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“Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. Anyone who claims to know something does not yet have the necessary knowledge; but anyone who loves God is known by him.”
- 1 Corinthians 8:1b-2
I am a believer of things unseen
, things of faith, things of the heart and not of the mind. I admire and respect the human intellect, but I am a believer in the silent, but steady urges and forces that move to shape the form and direction of our lives. I am a believer in a God that is beyond all knowledge, feeling, understanding, and ownership. I am a believer in music and prayer. I am a believer in miracles and mysteries. I am a believer in desires, dreams, instincts, impulses, faith, and fantasies. I believe that these form the substance of who we are as human beings more than our reason or knowledge. I am a person of faith; faith in God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, and human beings. More than anything else, I am a believer in love.
I believe in God who created all that is, who exists as completely and eternally other than my intellect, comprehension, and understanding. I can work to know God more clearly in study and prayer, on my own and with others, but my knowledge and our knowledge of God as human beings will never be entirely clear nor will it come with simple ease. “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”
 Yet, through my experience of the divine, in all of it’s height and glory,“I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor anything in all of creation, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
 
The mystery of faith finds its source in the often unspoken yet self-evident foundational truth that God simply finds it good to communicate with us. This is God’s greatest gift. Many of the great atheists claim that supposed divine communication with human beings is merely a projection. These critics claim we place our desires, needs, insecurities, and shortcomings onto an illusory and perfect god in the sky where it can live untouched by us, relieving us of responsibility for our own excelling and flourishing. Taking this critique seriously, I am still convinced of and believe in the God that Paul Tillich finds: the God beyond God. This God is not a God we place our faith in, but the God who claims our faith. Behind the God of simple morality, the God of our demands and projections there is a divine Presence, a divine Good that still speaks and calls to us. 
God communicates with us always through a call. It may come through a cloud, a song, a friend, even “a gentle whisper”
, when we are paying attention or entirely preoccupied. But when God calls, it beckons us out of ourselves, away from the ways of the world, towards what is Good, and into faithful living in this world.  God’s call to us is always to come find rest for our worries and our fears in the burden and yoke
 of Jesus of Nazareth who is the Christ. The highest aim for this life is to seek after the call from God and to set our minds on divine things and not be seduced away by earthly things.
 
As God speaks it is evident that humans have listened. Using our experiences the human race has worked to understand the divine call through each particular historical, political, and social moment throughout all history. God’s calls are necessarily mediated through the human experience and when we disparage our knowledge of God as mere interpretation it is as if we know there is only one path yet run continuously into a wall attempting a second. Interpretation is all that we have and it can be beautiful, unintelligible, ugly, and meaningful. The Divine call comes to us through our limited environments and faculties. Indeed, through fallible interpretations our religious traditions take shape, evolve, cause harm, and yet, ultimately are cause for great joy. 

My allegiance to the Christian tradition is binding for my life, but not absolute nor without doubt or consideration. In my faith I find space, appreciation, and even reverence for the ritual, scripture, and adherents of other religious traditions. I come to the Christian faith today having wrestled with the reality that my participation in Christianity is due at least in part to where, to whom, and to when I was born. This does not diminish the truth or power of my Christian faith. In Christianity I find the substance for my faith and for my calling. It is only through confidence in my Christian faith and its call that I am able to fully appreciate the beliefs and faith of others, no matter how similar or divergent they are from my own. It is the strength of my Christian faith, not the weakness that allows me to hold other traditions with reverence.

Like so many, I come to Christianity through the Bible. Biblical scripture has spoken and continues to speak to me with great authority. So often the authority of the Bible is used to impose and oppress others to do, be, or think certain ways based upon particular interpretations. When creating a space to allow the Spirit to breathe and resonate inside the reader, the Bible can be sustaining and life giving. It can speak of something transcendent, even in literal interpretations. Any wisdom or insight gained from such a reading may become supremely authoritative for one’s life and can even benefit others. Allowing experiences of the divine to be true without imposing an interpretation upon another life and soul is to resist fear and oppression. Close-minded interpretations always fail to include both love and justice.
I accept the Bible as sacred, fully aware of the politics, deceit, or agendas that may or may not have played a role in its composition. I accept the Bible as a human work and as such expect all of the deficiencies and all of the excellence that comes with being human to be found in the Bible. The historical particularity of the Hebrew people and the first Christians has been intertwined into the text of our Bible and therefore is a product of their time, place, and experience in human history. We do them, their stories, and ourselves an injustice if we privilege it to something holy untouchable or demean it as non-factual or ahistorical. 

I approach the Bible as one claimed by it, and the wisdom I find within its pages. Countless lifetimes have been and are yet to be spent scouring, devouring, praising, worshiping, believing, praying, and doubting our Bible. Indeed there is more for me to discover and take in during my lifetime. I pledge to continue learning more about life, living, loving, and the Divine presence through my study of the Bible and seek inspiration for myself and for others for the rest of my life. 

Having been claimed by the Bible, I am similarly claimed by the Trinitarian doctrine of God. It has come to us clouded in controversies from the earliest records of Christian Patristics to modern splits between Trinitarian and Unitarian churches. A Trinitarian doctrine is never directly expressed in scripture, but the revelation of God as three separate “persons”, the Creator – God the Father, the Word – Jesus who is called the Messiah, and the Holy Spirit – are all found in scripture and as such provide the basis for the Trinity. 
Most compelling to me and my theology of the Trinity is the notion that the God-head itself is relational. The character of God’s outward interaction with creation is informed by the inward divine interaction as more than one part, operating in sync and in love with one another. To rank the divinity or dominance of one person of the Trinity over another is to slight the Trinity’s essential mark of love. Such serves only to feed arrogance and insatiable intellectual wondering that divides Christians and unnecessarily pits them in opposition to one another. Certainly this has and continues to play a role in today’s denominational divisions in Protestant Christianity. 

I am convinced of a Trinitarian doctrine as a symbol and reality of holy love. As the Christian Godhead it seeks faith for acceptance and leads us to the knowledge that love is found only in relationship with others, even our God. Ultimately, I believe in and am willing to preach, bless, worship, and baptize in the name of the Trinity. In doing so, I believe I preach, bless, worship, and baptize in the name of love; in the name of God who is love. And nothing could be greater. In the Trinity, we can claim confidently not that God simply loves, but is love. In God’s unity, God is three, joined inseparably through love. 
I look back through my spiritual formation to my freshman confirmation class. It was here that 1 John first offered me the truth about love. The only thing I really remember from my confirmation experience (besides a song teaching us the books of the New Testament in order) is: “God is love.” As I came upon these verses for the first time I highlighted the title above chapter four that reads, “God is Love.” I lost my confirmation Bible about four years ago and when I got a new one, the first thing I did was highlight the title over 1 John 4. I remember having highlighted other titles and verses in my confirmation Bible, but as I opened my new bible I could only remember “God is Love.”  

God has demonstrated this love most fully through the incarnation of Jesus, the man from Galilee that taught and modeled a life like none other and then rose from the dead, conquering not only death itself but also the fear of death. Our tradition tells us that Jesus was born of a virgin mother, fathered by the Holy Spirit, raised by Mary and her fiancé, Joseph. I believe in the virgin birth (the resurrection and all the miracle stories as well) because it adds power to our Christian story. Whether or not these supernatural phenomena occurred historically, they speak to the power of God. The arguing about historicity, semantics, or reasonableness of miracles only serves to remove this power from God and distract us from faithful living. 

I cannot avoid the fact that for much of my life I have been nervous to express my Christian faith for fear that people would assume I was close-minded, exclusive, or hateful. Recently and in the many weeks that it has taken to put this paper together, I am finding the courage and the words to proclaim my faith in Jesus Christ. I stand firmly as a witness against close-mindedness, exclusivity, and hateful living to purport a Biblical faith. I have come to believe more deeply in the gospel stories and in the message of the gospel despite its foolish and counter-intuitive teaching in the eyes of the world. 
Not only Jesus’ life of preaching, teaching, and healing, but also how he taught, how he preached, and who and when he healed, are what incited the Jewish religious leaders to turn him over to the state, leading ultimately to a sentence of corporal punishment and the death penalty under Pontius Pilate. Jesus lived ignoring, redefining, and erasing the barriers between clean and unclean, safe and dangerous, pious and irreverent, the first and the last. It’s not that Jesus had a distaste for rules; he was simply not going to be bound by them at the expense of what another human being needed of him. We are too often bound by our written laws and unspoken social norms that we refuse to be available to the needs of others. Following Jesus out of these social norms and cultural mores, into a life of loving others without question or stipulation is living faithfully. It is the gospel ethic. It is foolish. But, it is supremely loving.
The whole gospel story – the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus together,  his preaching, teaching, weeping, healing, praying, yelling, and reprimanding and the Passion and Easter narratives together – is the story of salvation. No part of the story is insignificant or ineffectual in the work of salvation. It is in doing, living, believing, praying, and singing this story that we are saved. Our sinfulness is not found in our misdeeds or deeds left undone, but in our existential separation from ourselves, each other, and from our God. Therefore, if our sin is not in our works, neither are we saved by works or by faith, but by the grace and mercy of God. Our salvation in Jesus Christ is one of all encompassing union, even unto death. Whether or not this is the “greatest story” it is sufficient for salvation. In Jesus’ living of the human life he left a path for us to follow and in his dying he overcame death, so that it was no longer humanity’s end, but a new beginning. We are saved.
In Jesus of Nazareth, humanity and God, life and death come together to form one reality; one person to lead us through this life and into salvation from death. It is one thing to speak about Jesus’ humanity and Jesus’ divinity separately, but something entirely different, to speak of them both together. I can speak about Jesus’ humanity, because I have my own for reference. Even historians do not dispute that there was a first century human teacher/preacher/prophet named Jesus, but scholars leave aside Jesus as the Christ as they fail to mention anything of the divine, supernatural, or miraculous. Jesus’ divinity and miracles do not sit well with empiricists, and they leave even those of us compelled to believe, speechless. 
My professor of Early Church History says the question of Jesus’ divinity should have never been asked. It was the first, causing a long string of unanswerable questions. Not only unanswerable, but the question leads us away from the power and mystery of God to the musings of our fallible reason and intellect. Cyril of Alexandria says that the mystery of (and the salvation through) Jesus Christ, the God-man, lies in the miracle of the incarnation itself. The union formed in the incarnation joined two natures into one. In the one, the former two are no longer distinguishable from one another, only the singular union remains. There are not two lists of actions performed by Jesus one human, the other divine. Cyril says that the mystery might offend our sense of good taste, but any combination that would make sense to our minds would not speak to the mystery and wonder of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. 
If we can just not touch this tension of the incarnation and allow it to remain unspoken and unrelieved, perhaps in our praying and in our singing we can hold that tension no longer in our minds but in our hearts. In these acts, of singing and praying, indeed of worship, there is space to ask that the truth of this, and all things ineffably known, might resound inside the depths of our souls. May this tension find meaning in our sacraments which make known the presence of God through physical objects and actions.
While still on Earth, Jesus left us with rituals to enact in our lives, in honor, praise, and remembrance of him. These, as with all rituals, accomplish something. Through the use of ordinary elements, words, acts, and movements our sacraments accomplish something. Something numinous, something felt and known, full of meaning, inescapable for the spirit and soul, untamable with the tongue. There is no magic involved in the sacraments. The celebration of the sacraments does not bring something into existence that was not there before, but brings about a conscious remembering of something that always is and renews its power in our lives. The power of the sacraments is in their ability to point beyond the elements of water, bread, and wine to the love of the Ground of our Being and the promises made to us. 
To celebrate the sacrament of baptism is to remember John the Baptist’s call to repent and be baptized. It is to remember that day when John baptized Jesus in the Jordan. The heavens opened and a voice claimed Jesus declaring that we should listen. In our own Baptism we acknowledge our dependence upon God and remember God’s claim on us as we proclaim our desire to follow where Jesus has led. In Baptism ,we are sealed with the sign of the cross with water – from which all of creation began and all life requires. 
In the Eucharist we remember that just as our bodies require nourishment so too do our souls desire and require spiritual food. In the communion bread and wine we are body and soul, both good, and nourished as such. Certainly we remember the night of Jesus’ last supper with his disciples and the promises he made – in the following four days, our life and death would be overcome and sealed by his love. We pray as we break bread together that our thirst and hunger may be satisfied. We pray that the communion between body and soul, human relationships, and the unity in the love of God might grow and strengthen within our community. This table is open to all who desire to partake in its gifts.
I have found no substitute for a community built on love and the essential benefits gained from our active participation therein. I would not be where I am today without the support, encouragement, and love I have received since I was in elementary school from my church family at Haslett Community Church. It was in the arms of these people that the first hints and the final pushes of my call to ministry were found. From one-on-one conversations with my youth pastor to being told by an older congregant, “As far as I’m concerned, you can go get all of your pilot’s licenses and certificates, but then I want you to promise me that you’ll pursue the ministry.” I did promise. And it has been that inexplicable moment he saw something in me that has helped bring me to this time and place. The years I enjoyed as the co-director of our youth program with Erin Heisler served to confirm the depth of my call to ministry in substance and practice. 

If we are going to have church be communities founded upon love, we need to reclaim love. In my application for seminary I was asked, “What is the most pressing issue for the church today?” The church continues to misplace love in locations other than the central focus, structure, and life of the church. We misplace love when we privilege our own needs at the expense of others’. We misplace love when we leave round table discussions and board meetings without a plan for action. We misplace love when we come to our Christian faith from one angle, perception, assumption, or agenda. We misplace love when consumed by our work for social justice we forget to break open our own alabaster jars. We misplace love when we believe Jesus’ love only applies to some people. We misplace love when we claim God for “our side”. We misplace love when we are claimed by Jesus and his “scandalous gospel”
 yet bear no fruit  
This is not an emotional or whimsical love, but a love that casts out fear
 and sacrifices self-interest for others. Without love we do not know God,
 one another, or ourselves. Without love, we do not have a church. Instead, we have a building or a gathering of people only claiming to be something other than ordinary. Without love, the church is no different from any other secular institution or association. Certainly there are other characteristics that make a church distinct in society, but without love, the worship, prayer, scripture, traditions, rituals, and community do not accomplish or reach to anything beyond what they are. Without love they do not point to something more than the words and actions they use or the people that perform them.

As a follower of Jesus Christ, the head of the church, I look to his model of leadership as accounted in the gospels. Leadership in all areas of our world, particularly in the United States and in our churches, lacks many things. Politicians masquerade as authority figures, but know little about leadership. They often seek their own agendas engaging in futile and arrogant power struggles that require not followers, but merely an audience. Sadly this is true in our churches as well. Leaders, who come to be in charge, do so for their own sake, but leaders who come to lead, do it not for their own gain, but out of their willingness to follow and lead for the sake of others.
In preparation for ordained ministry, I claim, before anything else, my dedication to prayer, study, and practice. I desire always to be a more faithful disciple of Jesus. Before Jesus began his own ministry he knew that leaders do not exist for their own sake, so he gathered his disciples together as the first Christian community to share in its ministry. A pastor is needed to lead and to tend the flock, not to coerce or control. The flock must also be willing to follow, but never asked to follow a pastor who transgresses the ethical boundaries between a pastor and congregation. I believe that at our core we all need and desire to be led, pastor and parishioner alike. It is the perpetual abuses of power, lack of genuine leadership, and a history of unbridled individualism in this country that generate ardent anarchist, rebellious, and anti-authoritarian dispositions. True leadership challenges this individualism and these abuses of power. 
It is however, this individualism that has helped to form the open, inclusive, and experience based character and style of the UCC we know today. From its earliest roots the United Church of Christ was composed of people intimate with the individualism and struggles of frontier life. This life of survival and support informed how their religious life would take shape on this continent. The members of the four founding traditions of the UCC – each amalgamations in their own right – sought freedom or at least differentiation from their European roots in America through renewed civil and religious lives. Many of the democratic principles with which they chose to govern their churches, provided the democratic foundation for the United States government, then yet to be. Some came across the Atlantic seeking religious or political refuge, others an escape from debt or poverty, all sought a new opportunity for their lives and posterity.

Many that came to the new world after the Plymouth Rock landing, came because they had different ideas from their European mother churches about how the religious life should be lived and what constituted a faithful living thereof. Our forebears of the United Church of Christ were products of the Reformation, Pietism, and the Enlightenment.
 These roots led them to find simple testimonies of experience and conscience rather than litmus tests of doctrinal adherence adequate measures of faithfulness. Church structures that privileged power over autonomy served as obstacles to healthy churches and the flourishing of faith. Education, both secular and religious, was seen to be of highest importance and institutions of both stripes were built. Social ills, such as slavery, needed to be eradicated, even before the abolition movement became public or popular.
Upon these similarities and others, the UCC’s two founding denominations: the General Council of Congregational Christian Churches (CC) and the Evangelical and Reformed Church (E&R) were formed in 1931 and 1934 respectively. The formation of the UCC and its predecessor bodies were fruit of a widespread movement throughout American Protestantism for Christian unity. These three particular unions came to pass during and shortly after some of the most devastating decades of U.S. and recent world history. The formation of the CC and the E&R came during the Great depression and its aftermath. The talks of union between these two denominations began in the throws of WWII, and came to pass in the optimistic ‘50’s, on June 25, 1957. Having been born of fire and optimism the UCC is the greatest example of American Christian unity today and stands at the forefront of justice seeking in mainline Christianity. 
Not long after the formation of the United Church of Christ, its social justice and egalitarian claims were tried through the rigors of the Civil Rights Movement. The wider American culture put the UCC’s claims of justice and inclusivity to the test and the feminist movement challenged the role of women in our denomination and its language. These trials came to pass, forging a denomination that has lived up to its claims, even in the inclusive rendering of our beautiful statement of faith. All this lives on in our Open and Affirming movement, ordaining LGBT identified persons and blessing same-sex marriages. We continue to uphold the rights and honor of all people, as beloved children of God.
Our doors have been opened to diverse traditions far beyond the founding four in efforts to become a more multicultural church. At our best, our efforts to create space for all people in the UCC serve to echo God’s welcome to all of creation as good. Recognizing this truth, our denomination is not a church of hierarchy but of equal gatherings of the church in different times, and places, for different purposes. After much battle and debate, we are indeed a church of autonomous individuals and parishes seeking faithful living.

Our churches’ autonomy lives only in terms of power and oversight, not of responsibility. We are a church covenanted together. In this, we are asked to give of ourselves to one another and our church, working for its increase. Particularly because we are not bound to a larger church structure, the path to heed our individual and corporate calls from God is all the clearer. Our local congregations are free to determine for themselves how the gospel speaks to them in their particular time and location and should make the valuable investment of doing so.  
As the mainline denomination which speaks most publically about the social implications of the gospel and has declared our understanding of the gospel’s call to love all human beings without stipulations of change or abstinence…all human beings without stipulations of change or abstinence; we have a responsibility to live up to our heritage and our current claims as a denomination and as individual believers. We must not only be a social justice minded church, but also theologically and spiritually minded. Our numbers sink along with other mainline denominations, because we are not any more actively relevant then they are. A study reported a healthy “general decline in the importance of religious difference in American culture” as a disheartening “reflection of religion’s increasingly benign role in public life.” 
 Those of us claimed by the gospel of Jesus Christ must make a compelling case of its relevance. My prayer is that we might reclaim the Pietist belief “that Christian faith should result in a changed society.”
 
Earlier I stated if our sin is not in our works, neither are we saved by works or by faith, but by the grace and mercy of God. I believe this. But I cannot help but be moved by Matthew 25 which unequivocally says that our works matter. Whatever the divine formula of salvific elements, it involves Matthew 25 and “The Judgment of the Nations”: 
All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. 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.” Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it that we [did these things]? And the king will answer them, “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. 
As Christians and members of Christian churches in the United States of America we must continue to read this passage again and again, aloud in worship and silently in private devotion. Our ultimate salvation rests in God’s mercy because there is nothing that we can do to overcome our sin, but we can and we must bear fruit worthy of this faith in the grace and mercy of God. Without bearing good fruit, I fear we may be the ones standing at the door knocking, pleading, “Lord, lord!” as God declares to us, “I never knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.”
  
Having come through three years of seminary, I seek ordination more humbly than before. I come asking for the privilege to be ordained as a minister of word and sacrament, not convicted by an absolute truth called the Christian church, but persuaded that the Christian story is still flush with saving power; speaking to the needs, worries, and fears of the world today, helping to relieve the suffering they cause. I desire ordination in the UCC because I believe we are the denomination best poised to bring this aid to an ever ailing world. As a pastor of a UCC congregation or in whatever capacity God may call me to serve, I will work to these ends, to the best of my ability.
“By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”
 Not emotional or whimsical love, but a fearless and sacrificial love. Let this be true of us and of me, this day and in all the days to come. Amen.
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