The Ordination Paper of

James C. Coyl

This story begins with Jesus, the head of the church and the savior of my life.  For it wasn’t until I was open to Jesus’ invitation to follow him; that I realized how big the life of faith can be.  The daily commitment to follow Christ has been rich with joy and challenge; it continually reminds me of how far I have come in this life of faith and the lifetime of spiritual maturing which lay ahead.

Faith Journey – God seeks in holy love to save all people from aimlessness and sin.

The beginning of my Christian life of faith is best described as an awakening.  In my late twenties, working to establish personal and professional identity, mine was a soul often afflicted by restlessness in the pursuit of meaning, the soul of a man seeking independence but increasingly aware of an intrinsic need for guidance.  At the encouragement of my pastor, I began to read the gospels and there I encountered Jesus.  Not the friendly Jesus I remember from Sunday school or the sweet baby Jesus of Christmas traditions but a present, resurrected, persuasive vision.  Jesus appeared to me not in flesh but in thought so clear that it seemed like his physical presence.  A stark sense of his reality spoke to my very center and said simply “I am here”.  In the moment, I was struck with a mixture of fear and joy, surprised at how my world had shifted in an instant.  As I reflect on that time I see that it was not only that moment that shaped my faith, but a lifetime of influences had led to that encounter.  On that day, I was healed, made whole by the revelation of something I sought clarity on for many years.  I was convicted by the gravity of Jesus’ life, his death and resurrection, his entire story.

This new perspective on the meaning of Christian faith sustained me as much as it challenged me.  Even as I continued to evaluate career decisions, what remained constant was the abiding strength I found in a reoriented life of faith.  My worldview became more externally focused, it was less about my ability to plan and control and more about being receptive to the challenges and blessings of any given day.  My worship life became more vibrant, the liturgies were the same but they resonated in a whole new way.  The God we prayed to, confessed to and shared communion with, felt closer and expected something of me.  I had been given a new perspective on the world around me.  More and more, I was interpreting life in terms of a covenant with God and learning to trust God for discernment and wisdom.  I finally came to the point where I recognized that the changes I’d experienced were calling my professional life into question.  Could the training and skills I’d developed in business be redirected to serve the church?  Was this a call to ordained ministry?  Instinctively I felt so, but saying yes to this calling was impractical.   I knew I needed help sorting through the questions being raised.  I sought the counsel of my pastor and with him as a guide through the discernment process, answers came.
Seminary
Over the course of several meetings, my pastor and I agreed that my sense of call was valid and that pursuing ordained ministry was a faithful response.  In the fall of 1999, on the eve of a new millennium, I entered seminary, a married man with two children and another on the way.  There were many challenges ahead but I proceeded in confidence that God’s hand was on this mission and all would be well.  In the early days of my time in seminary, I enjoyed the comfort of being in a community where it was safe to talk about the experiences of discerning a call to ministry, and how so many of our stories overlapped.  It was a life changing time for me, a time of great growth, when I realized that with training and faith, my spiritual and professional inspirations could serve God and fulfill my understanding of vocational purpose.

Serving the Church
Soon after the start of seminary, I accepted the opportunity to serve as a “Student Associate” or intern at Glenview Community Church, through which I served the youth and families of the congregation.  I worked closely with the Associate Pastor there, who offered me invaluable coaching and patient nurturing presence.  My initial assignments were to lead Sunday worship for the confirmation class and facilitate the Sunday morning meeting of the high school youth group.  I came to these assignments excited by the challenge of something totally new to me.  Each meeting, each service, every lesson was filled with rich and rewarding experience.   A fitting summary of ministry with these young people is to say that it provided us with a blessed mix of risk and sanctuary.  

Risk was available through service projects, retreats to the sand dunes of Tower Hill, preaching assignments and the asking and answering of difficult questions.  Sanctuary came in the shelter that a faith community offers young people dealing with a classmate’s suicide, children learning to walk with a terminally ill 7th grade boy, a confirmation class grieving and offering prayers around a campfire having lost that same boy to death and hoping in the promises of faith and resurrection.  

I learned that being young today is harder than it was when I was young.  This is a generation that lives with more stress than I recall; they are often pushed toward over achievement and lead overscheduled, exceedingly busy lives.  It was one of my missions as their pastor to allow them freedom from busyness and provide them a place to laugh, rejuvenate and grow in faith.  Proof of that need for healing came in a journal entry that a 14 year old girl made on retreat to Tower Hill.  She raved about her day at the beach, rolling down the sand dunes, running in the wide open space and closed her entry by stating, “It felt good to be a kid again.”  Her church helped her to reclaim her childhood and her love of life and God’s creation.   

Growth and Experience

While serving at Glenview, the senior minister was diagnosed with a brain tumor, the removal of which would leave him incapacitated for several months.  I was devastated by the news.  This man was my inspiration, the one who had patiently and faithfully led me to Christ.  His illness posed a challenge to the church and to me personally.  This was my chance to give back some of what he had given me.  I served where needed and took on significantly more responsibility in the youth and family program while the associate pastor and other staff took on additional responsibilities as well.  It was a powerful lesson in team ministry and the strength of community.  Some of the lessons were rather difficult and by the end of my time at the church the pressures of a fulltime academic schedule, church responsibilities, a part time job and a growing family, had tested the limits of my wife Susan’s patience.  In prayerful consideration she shared with me her concerns over essential matters of our financial stability, our time together as a couple and as a family, and our vow to be equal partners in every aspect of our lives.  I realized I had been running this race, focused on the goal of completing my degree and moving through the ordination process, without full consideration of those closest to me. 

 Having completed my MDiv., I made the decision that it was time to step back from the In-Care process, get my finances back on solid ground and take special care to nurture my marriage and family.  This decision posed many challenges for my wife and kids, but we persevered, sustained by faith, the love of family and the unwavering support of friends and colleagues.  Within a few months of my leaving pastoral work at Glenview Community Church I accepted a job with Augsburg Fortress Publishers (AF), the Publishing Ministry of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA).   It was a return to sales and marketing, which was not my first choice, but it kept me in contact with pastors and theologians and had the very attractive feature of paying the bills.  I worked at AF for two years and enjoyed the work and the many new relationships I established.  Yet throughout my time there my heart was always in pastoral ministry.  When layoffs were taking place at the publishing house, Susan and I agreed that I should accept a severance package, develop a plan to complete formal preparation for ministry and the requirements for ordination.  

Hospital Chaplaincy   

CPE and Chaplaincy were rewarding times of growth and affirmation of my call to ministry.  I served patients, families and staff in the emergency department, intensive care unit and medical oncology floors.  As a chaplain assigned to specific units, I worked on different interdisciplinary care teams which included physicians, social workers, nurses and other specialists.  My work with patients included the assessment of their spiritual health by means of conversation and presence.  Much of my service involved listening to people and allowing them time to tell the story of how their medical crisis was impacting their lives and faith.  We would discuss the patient’s understanding of where God fit into what was happening and how spiritual disciplines like prayer and scripture reading could be helpful in the healing process and care plan.

I also focused on the spiritual needs of the medical team, especially the nursing staff.  The stress nurses are under today may be at an all time high.  One of my missions with nurses was to continually remind them of the importance and the beauty of the work they were doing.

I recall a day during the hospital’s “Nurses’ Week” when the chaplains conducted what was called the “Blessing of the Hands.”  On this day chaplains visited every unit in the hospital and anointed and blessed the hands of any caregiver who was interested in receiving.  As part of each blessing, I asked the nurses I encountered to remember the time when they realized they wanted to be a healer and then wove that memory into our prayer, thanking God for the moment when the call to a vocation of healing was answered with a yes.  Before all the distractions of hospital administration and the stress of the job, I wanted for them to connect with their vocation as healers and people of compassion.  The blessing was that this staff of nurses would come to appreciate their hands and the healing art that came from them.

Congregation or Clinic?

There is a distinct satisfaction to hospital ministry that partially involves the emotional rush one gets in the throes of crisis, something very basic which calls upon the best of our faith, instincts and training, and places them into action.  Yet as exciting as those moments can be, the thrill soon passes, leaving in their wake spiritual needs that demand an enduring and patient presence.  This companionship is the place of sustaining fulfillment for me, the place where I know my call to ministry is beyond chaplaincy and into the local church.  Long term ministry is the place where the waters ebb and flow and where people return to normal or are navigating a new place to call normal. Here the work of the pastor is about being a spiritual companion with people through the entire cycle of living.   As Walter Bruggemann discusses in his spiritual reflection on the Psalms, life (and the Psalms) can generally be divided into three states; orientation, disorientation and new orientation.  Ministering to a congregation of a local church as they live through this life cycle is where the discernment of call leads me next.  

Pulpit Supply

For the past few years I have been active as a supply preacher, and recently served for 15 months in the pulpit of a north suburban UCC congregation that was in the process of disbanding.  In this service I was given the opportunity to preach every two weeks and fully experience the growth of regular sermon preparation and worship leadership.  This experience also demonstrated that church life and the work of the pastor is much more than Sunday morning.  This congregation was hurting and needed the support of an interim pastor to guide them through the closing of their church and to help them figure out what was next.  As a supply preacher without interim training, I was not the person for that mission.  The congregation was able to support each other fairly well, but I fear they missed out on the healing that a dedicated leader would have provided to help them understand their grief and guide them into new communities of faith.  During the last worship service I led there, we shared in a time of prayer and healing.  The prayer petitions that emerged amid tears and hugs revealed a deep hurt that would take time to heal.  I encouraged the remaining members to seek out a church to attend and that maybe as many as possible could attend together.  I’ve heard from a few folks that they are attending a neighboring UCC congregation and are experiencing healing from the welcome offered there.

Theological Understanding

I believe in God as revealed by scripture in both the Old and New Testaments.  I believe God to be relational and in covenant with humankind through the person of Jesus and the presence of the Holy Spirit.  God calls humankind into relationship through divine revelation and through the actions of the gathered faithful, who, by faith, engage the world with a message of God’s love.  God is judging and compassionate, God recognizes human suffering; God has time and again forgiven God’s people for their continual distraction and willful defiance.
Through Jesus, God shared our common lot, living the embodied image of God’s intentions for human life and community.  Through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, the world is reconciled to God and by means of the Holy Spirit, remains a hopeful living presence in the lives of people for all time. 

I believe the crucifixion was the pivotal moment in the relationship between God and humankind which fully revealed the sinful nature of humanity and the infinite love of God. I don’t believe Jesus was simply born to die, I believe his death was the result of how he lived and what he taught.  His death was an action whereby political and religious oppression sought to silence truth and justice.  It was the culmination of Jesus’ public ministry where a frenzied mob cast stones and spit insults and mockery, all of which hung on the cross with Christ.  In the midst of it, Jesus prayed for God’s forgiveness and God’s presence.  His unwavering persistence in his ministry, even unto death, reveals his relationship to God and his love for the people he had come to save.  My conjecture is that at some point, perhaps when he emerged from the Jordan River, he understood that the only way to pierce the people’s hardened hearts was to willfully accept their brutality and prove to them, that the realm of God was breaking into the world and human might could not push it back.

I believe the Holy Spirit is the presence of God’s generative, healing, life giving, presence in the world.  We can find relationship with the Spirit through prayer and participation in Christian community.  People can witness to the Holy Spirit by honoring Jesus’ command to love through acts of charity, compassion and sharing the hope of God found in scripture.  

Sin and Reconciliation 

I believe God has endowed humankind with freedom of will, that is, the personal exercise of the natural gifts of body and mind.  I believe the human will is hopelessly attached to serving its own appetites and left unto itself, the human will cannot break free of itself and exists in a perpetual inward spiral.  This perpetual focus on self limits and may ultimately prevent an individual from being able to participate in the community around them in a virtuous way.  For example, a person might belong to a church, but only be there to meet their personal needs for social acceptance, professional networking, entertainment and power.  They may spend a lifetime in community and yet never be able to hear or respond to the Gospel.

Freedom from eternal self-seeking comes from God and is part of the saving work of Christ. In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit—fruit that will last.”  Jesus is addressing the disciples here, yet I further understand Jesus to be speaking of an inherent salvation, something that we don’t choose any more than we choose to be born.  From birth we are creatures who want what we want, when we want it.  Jesus and the church witness against those inclinations and toward a more love- giving and expectant life.  Therefore, I believe that to be saved or reconciled is a response, not a choice.  When God’s love is revealed to us we respond to it, we don’t choose it.  We can stop our ears to it, close our minds to it, even try to kill it, but it never dies.  When it embraces us, we are in its grasp forever.  While I understand Christianity to be the straightest path toward our creator, I believe God’s grace extends to all people who seek to know God and express their pursuit of God through faith and traditions that honor healing, liberation and justice for all creation.

 Theodicy

In every generation there has been unrest, calamity and death. I don’t believe that God is the cause of these events.  Natural disasters are the result of the energy and spirit of the natural order.  Disease and human suffering have both natural and human causes, and are the result of human frailty, human ignorance and unchecked narcissism.  I don’t believe that God gives kids cancer or causes suffering to test our faith. Suffering and death exist because they are a part of human frailty and the natural world.

From the beginning, God has been the life-giving, creative force that brings order to chaos.  While there is biblical support that God has performed acts of destruction to suit God’s plan for humanity, the witness of God’s covenant after the flood narrative, the prophetic call to repentance and the resurrection of Jesus, reveal a God who is the creator, sustainer and redeemer of life.  In Christ, God is revealed as a compassionate healing companion, whom expresses the eternal truth of God, commanding release of the captives, the welcome of the marginalized and renewal of creation. 

Bible

The Bible, both Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, is a collection of books like no other.  Well before the final canon was assembled the truth contained in the word of scripture fueled both controversy and inspiration.  It is the potential volatility of the scriptures which requires us to read and interpret them with care.  I believe the Bible to be written by human beings, through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and that the authors and editors of scripture were also influenced by the religious traditions and cultural practices of their time and place.  I understand the Bible as foundational to a life of Christian discipleship and spiritual maturity.  It is our responsibility to engage the scriptures for revelation of the truth in their original settings and in the current age.  It is inspiring to think of the millions of people who have heard and read these stories.  There is solidarity, a sort of spiritual connection I feel to the stories of our faith and to everyone who has ever, or will ever read and interpret them.  I read our story and preach our story in hope of new understanding and with expectation that we will be challenged and changed by it.  

Influences 

There are many pastors, scholars and artists who have shaped my understanding of our story and our faith.  A short list of these teachers includes:

Barbara Brown Taylor, a pastor and theologian who has the gift of taking challenging topics and making them approachable and human.  Among her writings I have found, The Preaching Life, Speaking of Sin, and When God is Silent, to be regular references.  Along with her intellect and her unique ability to capture human emotion in writing, I am grateful to Rev. Taylor and all women who have answered the call to ordained ministry and inspired the next generation of church leaders. 

Jurgen Moltmann, Came to faith as a German POW during World War II. This experience shapes his theology of hope in the resurrection of Christ, its implications for the current day and at the end of history.  I have a great appreciation for his understanding of God as the ever creating Spirit of life.  Among his writings I am most influenced by The Source of Life, in which he states, “The Holy Spirit is the unrestricted presence of God in which our life wakes up.”  Moltmann’s theology has helped me define my salvation in Christ and provides guidance for mature evangelism. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The brilliant German scholar, pastor and martyr has influenced me by his teaching and his life’s testimony.  His work Life Together is a rich expression of the essential connection between Christian faith and human relationship.  I am inspired by the story of his time in New York City and his life changing experience at Abyssian Baptist Church in Harlem.   He came to study at Union Seminary, but was more profoundly changed through his relationship with this church.  He heard Adam Clayton Powell preach the Gospel of Social Justice.  He became sensitized to the injustice experienced by minorities and he more fully understood the ignorance with which the church had addressed issues of race.  The experience had a profound impact on his ministry among the Nazis.

Rich Mullins, was an inspired musician and songwriter, who wrote songs about Christian faith and the human condition that speak beautifully of the relationship between God and man.  He considered himself a “Kid Brother” of St Francis of Assisi and cherished simplicity and humility in living.  He tithed the majority of his income to his church and spent more time supporting Compassion USA than he did on his recording career.  For several years he lived on a reservation where he served as a pastor and music teacher to Native American children.  The gift of his music and the charity and compassion with which he shared it, will always be an inspiration to me.

The Sacraments – Eucharist and Baptism

The sacraments are incarnations of scriptural actions of worship founded by Jesus.  The church understands the rites of baptism and communion to be outward and visible signs of the presence of God’s grace in the elements of water, wine and broken bread. 
In communion we participate in the final meal Jesus shared with his close companions the night before his death and in doing so we are numbered among those companions.  Sharing communion in the present age also reminds us of the resurrection hope that is the promise of our faith.  Holy Communion is central to the life of the church and is a means of grace that holds the body of Christ in solidarity from generation to generation.  I strongly support the practice, in most UCC congregations; of a Communion Table that is “open to all Christians who wish to know the presence of Christ and to share in the community of God's people.” (UCC Book of Worship)
An image of Holy Communion that will always be with me took place at a Good Friday service several years ago.  We sang the Taize song “Jesus Remember Me.”  I recall sitting in a darkened sanctuary and hearing the low voice of an old man singing the song as he slowly made his way toward the chancel area where communion was being served.  Every step appeared difficult for him, but his entire demeanor was determined.  “Jesus remember me” he sang, and the words were much more than lyrics coming from his mouth, they were a prayer that spoke of the hope that waited in the form of bread and wine at the end of the aisle.  I slid in line behind him as he passed me.  After receiving the elements his singing turned to humming and he made the same determined walk back to his seat. There was something striking and genuine about the countenance of this old gentleman, he allowed me to see the Holy for the first time since I had taken part in Holy Communion.  In one man’s thirty foot journey down the aisle of a church sanctuary I had witnessed the resurrection hope that is present in the gift of the sacrament.  Resurrection hope is ultimately about living forever, through the power of Christ.  God promises that the people we have lost to death are not lost to us forever. In raising Jesus, and allowing people to see him raised, we were given this gift of assurance. Yet it’s not only about life after death. The hope of the resurrection inspires us to change the way we live here and now.  I see it when a person who is sick and weak speaks of the strength he or she finds knowing others are praying for him or her.  That’s resurrection hope.  And when an earthquake happens in Haiti and a hurricane ravages the Gulf Coast, when our prayers and our resources go out to complete strangers; that is resurrection hope.  When a church decides to house the homeless all year and meets with organized public opposition, yet holds its resolve, I see resurrection hope. These are all signs of resurrection hope, because they are all about healing and renewal of life.  

Along with resurrection we are called to be keepers of a new covenant of liberation and justice. If we remember Eucharist as taking place at the end of a meal where people are fed and share fellowship and if we further recall that Jesus often ate with folks viewed as unfit and unclean dinner company we begin to see Jesus’ table as an open table.  And if we remind ourselves that the meal they shared that night was a Passover meal where God’s deliverance is remembered, we then participate in hope that God’s salvation history will be played out again in our present and future.  If Jesus is present with us in broken bread and wine that means he is alive and the human evil that sought to kill him was unsuccessful.  It has been defeated.  It means that all who share in the meal share in Christ’s victory over the forces of oppression and evil in the world. 

Baptism

The sacrament of Baptism is also a ritual embodiment of God’s grace.  Water and the Holy Spirit conspire in an outward expression of connection to the church, the reception of God’s forgiveness, the congregation’s call to discipleship and the renewal of the spirit.  I believe the communal aspect of baptism makes it appropriate at any age.  Since salvation is not a choice but a reaction to the revelation of God’s grace, the sanctioned baptism of an infant, I believe, is equally efficacious to the reasoned response of an adult believer.  

Recently, I attended worship at Willow Creek Community Church with my daughter’s confirmation class.   The service that day included the sacrament of Baptism.  Everything about the service was a bit like this mega-church itself.  It was big.  The baptistery allowed four pastors to administer the sacrament simultaneously.  The six piece praise band played up tempo anthems through a state of the art sound system.  We were in an upper balcony well away from the platform but had a close view of the proceedings with the aid of massive video monitors.  
In the midst of all this grand theater, there appeared on the giant TV, a petite girl in her early teens, the full embodiment of adolescent awkwardness.  As she stood on the steps to the pool, she looked briefly up at the crowded sanctuary and then fixed her eyes back on the water.  She was summoned in by a pastor.  He welcomed her and by the looks of it asked her the questions that precede baptism.  There was a brief pause and then under she went, fully immersed, out of sight for a moment.  Then, up from the water she sprang.  At first her face was marked with relief and then she had a moment of transfiguration.  She radiated with a joy magnified a hundred times on the blazing, giant monitors, she smiled an ear to ear smile and then she began to cry.  All the while other candidates filed in behind her and the band played on until all twenty some folks had been baptized. Then the platform filled with fifty or sixty others who came forward to welcome the newly baptized members into their community.  I could no longer see the girl for the huddle of teenage supporters that had come forward to surround her.  In that moment she had been made new, chosen, received into the life of Christ’s church and the celebration was big.
As my daughter and I drove home we wondered.  When the lights go out and the music fades, when the charisma of the moment calms, what will that transfigured teenage girl remember?  What do any of us remember about our baptisms?  My hope for all who are baptized is that we remember it by answering the questions asked in baptism every day of our lives.  We renounce evil by surrounding ourselves with a community that supports and challenges us in our weakness, a community that serves against oppression and injustice in the world.  We believe Jesus is Lord by living as disciples in every aspect of our lives as we pursue our faith in thought, word and deed.

Boundaries and Self Care

Pastoral ministry requires a diligent attention to one’s own limits.  I’ll confess that I am one to test those limits if I feel I’m in pursuit of something good.  I will exhaust myself for the people I love, sometimes to the point where it becomes unhealthy.  The pursuit of ministry has pushed me in this way.  As a second career minister, I’ve made every effort to provide for my family, work as a top employee and throw myself into ministry preparation, because I see family, career and call as gifts from God that demand all of who I am.  Besides, a little hard work never killed anyone, or did it?  Boundary training in seminary and through CMA served to show me just how seriously the church now takes the issue of self-care.  It’s not something that we can get to once the work is done because the work is never done.  I’ve realized self care is a group effort.  As pastors we need to make room for each other to nurture our mental, spiritual and physical wellness.  I’ve taken action in this area but there is significant room for improvement.  Recognizing the need for self care and serving in a church that takes the matter seriously has prompted me to make the basic steps of rest, diet and exercise that I might not have otherwise taken.

We must always be mindful of our motivations and ask ourselves what our intentions are in the various settings to which we are called. The attention that this topic was given during my seminary and In-Care training was very enlightening.  It’s a fair bet that most people who find they’re facing the consequences of personal and professional boundary violations, at one point thought it was something that could or would never happen to them.  Close attention to our motivations and practices can safeguard ministers and the people they serve from the damage that comes when healthy professional practice is not observed.  
UCC – The Word Comes Alive
The church is a community living in common covenant with God.  Through worship, scripture, sacrament, fellowship and mission, the church, with the help of God seeks to embody the resurrected Jesus to the world.  As controlling creatures, we sometimes try to contain church within buildings, creeds and confessions.  These are helpful for our gatherings and they enable us to better comprehend the enormity of God, but they are not the church.  A church is never a force of one; it takes at least two people gathered in the name of Christ, focused on the love of neighbor and the living of the Good News of God’s love and justice to be the body of Christ in the world.  The UCC is my church home because it has been patient and nurturing of my faith.   I strongly support the UCC expression of a creating, generative God, the “Still Speaking”, and still active God.  I see the UCC as a diverse body of disciples that understand the realm of God to be at-hand and discontent with a passive witness to God’s love.  It is our faith and hope that someday the world will be restored.  In the meantime we preach a Gospel of evangelical witness and social action, in service to Christ.

 The UCC witnesses to God, the God of the powerful and God of the powerless and diminished, our God, who grants us freedom and calls us to live that freedom as expressed in a life of active faith.  It is my love of the human story and the joy of actively participating in it which compels me to serve as a minister within the UCC.  Our church expresses this understanding of a consistent and current God in its constitution:  It (The UCC) affirms the responsibility of the Church in each generation to make this faith its own in reality of worship, in honesty of thought and expression, and in purity of heart before God.  Also our statement of faith which proclaims, 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. 

Discipleship best sums up the vision of the UCC and its mission in the world.  We are called to be disciples, as active agents of the grace of God in the world, we are people that believe in God and interpret the word of scripture in such a way that it changes the way we live and the way we love.

An example I’ve witnessed of the possibility of this loving change came during the past year as First Congregational, my worship home in Glen Ellyn, completed the process of becoming an Open and Affirming Church.  For many months the congregation offered educational opportunities, open discussions and personal testimony.  I participated only as a congregant but with the eyes and ears of a pastor.  What I saw and heard were intelligent discussions, moments of trust and transparency.  It was not an easy move to make but I witnessed folks on either side of the discussion come closer together.  In the end it came down to the fact that our congregation’s ministry has always been grounded in welcome and hospitality and that welcome extends to anyone who comes to us seeking the nurture of Christian community.  We had always been welcoming but there was power and conviction in naming and detailing that welcome.
Statement of Faith

Our God calls us into creation, seeks to save us from sin, judges us all in divine wisdom, draws near in the person of Jesus, blesses us with the Holy Spirit, and promises us God’s presence.  It is to this God we offer our unceasing prayer in the thoughts, words and deeds of our everyday living.  We are a church that continually questions our role and practice as guardians of the divine endowments of freedom, life and joy.  I see us as a movement of liberation.  We are a people of an emancipating Word that comes to free us from ourselves and all forms of oppression and which allows us to see ourselves as God sees us.    With new eyes we see and new ears we hear the beauty and corruption of God’s creation.  Through the gift of the Holy Spirit we are called to costly the work of discipleship, a call to nurture freedom and beauty, a call to heal and inspire.  We live in response to an invitation to the eternal wedding feast, our reunion with the One who made us, a celebration where we will have an eternity to sit at a rough hewn wooden table that is ever expanding, God’s table, a place where all who respond to the invitation of God are granted a seat, where tough questions are asked and answered honestly, a place where every guest has time to tell their story and know that it is heard, a place where the scriptures will be shared and fully understood.  This is the faith I take into the world as I seek to lead and serve as an ordained minister in the United Church of Christ. 
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