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In the bulb there is a flower; in the seed, an apple tree;

In cocoons, a hidden promise: butterflies will soon be free!

In the cold and snow of winter there’s a spring that waits to be,

Unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.






(Natalie Sleeth, NCH#433)

Preparing the Ground

I love God. Yes, I do. And I am willing to say it out loud! I can’t help myself! Now before you fear that I am going to break out singing…”sugar pie, honey bunch”… I will begin to tell you why. 

Have you ever had the experience of something so sacred that you wished you could freeze that moment in time…to linger there, savoring the glory of the moment? Have you ever been in the presence of Mystery and known it? Perhaps, you may have only recognized its significance upon recollection. In hindsight, we often see more clearly after all. 

I am grateful for the blessings I have known in the seasons of my journey, and especially grateful to the One whose presence has called, guided, cajoled, prodded, and comforted me. 

As I come to this task of writing about my journey of faith, my growing theology, and my evolving sense of call, I am especially aware of several of these influential and sacred milestones in my life. Upon reflection, each one seems to have been a guide, leading me toward this very moment in time, toward affirming my call to follow Jesus Christ into the vocation of ordained ministry. 

Mine is not one of those Jonah’esque call narratives. I did not hear a clear call early on and run in another direction, as is the experience of some of my fellow seminarians. Rather, it seems that the Still Speaking God has been whispering in my ear, gently urging me on, until the moment when I would first become conscious of the call on my life, and all along the way since then! More about that later…

For now, I am grateful for the opportunity to share some of my life and faith narratives, woven together with my ever developing theology and my growing understanding of what it means to be an ordained minister in the United Church of Christ. 

As a lifelong resident of New England and one with a love of nature, my appreciation for the seasons of the year has always been a significant part of my life. Likewise, as a member of a local United Church of Christ church since 1995, I have developed a particular affinity for observing the seasons of the liturgical year. For me, both are interconnected in a variety of ways and will help provide the organizing structure as I share my reflections. 

Tilling the Soil

Imagine this. A child is born to two loving parents and at an early age, she discovers a love of exploring all that is around her. As she grows and becomes verbal, she loves to hear and recite stories, and especially loves talking! She is drawn to the creative side of herself, especially enjoying reading, art and music. She has a deep love of being outdoors and a special love for animals. The child grows into a young woman. 

Raised in the Roman Catholic faith tradition, this vibrant and creative young woman eventually adopts a belief that she is somehow flawed as a human being. Over many years of church attendance, she hears the homilies and the reading of scripture passages that emphasize the sinful nature of human beings. She believes what she hears and taking it all in, applies it to her own human existence. Miraculously, at a core level she still somehow retains a deeper knowledge of herself as loved, creative, and forgiven. These paradoxical beliefs create an unresolved tension.


Flash forward a few years, and this young woman is now married and a mother. She has spent two and a half years raising her firstborn child with her husband and the support of her family. The child is by all accounts a healthy boy with a bright future. Until one dark day, after physical symptoms begin to surface, and an unexpected diagnosis is delivered, Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy. There is suddenly a loss of all that was known before. The once perfectly happy little child is no longer seen in the light of the same future of possibilities. In the blink of an eye, that child dies to a diagnosis that will affect the rest of his life and will end his life far too early.


What is this mother to do? Where shall she find the explanation for this? Who is to blame? Why did this happen? Surely, someone must be at fault, but who? Where will she go to find the answers she needs? 

Considering her background, it is not at all surprising that the young woman begins by blaming herself. Yes, not only is this a disease that is primarily inherited genetically, passed on to off-spring by their mother, but she thinks, “Surely, I must have done something very wrong to deserve this!” This is punishment, and it is big. And so in her grief, she wrestles…with her faith, with herself, and with what she believes about God, in the light of this new and tragic circumstance. “Why would this happen to me and to my child?” “Is God indeed a God of wrath, judgment and punishment?” “And if so, what could I have possibly done to deserve this?”


In time, blood is drawn and laboratory tests are taken. It is determined that the young mother is not a genetic carrier of this disease. There is great relief, but also many more questions. “If not me, then who, and how?” “Why is my innocent child facing a lifetime of coping with a progressive, degenerative, terminal disease? The doctors explain to her that many of the newly diagnosed cases are generating from “new mutations” that don’t have any connection to a prior genetic history. 

The young woman, pregnant with her second child at the time of the diagnosis, gives birth to two additional children. Her second child is another son (Ian), who gratefully tests negative for Duchenne. Three years later, she and her husband receive the blessing of a daughter (Hannah) with great relief because girls born with Duchenne are extremely rare.

I am this young woman. The life story and faith journey are mine. 

Oh the seasons, they go ‘round and ‘round

 and the painted ponies go up and down.

We’re captive on a carousel of time.

We can’t return, we can only look behind

From where we came

And go round and round and round

In the circle game.                   (Joni Mitchell)


 Autumn

In my life, the season of autumn is the season of many beginnings. I was born on November 17, 1962. I was married to my husband Fred on October 5, 1985. It was in the fall of 1987 that I became pregnant with our first child. In autumn of 1994 we first visited the Plantsville Congregational UCC, the congregation that would become our church home. It happened to be Laity Sunday and we were enveloped by the sounds of the jazz quartet wafting from the sanctuary. After years of spiritual searching for a church where I would feel welcome, it was beautiful music that drew me inside. 

After feeling so welcomed, I immediately got involved in leadership in the church and began feeling a stronger connection to God and my faith. Eventually, I got up the courage to meet with the Pastor, Sandy Koenig, to have a chance to talk with someone about my deep spiritual questions regarding Joshua’s disease. I needed to somehow reconcile my growing faith in God with my belief that God was somehow punishing my family and me. 

In what I would now consider to be one of the more important aspects of ordained ministry, Pastor Koenig helped me to begin to see my circumstances in a different way. With his guidance, I began to transform what I believed about God and hence my conclusions about Joshua’s disease. This didn’t happen because he crammed his own ideas into my head, telling me what I “should” believe. But instead, our conversations allowed me the space to recognize and consider alternatives. It was a profound time of seeing things in a whole new light and finding the faith language to speak of what I was learning. It is a milestone of transformation in the crossroads of my life.

Just two years later, much had changed and I began to feel drawn towards a change in my life’s work. I knew I wanted to do something with more meaning and purpose. It was again Laity Sunday, October 18, 1998, that I was asked to preach what would become my first sermon. I shared my witness with the congregation. I spoke about what I had begun to understand about our family’s life challenges in the light of my growing faith in God. Immediately following that experience, something began to percolate. I began to sense that something different was happening inside me but I was unable to name it. After several conversations and one very LONG lunch with Pastor Koenig, he articulated for me that perhaps I was sensing a call to ministry as my vocation. In that moment, I thought it was the craziest thing I had ever heard, and at the same time exactly what I needed to pursue. I didn’t want to appear too eager, but inside I felt a resounding, YES! It was as if I was suddenly embodying the manifestation of the Buechner quote, “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world's deep hunger meet.” 

All of these beginnings, “new births” if you will, took place during the time of the year when it seems like all else is winding down. After all, as our northern hemisphere begins to “fall” away from the sun, there is a distinctive and noticeable change. The daylight hours grow shorter. The temperatures begin to dip. The leaves, as if knowing that it is their last “hurrah!” give us the glorious display of their “coat of many colors.” It is hard for us to conceive of beginnings when all around us life seems to be fading. But after searching deeper, I have discovered that a cycle of birth, death, and new birth is an integral part of the natural order. 

Autumn is the time of bulb planting. The bulbs may be buried for a time, but they are resting in soil that is enriched by the falling leaves. As the leaves decay, they become the rich humus that will feed the new shoots bursting forth in the springtime. This cycle is the way of life on our planet in its seasonal round and I have come to know that this cycle is also the “way” of our Christian faith. 

Autumn is the beginning of the liturgical year in the church. We begin by celebrating the season of Advent. Advent means “coming” and we observe this liminal time in a spirit of waiting, preparing, and expectation as the time draws closer when we will again celebrate the birth of our Savior, Jesus. As Christians, this preparation time is significant as we pause to contemplate and remember what is about to happen. We prepare for the coming of Emmanuel, “God with us.” This is the coming of the human being in whom God will be revealed and in whom we will be saved. We celebrate with anticipation because it is through the incarnation of Jesus, through his life, death, and resurrection that we come to know that at the core of God’s nature is love, a love shared in relationship. 

Winter


Autumn turns to winter and all around there are signs of withdrawal. Animals and insects are scarce as they turn to migration or hibernation for survival. People withdraw into the warmth of their homes. As much as some may dread the winter’s cold, winter does offer us a time of retreat. When it seems that the entire world grows dormant and quiet, we too may spend time retreating into stillness, into our interior lives, a slowing pace of rhythms that allow for renewal. Even the light withdraws and we are immersed in lengthier times of darkness. It can also be a bleak time as echoed by the well-known Christmas carol.


It was during the winter months that Joshua had his first pneumonia, a rite of passage for Duchenne patients as it painfully warns of the progression of the disease. In the winter of 2006, he had his first major health scare when his trachea partially collapsed and he had to have an emergency tracheostomy to secure a viable airway. 

In light of his disease, we knew this would be a permanent procedure. Post surgery, he had another procedure to insert a feeding tube to aid his failing nutrition. Coupled with another serious pneumonia, Joshua was in the hospital for about two months, right through the holiday season. Fred and I took turns sleeping in Joshua’s room because he couldn’t do anything for himself and the nurses couldn’t be counted on to answer his every need. On several of the more special holiday occasions, we huddled together on the twin size cot, grateful for a horizontal place to attempt to get some rest. When Fred wasn’t with me, there were many nights where I felt isolated and alone except for the blessing of internet communication. Feeling like a captive, I posted updates and read messages sent to Joshua via a “care page” that I established for him. It was a lifeline, a tremendous source of support.


The holidays couldn’t have been stranger. Stripped of our usual routines, Christmas had to be brought to us. My family members decorated Joshua’s room to the extreme. On Christmas day they brought all the fixings for dinner and bags of presents, many which had been purchased by a special group of members from our church. 

On one particular day when Josh’s condition was very bleak because he wasn’t responding to treatments, several members of our church came and serenaded us with Christmas carols. I will never forget that outreach. It is because of gestures like these that I know for certain in times of deepest loneliness and despair that God is with us, comforting us and nudging us forward step by step. 

On one of the evenings, Fred came to the hospital to spell me so that I could go home and try to get a full night’s rest. Sleeping in a hospital is next to impossible and I was completely exhausted. Because our other children were staying with my sister, I knew I would be arriving to a cold dark house and so I would head straight to bed when I got there. 

As I settled down into the covers, a deep feeling of grief and loneliness washed over me and I began to cry and to pray. Asking for comfort and healing for Joshua, and strength and courage to face whatever was coming next, I suddenly felt a palpable sensation of warmth and peace. It felt as if I was being held and I was able to drift off to the best sleep I’d had in weeks! Gratefully, Joshua survived that ordeal and though exhausted, we learned to adapt to our new 24/7-hospital patient and the new routines of care at home. 


During the season of winter, in the midst of the bleakest human experiences, the Christ child is born into the world. During the darkest of times, light breaks forth to remind us that we are not alone and the darkness will not overcome us. Jesus Christ is that light and in him we celebrate the tangible knowledge of God’s love.


We may not always be able to name or acknowledge it, but I believe that at the core of human longing is the longing for relationship with God, the assurance that God is indeed with us. As a Christian, with a Trinitarian understanding of the diverse nature of God, I believe God has provided us with the possibility of this intimate relationship.  In the second “person” of the Trinity, we have come to know the humanity and divinity of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, both incarnate human being and possessing all the attributes of the Creator, a mystery of our faith. 

In my Systematics class we talked about the “Jesus of history,” and the “Christ of faith.” We joked that Christ is not the last name of Jesus, but rather in one name describes this duality of the human, Jesus, who lived among us, and Christ, the Divine, who opened his arms to the most marginalized, taught with profound wisdom, healed the sick, and continues to abide with us even now through the Holy Spirit as ever-present guide.



In church, we celebrate this coming and revelation of love and light into the world through our ,traditions of Christmas and Epiphany. Through reenactment and remembering, worship, decorations, and song, we are reminded that God’s greatest gift of the season is Jesus. “For the people who walked in darkness have seen a great light…” (Isaiah 9:2). 

There are sacred moments when we are startled into awareness. We see something revealed as we have never seen before, an epiphany, and in that moment we are changed forever. What must it have been like to be in the physical presence of Jesus? Clearly, for those who were, it was profound, as we are still telling the stories to this day.


Just as through Jesus Christ, God’s character is revealed to the world, the Bible is our source of revelation about God’s relationship with God’s creation and about the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In its pages, through a variety of writings, we learn about the Living God and God’s will for Creation. 

For members of the United Church of Christ, the Bible is our central, authoritative, and sacred text. We often refer to it as “The Word of God,” but what does that actually mean? Over the millennia of its existence, the Bible has not been without controversy or challenge. We know all too well of practices in distant and recent history that have been wrongfully justified by its words. And there are many who prefer that the Bible be seen as a simple straight forward answer book; that we take all of its words as directly and divinely inspired by God, and therefore see the Bible as codified, literal and factual truth, cover to cover. 


I must admit that in my Roman Catholic upbringing, the only frequent exposure I had to scripture was via the lectionary snippets gleaned from the Bible’s pages and placed in our weekly missalette. It wasn’t until I began to worship in a UCC church that I actually held a Bible in my hands and began to read it in context. So you can only imagine my astonishment when I began my seminary bible studies. “There are two creations stories?” “First, Second, and Third Isaiah?” “Undisputed, disputed, and pastoral epistles of Paul?” “Books credited to predominant figures may not have been written down by them?” Who knew?


I once heard someone say that the task of seminary is to take everything we thought we knew, cut it into tiny pieces, and toss it in the air. Then, it is the seminarians task to find a way towards reconstruction, deciding what to keep and what to set aside. Whether or not this description is fully practical, it is certainly the way I feel about my growth and development relative to the Bible, and my learning about those who approach the interpretation of the Bible in vastly different ways.


I have come to an understanding that in the UCC, the Bible is a living, breathing source of our faith. When we speak authoritatively of the “Word of God” we are not referring to the inerrant, literal, “words” of God. Rather, we think of Word in light of revelation. In Genesis, the opening book of the Bible, we have the metaphor of God speaking creation into being. It is through this Word that humanity comes to know of its Creator and through the incarnation of this Word in Jesus Christ that revelation becomes personal.


Much time is spent debating over the literal truth of every word in the pages of the Bible. What I have discovered is that the Bible can be quite confusing and often very contradictory in both its sources and content. If the Bible is intended as our factual answer book, then why so complicated? I believe that treating the Bible as infallible, completely historically factual, and morally absolute actually creates large obstacles and renders its rich contents inaccessible for many who might otherwise be able find deep meaning in its pages.


For me, the Bible contains human writings that tell us how our ancestors in the faith saw things and what they experienced of God. The canonized texts within were viewed as sacred both in their status and in their function and therefore were set apart. Because of this, it contains concepts, language, and cultural practices that are contextual to the times in which it was written. Saying the Bible is comprised of human writings doesn’t mean that the reality of God is denied, or that the writings were not “inspired.” It simply defines inspiration differently and gives a different vantage point for seeking truth. 


Many readers of scripture, when approaching the Bible from a literal interpretation, stumble when they have difficulty believing that the miraculous or metaphorical stories in the Bible are factually true. Often the result is to dismiss the authority of the Bible all together! However, when able to set aside the literal or factual absolute, the obstacle to the real truth contained in the text falls away. We have all heard narrative stories that deeply touch us and we palpably experience the truth contained within. In those moments, we have accessed truth that doesn’t require a basis in fact. The truth contained is so real for us that it doesn’t matter if the story is a factual report or if it actually occurred historically. 

After all, I have also come to know that all recorded history is inherently filtered through the lens of the one recording it. Each of us, finding ourselves at the scene of an accident, would report our experience in our own way. Each report would be historically accurate, and each would be “true” but perhaps very different in perspective. 


For me, if we must codify the writings of the Bible for it to be authoritative, then we confine its teachings to a long lost civilization. It becomes an ancient and irrelevant relic. But when instead we view the Bible as a living foundational document through which God still speaks to us in our time, we open ourselves to its continuing revelation, its wisdom, and we find a source of our identity as Christians interpreting the Bible for our time.  Then, we can more readily accept the task of bringing its Good News to bear on our lives together. 


As the winter months continue, we come upon the observance of the season of Lent. Perhaps the most somber time in our church year, Lent is the period between Ash Wednesday and Easter, commemorating the forty days Jesus spent fasting in the wilderness before he began his ministry. Liturgically, it is a time for self-examination and prayer. It is a time for repentance and forgiveness. It is a time when some choose to abstain from certain foods, drink, or activities. And as we are led into the observance of Holy Week, and eventually Easter, it is a time when we enter into the most profound sorrow and the most exhilarating joy of our faith. This is our holiest of times and its observation comprises much of our Christian life together.


We begin with the baptism of Jesus, the entry point into his ministry before he is sent into the wilderness to be tempted. As he rises from the waters, we hear the words that we too long to hear, “You are my Child, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22). 

The first of two sacraments that the UCC acknowledges, baptism in the church is “the outward and visible sign of the inward grace of God” (UCC Book of Worship). Baptism in our tradition represents our “dying” to selfish ways and rising to new life, living in Christ-like ways. Through the symbol of water and the presence of the Holy Spirit, this sacrament outwardly acknowledges and celebrates acceptance into the Christian church, forgiveness of sins, and the beginning of growth in faith and discipleship. 


The UCC frequently practices infant baptism, which means that parents and sponsors assume faithful responsibility for nurturing the child in their growing faith. Most often this is done publicly with the promise also extending to the gathered congregation, an emphasis on the importance of community for faith development. 

In the act of baptism itself, the pastor does not “do” something magical to the one being baptized, but rather it is the opportunity for all gathered to share in the outward witness to what God in Jesus Christ has already done through God’s grace.

The Lenten season offers us other ways to acknowledge God’s grace. When we come before God in prayer, repenting of our sins and asking for forgiveness, it is like we are offered the chance of new birth! God’s grace, undeserved but freely offered gives us new mercies at the break of each new day, in fact in each new moment when we decide to turn towards God.

I have already shared that I believe that God’s true character and nature is love. God is not a person per se, but is known to us as the first “person” of the Trinity. Nor is God some distant being in the far reaches of the universe.  God is the One in whom everything that exists, is.  In this all encompassing Creator and Spirit, “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Therefore, this is not God “out there” somewhere who occasionally decides to intervene on our behalf, but rather God that surrounds us, over, under, and who lives through us in all times.

In the naïveté of my youth, my religion taught me that I was flawed from the beginning. As I have grown and studied and explored, I no longer see things this way. I now believe that God’s intention for me is not judgment and punishment, but rather peace, joy, hope, love, and a renewed sense of God’s transformative power. God freely offers us salvation, a return to wholeness, and the fulfillment of all that God created us to be, not in some distant “end” as if the only point of life was to qualify for heaven. As scripture tells us, “the kingdom of God is at hand,” and we are offered God’s grace and the possibility for transformation here and now, if only we would not turn away!

I do not believe that God is the source of sin and evil in the world. I believe that God’s nature is love and love is inherently and exclusively good. And I believe that all that God creates is also inherently good. But God desires relationship with God’s creation and thereby God gives us freedom of choice. We are free to choose relationship with God or to deny that God exists. We are free to see ourselves as whole in unity with God, seeking to do God’s will, or through prideful ego, separate as solo and unique individuals, every person out for their own self interests. Without this choice, it isn’t truly a relationship.

I believe this is where sin and brokenness enter in. If we are created by God to be in fully dynamic relationship with freedom of choice, then we also have the freedom to do evil and introduce suffering into the world. This means that sin not only affects us individually but communally as well. This is evidenced by our treatment of each other, our planet, the spread of dis-ease, violence, hunger, and the greedy desire for power and money. There are choices that we are free to make and they do have consequences for the good or the ill of society and ourselves. 

In Lent, we are called to consider the ways that we have turned away from God, to repent of those choices and to seek to live more fully into what God desires for us. What we fail to remember is that God’s saving grace is not conditional. There is nothing we can DO to earn it or to keep it. Simply by nature of our existence, we are offered it freely. We are saved by God’s grace through our faith and we are then called to respond by fully living into the life of discipleship.

After this Lenten time of reflection and repentance, we are more readily able to walk with Jesus into the journey of Holy Week. It is here that the way gets rough and the questions are many. After a triumphal entry into Jerusalem, joyously flanked by hoards of new followers, Jesus is ultimately condemned to die at the hands of the principalities and powers of the day. And the burgeoning question must be asked. Was Jesus’ death necessary and why in such a violent way? 

If Jesus came to grant us a personal encounter with the love of God so that we might also share that love with one another, then perhaps death, the ultimate sacrifice, was necessary for humanity to “get it.” I wonder if anything short of that would have been enough to perpetuate the Christian faith as we know it today. 

I have difficulty with “substitutionary” atonement, that somehow humanity is so totally depraved that only a truly “perfect” sacrifice would be enough to satisfy God and free the rest of us. If I believe in God as my Creator, and I believe that God and God’s creation are inherently good, then I struggle with God’s need for this tragic human sacrifice. I also struggle with the idea of Jesus as the ultimate model through sacrifice, the sense that because of this extreme gift, I will somehow be influenced to model more pious behavior in response. Unfortunately, there has been more modeling of the use of sacrifice and violence on the part of people who would oppress others and then use the Bible or their faith to justify things like slavery and privilege. Further, I don’t believe that the sole purpose of Jesus’ life was to simply take on this penalty on our behalf. It seems there has to be more. 

 I have learned through my studies that many of these theories of atonement, which are now quite commonly found in our liturgy, did not appear in Christian thought until almost one thousand years after Christ’s death. There has never been a standard adopted doctrine relative to the atoning aspect of Jesus’ crucifixion.

Recent theories of a non-violent nature of atonement have come into Christian thought and for me they frankly make the most sense. The premise is that Jesus did die “for us” to remind us of the forgiveness of our sins, but not in a substitutionary way.

Consider this. His way of life and teachings were so radical that he was amassing a great following and therefore he was an extreme threat to the political and religious powers of the day. They wouldn’t have it, and so in the most public and heinous ways of dying, he became their scapegoat and willingly went to his death. 

Was this death necessary for us to see for ourselves the depth of humanity’s potential for evil, a most public declaration that this is NOT how we should treat one another? This is NOT how we should solve our problems? Violence will only beget more violence. Love God and love your neighbor as yourself. Crucifixion by the state is not love. There is a victim of hate hanging from a cross. When the slave of the high priest’s ear is cut off, Jesus himself says, “No more of this!” and he touches his ear and heals him (Luke 22:50-51). 

This is “for us” in that what is revealed in his death is what we should no longer do. As freely forgiven through God’s grace, violence against each other is not the way to resolve our problems. In this knowledge, the symbol of the cross is no longer a torturous mechanism for death, but rather, a redemptive symbol for peace. In the telling of God’s ultimate intersection with God’s creation, God has the last word. Through the resurrection of Jesus, death does not win, darkness does not win, and hate does not win. Life and light and love win. The stone is rolled away. The tomb is empty. Hope is restored. Jesus lives. It is Easter morning!

Spring

Who doesn’t love Easter Sunday? When we are fortunate enough, spring has arrived, flowers

are in bloom, warmth has returned to the air and all around us signs of life are budding and pushing up through the soil. We have made it through the long walk of Holy Week and what better day in the liturgical year to celebrate our second sacrament, Communion. In this sacramental ritual, we are again making visible the inward grace of God. Gathered together, we are one Body. In an act of remembrance, we are re-membered through this meal, which nourishes us body, mind, and spirit. We take in broken bread and fruit of the grape vine, re-enacting Jesus’ last meal with his disciples, just as Jesus called us to do in remembrance of him. 

In reformed Protestant tradition, these elements do not become the actual body and blood of Christ; rather, we believe that they represent the presence of Jesus as we partake together. This meal becomes an act of solidarity where it is possible that through the grace known to us in Jesus Christ we are made new. As we share the bread and cup, the Realm of God may be realized in the here and now, enemies and friends may be united together at the table, where no one is turned away.


Spring is a time of new birth and a time of re-birth as birds fill the air and shoots push forth from the trees and the ground. It is a pregnant time as a cacophony of sounds emanate from the vernal pools on the forest floor. The hushed quiet of winter gives way to a variety of creatures who seem to be shouting, “We are here…we are alive!”


It was in the spring of 1989 that I first stepped foot into a UCC church. Our son Joshua was by then about 9 months old and I had been wrestling back and forth about where to baptize him. By then it had been years since I had fallen away from attendance at my local RC church. I knew that if I baptized Josh in the Catholic tradition, it would be my responsibility to raise him through the various milestones because my husband was not of the Catholic faith. But I had many reservations about this. I know now that these were doctrinal issues, but I couldn’t have named that then. 


Finally Fred made the suggestion that we try one of the churches from his tradition, having been raised in a Congregational church in West Springfield, MA. It had never occurred to me that I had another option. I had always felt it had to be the Catholic Church, or no church at all. But I got up the courage to go.


We crossed the threshold at the Kensington Congregational Church, which happened to be closest to our apartment in New Britain at the time. I was nervous but we received such a warm greeting that my nerves were immediately calmed. I was so surprised as the service began when everyone rose and sang the hymn at the top of their lungs. I love music, but this had not been my prior experience. At the end of the service, this congregation had the practice of holding hands and singing “Blessed Be the Ties that Bind.” I felt a sense of belonging that I had been looking for and after attending a few more times, we approached the Pastor about baptizing Joshua.


The Rev. Allen Humes is someone that I would consider a “quintessential” pastor. He spoke with us to get some background and when he learned that I was coming from the Catholic tradition, he asked to meet with me to discuss this further. I was very nervous because my only prior experience with clergy was facing the priest in the confessional booth. But I was quickly put at ease as we talked about why I wanted to baptize Joshua in this church. What I believe is most important is that he never denigrated my Catholic roots but simply let me know that I was not alone in my sojourning and that it was okay. Years later I have such respect for this interaction because there are parts of the Catholic tradition that I greatly appreciate, that are a part of me and part of what I have to offer to ministry. This was another sacred turning point milestone in my journey. Had I been made to feel guilty or unwelcome, things might have turned out quite differently.


In the spring of 1999, several months after my first sermon and many talks with Pastor Koenig, I sought “In Care” status in the Central Association and was accepted. Little did I know at the time where the road would take me, but I have been very grateful for all the people who have held and supported me along the way. 


Spring is the time in the church year when we celebrate Pentecost, often referred to as the “birthday of the church.” Before he died, Jesus had promised to send the Holy Spirit, an Advocate. The Spirit would be with his followers guiding them and granting them the spiritual gifts they would need to make disciples, perpetuating Jesus’ message. In the Pentecost story we hear of the Spirit descending like a dove and curling tongues of flame, quite a dramatic scene. Suddenly the disciples were able to speak in the tongues of all who were gathered, even if it was not their language of origin.


I experience this third “person” of the Trinity at times when I have a sense that I am being guided, like an inner voice. I have experienced times of creativity when I have felt like something is flowing through me. There have been mystical experiences when it seems like my particular gifts line up with some particular need, as if something beyond me is at work in that moment. In the limits of our human language it is quite difficult to describe that which is beyond any of our understandings, and so we try to testify to what we know through scripture, tradition, experience, and reason. We may not hear God audibly calling to us, but I have felt the movement of the Spirit in my life and I trust that the Spirit is accompanying me on this journey of faith.

Summer


The season of summer in the liturgical year is often referred to as “Ordinary Time.” At first glance, it may seem that this is the least “special” time of the year. No grand celebrations or holiest of weeks, we are to just go about our usual business. But this couldn’t be farther from the truth for me. Yes, I encounter God in the midst of our special holy day observances, but most often I encounter God in the midst of the ordinary. There is something sacramental about a day at the beach, kite flying, a ripe apple, a smile, an extended hand, the sun as it dips below the horizon, or a star filled night sky. God is all around if we are paying attention.


In the summer of 1999, after getting up the courage to ask and after a great deal of thought on the part of the search committee, I was offered the position of Pastoral Assistant at Plantsville UCC. For many months they had been unable to find the ordained Associate Pastor that they were seeking. With my burgeoning sense of call and a desire for church work, I asked if they might consider me and then went away on a two week vacation while waiting for their response…a time of surrender.


I began serving in late August with youth ministry as my primary area of focus. I was eventually included in worship planning and leadership, pastoral visitation, retreat planning and leadership, confirmation class, bible study, adult education, and the celebration of funerals. Over my twelve years in my lay pastoral role, I have been afforded great flexibility in experimenting, learning, and growing my pastoral identity. I have experienced the height of joy and the darkest depths of sorrow with this group of people. Ministry in their midst has truly been a blessing and a privilege. Each time I am given the opportunity to serve my calling, this vocation is affirmed for me, even and perhaps especially on those days when I am tired, when I feel like I have little to give. God nudges me on and provides for my needs. I am blessed daily with the sense of purpose and meaning that I was looking for in my life. This is not just a “job,” or even a career. It is truly a vocation and a way of life.


So, one might ask…after all this time in “lay” ministry, why ordination? First I want to say that lay ministry is crucial in the church, especially in our time. Those who are fully authorized are few and churches are growing less able to pay ministers full time. Active, engaged, intelligent, faithful lay leadership is desperately needed and should be highly valued.

I feel called to ordained leadership as someone who is called out from amidst the congregation to this work of the church. The ordained are called to the ministry of Word and Sacrament because they have felt a personal call from God to use their spiritual gifts in this particular service to the church. That sense of call and gift has to be affirmed by their local congregation, their judicatory, and ultimately the church that would call them to serve as their pastor. 

Pastors are both immediately granted and also earn the authority for ministerial leadership over time as they serve within a faith community. In the UCC this does not mean that the pastor is over and above the members of the congregation in a hierarchical understanding of leadership. The pastoral role is served within the context of membership in the church. Usually the position is a paid position and therefore comes with certain expectations, however, a healthy understanding and communication of those expectations must be observed so that the pastor does not exercise power in inappropriate ways and the congregation does not levy unrealistic expectations on the pastor. 

Ordination is a setting apart rather than above in that the person called is willing to submit to academic training, evaluation, and to follow a process that is designed to aid in discernment. In the “in care” or now “member in discernment” process the local and wider church through the Association support the student on this journey of discovery. Through the educational process in seminary, a candidate grounds their sense of call in the history, tradition, scripture, spiritual practices, ethics, and ministerial practices of the church so that they may serve a congregation with certainty of integrity and commitment to God. 

Through my experience, I have learned about the role of Church in the lives of each individual, our local church, and our community. I can see that the gathered community of the church plays a primary role in the faith development of the individual. It provides a place where spiritual nurture, teaching, and worship take place and each of these has the potential for transforming lives. But the church is not only a “place” or comprised solely of a building. I believe that whoever said that faith is “always personal but never private” was right. For faith to be transformative, I must reach a level of personal depth and understanding, growing towards the wholeness that God desires for me. But for that faith to then fully express itself, I must reach beyond the personal into a faith that is known in community with others who are also journeying toward wholeness. It is in such community that we teach and admonish one another. It is in such community that we name the truth and discern the way together. It is in such community that we proclaim God’s Good News to one another as we pray together, sing together, serve together, confess together, and share life and love together. True faith, true church cannot happen in a personal vacuum. It must have the personal and the public expression. 

We have a common “koinonia” or fellowship united in Jesus Christ as the head of the church and we comprise the Body of Christ. So, Christian fellowship is a crucial aspect of our faith. It is crucial that the expression of Jesus’ body in the world happens as we come together in faith, love, compassion, and encouragement. We not only see this today in our contemporary time, but we see this as we glance back to see from where we’ve come. In those earliest of days following the death of Jesus, his faithful followers began to gather to break bread together. As the early Christian faith grew, it was not welcomed in the overall society, but people found ways to gather in house churches to share life and testimonies of faith together. Even through extreme persecution, through imprisonment and hardship, we have set before us examples of faithful perseverance. In the person of Paul, we credit a great deal of influence in the spread of Christianity. 

So what is the mission of the church today? The Christian church still seeks to perpetuate the spread of the Gospel, to help draw people together and serve one another in the work of transforming lives. But I believe it is called to so much more than simple self-perpetuation. The mission of the church is about sharing the Gospel, but not in a way that denigrates the faith traditions and cultures of other peoples. The mission of the church is about bringing “the light of Christ” to a broken world by sharing our faith through caring and compassion, justice and peace, humility and service. It is as much about how faith in action forms who we are becoming as it is about what we are doing as we respond to God’s grace. 

Now in these ordinary days, I have found my church home in the United Church of Christ. This is a fairly young denomination but with a long braided history of predecessor denominations that united just over 50 years ago to form the UCC. Those predecessor denominations have a broad reaching influence on how the United Church of Christ functions in the world today. From our Congregational and Christian origins we claim a strong sense of local autonomy and a drive for independent thought. Since our country was founded on these principles, our UCC heritage has had a great influence on the relationship between church, civic structures, and the wider society on a national basis. From our Evangelical and Reformed origins, our drive for autonomy is tempered by a deep sense of group solidarity and subsequently a call to focus on social structures in society that provide healing and relief. We are proud to claim that it is churches of our heritage that established universities for people of all races, hospitals and orphanages, and mission outreach that would ultimately have worldwide influence. Because of these four strands that became two and then one, we have the dual understanding of pastoral authority as something that is both conveyed through empowerment and earned through embodiment.

I find myself strongly aligned with the UCC for many reasons. First is because of its reformed theology, a theology that does not require a human intercessor for access to God. Faith is practiced in a non-hierarchical way. There is strong grounding in the authority of Scripture while not allowing any understanding of scripture to be finite. The still speaking God has “yet more light and truth to break forth from God’s Holy Word” (John Robinson’s farewell sermon, July 1620.) Having originated from a Catholic background, I feel that I have something particular to offer to seekers, who find themselves in similar circumstances, seeking a church home that speaks to the passions of their hearts. 

In this process of growth and discernment, I have found that I need not “throw the baby out with the bath water.” I may retain from my origins those things that still speak to me at a spiritual level and may even become access points for others. We are at a time in the life of the United Church of Christ where we are functioning like a refugee church. Many former Catholics and people from other church experiences or no church experience are entering our churches. We need to know how to welcome them without dismissing as irrelevant their prior experiences. We are also at a time when we are reclaiming practices of faith that emphasize ritual, visual imagery, the senses of touch, taste, and smell. We can turn to our Catholic brothers and sisters to grow in our appreciation of these forms of worship without allowing the practices to become idolatrous.

The UCC draws me in as a church that emphasizes covenantal and connectional relationships in its polity. We intentionally make sacred promises to one another to “walk together in all God’s ways” (Salem Church Covenant 1629). Though we celebrate the local church as the place of autonomous meaning making, we also agree to affiliate with other UCC church members and local congregations through the structure of Associations and Conferences at the state and national level. As Donald D. Freeman says in an article titled, Autonomy in a Covenant Polity, “Constituted by divine grace, what holds the United Church of Christ together from the human side are two things: 1) a common faith in ‘Jesus Christ, Son of God and Savior’ and ‘sole Head’ of the church; and 2) sets of covenant promises exchanged by the units and persons of which it is thereby composed” (p. 3). At a recent National UCC worship service celebrating our Mission 1 efforts, I heard J. Bennett Guess call the UCC a “cacophony rather than a chorus.” We are united in diversity rather than in uniformity.

The UCC has a great concern for education, not only holding its clergy to high academic standards, but also being deeply embedded in the teaching of the faith through Christian education. It has a historical emphasis on the ministry of the laity believing in the “priesthood of all believers” and that all are called to minister in the name of Jesus Christ.

The UCC has a spirit of ecumenism and a practice of interfaith dialogue that seeks to peacefully co-exist with people from other faith traditions. While celebrating that, the UCC has never been afraid to be on the cutting edge of controversial issues, seeking justice and unity for all. We have a proud history of involvement in issues of slavery, women’s rights and ordination, and more recently racial issues and rights for persons in the GLBT community. I feel particularly called to participation in a denomination that is all that I have already described and yet chooses a comma as its identifying symbol. It means that God is not finished with us yet. It means that as a church body and as people seeking to live faithfully, we are always about evolving, ever moving towards the next expression of faith that God calls us to be. 

As a denomination that is not afraid of change but rather embraces it, we are uniquely positioned to minister to people, both long time members and newcomers, in a time in our world that is fraught with fear of the unknown. Some would ask whether the church has any relevance and I am proud that as part of the UCC I can say a resounding, “Yes!”

Autumn Reprise


It was in autumn of 2009 that Joshua’s health began to take a final turn. We didn’t know it for several months, but his heart was failing. It was a time of great anxiety for him and for all of us. Although we had known all along that his life would be shorter than we had hoped, it took some time for us to realize that the time was upon us. I distinctly remember the mornings when he would greet me with a smile and I would bath his now severely contracted body. “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” (Matthew 25:40).
Autumn is a time of surrender. We surrender to a different pace dictated by the shortened days. We surrender to the many changes the shift of seasons brings. There is a sense of letting go. The Earth lets go of its many fruits, gathered in harvest, a blessing that will carry us through the long days of winter. Soon we can stand at the base of a tree, looking up through its branches and see the sky. Different vantage points are revealed. Plants that are finished with the growing season drop their seeds to the ground where they will lie dormant until the time of growing returns. The leaves on the trees let go, each one in their own time, as if willingly recognizing their time is passing.

Recently, while on a weeklong retreat to my parent’s second home in VT, I was a witness to this dance. Sitting on their front porch with the morning sun highlighting the beautiful array of colors, I was pondering this season of leave-taking and couldn’t help but think about recent losses. The wind began to pick up and I was reminded of a story I once heard that Native Americans believe that the spirits of their loved ones come to them on the wind. Just then, there was a very large gust of wind and the golden-orange leaves of a small birch tree directly in my line of sight were literally sucked up into the air as if a large vacuum hovered over the tree. It felt like a show just for me as the leaves let go high into the air in an almost joyous rush of freedom! Then like confetti, they gently wafted to the ground. I sat in silent awe, a palpable moment of sensing the “something More” of the Divine Presence around me. Letting go.

Winter Reprise


On a dark, still, winter night, Joshua let go of the body that had become like a prison, and somehow we found the courage to say goodbye. Surrounded by those he loved most, he died of the complications of his disease, his heart no longer able to effectively send the life giving blood through his body. It was December 23, 2009 just before Christmas.

 I am not afraid to die. I am more afraid of having to leave loved ones behind, and yet my own child somehow found the courage. I have to believe that at the core of his will was a deep abiding faith and hope, a gift he had been given over the many years spent in the embrace of his family and his church family and of course, God. 
Spring Reprise


After Joshua died, there was an exodus from our home of all of the medical equipment and stacks of supplies that had been used in his daily care. We didn’t need them any more and they only served as painful reminders. A few months passed and I was sitting one morning writing in my journal. I happened to notice Joshua’s wheelchair parked nearby. We were keeping it inside out of the cold until we could donate it.


I began to realize how hard it would be to give away the chair. It had literally been an extension of his body and his means of getting around in life for over 6 years. How could I let it go? But how could I keep it, this empty chair, a painful reminder of his absence? 

Empty chair…my thoughts turned to the cross. When I was a child, Jesus was always there, hanging from the cross, a horrid symbol of suffering and death. But when I began attending a UCC church, I remember the stark difference. The cross was empty. So I asked about it, and I was told that our focus is on the Risen Christ. The cross is empty because death did not have the final answer. 

The wheelchair is empty not only because Joshua is no longer physically present, but because he is no longer confined to his life of disability. He doesn’t need it anymore. Knowing this allows me to remember that death does not have the final answer. I believe that one day I will see him again. And so, I will choose to live and share this Good News in whatever way I can.

On a gorgeous spring day, when the trees had that hint of bright spring green just bursting forth, we took Joshua’s empty chair to a special place that we had often shared with him. We captured pictures that we will treasure to remind us of the hope that is ours through our faith.

I am compelled to share this faith with others through the vocation of ordained ministry, so that others who are broken or broken-hearted may be transformed and awakened, able to embrace life fully with all of its joys and sorrows, living and loving as God intends.

In our end is our beginning; in our time, infinity; 
In our doubt there is believing; in our life, eternity, 
In our death, a resurrection; at the last, a victory,

Unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.








(Natalie Sleeth, NCH#433)
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