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Introduction	  

Welcome, reader, and may God bless you!  This is an ordination paper in three parts.  In the first 

part, I present my own credo and discuss how it fits within the traditions of the United Church of 

Christ.  In the second part I focus on my ecclesiology, explaining how I see the church and my 

own place in its service.  The third and final part is autobiographical; it tells the story of my faith 

journey, so far as it has yet gone. 

1.	  	  Credo	  

I present my own statements of faith (in italics, on the left) in conversation with the United 

Church of Christ’s Statement of Faith1 (on the right). 

God	  and	  Humankind	  

I believe in God, whose 
love calls the universe 
into creative harmony. 

We believe in God, the Eternal Spirit, who is made 
known to us in Jesus our brother, and to whose deeds 
we testify: 
 
 God calls the worlds into being,  
  creates humankind in the divine image,  
  and sets before us the ways of life and death. 

 
In these statements of faith I am trying to be parsimonious.  I have a sense that over-articulated 

theology is the root of much evil in the world, and I am trying to stick to essentials, stating only 

my own most irresistible theological conjectures and affirmations.  Therefore I do not say 

“Eternal Spirit”, even though I do indeed suspect that God is present in all times and places.  I do 

not say “who is made known to us in Jesus our brother”—I could say those words in good 

                                                
1 The version of the UCC Statement of Faith I use here is the 1977 revision, which was rewritten from the previous 
version by Robert V. Moss, using gender-neutral language.  This version is widely used in congregations that prefer 
gender-neutral language.  See Roger L. Shinn, Confessing Our Faith: An Interpretation of the Statement of Faith of 
the United Church of Christ (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 1990), xiii.  



 2 

conscience, but my statements about Jesus come later.  And I do not say that God “calls the 

worlds into being,” because I want to acknowledge my ignorance about God’s role and 

intentions in the origins of the universe. 

On the whole, I lean toward a process-theological understanding of God’s power, that it 

is chiefly of a persuasive kind, calling us into harmony (in the way that I and my local church 

community have experienced) rather than changing the universe by force.  This gives rise to 

fewer problems in theodicy: one need not hold God responsible for the tragedies of life, either 

the natural (which may happen without needing God’s agency or consent) or the human-made 

(which may happen through our own disharmonies).  At the same time, I strongly believe that 

God’s mysterious agency in the world can be very surprising—as scripture, my experience, and 

my community’s experiences confirm.  I affirm the creative power of God’s loving call—I 

affirm it whenever I can, and with all the eloquence God grants me.  What God actually did in 

the beginning, I cannot say; what God’s creative love can do, I cannot help but say. 

My first statement does not strongly privilege humanity: it says only that God’s love calls 

the universe into creative harmony.  I conjecture that God’s call into harmony can be heard in 

some way by everything in creation, from the simplest particle to the most complex organism, 

according to the ability of each to hear and respond.  Humankind, as far as one can tell, has the 

greatest ability to hear and respond of all the creatures of this planet, and therefore bears the 

greatest responsibility.  But my statement asserts that God’s harmony involves more than just 

people; God, all people, and all creation in some way harmonize together.2	  

                                                
2 When my daughter Fern was nine years old, she told me that she didn’t see how Jesus could have been the son of 
God. “Because, if he was, he would have had fur—and all these animal parts—because there’s more on earth than 
just people.”  It was, I think, an interesting way of perceiving the scandal of particularity!  Although I don’t find 
Jesus’ lack of animal parts a convincing argument against his divinity, I do think Fern had a good point.  I’m trying 
to avoid having my credo smuggle in the anthropocentric belief that humans are all God really cares about. 
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The	  Basic	  Human	  Problem	  

To discern and live into 
the harmony God intends 
is our human challenge; 
and though we err, still 
God’s love calls us.  

 God seeks in holy love to save all people from  
   aimlessness and sin.  
 
 God judges all humanity and all nations by that  
   will of righteousness declared through prophets  
   and apostles. 

 
I do not understand humanity as fallen, at least not in any sense that implies that we used to be a 

lot better, but then screwed up.  I accept the scientific understanding of how we evolved on this 

planet, and therefore I accept that our ancestral condition gradually developed through the pain 

and joy, holiness and savagery, common to all life on earth.  Certainly our species has recently 

grown much more numerous, and much more powerful, so that the evil we do is on a much 

larger scale.  But I believe that God calls us into harmony, and that if we could hear and respond 

faithfully, our lives (and the whole harmony of life on earth) would be better in ways that we can 

only begin to imagine.  The basic human problem, as I see it, is that we often fail to hear and 

respond faithfully to God’s call, and so we fail to achieve the creative harmony that God intends. 

My idea of the harmony that God intends is a symbol that corresponds, I think, to the 

“ways of life” and “righteousness” of the UCC statement; it is something like the opposite of that 

statement’s “aimlessness and sin”.  A symbol is necessary here because it is a rich concept; 

explicating it takes up a good deal of our scriptural and post-scriptural tradition, and God is still 

speaking on the subject.  I have chosen harmony because I want to emphasize that I believe it is 

not just a matter of following rules.  In choosing the ways of our lives, we are creative agents.  I 

believe that God values our creative agency.  God calls us to be co-creators of our lives, learning 

to exercise our creative powers while harmonizing with God’s song. 

I omit any parallel to the UCC’s statement about how God judges all humanity.  Between 

“sets before us the ways of life and death” and “judges all humanity by that will of 
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righteousness”, the UCC statement of faith can be read as suggesting that God’s chief purpose is 

to pose a test for humankind, and judge the results.  I find this unacceptable.  Life is a test, in 

some ways, yes; but I believe that it is a test in which God is our loving ally, not our adversary or 

our judge.  There are, however, more positive ways to understand the concept of God’s 

judgment.  If judgment refers to the standard God offers for our striving—the song God sings us, 

against which the fidelity of the songs of our own lives can be tested—then I affirm the 

importance of God’s judgment for all humanity.   

Consider, for example, this teaching of Jesus from the Gospel of Matthew: 

“Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed 
by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the 
world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 
something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and 
you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and 
you visited me.’ … Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of 
these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” (Matt. 25:34-40) 
 

Jesus places this teaching in an eschatological context: a Judgment Day when the Son of Man 

will send some to eternal reward in the Kingdom and others to eternal punishment in fire.  (Such 

hell-language is typical of the Gospel of Matthew, yet not universal in the New Testament; it is 

not found, for example, in the Gospel of John, nor in the letters of Paul.)  Now I do not know, 

nor do I need to know, what will actually happen at the end of time, but I do not think that it is 

necessary to take this story of the Judgment Day literally.  I respect the authority of the Gospels, 

but not in a way that requires me to accept them as literally inerrant, so I do not take this passage 

as definitive for my eschatology.  I doubt that Jesus, like Caesar, is ultimately going to give each 

of us a terminal thumb, up or down.  Rather, when I consider this scripture, I take it as an 

illustration of the standard that Jesus offers us for our striving, and of the urgency with which 

Jesus tells us to strive for it.  It is a standard worth striving for: feed the hungry, welcome the 
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stranger, care for the sick.  God’s action here is to provide this standard, and to challenge us to 

live up to it.  That challenge is the understanding of God’s judgment that I affirm. 

 And, to return to the basic human problem—sin, as our tradition names it—this scriptural 

teaching about God’s judgment is part of the wisdom that our received tradition has to offer 

about what I am calling disharmony.  When we leave the hungry unfed, the stranger 

unwelcomed, and the sick uncared for, Jesus teaches us that there we are in disharmony with 

God’s great song.  God’s is the standard, both in the received tradition and in God’s still-

speaking voice, by which we can judge our own disharmony. 

The	  Jesus	  Tradition	  

As I listen prayerfully for God’s 
loving call, I have the treasures of 
the Christian tradition to help me.  
Within that tradition, I claim Jesus 
Christ as my primary revelation of 
God’s harmonious way for 
humankind. 

 In Jesus Christ, the man of Nazareth, 
    our crucified and risen Lord,  
  God has come to us  
  and shared our common lot,  
  conquering sin and death and reconciling 
   the whole creation to its Creator. 

 
Chief among the “treasures of the Christian tradition”, for me, is the Bible.  The Bible distills 

many hundreds of years of wisdom, beauty, and inspiration.  It is, however, a human product, 

and as such it bears the inevitable signs of humanity: in addition to truth, there is error; in 

addition to inspiration, propaganda; in addition to beauty, ugliness; and all stewed together in a 

way that sometimes makes the finer flavors difficult to detect.  I believe that many of the authors 

heard God’s voice in their own time, just as we can hear God’s voice today, but I do not think 

they perceived it infallibly or transmitted it perfectly. 

The same goes for the many other material parts of my received tradition: patristic works, 

liturgies, creeds, catechisms, hymnody, artwork, saints’ stories, and so on.  In particular, as a 

member of the UCC, I am bound by covenant to prayerfully consider (but not necessarily defer 
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to) denominational resources such as the UCC Statements of Faith and the Resolutions of the 

UCC General Synod.  I believe that all of this received tradition preserves the thoughts of a 

variety of respected elders, my respected elders, who knew many things worth remembering, 

including many things about their own experiences of God.  It is a wonderful inheritance, and I 

often find it inspiring and instructive.  It is also authoritative, in the sense that the utterances of 

our elders always carry authority.  The authority of the received tradition comes from the reality 

of God’s action in the world throughout history; we are not limited to what we can discover 

about God through our own brief and error-prone experience, but are privileged to build 

prayerfully on the experiences of our faith ancestors.  The received tradition is thus a great 

treasure—but it is not a perfect treasure.   

I conjecture that the historical Jesus of Nazareth was an amazing and spirit-filled person, 

and that those who knew him gained a special insight into God’s harmonious way, the Kingdom 

of God.  I also believe that the way his story grew after his execution was further shaped by the 

theological insights of the early Christian communities, for whom he became the Christ, the 

Word, the Bread of Life, the Way, the Truth, the Light, the Son (or Song!) of God.  Today, I 

believe that it is impossible to entirely separate history from myth—an interesting quest for 

historians, but not critical to my faith.  The myth as we have it is a powerful and (for me) central 

revelation about God’s harmonious way.  For example, the stories of Jesus’ ethical teachings 

shape and challenge my understanding of the harmony to which God calls us, and the story of his 

way of non-violence in the face of his torture and execution teaches me how loving and level-

headed self-sacrifice can thwart great powers. 
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But the reality of Jesus goes beyond his role as a moral exemplar of the received 

tradition.  In many ways our church has long affirmed that “Jesus is Lord”,3 that “The United 

Church of Christ acknowledges as its sole Head, Jesus Christ, Son of God and Savior”,4 that “We 

reject the false doctrine, as though there were areas of our life in which we would not belong to 

Jesus Christ, but to other lords,”5 and that “God is still speaking,”6.  What all of these statements 

have in common is the present tense.  They emphasize, and I agree, that Jesus is not just a myth 

of the received tradition—not just a character of the storied past.  If he were only that, he would 

still be a valuable guide to God’s harmonious way; what makes him an invaluable guide is that 

he is still alive.  This, for me, is central to the meaning of the resurrection.  The God our faith 

ancestors experienced in Jesus is still here, still active today, guarding and guiding, teaching and 

consoling, singing the great Song and inviting us into harmony. 

The story arc of fall and redemption is quite true, I think—not literally true as a historical 

description of a past work of salvation, but more profoundly true as a symbolic description of a 

timeless work of salvation.  There is the Garden of Eden: God is always showing us a vision of 

Eden, always singing us the song of Eden, and always calling us into harmony in ways which, if 

we could truly discern and faithfully follow, would transform the world wonderfully.  There is 

the Fall: we are always Adam-and-Eve-ing it, always ignoring God’s call, and thus always 

increasing the suffering and death in the world.  And, mercifully, there is also the redemption, 

because Jesus didn’t just come once long ago.  He also comes again right now, wherever two or 

three are gathered in his name. (Matt. 18:20)  Christ is come to teach us himself, to teach us how 

to live into the harmony God intends.  And now, right now, the Spirit is interceding for us with 

                                                
3 This is an early Christian affirmation found in, e.g., 1 Cor. 12:3. 
4 This is from the Preamble to the Constitution of the United Church of Christ, 1957. 
5 This is from the Theological Declaration of Barmen, 1934. 
6 This (including the trailing comma to illustrate the continuing nature of God’s communication) is the slogan of the 
UCC’s identity campaign, 2004-present. 
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sighs too deep for words. (Rom. 8:26)  This, for me, is salvation; this is what it means to say that 

Jesus saves.   

And that is enough for me.  I do not dare a more detailed Christology.  I know the 

formulas of Nicaea and Chalcedon, and I understand the historical forces that produced them, but 

I believe that it would now be a mistake to speak so definitely about the mysterious relation 

between Jesus and God.  This is not merely a passive, shoulder-shrugging ignorance, but a 

positive identification of the limits of knowledge.  In the past, the majority of our faith ancestors 

thought it necessary for the church to uphold its authority by giving definitive answers to a very 

wide range of theological questions.  Today, I believe that this is a false precision that 

undermines the church’s credibility. 

And there have always been those in the Christian tradition who preferred to let difficult 

theological questions speak without attempting to answer them.  Here I am thinking of the 

apophatic traditions of Christian theology.  People sometimes think of apophatic spirituality as 

some kind of New-Age weakening of the faith—some kind of modern adulteration in which 

Christianity has been corrupted by trendy Eastern religions that seek enlightenment beyond 

rational knowledge.  But apophatic spirituality has been a part of Christianity all along.  It was 

there in the Hebrew traditions, before the time of Jesus: it was there in, for example, the ancient 

commandment against idolatry, and against making any graven images of God.  It was there in 

the writings of Gregory of Nyssa (335-395): 

Yet the characteristic of the divine nature is to transcend all characteristics.  
Therefore, he who thinks God is something to be known does not have life, 
because he has turned from true Being to what he considers by sense 
perception to have being.7 

                                                
7 Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses, paragraph 234.  As quoted in Louis Dupré and James A Wiseman, Light 
from Light: An Anthology of Christian Mysticism (New York: Paulist Press, 2001), 127. 
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Similarly, The Cloud of Unknowing, an anonymous work of the 14th century, counsels 

that God cannot be found by thinking, but only by loving.  There is a long tradition of apophatic 

thought: Denys, John Chrysostom, Basil the Great, John of the Cross, and many others.  Behind 

the great kataphatic emphasis of Christianity, there has always been this apophatic counter-

current.  My sparse Christology fits within this tradition.  I have said what I know about Jesus, 

and what I believe Jesus does for me and for all of us.  That must suffice, because I do not 

know—I do not need to know—I need God to know that I do not need to know, any more than 

this. 

How does this sparse Christology fit within the UCC?  If one can speak of an average 

Christology, a theological center of gravity, within so diverse a denomination, my impression is 

that the UCC’s average Christology is more conventionally kataphatic than mine.  The Apostles’ 

Creed, the Nicene Creed, the Definition of the Council of Chalcedon, the Heidelberg Catechism, 

Luther’s Small Catechism, the Salem Covenant Direction of 1665, the Barmen Declaration, and 

the Statement of Faith I have been in conversation with throughout this credo, define parameters 

within which UCC Christologies are most commonly expressed.  The Christology of the 

Mercersburg Movement is also influential, coming to the UCC through the Reformed Church 

stream; it insists that Christ saves the world by who he is, not by what he does, and it insists on 

the real presence of Christ in the sacrament of communion.8  Clearly, this is quite different from 

my own credo.  However, my Christology is well within the range of theological diversity 

welcomed by the UCC.  The UCC’s polity is generally congregational, and denominational 

                                                
8 John H. Thomas, “Recognition and the Presence of Christ at the Table”, in Scott R. Paeth, ed., Who Do You Say 
That I Am? Christology and Identity in the United Church of Christ (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 2006), 
96-112. 
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statements of faith are often said to be “ministerial, not magisterial.”9  My Christology is, I 

believe, quite close to the theological center of gravity of my local church, the Open Prairie 

UCC.  I suspect that such Christologies are not uncommon in the wider UCC.10 

The Reformed tradition pays a good deal of attention to the munus triplex, the triple 

office of Christ as prophet, priest, and king.  My own emphasis is on Jesus’ prophetic office, as a 

teacher of God’s way and model of the harmonious life God intends for us.  As I imagine it, the 

priestly office is contained in the prophetic: Jesus furthers our at-one-ment with God through 

teaching and modeling, not by pleading for forgiveness or by giving satisfaction for our sins.  

Likewise, the kingly office is, in my conjecture, contained in the prophetic: no earthly ruler can 

have higher lordship or command higher loyalty than our loyalty to Jesus. 

Holy	  Spirit,	  Church,	  and	  Sacrament	  

I affirm God’s amazing grace—the 
constancy with which God calls to 
us and lovingly longs for our 
response.  I acknowledge the 
church as a community working 
together to discern that graceful 
call and to respond.  I understand 
communion as a sacred sign of 
that dynamic, in which we receive 
the call of Christ and renew our 
pledge to respond, and I 
understand baptism as a sacred 
sign of our entry into the 
discerning and responding 
community.  

 God bestows upon us the Holy Spirit,  
  creating and renewing the church of  
   Jesus Christ,  
  binding in covenant faithful people of all 
   ages, tongues, and races. 
 
 God calls us into the church  
  to accept the cost and joy of discipleship, 
  to be servants in the service of the whole  
   human family,  
  to proclaim the gospel to all the world  
   and resist the powers of evil,  
  to share in Christ's baptism and eat at his table,  
  to join him in his passion and victory. 

                                                
9 See, for example, Gabriel Fackre, “Jesus Christ in the Texts of the United Church of Christ”, ibid., 69. 
10 See, for example, Dierdre King Hainsworth, “Identity and Ethical Proclamation”, ibid., 136.  Hainsworth observes 
that “where Jesus Christ is mentioned in the theological justification of resolutions and public statements, he is most 
often presented as simply a moral example for us, or narrowly referred to as speaking specific moral injunctions,” 
and “larger questions of Christology—the implications of Jesus Christ as ‘event,’ God breaking into history in a new 
and decisive way—are largely invisible.” (In her opinion, this is a problem that should be addressed in future public 
work on Christology within the denomination.)  I would agree with Hainsworth that Jesus, the still-living and still-
speaking Christ, is more than merely a moral exemplar, but I suspect I would disagree with her about the desirable 
degree of Christological detail. 
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My credo does not say anything about the church joining Christ “in his passion and victory” 

because that doesn’t fit my Christology, and it does not say anything about the church’s mandate 

to “proclaim the gospel to all the world”, because I don’t think the Great Commission captures a 

good understanding of God’s harmonious way.  I believe that every corner of the earth rings with 

God’s loving call, and in that sense I believe that the good news at the core of Christianity is 

universal.  But I believe there are many ways to hear the call, and I suspect that the call may be 

experienced quite differently, and yet with equal fidelity, through other religious traditions. 

 I wrestle with understanding the place of the church in God’s intended harmony.  As in 

my earlier discussion of God’s judgment, much depends on the definition.  On the one hand, the 

church is a spiritual phenomenon.  It is a community responding to God’s call, and more 

specifically, responding to God’s call as expressed in the history and reality of Christ.  On the 

other hand, the church is an economic phenomenon.  It is an institution that competes for power 

and money in the space it shares with states, corporations, other religious bodies, and so on, and 

like all institutional organisms it has selfish organic drives: to continue to exist, to grow, and to 

hold onto power and privilege. 

This understanding of two churches—or two meanings for “church”—may suggest the 

Calvinist division between the visible church and the invisible, but the parallels are not close.  I 

am not advancing any protological or eschatological conjectures about the church.  In my 

understanding, both the spiritual church and the economic church are visible, here-and-now 

phenomena.  Nor am I suggesting a simple division between the normative and the descriptive; I 

am not suggesting that the economic phenomenon is the church as it is, while the spiritual 

phenomenon is the church as it should be.  From the earliest days of the church it has had both 

aspects at once, and there have always been reformers who fought to direct the useful power of 
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the economic church toward the goals of the spiritual church.  Semper reformanda, as we claim 

in the Reformed churches, is both descriptive and normative: we are, manifestly, always being 

reformed, and we consider this a good thing, because we are always in need of it. 

It’s too bad that we have but one word, “church”, to describe these two aspects, because 

there is great danger in confusing or conflating them.  The tradition is full of soaring metaphors 

for the church—the Body of Christ, the Bride of Christ, the People of God, the Temple of the 

Holy Spirit.  Such exalted images apply well to the spiritual church, but the history of 

Christianity is full of instances of the economic church arrogating this exalted status.  That the 

Spirit guides the spiritual church I agree; that the Spirit guarantees the righteousness and 

doctrinal infallibility of the economic church I do not agree.  (Nor did the Reformers—this was 

one of the salient points in their break from the Roman Catholic church.) 

Further thoughts about the nature and purpose of the church, and how I see my own place 

in its service, are found in the second part of this paper. 

The UCC’s Statement of Faith says that one of the reasons God calls us to be the church 

is “to share in Christ’s baptism and eat at his table.”  This is a very superficial mention of 

baptism and communion, the two sacraments that are so central to our communal life!  But the 

Statement is wise here, I think, because the theology of the sacraments is a perfect example of 

the historical dangers of over-articulated theology.  Do we see communion as a simple ritual 

remembrance of Jesus, as in the memorialist position Zwingli proposed?  Do we see the real 

presence of Christ in the consecrated elements—and if so, is it a spiritual presence, or a bodily 

presence, or some other form?  Do we see communion as a “divine sign and confirmation” of the 

forgiveness accomplished once and for all by Jesus’ self-sacrifice, as the Heidelberg Catechism 
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has it?11  And who is permitted to partake of the communion, and who is permitted to celebrate 

it?  The case is similar for baptism.  Is it a sacrament that is required to wash away sin?  Is it a 

“divine pledge and sign” by which God “wishes to assure us that we are just as truly washed 

from our sins spiritually as our bodies are washed with water”, as the Heidelberg Catechism has 

it?12  Is it primarily a ritual welcome into the church community?  Does it require immersion, or 

does sprinkling suffice? And who can celebrate it, who can receive it, and at what age?  Such 

questions have divided Christians for centuries.  But in the United Church of Christ, which seeks 

to be a “united and uniting” church, the authority to decide such questions is reserved to local 

congregations.  The wider church accepts, and indeed celebrates, the resulting diversity.   

My own opinion within this diversity is not unlike that of the Heidelberg Catechism, in 

that I see the sacraments as sacred “signs” or “pledges” or “confirmations”.  The reality that the 

sacraments signify and pledge is God’s grace, by which I mean the unearned constancy of God’s 

call to us, and the ineffable intensity with which God longs for our response.  The sacrament of 

baptism is the initial sign of that grace: it is a welcome into the community of those attempting to 

discern and answer God’s call as understood in the way, the truth, and the light of Jesus.  The 

sacrament of communion is a continued sign of that grace: it is our regular reminder of the call of 

Jesus, and our regular reaffirmation of our shared commitment to respond faithfully to it. 

Trinitarian	  Statements	  and	  Imagery	  

The UCC Statement of Faith avoids blunt trinitarian language; it does not speak of the “Trinity” 

or of the “Triune God.”  Nevertheless, it speaks of the Son and of the Holy Spirit in 

conventionally trinitarian terms.  I affirm God as the Spirit who still speaks to us, but my 

statements do not name multiple persons within God.   
                                                
11 The Heidelberg Catechism (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 1962), question 78. 
12 Ibid., question 73. 
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Although I avoid making such trinitarian conjectures, I do appreciate the utility of the 

trinitarian imagery.  The idea of one God in three persons is difficult and non-rational, and that 

very incomprehensibility is a benefit because it makes it more difficult to conclude idolatrously 

that one understands God perfectly.  In this short credo I have been focusing on a single image of 

God, the great Song with which we harmonize, but in a longer work I would introduce additional 

images.  Sometimes I think of God as being like a clear fountain, whose love rushes up 

energetically and endlessly; sometimes I think of God as being like a person, an inscrutable 

martial-arts master whose Zen-like instruction baffles me into learning.  Such images are a help 

to my poor imagination, particularly if I hold several of them together so that they avoid 

collapsing into an idolatry of false certainty.  But I do not presume to assert that they capture the 

pattern of God’s own nature. 

The pattern of God’s nature!  It is a mystery that easily escapes the reach of rational 

prose.  The reach of poetry is greater—though still, of course, ultimately inadequate. 

 
Riddle of Three13 

 
My love is teaching me his martial art: 
Try this, he says; I track his tiger tread, 
His ocean surge, the stillness of his heart; 
My love, the master, stays one step ahead. 
And yet – my love is healing with her waters: 
She splashes up and scents the air with cool; 
For me, for all her troubled sons and daughters, 
My love, the fountain, stirs her soothing pool.  
And yet again – my love’s a song, insisting 
On itself, its softest peal, its proudest sigh;  
It sings my name, and there is no resisting 
My love, the song that longs for my reply. 
     O Master, Fountain, Song!  My love is three: 
     Let this remain as proof against idolatry. 
 

                                                
13 I am the author of this sonnet. 
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After	  Death	  

I have an irresistible 
hunch that our life’s 
adventure with God 
and each other 
continues beyond 
death. 

 God promises to all who trust in the gospel  
  forgiveness of sins and fullness of grace,  
  courage in the struggle for justice and peace,  
  the presence of the Holy Spirit in trial and rejoicing, 
  and eternal life in that kingdom which has no end. 
 
Blessing and honor, glory and power be unto God.  Amen. 

 
Claims about what happens to us when we die, and about what happens at the end of time, 

usually strike me as being both untrustworthy and unnecessary.  The scriptural eschatologies 

seem highly imaginative and conjectural, and also rather manipulative: the economic church has 

historically extracted a lot of compliance using eternal life as a carrot and eternal punishment as 

a stick.  I trust that God’s leadings will help me to live a better life.  If knew death were the end, I 

would still try to follow God’s path, to harmonize with God’s song. 

And yet, in spite of all that, I still have this belief.  Even knowing that this may be just 

wishful thinking—even trying to resist this irresistible hunch—I just can’t shake it.  It has 

something to do with the depth of love that I have experienced from God—an illogical but 

commanding assurance that, as Julian of Norwich wrote, all will be well.14  It has something to 

do with my local church community’s experiences of strange events during and after the death of 

loved ones, and with my own experiences as a hospice chaplain.  But whatever the reason, I find 

it easy to believe that there is much more going on in life than meets the eye.  I find it easy to 

believe that these mysteries continue after death.  And I find it impossible to doubt that wherever 

the path takes us after death, God’s love will lead the way.15 

                                                
14 Julian of Norwich, Showings, ed. Edmund Colledge, and James Walsh (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), 225. 
15 "After all, to the well-organized mind, death is but the next great adventure."  Albus Dumbledore to Harry Potter 
in J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (New York: Scholastic, Inc., 1997), 297. 
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2.	  	  Church	  

In this second part of the paper I will elaborate on my ecclesiology, with particular reference to 

the UCC and what I see as my place in its service.  I will list several of the positive reasons why 

I love the church and believe in its mission.  Yet I am also a confirmed skeptic when it comes to 

institutions, and for every positive reason to love the church I will also point out a shadow side, a 

risk or danger that I believe church leaders must watch for and resist. 

The	  Church	  As	  a	  Focus	  Of	  Conservation	  and	  Teaching	  

The church is a place where we conserve the treasures of our religious tradition and offer them 

freely to all.  The UCC shares the general birthright of historical Christianity, but also has its 

own particular treasures, its own sources of wisdom. 

For example: one of the distinctive qualities of the UCC is its very high regard for 

covenants, publicly affirmed relationships of mutual accountability.  Covenants are a bit like 

contracts, but covenants in the UCC are understood as God-led, founded in grace and love rather 

than law and fear.  Covenants are part of the glue that holds the independent congregations and 

the other bodies of the UCC together.  Local churches are in covenant to take Synod resolutions 

seriously, and to consider them prayerfully.  But they are not bound to agree with them, or to 

obey them.  The covenantal relationship is a critical source of wisdom in the UCC, particularly 

because of our considerable diversity.  Covenants guide us toward giving respectful 

consideration to what our covenantal partners have said and are saying.  They also guide us 

toward making our own responses worthy of the respectful consideration of our partners. 

 Another source of wisdom in the UCC is the written tradition: for example, scripture, our 

various historic creeds, the constitution of the UCC, the Statement of Faith of the UCC, the 

resolutions of past Synods, and the historical documents that were foundational for each of the 
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component traditions that united to form the UCC.  These resources do not speak with one voice, 

but are more like participants in an ongoing conversation.  The local church community is 

another valued tool for discernment in the UCC.  It has a store of wisdom, and a covenantal 

claim on the respectful attention of its members.  Liturgy is also a local resource; local churches 

have different liturgies, hymns, and styles of music, and these often embody some local wisdom 

on ecclesiology, as well as on other theological and ethical questions.  Yet another source of 

wisdom in the UCC is simple reason: there is an underlying assumption that rational discourse is 

possible, even with people whose faith assumptions are different from ours.  And these are only 

some of the treasures of the tradition, conserved within the UCC.  I am proud of all these 

treasures, and I consider it part of the good purpose of the church to conserve and share these 

treasures, and to teach them freely—to guide our discernment in the present, and to be preserved, 

transmitted, and continually reformed for the future.  In the UCC, ordained members help lead in 

this work by preaching and teaching.  It is not that preaching and teaching are the special 

prerogative of ordained members, but rather that they are a particular responsibility of ordained 

members, who have both the gifts and the education to back them up. 

Without some kind of institutional structure, this work would be limited to our own 

lifetimes—or, even more alarmingly, to our own attention spans.  To preserve a written tradition, 

a culture, and a community of discernment, requires an institution.  And yet—there is a shadow 

side to this institutional mission of conservation and teaching.  At least since the first Council of 

Nicaea, where Arius was excommunicated and exiled (and, according to legend, smacked by 

Bishop Nicholas) the conservation and teaching functions of the church have regularly been 

misused to disempower and dehumanize those the economic church viewed as enemies.  The 
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struggle to avoid these abuses has been one theme in the reformation of the church across the 

ages, and modern church leaders must be prepared to continue this struggle. 

The	  Church	  As	  a	  Focus	  of	  Community	  

The church is a place where we build community—where we “encourage one another and build 

up each other” (1 Thess. 5:11).  When I come to church, I reconnect with an amazing and diverse 

group of people.  I hear about their trials and triumphs; I learn what I can do for them and tell 

them what they can do for me; I pray for them and am prayed for in my turn.  This is part of the 

church’s scriptural mandate: to care for its members.  Throughout Paul’s letters, churches are 

exhorted in one way or another to be communities of care.  The church community is where we 

help each other, celebrate with each other, and grieve with each other.  In this way the church 

acts as an outpost or precursor of God’s harmonious kingdom.  In the UCC, ordained members 

help lead in this work by giving pastoral care.  Again, it is not that pastoral caregiving is a 

prerogative of the ordained; in a general way, the adjuration to “build up each other” applies to 

all members.  But ordained members, having gifts and training in this area, have also a special 

obligation to serve.  

Being a community of care also serves to strengthen the church institutionally, rewarding 

the loyalty of members, binding them into a kind of mutual aid society.  This is a good thing 

because, as I have already argued, the institutional structure of the church serves an important 

purpose.  And yet—the economic church sometimes overreaches here, becoming selfishly 

focused on the comfort and well-being of its own members.  One theme in the continual 

reformation of the church has been to recall it, over and over, to alignment with Jesus’ care for 

the poor and oppressed.  From the desert fathers to the Franciscans to the modern liberation 
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theologians, there have always been those who pushed back against the economic church’s 

tendency to focus on its own comfort. 

The	  Church	  As	  a	  Focus	  of	  Service	  

Thus, in the church, we come together to work together to heal the world in the name of Christ.  

In this we follow the teachings of Jesus, who commanded us to feed the hungry, welcome the 

stranger, and care for the sick, expressing with our hands our love of God and neighbor.  This 

has been an important theme within the UCC since the denomination was formed.  There is a 

spirit of Life-and-Work ecumenism that faces the challenge of our theological diversity by 

asserting that, whatever our doctrinal differences, we can still work together to serve those whom 

Jesus would have us serve.  Our most important call as followers of Jesus is not to “do church” 

for our own sakes—it is to heal the world.  A healthy balance includes a lot of responsive 

mission work. 

A challenge for the pastor in this is that our churches typically devour lay volunteers.  If 

you give $100, they ask for $1000; if you give two hours, they ask for twenty; if you organize a 

mission activity once, you’re elected to run it forever.  Churches overwork and underpay; they 

cause burnout; they use people up.  And it isn’t anyone’s fault, at least not directly; it is an 

organizational dynamic, a tropism of the economic church.  It plays out by itself, unless someone 

resists it intentionally.  The pastor must be a permission-giver who helps people find and develop 

their gifts, but must also be the protector who pushes back when the system begins to use people 

up. 
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The	  Church	  As	  a	  Focus	  of	  Religious	  Ritual	  

Part of the work of the church is to offer the kind of ritual comfort we humans often seek.  God 

does not need such worship—“nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, 

for he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things.” (Acts 17:25)  God does not 

need such worship, but many of us do.  It helps us to be aware of the sacred; it refreshes our 

memory of our connections to God.  In the UCC, ordained members help lead in this work by 

designing and leading worship experiences, and in particular by administering the sacraments. 

 In the Reformed tradition, the sacraments of baptism and communion have long been 

seen as the prerogative, and indeed the purpose, of the clergy.16  For Calvin, the administration of 

the sacraments was a function given by Christ exclusively to the apostles, and to those men who 

succeed the apostles by ordination.  And so it has generally been understood in the UCC, though 

without Calvin’s belief that ordination into the apostolic succession must be restricted to men.  

Many other denominations, both within and outside the Reformed stream, share this 

understanding of the sacraments as a prerogative of the clergy—but not all.  For example, there 

is the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), with which the UCC has its closest ecumenical 

partnership.  In that denomination it is generally deemed more proper for communion to be 

celebrated by laypeople, as a liturgy in the root sense, a “work of the people”.  My own view 

here is that the administration of the sacraments is a responsibility of ordained clergy, but not 

necessarily a prerogative.  Because I have studied the history and theology of the sacraments, 

and because I have gifts for constructing and leading meaningful worship experiences, I have an 

obligation to administer the sacraments and to teach about them.  But I do not believe that God is 

                                                
16 Calvin wrote: “It is improper for private individuals to take upon themselves the administration of baptism; for it, 
as well as the dispensation of the Supper, is part of the ministerial office.  For Christ did not give command to any 
men or women whatever to baptise, but to those whom he had appointed apostles.”  Institutes of the Christian 
Religion 4:15.20.  Although Calvin says “men or women” here, he then goes on to explain that the ministerial office 
never properly falls to women. 
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offended by the practice of those churches where laypeople, appropriately instructed, celebrate 

sacraments for the church.  If I were called to serve in a DOC church, or in a UCC church that 

chose to follow the DOC practice, I would make no objection. 

 Worship in UCC churches is very diverse.  In some, the Sunday service is largely a ritual 

performance to be observed by the people in the pews, whose participation is carefully laid out in 

advance.  In others, as in many parts of the “emerging church” movement, churches allow, 

encourage, and even demand that people participate and contribute by designing worship for 

themselves, sharing their gifts and stories.17  My own preference is for balance here.  On the one 

hand, it doesn’t make sense to me that God’s church should be completely safe and predictable 

and humorless, because I don’t believe that any of those adjectives apply to God.  On the other 

hand, I would not want worship to become a sort of karaoke bar.  In my local church, at least, we 

want and need continuity and tradition as well as diversity and surprise. 

 Worship is often what people mean by “doing church”, and therein lies a danger and a 

challenge for the pastor.  I have seen churches in which all the other functions—including 

conservation and teaching, community building, and working to heal the world—have fallen 

away, leaving the Sunday service of worship as the only significant output of the operation.  But 

no matter how excellent the worship experience offered by a church, worship is by itself an 

inadequate response to God’s call. 

                                                
17 Gibbs and Bolger observe that in emerging churches "the congregations are contributors to rather than recipients 
of worship."  Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 
158.  
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3.	  	  Autotheography	  

This final part of the paper is autobiographical—autotheographical, perhaps, because it 

describes my journey with God as a person of faith and as a minister within the UCC. 

Experiencing	  the	  Presence	  

I sometimes have very intense experiences of God’s presence.  At these times I perceive God as 

immanent in the physical world.  I hear and echo God’s song.  I feel God’s joy in us, and God’s 

yearning for us. 

I was about ten years old the first time I had one of these experiences, a particularly 

intense and frightening experience while sitting alone in a willow tree.  (Willows still evoke this 

memory for me very sharply.)  I felt the life of the tree under my hand, singing out from beneath 

the bark.  I felt a great song of rejoicing going on all around me.  I felt the connectedness of all 

living things—and a terrifying loss of self as I realized that this connectedness included me.  It 

was like discovering an umbilical cord, unnoticed until now: to what am I connected?  What 

does “I” even mean, if “I” don’t stop at what I used to think of as my own boundaries?  I was 

terrified, and I never dared to climb that tree again. 

My experiences of the presence of God scared me silly as a child, and I never told anyone 

about them.  I didn’t want people to think I was crazy, and I didn’t want them to be right.  I think 

that background helps me to sympathize with other people’s experiences of the mysteries around 

us, experiences that I suspect are much more common than we generally acknowledge.  And it 

certainly left me with several theological inclinations.  I think of God as ineffable—I push the 

limits of language, but still can’t completely describe what I then felt.  I also think of God as 

immanent and accessible in the natural world, available to the minds of children and adults 

equally, and requiring no mediating church or ritual.  This is not to denigrate, but rather to 
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appropriately respect, the treasure of the received tradition of the church, a tradition that has 

always taught us that God is still speaking. 

Musical	  Roots	  

Music is a very important part of my spirituality.  I have little formal musical training, but my 

father taught me to play the piano when I was five, and I have happy memories of sitting next to 

him on the piano bench, playing four-hands pieces.  I loved the liturgical music of our Episcopal 

church, even after I began to have misgivings about the creed we said.  In high school I wrote a 

choral piece based on a hymn from the old Ainsworth Psalter.  The choir director (bless him!) let 

me teach it to the choir, and we performed it in a school concert.  After the concert, someone 

said, “Wow—I didn’t know you were religious!”  The funny thing was, neither did I.  In fact, I 

thought that because I couldn’t say the Nicene Creed with integrity, I didn’t belong in church.  I 

stopped attending after high school, and I also stopped writing music for nearly twenty years. 

My	  Previous	  Careers	  

In college I followed an interest in mathematics and computer science.  After college, I worked 

for five years as a software engineer.  I was good at the job.  I like making things, and I’ve 

always been very good with machines: computers, radios, engines, and whatnot.  My knack for 

fixing things is part of my family identity: my parents tell a story about how, at age seven, I fixed 

the stalled engine of a boat in the middle of a stormy lake.  (Peace, be still!) 

 I left that job to go to graduate school.  The work I was doing was beginning to seem 

routine and unfulfilling, and I thought that a graduate degree in computer science would open up 

avenues to more creative work.  I finished the Ph.D. in 1993.  I wrote a religious sonnet to put on 

the last page of my dissertation, so that there would be at least one page that my parents could 
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enjoy reading.  Then I started my fourteen-year career as a professor, first at Western Illinois 

University, then at UW-Milwaukee, and most recently at Monmouth College.   

School	  

It seems odd to look back on the number of years I’ve spent in school, as a student and as a 

teacher, because I always used to say that I hated school.  I remember when I first decided that I 

hated school, back in the third grade.  Forty years later, I can’t pretend to be completely sure 

why, but I think it was more than just the fatigue of an introvert.  I remember that I liked my 

teacher; I liked being with my friends; I did well academically.  But I also remember really 

thinking about school that year—reflecting on it with some detachment, seeing it as an 

institution.  I came to think of it as a machine, senselessly processing me all day long.  I 

remember the sweet feeling of relief each afternoon when I stepped off the school bus back into 

my own life and knew that I had escaped once again. 

 And I have spent most of my life since then in schools of one kind or another!  I stayed in 

public schools through high school; graduated from college; got a master’s and a doctoral 

degree; taught at three different institutions; went back to school for a master of divinity.  But as 

a member of faculty communities, I always felt out of place.  I tend to distrust institutions—

which is part of the reason my wife and I homeschool our children.  I never found a college or 

university whose institutional structure I really believed in.  Serving as a cog in the university 

machine always made me feel uncomfortable and sometimes lacking in integrity. 

Musical	  and	  Spiritual	  Reawakening	  

About eleven years ago I had a kind of musical and spiritual reawakening.  I moved back to my 

old hometown after twenty years’ absence, and I began to sing with my wife and friends in small 
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groups for church services.  One Christmas season I was searching for a new piece of music, 

something in three parts for the Christmas Eve service.  I searched and searched, but I couldn’t 

find just the right thing.  Then I thought, “Wait a minute—I can write music.  Remember?”  I 

wrote a song about the nativity called “My Love Is His Love”.  Performing it on Christmas Eve 

was fun, but the biggest thrill was the act of writing it.  I was driving a long distance alone at 

night, making up the song, singing it to myself, and I felt a surge of joy as it shaped itself right.  

There’s nothing like that feeling. 

 Shortly after that my church, the Hampshire Colony UCC, suffered a serious division.  

During this time of conflict I was moved to speak out for social justice for our gay and lesbian 

members, and to write a song about it, and a letter to the congregation.  When the church split 

over this issue in 2003, I became a founding member of the Open Prairie UCC.  I served this new 

church start as a volunteer for the next eight years in many different capacities.  I was a lay 

preacher on many occasions.  I designed and led special services of worship for occasions like 

Ash Wednesday and Maundy Thursday.  For an eight-month period, I designed and led weekly 

Taizé prayer services in the church.  I taught two 12-week classes for adults.  I designed and 

installed the theatrical lighting system, augmented the sound system, and fixed the office 

computers and the accounting software.  I designed and maintained the church web site.  I visited 

members in nursing homes.  I made thousands of chocolate frogs for fundraisers.  I wrote, taught, 

and performed special music for worship and for fundraising concerts.  And I served almost 

every Sunday for seven years as the keyboardist—in the early days this meant bringing my own 

piano from home to wherever we were meeting. 

 As a preacher, musician, and worship leader, I’ve experienced positive feedback in the 

communities I’ve served—so positive that I’ve been a little nonplussed at times.  I remember a 
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chapel service I led at Monmouth College.  The students seemed transfixed as I spoke and sang, 

and their level of attention was so much more intense than I experienced in the classroom.  After 

the service, one student said to me, “That was amazing!  What department do you teach in?  I 

want to take all your classes!”  So then I had to tell the student that it was computer science, and 

he probably didn’t want to take all my classes because they weren’t this much fun.  That was an 

important piece in the growing pile of evidence that I needed to change my direction. 

 As time went on, I felt more and more strongly this sense of call: I need to use my gifts 

for speaking, teaching, worship leading, writing, composing, and singing, to touch people’s 

hearts, and to help them feel their connections to God.  This sense of call led me, four and a half 

years ago, to resign my position as a professor and begin my seminary studies at the Earlham 

School of Religion. 

My	  Current	  Sense	  Of	  Call	  

Although I felt a strong sense of call to ministry five years ago, and although I already had a 

strong history of serving within the UCC, I was still unsure whether to interpret all this as a call 

to ordained ministry within the UCC.  I had, in particular, three reservations about the work of 

the pastor.  First, as the first two parts of this paper have already observed, I have always had a 

healthy skepticism about the institutions in my life.  Second, some of the important parts of my 

sense of call seemed tangential to ordained ministry within the UCC, particularly my writing and 

composing.  Third, I disliked some of the pastor-focused models of church life that I had 

experienced, where the ordained ministry was highly elevated and the ministries of all other 

members correspondingly devalued.  Over the course of my four years in the seminary, however, 

I came to see these three reservations in a different light.  They now appear to me as positive 

assets. 
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First, I am still wary of institutions—but I now think that such wariness is an asset for an 

institutional leader.  I love the church and believe in its mission, as I outlined in the previous part 

of this paper, and I believe that the institutional structures of the church are necessary to that 

mission.  But like the broom in Goethe’s poem about the Sorcerer’s Apprentice, or like the 

Golem of Jewish folklore, the institutional church is a single-minded servant that is difficult to 

control.  It has its own tropisms, its own organic drives, and these are independent of, and 

sometimes contrary to, God’s goals for God’s people.  I hope that as a church leader I can help 

people to discern the difference between the drives of the institution and God’s loving call.  And 

I believe that the UCC, with its traditional commitment to the autonomy of local congregations, 

is on the right track in that respect. 

Second, I still feel called to writing and composing—but I now think that having a 

diversity of skills and interests is an asset for ordained ministry, particularly in the small-town 

contexts to which I feel most drawn.  I am a husband and father, computer scientist, singer and 

songwriter, worship leader and caregiver, poet and essayist, retreat leader and martial artist.  I 

can write and record a song, share it and preach about it, and fix the computer on which it was 

written.  I have found, too, through my hospice chaplaincy, that I am able to be a patient listener 

and compassionate caregiver.  I think this range of skills would be an asset in many ministry 

settings within the UCC. 

Third, I still feel that there is something unhealthy in the way that some churches elevate 

the ordained ministry while devaluing the ministries of all the other members—but I now think 

that the church needs leaders who feel this way.  The church needs pastoral leaders who will 

constantly, intentionally, lift up the ministries of others, even if that means giving up their own 

entitlements, status, and turf.  Being a church isn’t all about doing church programs, and it 
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certainly isn’t all about the pastor.  It is more about hearing God speak through the gifts of the 

community, and about helping to bring about what God desires for the world.  The UCC has a 

strong commitment to the idea that all members have valuable ministries.  I believe this too, and 

it has helped to convince me that as I continue to serve the UCC, I am in the right place. 

 

This brings me to the end of my autotheography—the end of my faith journey, so far as it 

has yet gone.  At this point in the journey I have reached a crossroads: I am seeking ordination in 

the United Church of Christ. 

My reason for this is simple: I know in my heart that I must follow God’s call.  And how 

hard it has been for me to say that!  I have always been a rational person, a scientist and a 

skeptic, and my rational mind has offered countless objections over the last ten years.  I have a 

successful career, I thought; I never wanted to be a minister; my theology is too heterodox; I am 

too skeptical of institutions; I have a different skill set.  But these rational objections and a 

hundred more like them were, in the end, simply overwhelmed by my heartfelt conviction of call.  

Throughout this paper I have compared God to a great Song, a Song with which we are all called 

to harmonize.  To hear that Song and not respond leaves an ache that cannot be cured.  That is 

my condition now.  To answer my call faithfully, to serve God as I am led, I need to preach, 

teach, lead worship, administer the sacraments, and give pastoral care.  What’s more, I need to 

serve the God I love within the church I love, the United Church of Christ.   

Here am I; send me! 


