
  

Catholic priest tends to most vulnerable in 
pandemic: the uninsured and unemployed 

‘Our people are suffering so much,’ says Padre Jesus 
By Dianne Solis - on Apr 20, 2020 

The Rev. Jesus Belmontes took on new duties 
this month: Feeding desperate parishioners. 

“Should I put this in the backseat or the 
trunk?” he said in Spanish through a white 
face mask as he greeted people on a Saturday 
morning. 

As the coronavirus spreads in North Texas, 
the 45-year-old Catholic priest labors like a 
social worker against the deadly contagion’s 
spread as people cope with la cuarentena, the 
quarantine. He’s one of the most prominent 
priests in the Catholic Diocese of Dallas and 
preaches at San Juan Diego Catholic Church, 
which in normal times draws up to 12,000 worshippers to Sunday services. 

But these are abnormal times. 

Many of the people he serves are part of a trinity of despair: undocumented, uninsured and now, unemployed.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

 “It’s so hard to even find the words of consolation,” said the priest, who is a Mexican immigrant like so many in the 
pews. 

“Our people are suffering so much. Some have fallen to the contagion and they have nothing to pay the rent and nothing 
to eat,” he said. “So many have children. Mom and Pop have come from Mexico, but the kids were born here. And the 
children are in crisis, too, with fear of the virus.” 

Pausing, the man known as Padre Jesus, adds, “It is just so much.” 

On a recent Saturday, the priest passed out bags of eggs, beans, rice, tomatoes and chicken and sprinted like a grocery 
store clerk to families waiting in a long line of vehicles at San Juan Diego Catholic Church. Catholic Charities of Dallas 
had set up a mobile food pantry in the church parking lot. The charity has more than doubled food deliveries since the 
virus hit North Texas and left so many unemployed or with reduced work.  

The following day at the downtown Cathedral Shrine of the Virgin of Guadalupe, Padre Jesus joined auxiliary Bishop 
Greg Kelly in celebrating Easter Mass in Spanish by video. Padre Jesus delivered a special message about a pause on 
evictions and said if anyone was threatened, they should call the nonprofit Dallas Area Interfaith, a group both priests 
work with. 

If anyone has symptoms of the coronavirus, the priest said, they should go to a testing site. “Don’t have fear in going to 
these centers,” he said in a message slipped in before the final Alleluia of the Mass. 

Rev. Jesus Belmontes hands out food at San Juan Diego Catholic Church on 
Saturday, April 11, 2020 in Dallas. (Ashley Landis / Staff Photographer) 



Wednesday, in English, Padre Jesus 
testified, by video, before the Dallas 
City Council in favor of getting 
emergency funds to help immigrants 
who aren’t eligible for federal relief 
funds because someone in the 
household is undocumented. 

“We must direct funds to help the most 
vulnerable in our city,” Padre Jesus 
said. 

Maria Ramirez, a San Juan Diego 
parishioner, is among the vulnerable. 
The 49-year-old immigrant from 
Mexico is unemployed, uninsured and 
undocumented. The laid-off house 
cleaner is worried about how she will 
provide for her two small children, who 
are being home-schooled with the 
closure of public schools. 

“Padre Jesus is my principal motivation,” she said, her voice cracking. “He gives me strength. He is always worried 
about me.” 

Ramirez has attended San Juan Diego since Padre Jesus began his church in a converted warehouse with services that 
featured a musical group singing lyrics about the almighty, while playing tropical dance rhythms. “He’s a great singer,” 
Ramirez said. 

Warehouse Origins 

That was 14 years ago, she said. The congregation long ago outgrew the warehouse. Its larger church features an 
upstairs balcony, an outdoor plaza for bazaars and extensive parking on the northwest side of Dallas in a working-class 
neighborhood. Inside the church, some religious paintings capture the eye with the bright colors and stylized images so 
common in Mexico: Padre Jesus painted them. 

 Socorro Perales, an organizer with Dallas Area Interfaith, met Padre Jesus 14 years ago and has seen his church swell 
in size. The group is keeping a count of possible COVID-19 cases in particularly poor parishes. San Juan Diego has a 
confirmed COVID-19 case, Padre Jesus said. 

On this day, Perales assists Padre Jesus in directing traffic and maintaining social distancing in the parking lot. “I 
respect him,” Perales said. “He is like the mayor of a small city, 12,000 people on Sundays. He is good for the 
community. He is good for the city.” 

Isabel Pantoja, another parishioner, has worked for years cleaning homes, but her employers laid her off when the new 
coronavirus began spreading in Dallas. Her husband, Angel, lost his job as a restaurant chef, too. 

Now, the Mexican immigrant couple have moved in with a son, cut the insurance on their vehicles and carefully made 
decisions on how to spend their last $700. 

“We came here just to work with all our might,” said Isabel Pantoja, 55, who arrived in the U.S. as she turned 30. 

“We feel gutted,” said the 65-year-old Angel Pantoja of the economic collapse and the fact that the couple won’t qualify 
for stimulus checks, without the Social Security number or legal immigration status or U.S. citizenship. “We came to 
this country and paid our taxes and now we have nothing.” 

Rev. Jesus Belmontes (left) and other volunteers hand out food at San Juan Diego Catholic Church 
on Saturday, April 11, 2020 in Dallas.(Ashley Landis / Staff Photographer) 



Alfredo Cortes moved to Dallas from Mexico City 
20 years ago. He lays carpet for a living but jobs 
have shriveled to a few times a week since the 
contagion began spreading. “People aren’t letting 
us into their houses because they risk getting the 
contagion,” Cortes said. 

Even before the coronavirus began spreading, 
Cortes said he carried a load of worry. President 
Donald Trump has made the crackdown on 
immigration — both legal and illegal — a 
signature issue. Then came the blow of the 
undocumented being excluded from emergency 
assistance in the $2.2 trillion assistance package. 

The few jobs that have come through, Cortes said, 
aren’t enough to pay the rent due May 1. 

That gave the carpet layer time to help at his 
church, donning a white surgical mask, faded 
jeans and tan work boots to distribute food bags 
with Padre Jesus. 

“Something good will come from all this,” he says 
of the coronavirus. “It is a test,” he said, pointing 
upwards to the clouds above.

This painting of the Virgin Mary, Joseph and Jesus Christ was painted by the Rev. 
Jesus Belmontes of San Juan Diego Catholic Church. Photo taken on July 14, 2009 

by Juan Garcia. (142077)


