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THE MILESTONES  


There are times when the markers that we place strategically in the soil of our lives shift unexpectedly due to unforeseen eruptions in the landscape of life.  At other times, the storms that pelt our reality with sudden pellets of rain cause landslides that alter the terrain of our existence.  Yet, when we consider the cycle of nature that spawns a seed into a sapling it is evident that storms are an essential part of the growth process in life. The story of nature is also the narrative of my life and its trail leads to a harvest that holds my request for ordination in the United Church of Christ.

The Soil


My life in the church started at an early age. I was about five years old.   It seems that Hannah—the mother of the priest, prophet, and judge over Israel named Samuel—and my mother, Corine, held similar beliefs about the role of God and the church in the lives of their children.  Hannah dedicated Samuel to the Lord for his whole life.  Likewise, my mother apparently made a vow akin to that of Hannah because my brother, Herbert, and I attended Sunday school and church every Sunday as children.   Providence Park Baptist Church is the place we attended regularly.  This is where I accepted Jesus Christ as my Savior at age thirteen.  

One of the gifts that I shared with the congregation was my talent for music.  I had studied piano and organ theory and practice from age five to fifteen.  The Sunday school superintendent, Mr. Booker, was aware of my skill and hired me as the pianist, at age thirteen, to play for the opening and closing assembly each Sunday.  I was an active member at my home church until relocating to Chicago in 1985.  I learned about the Lord as a young child while growing up in Richmond, Virginia, but I grew to know the Lord when I moved to Chicago.  

The Seeds

My mother was the first to plant seeds into my Christian life.  Trinity UCC watered the seeds and God made them grow.  In a world that teaches the lesson, “go along to get along,” I am grateful for a mother who planted seeds into my life that sprouted the moral lesson, “think for yourself.”  My mother’s edict to “think for yourself” is parallel to the lesson of the apostle Paul who instructed the Roman Christians to, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2).  My mother sowed the seeds of this text into my life early and supported the endeavors that led me to live its truth.  

The sacred text was enlivened even more in my life at Trinity UCC through the teaching of our pastor emeritus, Rev. Dr. Jeremiah A. Wright, Jr.  His teaching ministry nourished the seeds that my mother sowed.  Through his teaching ministry I have become an active learner within the church by taking Bible classes, teaching the New Testament Survey course, attending prayer service, and serving in several ministries of the church.  While the ones who scatter and nurture the seeds are vital in the growth process, only God can turn seeds into a sapling.  This is what God accomplished in my life through the storms.
The Storms
As a child I loved the sights and sounds of a storm.  The cadence of thunder crackling across the sky, wind whisking fiercely through the trees, and the spectacle of lightening streaks flashing on the cloudy horizon were signs of God’s control over nature.

  As a child I perceived that nature had a more pristine appearance after the storm.  The grass looked greener.  The trees were thicker because the storm had pruned the weak branches; and the sky donned a deeper color of blue.  I could see this as a child.  However, as an adult, somehow I lost the spiritual eyes of my childhood.  I still love the storms of nature, but I loathe the storms of life.  Yet, God used the storms of life to draw me closer.  
The death of my mother was the first phase of my closer walk with God.  When my mother died in 1989, I believed I would die, too.  Mom was my best friend.  She was a strong, courageous and ethical woman, and a follower of Christ.  She was an extraordinary teacher and an amazing coach who taught vital lessons of morality and self-worth.   Retrospectively, I realize that my mother had become my refuge and strength.

The resignation from my job as Vice President at Corus Bank in 1997 was the second phase of my closer walk with God.  When I resigned my position I was equipped with an impressive work history, a new Master of Business Administration (MBA) degree, perseverance, confidence, prayer, and the belief that God would open a new door.  After sixty-nine job interviews over two years, there still was no open door.  This time my vocation had become my refuge and strength.  
The eviction from my condominium due to the actions of the board of directors was the third phase of my closer walk with God.  Once more, retrospectively, I realize that my condominium had become my refuge and strength.  
The writer of the forty-sixth Psalm tells us that God is our refuge and strength (Psalm 46:1).  Nevertheless, I had a flair for finding people, places, and positions to be my chosen refuge and strength.  Whenever God removed my preferred refuge and strength, I always found a replacement.  I love the storms of nature, but I loathe the storms of life.  Yet, the storms have propelled me to walk closer with God.  Now, I affirm that God always has been my refuge and strength.  I have simply embraced the awareness of this truth.
The Saplings 
The sprouts that embody new life often appear while the rain is still falling.  This is the story of my life because I learned to seek, serve, and trust God in the midst of the rainfall.  Humility, compassion, and service were the saplings.  I have served faithfully in the Trinity UCC homestead in the following capacities: 
Deacon Ministry as an ordained deacon; Amani Volunteer Hospice Care Ministry as a volunteer; Center for African Biblical Studies as a Bible class instructor; Healing Ministry as a prayer facilitator; Intercessory Prayer and Fasting Committee as a prayer facilitator; Youth Sexuality Project as a class instructor; Vacation Bible School as a class instructor; Church School as a class instructor; Outreach Coordinator for shoes to children in Protroase Village, Africa; and Outreach Coordinator for fruit baskets to women served by a women’s health center in Chicago.
The Harvest  
I believe that God has called me to a series of sacred tasks:  to proclaim good news to the “poor,” to set the prisoners free, to recover sight for the blind, and to release the oppressed.  I am convinced that God has called me to a ministry that mirrors the Messiah’s ministry of proclamation, teaching, healing, and justice (Luke 4:18).  It is the UCC focus on justice that drives my desire for ordination in this denomination.  I believe if we profess to be ministers of Christ then our life’s work should parallel his life’s work.  Similar to the life of Christ, the milestones in my life have thrust me onto the pinnacle of distress and the pedestal of the divine.  In no other way can one genuinely become equipped to offer pastoral leadership in a local or world community.   
THE INNER CALL    

In the National Geographic documentary, titled Volcano: Nature’s Inferno, volcanologists Maurice and Katchia Kraft called home, “Wherever the earth breathes fire.  There never has been another calling.”
 As I affirm the inner call of teaching, I echo the words of Maurice and Katchia Kraft, “There never has been another calling.”  The anatomy of this call is unique.  It is a call to teach and counsel youth and teens living with the “disease” of low self-esteem.  This problem affects a person’s sense of dignity, power, freedom, love, and meaning.  It often develops from a history of emotional, physical, or sexual abuse in a family system or from the failure of adults to proactively teach children lessons of self-worth.  As an ordained clergyperson my role would be to help people identify opportunities to evolve, grow and heal.  
The notion of a self-esteem rooted in God is written about in theological and biblical texts.  In theology, the idea of the imago dei is pivotal to self-esteem.  It is the idea that humans are created by God in the image of God.  This solitary truth instills a sense of self-worth into a psyche ready to absorb any message—harmful or helpful—in its path.  Wayne Muller, the author of How, Then Shall We Live?, records it this way:
“The ‘who’ that we are depends upon the way we see.  If we believe we are a 

thief, we will act like a criminal.  If we think we are fragile and broken, we 

will live a fragile, broken life.  If we believe we are strong and wise, we will 

live with enthusiasm and courage.  The way we name ourselves colors [how] 

we live.  Who we are is in our eyes.”

In the biblical texts, the writer of the one hundred thirty-ninth Psalm pens the notion of imago dei and births the idea of a self-esteem rooted in God in this way: 
“For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.  
I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made: your works are  
wonderful, I know that full well.”    - Psalm 139:13-14
In his book, Jesus and the Disinherited, philosopher and civil rights activist Howard Thurman writes, “Because they are despised, they despise themselves.”
  I believe the prophetically poetic writings and eclectic worldview of Thurman peg him on the cusp of sociopolitical and theocentric commentary that depicts the human condition.  The hidden social teachings that underlie Thurman’s words are morsels that I believe we must teach the next generation.  I believe that we must teach the thesis of this message—“Because they are despised, they despise themselves,” as well as the antithesis—because they are loved [by God], they love themselves.  This paradox of loathing by others but love by God creates a call for justice in the lives of those who Thurman says, “stand with their backs against the wall”—the poor, the disinherited, and the dispossessed.  
One of my tasks as a clergyperson is to help people recognize opportunities to evolve, grow and heal.  Serving the sacrament of Holy Communion is a part of this process because it is a call to remember the evolutionary work of Jesus that led to growth and healing in the lives of God’s people.  I believe that God has called me into ordained ministry to engage in work that mirrors the Messiah’s ministry of proclamation, teaching, healing, and justice on behalf of those who “stand with their backs against the wall.”   
THEOLOGICAL POSITION   

The UCC Statement of Faith

I understand the UCC Statement of Faith as an expression of UCC theology that is a testimony of the faith commonly held among UCC members.  As I read the UCC Statement of Faith, the following reflection comes to mind:
God created the universe and all humanity in the imago dei, the image of God.  
This means we must listen to the voices and look into the faces of all people 
of God.  We must listen to the voices of African, Asian, Latino, and Native 
American peoples [the ones historically ignored] and to European voices 
[the ones traditionally recognized].  It means “creation” is a continuous process 

and that God gives us the capacity to create life or death by our words and deeds.
God loves all of creation and desires that we live in harmony with each other 

 and with nature.  So, God sent prophets and apostles to teach us the way.
God sent Jesus the Christ to live among us to teach us the way that leads to life 
and to God.  Through the life of Christ, God reconnected a lost and sinful 
world to God’s self.  
God gives us the power of the Holy Spirit and creates within us the capacity 
to become the church—a place that unites different heritages, languages, 
and cultures.    

God invites us into the church to serve God by serving the people of God.  
God calls us to travel the path of Christ and to experience “service” in all its 
fullness.  This means that we will often find ourselves taking risks and 
facing conflict.      

God promises to travel with us and give us courage on the journey. 
The Sacraments 

One of the tasks of ordained ministers in the United Church of Christ is to administer the sacraments of the church.  In the UCC, this refers to baptism and Holy Communion or the Eucharist.  While these sacraments hold symbolic as well as literal meaning, when I peer behind the words of Christ in the biblical stories that retell the origins of baptism and the Eucharist, I see truths that shape an ethic of love and justice for the times we live in today. 

In the Christian faith tradition, baptism is a public confession of the believer’s faith in
Jesus Christ that confers entry into the Christian community of faith.  It symbolizes the believer’s participation in the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ and the washing away of sin.  It assumes the believer has an attitude of repentance or remorse for wrongs committed and wants to make a radical change in life.  Yet, as children of God living in a world that has shaped our fears, phobias, addictions, loves, and delights, I view baptism as a sacrament as well as a process.  It is the initial step in the process of learning to live a new life as we put to death and bury old behaviors and thoughts and resurrect new ones.  This is not simply a one-time process, but one that is perpetual.      


Infant baptism is also part of the baptism sacrament.  If parents or guardians desire the baptism of an infant, I can support this tradition when parents and the church agree to provide guidance and instruction to the child on the beliefs and practices of the Christian faith during the child’s developmental stages and offer a public forum for the confession of that faith at an older age at a confirmation ceremony. 

Likewise, Holy Communion is a sacrament.   It is one of remembrance.  Of course, we remember that symbolically the bread and wine represent the body and blood of Jesus Christ shed for our sins as we recall the words of assurance and pardon; but the Eucharist is also a call to remember what Jesus taught.  He taught us to stand up boldly for justice; he reminded us that our lives are at risk when we do so; he trained us to love and to forgive; he gave us a benchmark for handling temptation; he showed us that silence is sometimes a proper response to conflict; and he implored us to withhold judging others.  These are a few of the lessons that Holy Communion beckons us to recall in remembrance of him. 
The Bible  
 

The protestant Christian Bible is the sacred text of our faith tradition.  It offers a written record of the journey of the people of God with their God.  Within its sixty-six books are words inspired by God as well as words of instruction from the people of God that address the social, economic, and political milieu of its times.  It is a collection of books that includes law, wisdom, poetry, prophecy, Gospels, history, and epistles.  It comforts those who seek hope.  It instructs those who strive to live by its lessons.  It offers socioeconomic and political commentary to those who dare to open the window of the world behind the text.  It spotlights the issues of primacy to God.  It imparts wisdom for all who desire it; and it gives a first-century model for church organization and structure.  

As I evolve in my understanding of the Bible, I realize that its authority is limited when it comes to entrusting it as a source of historical and scientific fact.  I also question its authority as an absolute standard for societal norms in a twenty-first century society.  Yet, on issues of faith, love, justice, and other matters, the authority and relevance of the Bible are indeed reliable for the times we live in today—for it is the inspired word of God written for the people of God.   

Ultimately, the Bible is a text that needs to be read in context and at times with suspicion.  Its meaning is sometimes corrupted to justify attitudes of bias, bigotry, and privilege, but its relevance for today when read in context is a benchmark for moral living and the pursuit of justice. 
The Church


My theological position on the mission and ministry of the church is culled from an array of life lessons.  I believe that service and fellowship [the Greek words diakonia and koinonia, respectively], are the mission of the church and the essential ministry of the church is preaching, teaching, and healing—a ministry that parallels the threefold ministry of Jesus.
 

Service is the sacrificial giving of self to others that has the potential to transform individual lives and institutional systems.  My role as an ordained deacon at Trinity UCC epitomizes one aspect of this service.  In this role as servant, I have walked gravesites with members to bury loved ones, sat at the bedside with members whose loved ones were in the midst of actively dying, and offered the ministry of presence to those who needed a listening ear in times of trouble.  I have stood in hospital rooms with members as they watched loved ones connected to life support systems.  I have administered the sacrament of Holy Communion to our members in the sanctuary and in their homes; and I have offered prayers at wedding receptions.  These are just a few examples of the service mission of the church.  Hans Kung, in his work titled The Church, says that “a completely personal service is implied,”
 and I agree.  Nevertheless, I believe the corporate service of the church is essential in the work of deconstructing the institutional systems that keep the voiceless among us “standing with their backs against the wall,” as Howard Thurman wrote.
  
 Fellowship is the unity of spirit that emerges among believers in Jesus Christ as they gather to focus on God in prayer, praise, study, and recreation.  In fellowship, new spiritual families emerge, new friendships blossom, and new prayer circles form.  Fellowship turns a big church into a more intimate one and connects those in need with the ones whom God can use to fulfill the need.  I know this truth quite personally. When the eviction from my condominium left me without a home [as did holiday breaks during my three years away at seminary and the first year after graduation from seminary] it was this notion of the fellowship of believers that God used to open doors to the homes of spiritual friends and family members to provide me with a temporary home.  
Proclamation, derived from the Greek word kerygma, is more colloquially called preaching.  Most theologians say the message of the kerygma is the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ for our sins, and accordingly, that Christian believers have eternal life.   I view this as the gospel about Jesus Christ.  Conversely, the gospel of Jesus Christ is the one that Jesus actually implored us to teach.  It is a message that urged repentance and radical lifestyle changes because “the kingdom of heaven is near.”  It is a message with moral and ethical implications that focused on justice.  The gospel of Jesus was a political, economic, and social communiqué from Jesus that spoke to leaders and citizens about the salient issues of their time.
Moreover, teaching was an essential part of Jesus’ ministry and is a vital element of the ministry of the church today.  I believe these lessons have the capacity to heal our maladies.  These are the lessons of love, forgiveness, justice, and righteousness that can shatter the waves of “violence” in our nation.   
UCC Identity


The identity of the UCC is a mosaic of ideologies and motifs.  First, I understand UCC identity in terms of its history.  Its history is an anthology of sorts.  It was born from the merger of four different traditions: the Congregational Churches, the Christian Church, the Evangelical Synod of North America, and the Reformed Church in the United States.  

First, the Congregational Churches of the English Reformation, that had Puritan New England roots in America, merged with the Christian Church, that had American frontier beginnings, on June 17, 1931 to become the Congregational Christian churches.  This union was concerned with freedom of religious expression and local autonomy.  Then, three years later, the Evangelical Synod of North America, a 19th-century German-American church of the frontier Mississippi Valley, merged with the Reformed Church in the United States on June 26, 1934 to form the Evangelical and Reformed Church.  The parent churches were of German and Swiss heritage.  Finally, the Congregational Christian churches and the Evangelical and Reformed Church merged in 1957 to form the UCC.  As a pooled entity, these churches share a strong commitment to the freedom of religious expression, to the liturgical tradition of Reformed church worship, and to catechetical teaching.

The historical circumstances of the twentieth century led to the formation of the UCC.  First, there was a growing concern about Christian unity that sparked an interest in church unions.  Consequently, there were numerous proposals for union between 1910 and 1960.  Thus, ideologically, the UCC was a 20th-century movement to reunite the divided branches of Christ’s church.  Also, in a progressively complex and urbanized society, church organizations had a tendency to lose touch with their faith bases.  Last, there was increasing awareness of cultural, religious, and racial diversity.  The UCC was born in response to these phenomena.    

Next, I understand UCC identity in terms of its identifiers.  The UCC seeks to become an “Ecumenical, Just Peace, Multiracial, Multicultural” church, in addition to other descriptors.   Within this framework, I can recap my understanding as follows: The first identifier is Ecumenical.  Ecumenical relationships unify church bodies and individuals across different faith traditions to work on shared goals.  The words “that they may all be one” [John 17:21] that appear on the UCC logo aptly express this ecumenism.  Although the UCC engages in ecumenical relations, like its partnership with the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), it is also an ecumenical body within itself because of its diverse ecclesial traditions.  
The next marker is a Just Peace church.  This is a church committed to peace.  One of the six UCC affirmations tied to this theological concept states that a ‘Just Peace’ church embodies a Christ who is engaged in human events and opposed to the forces of division, injustice, and destruction.  
The last hallmark of note within this paper is the UCC desire to become a Multiracial, Multicultural church.  This is a response to its call as a united and uniting church.  The UCC is one of a handful of united and uniting churches in the world.  United refers to an event in time and uniting expresses a dynamic, ongoing process.  These churches include Church of South India, the Evangelical Church of the Union in Germany, The United Church of Canada, and the United Church of Christ in the Philippines, as well as movements such as the Churches Uniting in Christ in the United States.   The UCC expresses its ecumenical calling as a united and uniting church in ways that embrace a multicultural and multiethnic ethos because it realizes that it needs the perspective of people from other cultures and experiences for a full theological understanding.  As a multiracial, multicultural church, the UCC has confessed its commitment to grow in “understanding of what it means to be a church.”  


Last, I understand UCC identity in terms of its polity.  The UCC functions within a polity known as Associational Congregationalism.  This polity gives liberty to the local church to conduct its own affairs without the supervision of a higher authority.  This is known as local autonomy.  These local churches then form Associations that work to achieve specific objectives, such as cooperative mission work.   Although the polity of Associational Congregationalism does not control local churches in the way that polities of Presbyterianism or Episcopalianism oversee their churches, there are still opportunities for covenantal duties.   The idea of covenant shapes UCC polity and lies at the center of the tenets that sculpt its various expressions.  For example, while Associations are concerned with the wellbeing of the local churches within their boundaries, offer guidance in organizing new local churches, and with the assistance of the Conference accept local churches into the UCC, the local church is expected to contribute generously to Our Church’s Wider Mission (OCWM).  The Associations and Conferences exist because of the congregations that collaborate to form them.
Some of the confessions that shape UCC theology offer clues to its identity.  The Basis of Union is a pre-1957 agreement [1943] between the Congregational Christian Churches and the Evangelical and Reformed Church that set forth the basis of life between the merged bodies.  The Statement of Faith is “a testimony of faith” that informs, instructs, and inspires the members and groups of the UCC; and the Preamble to the Constitution represents the core theological consensus that united the Evangelical and Reformed Church and the Congregational Christian Churches in covenant. 

As I critique the UCC in view of my understanding of the mission and ministry of the church, I realize that we have achieved great strides, but there is still much work to do.  The institutional walls that erect barriers to a “Just Peace” world still exist.  The transformative teaching that has the capacity to convert hearts is elusive.  We will never be a melting pot, but we can become a living mosaic that honors the history and contributions of each culture.  We may never achieve “oneness,” but we can replace hierarchy with the harmony that exists within a sphere.  There is still much work to do.
Writers, Theologians, Preachers, and Historians

The teachings of various writers, theologians, preachers, and historians shape my theological views.  Jerome Ross, Richard Soulen, and Katie Cannon are the most notable of the theologians.  Each scholar has equipped me with new lenses to wear in defining and interpreting the “text.”  Because of the ideas of Jerome Ross, a Hebrew scholar, I know to ask about the agenda of the speaker and the writer of all texts—not simply the biblical ones.  This lesson aided my interpretation of a personal response in the midst of a group encounter during my CPE exit interview.  Due to the beliefs of Richard Soulen, a Greek New Testament scholar, I recognize the importance of conceding that various types of truth exist. There are biological, economic, ontological, physiological, scientific, psychological, sociological, and theological truths, among others.   This lesson allowed me to compose a compelling letter of encouragement to my brother at a critical time in his life.  As a result of the teachings of Katie Cannon, an ethicist and a womanist theologian, I now possess an expanded notion of the nature of the text.  I have new insights into “architectonic texts” and see artwork, persons, and objects as texts that all convey a message.  This lesson forces me to look beyond the spoken and written words to a meaning beneath the surface.  In addition, I credit Katie Cannon with sharpening my writing skills by teaching the metaethical method of sermon and essay construction.  This lesson gives my sermons and essays depth and substance. 
 The work of theologian Paul Tillich in the area of love, power, and justice also has shaped my theological views.  Tillich’s thoughts on the ontological nature of power influence my insights on justice.  He writes, “Every encounter, whether friendly or hostile, whether benevolent or indifferent, is in some way, unconsciously or consciously, a struggle of power with power.”
  
 Maya Angelou and Jeremiah Wright are the poet and preacher, respectively, who have most deeply sculpted my theological self.  In her poem, Still I Rise, Maya writes about the virtues of rising to new heights of self-appreciation.  Likewise, the ministry of Jeremiah Wright has shaped me, not just my views, in profound ways—too numerous to discuss here.   So, for purposes of this paper, I will focus on the exegetical genius of his preaching.  Because I have listened intently to the sermons of Jeremiah Wright and studied their structure, I know the difference between a well-crafted, well-researched sermon and one that is not.  I realize that prayer, research, and reflection are precursors to writing the sermon.  Treating the text with integrity—instead of using it as bookends—is a process that engages head and heart and results in teaching truth and transforming lives.   Moreover, his affinity for affirming justice for those who live with “their backs against the wall” and for calling the ones who oppress to a radical lifestyle change is the character of true prophetic proclamation.  
Sydney Ahlstrom and Gayraud Wilmore are the historians that shape my theological views.  More precisely, Ahlstrom’s text titled, An American History of Religion and Wilmore’s work titled, Black Religion and Black Radicalism influence my perspectives on the history of religion and theology.
These are some of the writers, theologians, and historians who have shaped my theological views.  The collective impact of their work has sharpened my ethical and theological inquiries and has given me the tools to ask questions such as this one:  
Is scarcity a reality or an illusion?  Would God create a world in which resources 
can be depleted?  Or does scarcity exist because the wealthy people and nations 
of the world hoard a disproportionate amount for themselves?  

CURRENT MINISTRY    
        
I am currently a full-time Chaplain Resident in the ACPE program at New York Presbyterian Hospital in New York City in Manhattan.  My clinical work occurs at New York Presbyterian’s Columbia University Medical Center and the Morgan Stanley Children’s Hospital of New York.  I provide care to patients and families on the organ transplant, oncology, and the pediatric cardiac intensive care units, and to our Ventricular Assist Device (VAD) patients.    


In serving the patients, families, and staff of the hospitals, I often find myself hearing the cadence of God’s voice in amazing ways.   As I accompany the ones I serve, I see God in the midst of their journeys, I witness God in their struggles, and I observe God in their successes.  Here are just a few examples.  First, I experienced God in my care to Mr. Munko [an alias] as he struggled to reconnect with God after a history of studying other belief systems that he permitted to weaken his faith in God.  After our conversation in his room on the Cardiothoracic ICU, he affirmed that he has noticed a decline in his health as his embrace of other belief systems has risen.  I heard God in his struggle.  Next, I witnessed God in the story of nine-month-old baby boy Okreh [an alias] as I provided care to his mother and father after their baby’s successful heart surgery.  I saw God in the success.  Last, I heard the voice of God in my care to a 91-year- old woman as she implored me to “take care of yourself” and in the words of her roommate who spoke up when she realized the 91-year old had received her lunch but required someone to feed her.  I sensed God in this encounter.  I believe it is essential to care for souls inside and outside the walls of the church.  Ordained ministry will allow me to provide this type of care—with the authorization of my denomination.   My work at New York Presbyterian Hospital enhances my capacity to do so with new pastoral tools.  
PASTORAL ETHICS AND BOUNDARIES 
        
I understand pastoral ethics as a code of conduct that guides behavior.  It sets benchmarks for moral thoughts, words, and actions and it protects relationships in which one individual is perceived as having more power than the other.  In the Ethics of Ministry section of the Ordained Minister’s Code in the Manual on Ministry, ministers are called to comply with ethical behavior with all persons in all areas.  


Moreover, there are boundary basics for the pulpit and issues that concern transference, hugging, touching, intimacy, and finances.  I remain mindful of pastoral ethics and boundaries by recalling that God is watching me and by remembering the words of my homiletics professor who said, “Honor comes with character and commitment.”  I live my life based on these truths—with the help of God.  


Last, I realize that as I care for others, I must also be attentive to my own self care.  I enjoy working out at the gym, traveling [and reading about traveling], listening to inspirational music, and attending movies, the theater and dance productions.
ORDINATION VOWS   

        
Ordination in the United Church of Christ is the rite that recognizes a person who has been called by God to preach and teach the gospel.  Ministers are authorized in the UCC through the process of ordination which “sets that person apart” to administer the sacraments and rites of the Church, to exercise pastoral care and leadership, and to perform the duties of ordained ministry.  


The UCC focus on justice is the force that drives my pursuit of ordination in this denomination.   I am firmly committed to living the words of the prophet Micah who asks and answers the most critical question in the Christian faith:  “What does the Lord require of you, but to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8).  My devotion to speaking out against injustice and affirming justice as a daily part of my life is unequivocal.  The UCC provides the best venue for this labor.  Moreover, I have served faithfully in a local UCC church for eleven years and have been nurtured in UCC history and polity.   


My dedication to God through the UCC denomination is firm despite a few obvious facts.  As a woman whose ancestral roots are of African and Native American ancestry, I am acutely aware that pursuing ordination in the UCC is no guarantee of a call to a UCC organization.  Although the UCC recognizes that theologies such as Liberation, Black, Asian, Feminist, and Womanist theology offer the denomination an eclectic theological perspective of God through the lenses of people from cultures, backgrounds, and experiences different than most within the denomination, I believe that bias and preference still exist in the calling of clergy.  I believe that European-American congregations have a preference for white male clergy while most African-American congregations prefer black male clergy.  These realities limit the options for women of African ancestry in pastoral leadership in the local church.  Nevertheless, I am devoted to serving God, and the people of God, through this denomination because, even though seemingly paradoxically so at times, the UCC has a history of pursuing justice on behalf of those “whose backs are against the wall.”  The work of the American Missionary Society in the events surrounding the Amistad schooner is a milestone example.


As I review the ordination vows in the UCC book of worship and reflect on a few select promises, two of the vows elicit thoughts of my own faith decree—the principle of imago dei.  First, the vow that challenges us to “regard all people with equal love and concern and to minister impartially to the needs of all” is the only way I know to shepherd the people of God.  I believe that no child of God deserves to receive dishonor from any other member of humanity.  Our failure to live by this tenet disconnects us from God and contributes to the destruction of our world community.  Moreover, I know the pain of exclusion and have vowed not to respond to others in a similar way.  



Next, the vow that urges us to “ecumenically reach out toward all who are in Christ and show Christian love to people of other faiths and those of no faith” is something I have expressed while traveling to other nations.  My travels to and interaction with the people of Hong Kong where Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism are the prevailing faith traditions, to Ethiopia where Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity and Islam are the chief traditions, to Ghana where the southern part of the nation is more Christian while the north is more Islamic, to Egypt where Islam is the dominant tradition, to Brazil where Catholicism and the inclination toward syncretism are common, as well as to Italy, France, and the Bahamas, have offered me the opportunity to ecumenically reach out to all.  
Finally, I am persuaded that God has called me into ordained ministry in the church 
of Jesus Christ because this is not a path I would have selected for myself.  It pursued me, I did not pursue it.  Now, I am ready to enter this ministry and to serve faithfully—with the help of God.
� The National Geographic Society, Volcano: Nature’s Inferno DVD (Washington, DC: The National Geographic Society, 1990).  


� Wayne Muller, How, Then, Shall We Live: Four Simple Questions that Reveal the Beauty and Meaning of Our Lives (New York: Bantam Books, 1997), 16.


� Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (Boston: Beacon Press, 1976), 81.


� Kenneth L. Barker and Donald W. Burdick, eds., The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1995), 1444.


� Hans Kung, The Church (London: Sheed and Ward, 1967), 391.


� Paul Tillich, Love, Power, and Justice (London: Oxford University Press, 1960), 87.
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