
The Episcopal Diocese of Western North Carolina 
recently completed the Freed for Ministry cam-

paign, raising $1.5 million to pay off debt that was 
tying up $170,000 in annual interest payments. When 
asked how the money should be spent, members of 
the diocese spoke out strongly in support of Span-
ish-speaking ministries as an area for renewed focus.

“Our Lord has said, ‘The harvest is plentiful for the 
laborers are few,’” says the Rt. Rev. G. Porter Taylor, 
Bishop of the diocese. “Part of that harvest for us 
as Episcopalians in North Carolina is the growth in 
Latinos moving here. To be true to our calling, we 
must ‘widen the walls’ of our churches by inviting our 
brothers and sisters in, and that means expanding our 
sense of Church.”

It is estimated that 8.6 percent of the population of 
North Carolina is of Hispanic origin1 (as of 2011). In 
some parts of Western North Carolina, the number 
is even higher—for Henderson County, it’s almost 10 
percent. Of the Hispanics living in North Carolina, 
more than 50 percent are under 25 years of age, and 
almost 86 percent are under 45.  

It is important for the diocese to support this large and 
youthful group as they arrive in Western North Caroli-
na, sharing with them the rich worship and tradition of 
The Episcopal Church.

La Capilla de Santa Maria, an Episcopal church in 
Hendersonville, has been a central part of the mission 
to serve the Spanish-speaking community.

La Capilla de Santa Maria was founded in 1995 when 
the Rev. Tim Hoyt arrived in Hendersonville. “I had 
been doing Hispanic ministry in Oregon and in West-
ern New York,” he says, “and I was brought here by a 

committee set up to bring Spanish-speaking ministry 
to the area.”

The church building had originally been used by a 
Lutheran congregation, and was later used by St. James 
Episcopal church as a chapel for Saturday evening 
Eucharist. During Hoyt’s time there, the congregation 
grew steadily. When Hoyt retired in 2007, the Rev. 
Austin Rios became the Missioner for Spanish Speak-
ing Ministries for the diocese, and the bonds with the 
community were strengthened even further.

“Austin did a great thing in allowing small children, 
with their parents’ permission, to receive communion,” 
says Hoyt. “It was wonderful to see all the little kids 
there. Austin and his young family served as a good 
example for the congregation.”

Father Rios left the diocese when he was called to serve 
as rector of St. Paul’s Within the Walls in Rome, Italy, 
and for a time there was no permanent rector to serve 
at La Capilla de Santa Maria. That changed recently 
when the Rev. Hilario Cisneros arrived.

Father Cisneros has a background familiar to many 
immigrants, and his devotion to improve the lives of 
his people is clearly evident from his past work and his 
enthusiasm for bringing about positive change.

Like many immigrants coming to the United States 
looking for work and a better way of life, Hilario 
Cisneros came here in 1980 searching for a fresh start. 
But after two years of long days harvesting fruits and 
vegetables in California, earning $3.25 an hour, the 
Michoacan Mexican farmer found Almighty God, and 
as a result, a new reason to live.

In 1982, during a spiritual retreat at the Church of 
Guadalupe in Oxnard, California, Cisneros had a reli-
gious Epiphany—a sensitive spiritual vision—that took 
him to his decision to become a priest.

“Thousands of immigrants come to this country with 
the hope of achieving the American dream,” says Cis-
neros. “Unfortunately, many of them take what they 
see as the easy paths, dazzled by rapid rewards, but 
the results are often disastrous. Many find death—in 
drugs, alcohol, and other vices. They come with the 
ambition to better their lives, but often they do not 
have the spiritual guidance to help ground them.”
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1: The Missouri Census Data Center, http://mcdc.missouri.edu.



Cisneros, after 10 years of study, in both Mexico and 
the United States, was ordained a priest in the Roman 
Catholic Church in 1992. Cisneros says, “I found the 
God of life, and I dedicated myself to carry it to oth-
ers.” Father Cisneros served his people for nine years as 
a Roman Catholic priest.

However, after meeting Ruth Abicely, who would 
later become his wife, Father Cisneros found himself 
searching for a way that would allow him to be both 
a priest and a husband. “After a long period of reflec-
tion and discernment,” Father Cisneros says, “with the 
blessing of Our Lady of Guadalupe and the Apostle 
Luke, on November 2, 2009, I was received as an Epis-
copal priest in the city of Las Vegas, Nevada.”

Moving from the agricultural fields to the pulpit, Fa-
ther Hilario (as he is known by his people) has always 
been linked to social issues. Wherever he has exercised 
his ministry he has sought ways to improve the living 
conditions of that place. 

His core teachings have been respecting the dignity of 
each person, striving for holiness and family unity, the 
rights of Latino immigrants, and education as a foun-
dation for success. 

While in Las Vegas, Father Hilario worked tirelessly 
to better his community. He participated in a cam-
paign against the trafficking and sexual exploitation of 
minors through the interfaith group Nevadans for the 
Common Good, and he worked as a community orga-
nizer at Clergy and Laity United for Economic Justice 
and the Culinary Workers Union.  

Father Hilario motivated hundreds of believers, in-
cluding children and youth, most of them poor Lati-
nos, to learn the English language, to remain in school, 
to keep away from gangs, and to do something good in 
the local community.  

In his sermons, Father Cisneros presses his parishio-
ners to not only make personal and spiritual changes, 
but also to be people of change by means of their daily 
life at home, at work, at play, and through the church.  

“Part of the problem is found inside the homes, since 
a large percentage of Latino parents sometimes have 
to work double shifts and they do not have sufficient 
time to be with their children,” says Cisneros. “This 
is also influenced by the promotion of promiscuity in 
society, the consumerism of everything that satisfies 
the senses,” he says. “As a result, you have an increase 
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of young single mothers, men who are irresponsible to 
their families, lack of discipline, religious indifference 
and a loss of moral values.”

Cisneros believes that a concrete way to counteract 
this breakdown in society and families is by means of 
improving the flow of the right kind of information, 
through encouraging reading, through sermons in 
churches, and through community organization.  

Cisneros dedicates a great part of his time and energy 
to the education of children and youth, motivating 
them to remain in school, to study for success, to stop 
and think before acting, and to learn to make good 
decisions.  

Father Hilario says he is “a priest of the neighborhood,” 
and he speaks and understands the language of his 
immigrant people.  Born in Coalcomán, in the State of 
Michoacán, Cisneros grew up among the people work-
ing in the fields.

Cisneros says, “In Las Vegas, I worked in areas marked 
by poverty, where the faces of children and adults 
reflect their fear—due to the increase of social disin-
tegration, the deportations, separation of families, the 
economic crisis and the loss of their homes, or perhaps 
by a life devoid of God or any spiritual sense.”

Cisneros admits that it is a challenge for a priest to ex-
ercise his ministry in such a diverse community, with 
its religious, cultural, and social differences, and with 
the challenges of being an immigrant in this country.  

“But this will be my great task in my position in West-
ern North Carolina,” he says. “To walk with my people, 
with the new people of God, the Latino people, wheth-
er they are legal or illegal immigrants, as the agent of 
change; living, forming, supporting and promoting a 
new Christian community of love, justice and peace.”

Cisneros says that the main focus for his new ministry 
here will be the promotion of an integrated life: family, 
religious and moral values, and education.  He also 
wants to be a link of unity between the Anglo commu-
nity and the Latino community.

Bishop Taylor agrees. “Our new Spanish Speaking 
Missioner is prepared to work with congregations to 
find ways to include our Latino brothers and sisters for 

Christ’s sake,” he says.

Hoyt adds, “This ministry can encourage education 
and understanding to Anglos about the diversity of the 
community, in knowing about the issues of immigra-
tion, and the contributions that Latinos bring to the 
area. As a result, we can be better Christians, as our 
faith calls us to be.”

Father Hilario says he wants to provide services for all 
the diverse groups who make up the Latino population 
in the area. 

“I want to serve the wide variety of needs in the com-
munity,” he says. “I want to focus on social and fam-
ily connections, as well as the personal relationships 
with God. Together, we will celebrate local holidays, 
preparation for sacraments, presentation to the temple, 
weddings and anniversaries, quinceañeras, blessing of 
homes, and other needs. The doors of La Capilla de 
Santa María will be open for all.”

Father Hoyt says that the Latino community has al-
ways found a place to worship and celebrate together 
in La Capilla de Santa Maria. “The community here is 
diverse—we have people from Peru, Argentina, Chile, 
in addition to Mexico—and that has really helped us, 
because all the different groups come together here.”

Father Hilario invites all people to come to him with 
their needs and concerns. “By means of prayer, coun-
seling and celebration of the sacraments, together we 
will renew the spiritual and moral life of the communi-
ty,” he says.

The diocese will celebrate the new ministry of the Rev. 
Hilario Cisneros on June 8, 2013, at 6:00 p.m. at La 
Capilla de Santa Maria, 181 Saint Mary’s Drive, Hen-
dersonville, NC, 28792. Father Hilario can be reached 
at hcisneros@diocesewnc.org or at the church at (828) 
698-7433.
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