and thus develop a new business and, at the same time, avoid waste.
I guess we did well as a hog farm because at one point Monterey sent a journalist from Agriculture Magazine of Manila Bulletin to write about the farm. He told me that when he asked Monterey to suggest a farm that he could write about in order to show how a Monterey farm operates, the VisMin Manager then referred him to Moriah Farms, Inc. Because of this, we were featured as the cover story of Agriculture Magazine’s July 2002 issue.
Since I did not know much about growing vegetables, we experimented growing different crops such as tomatoes, carrots, potatoes, peppers, and cabbages. Having no background in agriculture, I learned through trial and error. I would also read old agricultural books and learn from the local farmers. We experimented with different crops, hoping to find those that would grow well on our land and in our climate, and would also be acceptable to the local market.
In the year 2000, a neighbor who was growing lettuce encouraged us to try it, since he said this vegetable thrives in a lot of organic fertilizer, which we have in abundance. I did not immediately take up his challenge because in those days only a few ate lettuce. Later, when we finally tried growing it, everyone was shocked at the size of our produce. One head of our iceberg lettuce would weigh a kilo, and people mistook them for cabbages. Traders told us that they had never seen lettuce so big. This encouraged us to grow them as a regular crop, even though the local demand was not great.
Then one day, a friend from Manila encouraged me to sell our lettuce to McDonald’s. I initially declined because I knew how difficult it was to sell to large multinational corporations. I told him our farm was just small and that we had no expertise in growing lettuce. But he insisted, and introduced me to Arnold Jumalon who later became our partner in the business. He and his wife, Lita, are two of the people God used to complete some of the things we lacked. Arnold, in turn, introduced me to Leo Jabeguero who was then the General Manager of HAVI, McDonald’s logistics company. With their help, our farm became one of the many suppliers of lettuce for McDonald’s Philippines. At the start, all the lettuce grown in Bukidnon were consolidated and shipped to the McDonald’s lettuce processor in Marikina. This went on for over a year, until one day I received a call from McDonald’s Quality Assurance Manager, Carole Bernad. I had not met her before but I had heard that she was very strict when it came to quality control. Over the phone she said she would like to see and audit our farm. This made me quite uncomfortable, as I asked myself, “Why would McDonald’s get interested in a small farm like ours?”
Carole came on a rainy and gloomy day, not the best weather for a farm visit. I picked her up from the Cagayan de Oro airport and, as we drove up to Bukidnon, the rain started to pour. I prayed, “Lord, please let it be dry on our farm.” When we reached Sumilao, the whole place was covered with fog. Interestingly though, towards the mountain of Kitanglad, I saw a clearing in the rain clouds where the sun shone over a small spot at the foot of the mountain. As we neared the farm, I realized that God had answered my prayer. The whole area of Moriah Farms was sunny and dry. I showed Carole around and asked her why she was auditing our farm. She explained that McDonald’s had been having problems with the processed lettuce they had been receiving in their stores, as they easily deteriorated. She said she believed the quality of their lettuce in the store was greatly dependent on the quality of the produce from the source farm. This was why she was tasked to look for farms they could develop to improve their supply. After touring around for two hours, she asked me, “Can you go to Australia?” She said she would like me to attend a Lettuce Convention where I could learn how to grow lettuce better. I asked, “Who are the other farmers going?” She said, “You will be the only farmer in the group. The others will be representatives from our processor.” So off I went to Australia and there I learned a lot. This was the start of our business partnership with McDonald’s Philippines.
The Lettuce Convention of McDonald’s in Australia was an opportunity to meet farmers and processors from all over Asia. There, McDonald’s Asia Pacific shared what they expected from us by explaining their Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) for farmers and Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP) for their processors. Farmers from different countries also shared their best practices and technologies. And McDonald’s also arranged for us to visit different farms in Australia. What I saw was simply amazing. For example, there was an 80-hectare farm owned and operated by a family who only had fifty workers, but were heavily mechanized. In just one day, they transplanted lettuce seedlings across a two-hectare piece of land with just five workers and a tractor. Amazing! This would normally require six workers and take us six days to do the same work. During the discussion part of the sessions, I asked a lot of questions and shared my thoughts openly simply because I wanted to learn more. This was something I used to do when I was with HP. I did not realize that by doing this I was impressing the people of McDonald’s Asia Pacific.
A few weeks after I came home, I was asked to visit the corporate office of McDonald’s in Makati City, Metro Manila to meet with Carole Bernad and her boss, Joachim Huber, the Assistant Vice President for Supply Chain. He is a German national tasked at that time to improve the supply chain of the Philippine operation. Joachim said he wanted to meet me for two reasons. First, he said that when Carole came back from her trip from Bukidnon, she immediately said, “Finally, we have found the lettuce farm and farmer that we have been looking for all these years!” Second, he said that he had heard many good things about me from the organizers of the McDonald’s Lettuce Convention in Australia. I was surprised because I hadn’t really thought I had shared anything of great value; in fact I was just asking a lot of questions. But I guess they were excited to see a corporate man trained in Hewlett-Packard go into farming. I became good friends with almost everyone in Joachim’s team. As they got to learn more about the way we did business, a time came when McDonald’s Philippines made Moriah Farms, Inc. their preferred supplier of lettuce for the whole country. And because of the many things we were learning from McDonald’s, eventually KFC heard about our farm and asked us to be their supplier, too.
When we came to Bukidnon, I thought God had sent me there to build a hog business in order to sustain our simple life. But because of the “No Waste” concept, a lettuce-growing business was born. At a certain point, the lettuce business even became bigger than the hog growing operations. So then I thought, maybe God sent me to Bukidnon to build a lettuce farm that could be a model for other farmers to learn from. I wanted to believe that God gave us the hog farm just so we could have a steady supply of organic fertilizer for our vegetable farm. I began to think that the lettuce business was the main reason why we were sent to Bukidnon, because I learned that our farm in Lico-an, Sumilao is one of the very few places in the Philippines suitable for growing iceberg lettuce the whole year round. Let me explain this.
You see, in order to grow a high value crop, especially the iceberg lettuce, the place where these are grown must provide a condition called ‘temperature swing.’ This means that if the day temperature is 24°C, the night temperature must swing down to the range of 12° to 14°C. Thus, Benguet (a province in northern Luzon) is supposed to be the only place in the country where iceberg lettuce can be grown the whole year round, since their elevation allows them to experience this condition throughout the year. The rest of the cooler places in the country can grow iceberg lettuce only from November to February when cold air from China would reach the Philippines. While our farm is only one half of the elevation of Benguet, what makes it unique is the fact that it is located at the foot of Mt. Kitanglad, tucked in beside the wall of the mountain. So as hot air, by nature, goes up during the day, in the evening, cold air from the peak of the mountain comes down to cool the farm by 10°C. This is how we get this temperature swing the whole year round. In fact, we have friends living in adjacent communities with the same elevation, yet they do not experience the swing because they are too far from the wall of the mountain. Thus, the cold air coming from the peak of the mountain diffuses before it reaches their land. With this cold air coming down every night, together with the abundance of organic matter from the hog farm, Moriah Farms is truly in a unique location that can grow lettuce the whole year round. Surely this land came as a blessing from the Lord.
Did God send us to Bukidnon because of the hog farm or because of the lettuce farm? This was something I continued to ask out of curiosity. While we have had our ups and downs, God continued to bless both businesses. By 2004, I started to ask God a more important question: “ What are all these blessings for? Why all these, Lord?” I asked these questions because I found it hard to accept that all these blessings were just for our family to enjoy. When we came to Bukidnon, I only asked for a simple life. Besides, God taught us to be content with the little we have and to be happy with simple things because we did not have much during our first four years in Bukidnon. This is why I’m happy to say that living in the container van were the best years of our lives. But then in 2002, God gave us a bigger house to live in so that my children can have their own beds to sleep on. So why did He bless us with more? I figured that there must be another reason for these blessings; something which is beyond my personal dreams and desires—one that would involve God’s dreams and desires.
These questions became my burden for months, and I asked God for answers again and again during my Quiet Time. Normally, God would answer me through His Word in the Bible, or through a strong impression in my heart. But during that period, He was very silent. It was as if He did not want to answer me. One morning, after four months of seeking His will, I told God, “If You will not tell me why You brought me and blessed me here, then allow me to tell You what is on my heart. Since Mindanao has been very good to my family, will You allow me to see Mindanao come to Christ?” And then I added, “In my lifetime!”
After I prayed this prayer, some business people came to ask about how we operate our farm. They wanted to know about our Values-based Bible studies, our tithing program, and how we marry the Bible to our business.
John Perrine, the chairman of Unifrutti Philippines, a fresh fruit company, then challenged Pastor Nell Binayao and I to implement the same program for him in his farm. The challenge was that most of the people working for him were Boholanos who are known to be very devout Catholics. (Bohol is an island in the Visayas region. Many of John’s workers migrated from there to Mindanao many years ago.) Generally speaking, ‘conversion’ has been a big issue between the Catholics and the Protestants or Evangelicals for years. John said that Boholanos would be uneasy with Bible studies being conducted by people who are not Catholic priests. They would likely be afraid that pastors would try to convert them and take them away from the religion they grew up in. However, the program we designed for the farm did not focus on conversion but rather on character development, and John’s workers did not object even though a pastor was teaching them. After a year, many of the workers were reading their Bibles, and the leaders from John’s farm were already teaching their workers. Many character issues were resolved and through Pastor Nell’s ministry, people witnessed many miracles of provision and healing.
Because of the good results, we were then asked to train teachers who could be ‘loaned out’ to implement the same program in all the farms of Unifrutti. Thus, Semilya Sa Kinabuhi, Inc. was born. This is a non- profit organization whose purpose is to teach business people how to marry the Bible to their business. It also develops leaders by growing their character first before equipping them with the skills that they need to do their work excellently. Semilya has since helped many people turn their businesses around as they learn how to manage them according to God’s ways. Those who initially had problems with their companies saw their businesses grow to become fruitful.
While all of these were happening, I began to seek God’s plan for Moriah, Semilya, and our family. Surely, the blessings we received are not intended only for us to enjoy. These good things should be shared with others who are willing to listen and learn.
As I continued to seek God’s plan, I realized that our personal lives, business, and Semilya are tied together. In running our farm, God allowed us to encounter many problems, which we were able to overcome as we applied the principles we saw in the Bible. I believe that God gave the farm to us so that we can develop a model wherein the Bible and business are married together. The farm also serves as a place where people can see the benefits of running a business using principles found in the Bible, so that they can apply them in their own setting. The Lord allowed me to experience a lot of problems, as well as miracles and wonders in business and in my personal life because He was preparing me to teach these things through Semilya. And most of all, I believe that the Lord wants me to share these things so that others will also experience Him in their business, in their family, and in their personal lives.
9 Semilya Sa Kinabuhi
In January 2004, Peachy and I attended the burial of Ian Kwan. He was the son of Romy and Nene Kwan, a couple who became like our adopted parents in Cagayan de Oro. Ian had battled a rare type of aneurism for many years until the Lord finally took him home that month. During the interment ceremony held to honor Ian, a lot of people spoke of his courage and his desire to get the most out of life as he pursued a degree in law, even though he knew he would not live long. I stayed at the back of the crowd since I wanted to observe how people would respond to the Kwan family. At the end of the ceremony, a Chinese Christian businessman walked towards me. He introduced himself and asked, “I have been hearing stories about your farm and the miracles you have been experiencing. What is this all about?”
He was a member of our church in Manila and a close friend of the Kwan family. We ended up talking for the next four hours as I answered his simple question.
Since he had also attended the Korean Prayer Tour, I told him that while most of the people who joined the tour learned how to pray more and better, the greater lesson I learned was about the interdependence of prayer and obedience. I explained that I had discovered that prayer and obedience must always go together because it is our obedience that makes our prayers effective. I also told him about the Bible-based Values Formation program we were implementing in our farm, how our harvest tripled when everyone in the farm tithed, how McDonald’s came and made us their preferred supplier, and many more stories of what God has done for us in Bukidnon.
As I was ending my stories, this businessman asked another question. He said, “ What do you want to do next?” This innocent question triggered exhilaration in my heart as I told him about my desire to establish a training center that would allow us to teach people the things God had been teaching us in the business and in the ministry. I told him that John Perrine of Unifrutti had asked Pastor Nell Binayao and I to develop a Values Formation Program for his company. This training center we wanted to put up would be a place where we could teach people how to marry the Bible to their business. I told him that we would like to teach churches in Mindanao how to minister to people in business so that they can empower them. This is because we felt that a lot of pastors do not know how to relate to the business people in their churches. I told him that we had actually found a half-hectare property near our house which we had been praying for. Since we did not have the money, we had asked people who were part of our ministry in Manolo Fortich to pool resources with us, so that we could acquire this piece of land. Our strategy was to sell the land on a per square meter basis to those who would like to be part of the proposed training center. The drawback of this scheme was that we needed to find thousands of people who would each be willing to buy a few square meters to accumulate the amount needed. As we waited for this to happen, we had to pray that no one would buy the land before we raised the full amount.
Towards the end of our meeting, I showed this businessman a piece of paper I kept on which I had drawn the concept for the training center. At the bottom of that paper, I had written P2 million, which I estimated was the amount we needed to buy the land and to put up a facility. When the time came for us to part ways, I was speechless when this Chinese businessman said, “Okay, I will take care of the P2 million!”
I did not intend to solicit from this businessman. But when he asked the question, “ What do you want to do next?” I was just excited to share what we were planning to do. Although I had heard a little about this man from people in church, I had not known him personally before that particular day. So for him to trust us with P2 million was surreal. Many years later, he told me that the reason why he offered to fund the project was because I talked with so much passion that he told himself, “How can a man with such passion fail?”
Choosing a Name By early 2004, we had the components needed to establish a training center that would fulfill my desire to influence people for God using the Bible. To form a Board, I brought together those who contributed to the idea. They were John Perrine, Pastor Nell Binayao, Arnold Jumalon, and the Chinese businessman (who requested anonymity). We then added some friends whom we thought could help us put up an effective center, but for various reasons these people eventually begged off from the Board.
Now that we had an idea for a product, a facility to deliver our services, and a customer who would benefit from what we had, it was time to find an appropriate name for the organization. In Genesis 1:28, God commanded Adam and Eve to “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over…every living thing that moves on the earth.” This Bible verse has greatly influenced the way I do business. In fact, we use this as one of the foundations of what we teach and practice in our farm. Fruitfulness in particular, has become our goal in every part of our lives because I believe that its meaning is not limited to mothers bearing children. When a person gets to understand the process of how a plant bears fruit, he will then appreciate what God commanded in Genesis 1:28.
A plant starts life as a seed. After germination, the seed will use the nutrients around it in order to grow its roots and its shoots. Then a proper season will come when the roots and shoots of the plant will mature, and the plant will start to produce more food than it can use. When this happens, the plant produces fruits. Fruits are special containers that a plant uses to store the excess food it produces. The plant does not benefit from its fruit since it cannot take the fruit back as food. Instead, those who pick and eat the fruit are the ones who benefit from it.
Amazingly, this wonderful act of nature starts from a small and simple seed. From a seed, a plant is born whose main purpose is to produce fruits abundantly.
In the Bible, God talks about another kind of seed. In Genesis 3:15, He promised that the seed of the woman would crush the serpent’s head. Then in Genesis 22:18, God vowed that a descendant of Abraham would become the Seed that would bless all the earth. And finally, Galatians 3:16 confirmed that this promised Seed is actually Jesus Christ Himself.
The seed of a plant is a simple yet powerful source of life. In the same way, Jesus the Seed is the great source of overflowing life for those who acknowledge Him in everything they do. In the Visayan dialect, the word seed is translated as semilya. So we named our foundation Semilya Sa Kinabuhi, or Seed of Life, with this purpose statement: “ We offer seeds that nurture physical life so that we can offer the SEED who brings eternal life.”
The Development of Semilya’s Programs Semilya Sa Kinabuhi was incorporated in January 2005. The construction of its first facility was finished just in time to take in the first batch of trainees on February that year. Our first module was a four-month Leadership Development Training, which was initially intended to prepare the teachers we were going to send out to Unifrutti and the staff that we would need to operate Semilya.
Prior to the formal conception of Semilya, we trained two batches of five people each for John Perrine’s personal farm and Unifrutti’s asparagus farm. Some of them were the Boholano leaders from his farm whom Pastor Nell had been teaching for the past two years. They became what we now call Values Formation Officers. These were the people who would teach our program to employees inside a business organization. From our experience in teaching these two prior batches came the components that have made our training program unique:
What we did in training the first two informal batches of Values Formation Officers was borne out of the need to make the most out of what we had at that time. But amazingly, at the end of these trainings, we received a lot of good feedback regarding the elements we incorporated into the program, albeit unintentionally. Some trainees said their character grew when they were challenged to work in the field for three and a half hours everyday.
Some of the pastors on the other hand, said that it was the first time they were able to read the Bible from cover to cover, and they really appreciated it. Also, most of them came to realize that they could in fact be more productive and do so much more than they had imagined in a single working day. They were required to wake up by five in the morning and retire by nine in the evening. Because of all the positive feedback, we designed the next trainings of Semilya using what we had learned.
When people see our training format, they often ask if we had patterned it after the Canaan Farms in South Korea. I tell them, “no.” In fact, when we were in South Korea, we did not bother to see the Canaan Farms because we did not even know then that we would put up our own training center. The following is an outline of our program as it was designed back then:
Semilya’s Leadership Development Training was initially intended to develop teachers and train pastors on how to marry the Bible to business. However, in 2006, a personal friend, Claris Yuzon, asked me if Semilya could help her brother who became drug-dependent at an early age and who had been in and out of drug rehabilitation centers for years. Claris said that although their parents loved her brother, the way they expressed their love only worsened his condition, so she offered to take over the responsibility of caring for him and his family (her brother was married with one daughter). She told me that she was impressed with the design of our program, so she was hoping we could help her with her brother, Matt. I told Claris that Semilya was not a rehabilitation center, and I was not sure if we could help him. But she asked us to try. So we did.
Matt went through our four-month training and endured all the difficult elements of the program. Towards the middle of the training, we saw him respond to the love of the Lord as he gave up many of his bad habits. In fact, his testimony at the end of the program made many people cry. He said, “My father once told me that there is no hope for me anymore because my life is like a scrambled egg. Here in Semilya I learned that I have a heavenly Father and He can take that unattractive scrambled egg and make it into a wonderful omelette.” A few months after Matt graduated from Semilya, their father got sick. Matt asked permission from Claris if he could move his family back to Dumaguete where their parents were staying, so that he could take care of their ailing dad. In 2009, their father passed away but while he was still lingering in his illness, it was Matt who took care of him. He died with Matt by his side.
Because of our experience with Matt, Semilya then designed other training programs that are geared for people other than pastors and teachers. The four-month training has since been reduced to three months in our desire to accommodate more people, especially those with busy schedules. We also have a two-week version intended for teens and young adults, which we offer during summer and have entitled ‘Reboot.’
Business Training Program Meanwhile, the Values Formation Program in Unifrutti went very well. The benefits of this program even extended to the homes of their employees as several of the company’s managers and staff became more responsible and loving towards their families. Although some remained skeptical about the program, the majority of them appreciated it. This is because the lessons helped them grow in their character and inculcated values towards their work, marriage, children, and even money. I guess the skepticism came because some people were afraid we were trying to convert them from one religion to another. In order to address this, Semilya decided not to affiliate with any church while making sure we did not compromise the biblical gospel in any way.
I remember a senior farm manager in Bukidnon who asked me not to include Jesus in our lessons because he felt this would make the program too spiritual and religious. I explained to him that since our program uses the Bible as its reference, we can’t help but use Jesus as a model in the lessons we teach. I told this manager that if we would not be allowed to teach about Jesus, then we were not the institution that their company should work with. This manager also objected to the program in the beginning because he said he would lose one hour of productivity per person per week since every employee would be required to attend a one- hour Values Formation session every week held during working hours. Because he had 1800 employees, the projected productivity lost would be 1800 hours per week. However, John Perrine insisted that the farm manager support the program.
After six months, this manager became one of our staunchest supporters. He realized that he had instead gained one hour of productivity per person per day due to the program. He explained that before the Values Formation Program, people would log in to work by six in the morning and lazily walk over to their work area for thirty minutes, and in the afternoon they would start to pack their things thirty minutes before they needed to log out. But because of the program, their attitude towards work changed. Most of them would already be at their work station by 6:00 a.m. and would only pack their things by 3:00 p.m. So in gaining 30 minutes in the morning and 30 minutes in the afternoon, he said he gained a total of one hour per person per day. So the total productivity gained was 1800 hours multiplied by 5 days for a total of 9000 hours per week!
Unifrutti’s business grew very fast from 2005 to 2010. Because of this, they had to hire a lot of people from different industries in just a short period of time. But since they were trying to respond to vast opportunities with their new employees, conflicts were inevitable. The company became a melting pot of people with different skills and experiences from different cultures and faiths. As I saw this happening, I advised John Perrine that the company must find a way to develop one heart and one mind among its people, so that they could work together more effectively. I suggested that he needed to find a business management program that his executives and leaders could attend so that they can start to form a company culture of their own. I introduced John to friends in the Asian Institute of Management (AIM) so that AIM could design a program suited for Unifrutti. As John pursued this suggestion, he asked me one day if I could instead design a business training program for them by using what I had learned from Hewlett- Packard and integrating this with what I had learned from the Bible. He made this suggestion because he liked the results of the Values Formation Program in the company, and he wanted the same results in their management training. I was floored by his challenge, but I was excited to be given a chance to design a Bible- based business training program. This would lead to more opportunities to influence people in the business world. Because of John’s request, Semilya’s Business Training Program was born.
We submitted to them the design of the Business Training Program by the middle of 2006. We proposed a program that would cover four main topics, namely:
Business Development and Planning People Management Organizational Leadership Managing Finance and Creating Wealth Each of these trainings lasts four days. They were designed so that managers could attend one module at a time, with an interval of four months before they come back to attend the next one. In between trainings, these managers are expected to implement what they have learned one module at a time. This approach encourages the immediate application of the principles taught while the next module is designed to build upon the previous one. Trainees again wake up by five in the morning to read their Bibles and are required to work for two hours in the field in order to teach and develop in them humility and compassion. Unifrutti approved the program design by August of 2006 and asked us to implement it by the start of 2007. While it was an exciting opportunity, it posted a major problem.
Semilya had only one facility in those days, and it was being used for the four-month Leadership Development Training. By this time, we were not only training pastors and teachers, we were also receiving participants from different walks of life. Clearly, the Business Training Program of Unifrutti would require a full-time training center since they would like to send twenty managers per week for three weeks in a month. Thus, we would have to give up one program in order to accommodate the other—unless God provided another property and training facility.
When we submitted the proposal for the Business Training Program, we also started to pray for another property where we could transfer the Leadership Development Training. The value of land in Manolo Fortich had gone up considerably since the time our Chinese businessman friend bought the first property for Semilya. This time we were praying for a two-hectare property for the new training center. But with a going rate of P400 per square meter, we would need P8 million for the land alone. We simply did not have that money, although Unifrutti had promised to advance P1 million so that we could renovate the existing training center.
As we were praying for this new property, a friend came to me and gave me half a million pesos. When I asked what the money was for, he simply said, “I do not know, you might need it in the future.” A month after, another person donated the same amount and made the same comment. So now I had P1 million, but it was not enough to buy the land and build a new training center.
When our Chinese businessman friend heard about our need, he offered to buy a property that he would again lend to Semilya. That was, if we could find a good deal. But how would we know if it was a good deal? From experience, we have used Proverbs 10:22 as a guide. It says, “It is the blessing of the Lord that makes rich, and He adds no sorrow to it.” True enough, after diligently looking for land, by October 2006, God led us to a property that was just two kilometers away from our existing training center. The owner was selling a 2.7-hectare property for P200 per square meter or P5.4 million pesos. When we presented this to our businessman friend, he said the price was too high. But I explained that this was, in fact, a bargain because most properties in Manolo Fortich were then selling at P400 per square meter already. He told us to ask the owner to bring down his selling price to P140 per square meter or P3.78 million. When we talked to the owner, he said that he had heard about the work Semilya had been doing and he wanted to help. So he agreed to the new price but he expected us to take care of the capital gains tax, so that the P3.78 million would be net to him. So I went back to our businessman friend, excited with what we had accomplished. But then came another hitch. He said that he did not want to pay the capital gains tax because he believed that the tax should still be the responsibility of the seller. I was disheartened because I felt that the owner had already given us a good deal, but our friend was right. And so I reluctantly went back to the land owner, afraid that this time he would call off the sale. As I went to meet him, I told myself that if this is from the Lord then our toil would not be painful and we would still be a blessing to the seller. Well, to my great amazement, when I explained that our businessman friend did not want to shoulder the capital gains tax, the owner agreed to take care of it and proceeded with the sale! Indeed, when the Lord gives wealth, our toil will not be painful!
When our businessman friend finally bought the property for Semilya’s second training center, I understood then why God had allowed two friends to give me P1 million a few months before. Our businessman friend bought the land, and we used the P1 million we had received to build the new facility. So in 2007, Semilya had stewardship of two training facilities which allowed us to start offering three different programs: the four- month Leadership Development Training, the Business Training Program, and the Values Formation Program.
Semilya’s Mission and Vision Semilya Sa Kinabuhi is a foundation that hopes to be a model of business stewardship and the greatest influence of intimacy and complete obedience towards God. It wants people to understand that if they want to be fruitful in their lives, the Bible should become an integral part of everything they do—be it in their homes, schools, businesses, and even in government. We want them to realize that the Bible is not just a spiritual book but also a management book and a life manual that God wrote to guide us so we can live out the life He created us for—a life that is fruitful and abundant.
Semilya is neither a church nor a parachurch organization. Instead, it is an institution that hopes to transform people into leaders by developing their character and values. People today put so much importance on education but do not give the same attention to developing their character. We believe this is one of the reasons why there is so much chaos in our society; because education without values is a dangerous condition.
Throughout the Bible, one will see that before God uses an individual, He first prepares his character. To God, our being (identity in Him) is more important than our doing (service for Him). We believe God raised up Semilya to fill a need in His body. Most churches have a workplace ministry where the Bible is introduced as a necessary tool to help take care of the spiritual needs of people in business. They believe, as I do, that if we are spiritually healthy, we will be able to cope with the stress of work and the pressures of life easily. Semilya does not have a ‘ministry in the workplace.’ Rather, it thrives and exists in the workplace or in business. God has allowed it to develop training programs that marry sound business principles that men and women have discovered to the principles God has revealed in the Bible.
Semilya’s ultimate dream is to see Mindanao come to Christ. But this can only happen when we are able to minister to everyone from all walks of life, regardless of religion, life preferences or culture. Clearly, Semilya has no ability to reach out to all of them, but by working with businesses and churches, we can bring this dream closer to reality. We believe that most people would not come to Christ if they only read about Him through the Bible, or learn about Him in Bible studies. They need to see Him and experience Him in their daily lives, so that they will know that God is not only concerned with their spiritual well-being but also their practical needs. People need to see for themselves how God prospers ordinary men and women who dedicate their lives and businesses to Him; those who choose to be intimate with and obedient to Him. Semilya would like to develop these role models by offering our facilities and training programs to anyone who would like to learn.
We believe no single organization can win Mindanao for Christ. We also believe that all churches must work together and act as one if we want to see this happen. From experience, we realize that the fastest way to influence much of Mindanao for Jesus is to use business as a forum. By influencing business owners and leaders to marry the Bible to their businesses, there will be more people who can experience God’s love and power. What, then, is Semilya? Semilya Sa Kinabuhi is God’s instrument to show the world that the principles He has revealed in the Bible are not only applicable to our spiritual lives but most especially to our practical and daily lives. As an organization, we believe that the Bible is not only intended for ‘church use,’ but is also relevant to every institution that we are part of. The Bible is not only for Christians but for every individual who desires to know God and understand His ways. God raised Semilya as a vehicle to show that He is very much alive and active today just as He was in the past. Through Semilya, God has been displaying what He can do with individuals and organizations that have dedicated themselves to be intimate and obedient to Him.
10 Our Life In The Mountain
When God called me to Bukidnon, with all my flaws and weaknesses, He did so in order that I might experience what I believe is the greatest adventure I could ever live. He did not only give me the simple life I asked for, He also allowed me to experience success in a business that I was not trained for in a place where we initially had no family or friends. The real adventure began when I decided to manage our business as God’s steward and not its owner. As a steward, I sought how the true Owner wanted me to operate His business. Thus, I used the Bible as my operating manual in which I could find His instructions. Because of this, God blessed me. But as He did this, He also confronted me regarding my weaknesses by letting me go through countless problems and trials which exposed my personal flaws and the imperfections of our business. In order to get my attention, He would often use the people who are dear to me, including our very close friends in Bukidnon. Because I was flawed, I had hurt many of these good friends. For this, I am very sorry. Even as I write this book, I believe that God is not finished with me yet. I know He will continue to mold and change me until I become the kind of person He wants me to be. For the meantime, I pray that I will be able to respond to my future trials as an intimate child and a faithful steward. I have written this book so I can share His story, not mine. I hope that this book will show His glory and make people want to experience what my family and I have experienced.
I wrote most of this book in 2012—fourteen years after we moved from Manila to Bukidnon, a province in the heart of Mindanao. Our twenty-foot container van house is still standing, and we have converted it into a guesthouse so that friends and guests can experience how we had lived during our first three years in Mindanao. In 2010, we stopped supplying lettuce to Manila because the cost of freight from Cagayan de Oro had become too expensive, mainly due to the increasing oil prices. Besides, it also became impractical for McDonald’s to get their supply from Mindanao since farms in Benguet province in Luzon are now producing good quality lettuce. However, McDonald’s has been gracious to us, allowing our farm to continue to supply their stores in the Visayas and Mindanao. We are thankful for this opportunity because we were able to use this as a foundation to grow our customer base in this region. Our hog farm, meanwhile, has been doing very well. In spite of its age, it has been able to perform at par with the newer farms of Monterey. Normally, older farms would have more disease issues because of their age. But by God’s grace, this has not been our experience. The hog farm continues to enjoy no foul smell. Because of this, there are no flies around the farm that could cause damage to our lettuce crops. We believe the reason for all these blessings lies in the fact that our people continue to pursue intimacy with God. They attend Bible-based Values Formation sessions, hold worship services every Friday, and obey the commandment on tithing.
In December of 2011, Unifrutti Philippines decided to end its partnership with Semilya. They now manage their own Values Formation Program. They have established a foundation named Hineleban to continue the program, and were kind enough to absorb all the Values Formation Officers who used to work for Semilya. Semilya will forever be grateful to John Perrine and Unifrutti Philippines for giving us the opportunity to develop, test, and improve our materials for our Values Formation and Business Training programs. These training materials have already blessed a lot of other business people who have come to learn with Semilya. Since 2011, new companies have also availed of our programs, thus allowing us to continue despite the void left by Unifrutti. Semilya also continues to evolve. We now conduct our training programs in different parts of the country such as Cagayan de Oro, Davao and Manila. We continue to train people who wish to learn how to integrate the Bible into every part of their lives.
The life that we have lived in Bukidnon is a testimony to some facts that many people have not taken seriously. These facts are: First, that God is alive and actively working today just as He was in the past. Second, that the Bible is as relevant today as it was in the days the books in it were written. Third, that God did not abandon this world to give its dominion to Satan after Adam and Eve sinned. The truth is, God continues to own the world and everything in it, and therefore controls it.
Billy Graham’s daughter, Anne Graham Lotz, was once interviewed by Jane Clayson regarding the terrorist attacks in US soil on September 11, 2001. She was asked, “If God is good, how could God let this happen?” I believe Anne gave the best answer to this tricky question when she said,
I say God is also angry when He sees something like this…For several years now, Americans, in a sense have shaken their fists at God and said, ‘God, we want You out of our schools, our government, [and] our business. We want You out of our marketplace. And God, who is a gentleman, has just quietly backed out of our national and political life—our public life; removing His hand of blessing and protection.6
Some people believe that the Bible is no longer relevant and that, just like any other book, it has become outdated. Besides, they say that since the books of the Bible were written at least 2,000 years ago, God may have changed by now. Well, this is probably why a lot of people prefer to read modern books or go to supposedly learned men for guidance and understanding, rather than consult God and read the Bible. But God has never changed and the principles in the Bible will never become obsolete. As God was in the past, so He is also today. And as the Bible has explained life and guided people in the past, so it will still do so today, if only we allow God and His Word to become an integral part of every aspect of our lives.
The Cacanando life story is one of many testaments to this truth. In fact, my family feels that God has allowed us to experience what many of the great men in the Bible went through. When we left Manila and journeyed to Bukidnon, a place not our own, we felt that we experienced what Abraham experienced when he was asked to leave his land in Genesis 12:1–2:
Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your country, And from your relatives And from your father’s house, To the land which I will show you; And I will make you a great nation, And I will bless you, And make your name great; And so you shall be a blessing.”
When our house was sold during our last few days in Manila in 1998, we experienced what Moses experienced when the Red Sea parted for the Israelites in Exodus. When God prospered our farm, multiplying His blessing in the midst of our simple life, in spite of the fact that we were not farmers, we believe we experienced what Joseph experienced when God prospered him in the land of Egypt even though he began living there as a slave.
Day by day we experience God at work. I believe with all my heart that life can be much better today for everyone if they would just allow God and His Word to be part of their lives. You too, can see God at work in your business, but you must first acknowledge an essential truth—that God owns everything you have. I believe this is an essential step we should all take, because unless we embrace this truth, we will not be able to completely obey God and do things His way.
As I close, my wish for you as you have now read this book is that you would come to fully understand who God really is and experience Him in your midst. While many of us are waiting for Jesus to return so that He may deliver us from the miseries of this world and allow us to enjoy life in heaven, I believe we can already enjoy life in His Kingdom today, even if we are still in this world. Because in Mark 1:15, Jesus said that “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. ”
The gospel most people preach today is that Jesus died for our sins, that He was buried and that He rose again. However, we must all understand that Jesus did not only die for our sins in order to bring us to heaven someday. Instead, Jesus died for our sins so that He can bring us to His Kingdom today! I know most people put their hopes on the Second Coming of Jesus, believing that this is when He will establish His Kingdom. While I would like to see Jesus return soon because there are many things I want to ask Him and share with Him, my hope for a better life is not anchored on His promise to return for a second time.
Instead, I am putting my hope on another promise Jesus made before He left. In Matthew 28:20, He said, “I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” Notice that He did not say, “I will be with you.” Instead He said, “I am with you always.”
Furthermore, in Hebrews 13:5 God said, “I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you! (emphasis mine)” So why should I wait for His Coming when He has said that He is always with me until the end of the age? So as I live my life, I live it believing that God the Father is around me, that Jesus is beside me, and that the Holy Spirit is in me. However, in John 16:33, Jesus says that in this world we will have many troubles. Therefore, I will have to embrace the fact that for as long as I am in this world, problems and troubles will come my way. But Jesus ended John 16:33 with a declaration of a bolder truth, saying, “but take courage, I have overcome the world.” I hope I can help people realize that there is a better way to live life today and that comes when we start living according to the ways of God and of His kingdom.
There is a Tagalog song that summarizes what I want to tell God. It is entitled Ang Tanging Alay Ko, or “My Only Offering” in English.
Ang Tanging Alay Ko by Raymond Remo Salamat sa Iyo, aking Panginoong Hesus Ako’y inibig mo, at inangking lubos Chorus: Ang tanging alay ko sa Iyo, aking Ama Ang buong buhay ko, puso at kaluluwa Hindi makayanang maipagkaloob Mamahaling hiyas o gintong nilukob Ang tanging dalangin, O Diyos, ay tanggapin Ang tanging alay ko nawa ay gamitin Ito lamang, Ama, wala nang iba pa akong hinihiling.
Di ko akalain na ako ay ‘Yong bigyang pansin Ang taong tulad ko’y di dapat mahalin (Chorus) Allow me to translate this song for those who may not understand Filipino or Tagalog, so you may appreciate the song and understand why it is special to me.
Thank You, my Lord Jesus For You have loved and made me Your own.
Chorus: The only thing I can offer You, my Father Is my whole life, heart and soul While I cannot give You Expensive gems or even precious gold My utmost prayer, Lord, is that You accept My humble offering so You can use it This and nothing else, O Father, is what I ask.
I never thought You would even notice me For a person like me is not worth loving.
I believe this song summarizes my story. When I came to Bukidnon, I had nothing. Even as I write this book sixteen years later, I still do not own anything. Whatever I possess, I have them only because God has asked me to steward them. So my personal prayer everyday is that I may be able to please my Father in Heaven in every part of my life, and that I may also be faithful to Him in taking care of everything He gives me and everyone He sends my way.
Finally, I would like to end this chapter with a verse of hope. It is one of my favorite verses in the Bible because it shows me what is in the heart of my God— my Father.
‘How I would set you among My sons And give you a pleasant land, The most beautiful inheritance of the nations!’
… ‘You shall call Me, My Father, And not turn away from following Me.’
Jeremiah 3:19
11 Breaking Through
Before a plant can start its life, it must break through from its seed. Before it can bear fruit, it must break through from its limitations and survive all the elements of nature. Once the plant is out of its seed, it starts its life with a few fragile roots and leaves. While the soil may have an unlimited amount of nutrients, the plant must deepen and develop its roots to absorb the nutrients in the soil, and then grow its leaves so it can produce more food to fuel its growth. It will go through this cycle until the proper season comes when the plant is able to bear fruit! Within this season, the plant transitions from a position of need to a level of abundance, thus achieving another breakthrough.
One of the amazing things I realized about a plant is that it basically does not need its fruit. The fruit serves as a storage container for the excess food it produces and as a vessel to protect its seed so that its species can propagate. A plant cannot take its fruit back for food and when no one takes it, the fruit will just fall off and rot. Those who benefit from its fruit are the people who take them, whether for food or for whatever purpose they may see fit. Fruits are products of abundance and are used to bless the people around the plant.
Understanding all the processes that a plant goes through in order to bear fruit enabled me to learn the concept of fruitfulness and how it happens in a person’s life. Just like a plant, we have to undergo a series of processes in order to become fruitful. We need to grow from a position of need to a position of abundance, so that we can be a blessing to others. In order to be a real blessing, God wants us to also grow in our ability to love, share joy, and bring peace into the lives of others.
As I look back on our journey to Bukidnon, I realized that God literally made us go through the process of bearing fruit. When He brought us to Mindanao, my family was like a seed planted in a soil with an unlimited amount of nutrients as Mindanao is known to be a land of unlimited opportunities. Just as a plant must break through from its seed in order to start its fruit-bearing process, God commanded us to break away from the comforts of Manila and my corporate life by telling me to “Leave!” When I followed the voice I heard, He allowed us to develop our fragile roots and leaves so we can make the most out of the limited resources we had in the beginning.
In order to benefit from the business opportunities we found in Bukidnon, I had to be creative and resourceful in order to provide for my family. As I committed to marry the Bible to our business, I unlearned many of the principles I had acquired from the world while, at the same time, learning from the great men of the Bible. Many of them, I realized, were actually ordinary business people like Abraham, Joseph, Daniel, and others. Along the way, I encountered a lot of problems, but these became opportunities to grow my abilities and witness God’s power and grace. As I learned from them, we were able to produce things of value from the resources available to us. Then as we profited, we used the income to strengthen the business and grow it. This went on for a few years, until a proper season came when we experienced another breakthrough. We started to have more than enough, and the excess became our fruits, which we were able to use to bless the people whom God has sent our way. Breaking through: this is the theme of our story—or rather of His story!
God is a God of breakthroughs! God showed me that He is able to create these in our lives for as long as we pursue Him with intimacy and strive to be His faithful stewards. In Jeremiah 29:11, He said, “For I know the plans that I have for you, …plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a hope.” This is His plan for all of us; regardless of who we are and what we have in life. He’s not content to leave us just as we are. He wants to transform us into His image from glory to glory; from being merely recipients of His blessing to becoming channels of it to other people. From the very beginning of time, His desire is for us to be fruitful in every area of our lives.
This truth is revealed throughout the Bible. In fact, in 1 Chronicles 14:8 to 11, David confessed this as God delivered him from the hands of the Philistines.
8When the Philistines heard that David had been anointed king over all Israel, all the Philistines went up in search of David; and David heard of it and went out against them. 9Now the Philistines had come and made a raid in the valley of Rephaim. 10David inquired of God, saying, “Shall I go up against the Philistines? And will You give them into my hand?” Then the Lord said to him, “Go up, for I will give them into your hand.” 11So they came up to Baal- perazim, and David defeated them there; and David said, “God has broken through my enemies by my hand, like the breakthrough of waters.” Therefore they named that place Baal-perazim.
Look at how God created a breakthrough in David’s case. Though David was king over Israel, he did not act independently from God. Instead of rushing forward to fight his enemies, he first inquired of the Lord. I believe he did this during his private time with Him (his Quiet Time). And after receiving God’s instruction, he acted accordingly. Even though God promised him success, David did not merely stay in his palace to watch God destroy the Philistines. He went out to the battle himself and he lived out his responsibilities as God’s steward of His nation.
The victory against the Philistines didn’t make David confident in his own abilities. In fact, he sought God’s counsel again when the Philistines raided Rephaim a second time in 1 Chronicles 14:13-17. Truly, David’s humility before God is seen here. He acknowledged that God is the true King over Israel; and because of this, God gave him victory and fame.
Breakthroughs do not happen only in science or in business. God has been creating them throughout history since the beginning of time—when God created the world from nothing, when He allowed David to overcome Goliath, when Jesus fed five thousand men from five loaves and two fish, and, His greatest breakthrough of all, when Jesus overcame death. All these are examples of breakthroughs God created in the past. Our experience in Bukidnon is proof that He is still in that business today.
I truly believe it is not by accident that you are reading this book. In John 15:16, Jesus said, “You did not choose Me but I chose you, and appointed you that you would go and bear fruit, and that your fruit would remain.” I believe this book was written so that you may know that He wants to produce a breakthrough in your life and make you fruitful. God wrote His story through the life of my family so that we can be witnesses for Him. We are ordinary people with very ordinary credentials, so if God can make us fruitful, He can do the same for everyone—anyone who is willing to be intimate and obedient to Him.
As you finish this book, I want you to know that we will be praying for you. We will pray that God will also take you on a journey towards fruitfulness, so that you too can be a witness to others. I believe that when more and more people become fruitful, this world will truly become a wonderful place to live in.
