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The Story Of Nicky
Cruz

Introduction: The Man Behind
the Legend

The story of Nicky Cruz is one of the most
d r a m a t i c  a n d  i n s p i r i n g  t a l e s  o f
transformation  in  modern  history.  From a
violent, feared gang leader in the streets of
1950s New York City to a global evangelist
who  has  touched  millions  of  lives,  Cruz's
journey is a testament to the power of hope,
faith, and second chances. His life became
the  basis  for  the  classic  book  and  film  The
Cross  and  the  Switchblade ,  and  his
testimony continues to resonate with people
from  all  walks  of  life.  Understanding  the
story of Nicky Cruz means exploring not only
the depths of human despair but also the
heights of spiritual redemption.

Early Life: A Childhood
Marked by Pain

Nicky Cruz was born in 1938 in Las Piedras,



Puerto Rico, into a family deeply entrenched
in  Santeria,  a  religion  that  mixed  African
traditions  with  Catholicism.  His  mother,  a
high priestess of Santeria, and his father, an
abusive alcoholic, created a household ruled
by fear and violence. Nicky was the eighth of
eighteen children, and he bore the brunt of
his  parents'  cruelty.  His  mother  once told
him he was the "devil’s child" and beat him
severely. By the age of eight, Nicky already
felt worthless and angry.

Th is  v io lent  upbr ing ing  le f t  deep
psychological  scars.  Cruz  later  described
feeling possessed by rage and hatred.  To
escape the abuse, he ran away from home
multiple times. When he was 15, his parents
sent him to live with an older brother in New
York  City,  hoping  the  change  would
straighten  him  out.  But  the  streets  of
Brooklyn offered no refuge—only a new kind
of jungle.

Arrival in New York: A Foreign
World

Arriving  in  New  York,  Nicky  spoke  little
English  and  felt  l ike  an  outsider.  His
brother’s home was strict, but the lure of the
streets was stronger. He quickly fell in with a
local  Puerto  Rican  gang  and  started
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adopting  the  tough,  survival-of-the-fittest
mentality  that  dominated  the  inner  city.
Within  months,  Cruz's  reputation  for
violence grew. He carried a switchblade and
a machete,  and he was not afraid to use
them. The boy who had been victimized at
home was now becoming a victimizer.

Rise to Power: The Mau Mau
Gang

By the late 1950s, Nicky Cruz had become
the  warlord  of  the  Mau  Mau  gang  in
Brooklyn.  The Mau Maus were one of  the
most feared gangs in the city, with over 200
members.  Under  Cruz’s  leadership,  they
engaged  in  rumbles,  muggings,  and  drug
dealing.  His  life  was  a  cycle  of  chaos,
parties,  and  turf  wars.  Nicky  was  heavily
involved  in  drugs—using  and  selling
marijuana and heroin. He was stabbed, shot,
and arrested multiple times. Yet inside, he
remained hollow. The thrill  of power could
not fill the void left by his abusive childhood.

This period of his life is often described as a
living hell. Cruz later admitted that he was
suicidal, thinking that if he died in a gang
fight,  at  least  he  would  go  out  as  a
"somebody." The story of Nicky Cruz during



these  years  is  a  stark  reminder  of  how
environment  and  trauma  can  shape  a
person’s  destiny—and  how  hard  it  is  to
break free once the cycle of violence takes
hold.

The Fateful Meeting: David
Wilkerson Enters the Picture

In  1958,  a  young  Pentecostal  preacher
named David Wilkerson felt called to leave
his  small  church  in  Pennsylvania  and
minister  to  the  gangs  of  New  York  City.
Wilkerson’s message was simple: God loved
them and had a purpose for their lives. He
preached on street corners and in pool halls,
and he  was  often  met  with  mockery  and
threats.

One day, Wilkerson and his associate went
to  a  building  where  the  Mau  Maus  were
known  to  hang  out.  When  they  entered,
Nicky Cruz was sitting on a pool table, his
switchblade  in  hand.  The  room  tensed.
Wilkerson walked up to Cruz, looked him in
the eye, and said, "Nicky, Jesus Christ loves
you."  Enraged,  Cruz  jumped  up,  punched
Wilkerson in the face, and spat on him. But
Wilkerson did not retaliate; he simply looked
at Cruz with compassion and continued to
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speak of God’s love.

That  encounter  planted a  seed.  Cruz  was
baffled  by  Wilkerson’s  lack  of  fear  and  his
refusal  to  fight  back.  Over  the  following
weeks ,  Wi lkerson  returned  to  the
neighborhood, building trust with other gang
members.  Nicky  was  both  intrigued  and
angry. He later said, "I wanted to kill him,
but  I  also  wanted  what  he  had."  This
moment  is  pivotal  in  the  story  of  Nicky
Cruz—the point where love met hate head-
on.

The Confrontation That Changed
Everything

Months  later,  after  a  series  of  violent
incidents  and  a  near-death  experience,
Nicky was at the end of his rope. He went to
a  street  meeting  where  Wilkerson  was
preaching.  As  the  altar  call  was  given,  a
flood  of  emotion  hit  Cruz.  He  saw  his
mother’s  curse,  his  father’s  beatings,  the
blood on his  own hands—and he heard a
voice  telling  him  to  surrender.  Wilkerson
approached him again, and this time Nicky
wept. He fell to his knees and gave his life to
Christ.

It was not an instant perfect change; former



gang  members  around  him  struggled  to
believe that the warlord of the Mau Maus
had  become  a  Christ ian.  But  Cruz’s
transformation  was  real.  He  broke  his
switchblade  over  his  knee  and  threw  it
away. He stopped using drugs, left the gang,
and  began  to  study  the  Bible  under
Wilkerson’s mentorship. The story of Nicky
Cruz’s conversion became a beacon of hope
for thousands of troubled youth.

New Life: Ministry and Teen
Challenge

After  his  conversion,  Nicky  Cruz  joined
Wilkerson in his ministry. In 1960, Wilkerson
founded  Teen  Challenge,  a  faith-based
residential  program  for  drug  addicts  and
gang members. Cruz became one of its first
and most powerful testimonials. He traveled
alongside  Wilkerson,  sharing  his  story  in
churches,  schools,  and  prisons.  Young
people  who had been written  off by  society
heard Cruz speak and saw that change was
possible.

Teen  Challenge  grew  exponentially,
spreading  across  the  United  States  and
eventually around the world. Cruz’s personal
witness was a key factor. He didn’t preach
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from  a  distant  pulpit—he  spoke  the
language of the streets. He knew the anger,
the  fear,  the  addiction.  And he  knew the
power of a personal encounter with God.

Writing and Global Evangelism

In  1968,  Wilkerson co-authored The Cross
and the Switchblade with John and Elizabeth
Sherrill, telling the story of his ministry and
Cruz’s  conversion.  The  book  became  a
bestseller, selling millions of copies, and was
later made into a movie starring Erik Estrada
as  Nicky  Cruz  and  Pat  Boone  as  David
Wilkerson.  The  film  brought  the  story  of
Nicky Cruz to a global audience, and Cruz
became an international speaker.

In  the  1970s,  Cruz  launched  his  own
evangelistic  organization,  Nicky  Cruz
Outreach  (now  known  as  the  Nicky  Cruz
Evangelistic  Association).  He  preached  in
hundreds of  cities  across  every continent.
He also wrote several books, including Run,
Baby,  Run,  which  delved  deeper  into  his
early  life  and  conversion.  His  message
focused  on  breaking  generational  curses,
healing from trauma, and the unconditional
love of God.



Later Years: Continued Impact
and Legacy

Today, Nicky Cruz is in his eighties, but his
voice remains strong. He continues to speak
at  conferences,  prisons,  and  churches
around  the  world.  He  serves  as  a  global
ambassador for Teen Challenge and works
with  at-risk  youth.  Despite  his  age,  he
maintains a passionate commitment to the
message that no one is beyond redemption.

The  story  of  Nicky  Cruz  is  more  than  a
biography; it is a case study in the power of
intervention  and  faith.  Psychologists  and
sociologists  have  studied  his  life  as  an
example  of  extreme  behavior  change.
Religious communities see him as a modern-
day  apostle  to  the  lost.  And  countless
individuals—former gang members, addicts,
and outcasts—point to Cruz’s testimony as
the  reason  they  dared  to  believe  in  a
different future.

Key Themes in Nicky Cruz's Story

Redemption through faith: Cruz’s
life demonstrates that even the most
violent past can be transformed by a
genuine spiritual encounter.
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The power of love over violence:
David Wilkerson’s nonviolent response
to hate broke through Cruz’s
defensive walls.
The importance of mentorship:
Wilkerson didn’t just preach; he
stayed in the neighborhood, building
relationships.
Breaking cycles: Cruz escaped the
cycle of abuse and addiction to
become a father, husband, and
positive figure.
Global impact: Teen Challenge has
helped millions through the template
that began with Nicky’s story.

Cultural References and
Continued Relevance

The story of Nicky Cruz has been referenced
in  countless  sermons,  documentaries,  and
articles. It remains a powerful narrative for
anyone studying gang intervention, criminal
rehabilitation,  or  cross-cultural  ministry.
Several documentaries, including The Cross
and  the  Switchblade  anniversary  editions,
have  revisited  his  story.  In  recent  years,
Cruz has also used social media to reach a
new  generation,  posting  videos  and
messages  about  forgiveness  and  hope.



For  those  who  wonder  if  true  change  is
possible in the worst of circumstances, Nicky
Cruz is a living answer. His life encapsulates
the  idea  that  our  past  does  not  define  our
future.  The  warlord  who  once  terrorized
Brooklyn  is  now a  grandfather  who  leads
prayer walks. The boy who was told he was
a devil’s  child  now tells  millions  they are
children of God.

Conclusion: A Timeless
Message of Hope

The story of Nicky Cruz is not merely a piece
of religious history; it is a universal narrative
of redemption. It speaks to anyone who has
ever felt trapped by their past, consumed by
anger, or abandoned by society. Cruz’s life
proves that a single act of love—a look, a
word, a refusal to fight back—can break the
hardest  heart.  In  a  world  still  plagued by
gang violence,  addiction,  and despair,  the
lessons  from  his  journey  remain  urgently
relevant.  From the  streets  of  Brooklyn  to
global  stages,  Nicky  Cruz’s  testimony
continues to echo: no one is beyond hope,
and every life has a purpose.


