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I. Spiritual Journey and Call 

I was raised in a multi-faith family: my dad, raised in the Orthodox Jewish tradition, is no 

longer very observant but prioritized the sharing of holidays and stories; my mom, raised in the 

Catholic Church, is a regular Mass attendee and longtime Sunday school teacher. They were 

married by a priest and a rabbi in the UN Chapel in New York City, and when my brother and I 

were born, decided to raise us in the Church. I went to Catholic church and Sunday school 

regularly in my early childhood, and celebrated both Christian and Jewish holidays. 

I first felt called to working in the church in fourth grade, as an altar server. At the time, I 

couldn’t have explained what drew me to that role, but in looking back, I can untangle it a little 

bit. I am a strongly kinesthetic person and being an active part of the fabric of the Mass helped 

me to access feelings of connection with God and my own spirituality that I couldn’t find in the 

less tactile aspects of congregational prayer, listening to sermons, and sitting in Sunday School. 

I’m sure part of it was also the draw of the theatrics of the Mass, and access to the whole 

mysterious and important process. Regardless of my reasons, I had a strong sense of being at 

home in church as an altar server, and I first began to identify personally as a Christian, a 

spiritual person, after having felt the connection to my faith that this role afforded me. 

I eventually aged out of altar serving, and during high school, as I came into an 

understanding of myself as queer, I began to feel disconnected from the church. I was not yet 

mature enough in my faith to wrestle with questions of whether my sexuality was inherently 

sinful, and whether it barred me from participating in church life and relationship with God on 

my own. Later, though, in the Tufts Catholic Chaplain Lynn Cooper and in the Catholic 

community I found as a student there, I found people who were deeply committed to their 

Catholic faith and to questioning the teachings of the Church that had caused me such 



 3

disconnection throughout high school. Conversations I had with Lynn and my Feminist 

Theologies class that spring helped me to do much more of the work of breaking down my 

expectations for spiritual experiences, leadership, and the interaction of queerness and 

Christianity, and to open up to the possibility of retaining my strong spiritual and religious ties 

even as I moved more fully into my identity as a queer woman. 

That Feminist Theologies class was the first time I felt and understood a clear call from 

God to church ministry. I was still operating very much within a Catholic framework, and I read 

about the existence of Catholic womenpriests and was unable to put that idea out of my mind. I 

strongly felt that God was calling me to pursue priesthood in the Catholic Church at some point 

in my future, and thinking about that future felt more real, more wonderful, than the future I had 

been imagining as a science writer. While that feeling of call faded for a time amidst the rigors of 

college life – and my growth away from the Catholic Church – I was moved and changed by this 

experience of feeling called to serve. 

I began to be part of planning the Catholic Community at Tufts’ retreats, and along with a 

handful of classmates across religious traditions started working in an interfaith social action 

group, organizing education and service around queer youth homelessness and trans rights. In 

these experiences, I first felt that I was meeting and being met by Christ through service to and 

alongside others. Throughout my time at Tufts, I consistently spent a large portion of my time 

thinking about and working in these roles, and I felt more joy, connection to God and to other 

people, and a sense of purpose than I did with my academics or other activities. 

I remained a part of the student Catholic community for my entire time at Tufts. I had 

long felt a connection to God through the Catholic liturgy, but I began to feel that connection less 

once I was thinking critically about it and the context of the Catholic establishment it operated 
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within. I realized that I did not want to, and did not feel called to, work to change that system 

from the inside, as I had once thought I would. I felt a strong call to begin worshipping God and 

serving others in a community whose understanding of God’s love and Jesus’ teachings more 

closely matched my own. I wanted to be a part of a church whose worship was alive and alert to 

the needs of both its congregation and the world. A church where I would be able to count on the 

support of my community, and where I knew that others were counting on me as well. A church 

that recognized the prophecy of poets, storytellers, activists, and organizers. And a church who 

recognized that I, those I love, and each person in the world, is created in the image of God and 

has been given unique gifts of the Spirit. 

And, blessedly, I found First Church Somerville, UCC. There, I found a faith home. 

There, I found people who have challenged me, loved me, and gave me opportunities to be 

broken and vulnerable and to be healed. This community allowed me to learn from others and to 

speak my own truths. From interactive Stations of the Cross on Good Friday, to the fabric 

“waters” of baptism that cover our congregation whenever we baptize new members into the 

faith and family of Christ, and immersive storytelling of the scriptures calling on each person 

listening to imagine themselves in the Bible stories, I have lived my faith in worship and 

community. I have found the living liturgy, covenantal relationships, love for the stillspeaking 

God, and radical open and affirming understanding of leadership in the church that I was looking 

for, even without knowing that these were the things I needed in my church home. 

With First Church Somerville as home, I also began to explore worship, community, and 

ministerial leadership in other communities in the UCC. In these churches, I have been given an 

opportunity to worship in the active way that has always been so vital to my spiritual connection 

and growth and in doing so have gained a greater embodied understanding of God’s grace and 
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Christ’s love. I have found spaces to be quiet and listen to God’s voice and God’s plans for my 

next steps. I have been able to test my ministry wings and to be supported and loved by my home 

congregation as I’ve been exploring the call I heard in that silence. 

Most importantly, though, in this time I have been able to more fully explore my 

relationship with Jesus and to begin to discover what this relationship is for me and what it has 

been throughout my life. Christ has met me in my times of greatest fear, sorrow, and anxiety: 

throughout my early coming out process, after loved ones’ deaths, in my struggles with 

deconstruction during seminary, and in accompanying others in great pain during my time in 

CPE. In these times, Christ’s love and the reality of the Resurrection have transformed my life 

and my experiences, in some cases in ways that I have realized then, and in others in a way that 

was beyond my understanding or recognition at the time. I have been fully seen and known in 

community as a queer woman, a survivor, a sinner, a beloved and broken child of God, and have 

been welcomed to the Communion Table to share and be healed. I have prayed for comfort in 

times of serious fear or sorrow and have experienced a mental and physical “peace of God that 

surpasses all understanding,” as in the Letter to the Philippians. Christ has also met me in 

experiences of great joy and transformation: in preparing for and beginning my marriage, 

reconnecting with long-lost family, and in the process of reconstructing my life and faith in the 

wake of transformative experiences throughout the last several years. I am still growing in this 

relationship, still learning to recognize and understand the presence of Christ in my life, and feel 

that this journey is woven tightly in with my journey into ministry. 

My relationship with Christ is, to use an image from a craft that is one of my most 

treasured spiritual practices, quilting – the small stitches that bind together the layers of a quilted 

object. I continue to add pieces to the patchwork of my life and experiences, and the pattern of 
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what that life is changes as I do so. In prayer and peace, though, my relationship with Christ 

binds all of these things together into one. It anchors me, as the wear of life causes me to shift 

and change shape. It is both foundational – a part of the whole that the whole could not exist 

without – and adds to the beauty and function of the whole. 

In the last several years, as I have taken on more responsibilities at First Church and in 

other church settings, I have recognized a need to find places to worship where I hold no 

responsibilities. For several years, I regularly attended Open Table Dinner Church, which 

became a sort of haven for myself and others working in ministry to worship free of 

responsibilities to leadership and congregational care. Later, as my relationship with my now-

wife deepened, I began attending Jewish worshipping communities that she has belonged to: 

first, a grassroots space in Jamaica Plain called Moishe Kavod House and now, a Jewish 

Renewal congregation in our neighborhood in Somerville, called Asiyah. Kavod and Asiyah 

have been spaces where I can praise God, pray the Psalms, and connect with my ancestors and 

my Jewish spiritual inheritance – and no one expects me to lead or plan, since I don’t even speak 

the language that we worship in. These experiences, along with a slow process of stepping back 

from responsibilities at First Church over the last year or so, have given me space to refresh my 

spirit and know that I can lead and work in local church spaces into the future without losing my 

own spiritual moorings. 

At around the same time that I found First Church and the UCC, I sought out and 

received clinical counseling for the first time in my life. It was in this experience that I began to 

recognize another call from God: to know myself more fully and, from the place of that security 

in myself, to be present to others doing the same hard work. My work in local church and 

community counseling settings throughout my dual degree program have both helped to clarify 
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that I feel most alive and nourished, and thus able to help others from a place of health, healing, 

and strength, when I do this counseling work in the setting of a faith community. 

In my understanding, ordained parish ministry in the UCC is a call to preach the Word, 

teach about the Christian faith, welcome people into recognizing the embrace of grace and the 

Spirit through the sacraments, and minister to the Body of Christ through pastoral care and 

worship. To be an ordained minister is to blend aspects of pastor, teacher, and prophet into one 

presence of servant-leadership in the Church. What’s more, even though aspects of these can also 

be done or assisted in by lay leaders within the UCC, a call to ministry is a call to use one’s 

unique gifts of the Spirit and a major portion of one’s time and energy in all of these parts of 

congregational life. 

My call to preach the word is connected to my gifts and love for language, for writing 

and speaking. These gifts are also connected to my call to teach the Christian faith; I feel called 

to the work of ‘translation,’ of exploring and explaining scripture. This interpretive work is a 

critical part of teaching about Christianity and the Bible, especially to people who are new or 

returning to church. I also feel called to share the transformational power of Christ’s love in 

Communion, community, and prayer that I have experienced and to continue walking in that 

journey with others. My gifts of listening and empathizing are strong foundations for learning 

how to effectively provide pastoral care as an integral part of church community life. These gifts 

were further developed in the crucible of CPE, where I served as the student chaplain on a 

Burn/Trauma ICU and several surgical stepdown units. Chaplaincy on the Burn/Trauma unit, as 

well as on call in the ER, NICU, oncology floors, and more, taught me about accompanying 

people in the midst of significant pain, great joy, and most often a mix of the two. I learned to be 

fully present, attending to the spiritual needs of others and making time, away from that work, to 
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care for my own pain and spiritual needs that surfaced in the work. I wept and laughed and 

cheered and held hands and read scripture and poetry, and was moved by the enormity of 

blessing and responsibility that the work of ministry holds. 

I sense very clearly that God is calling me to church ministry at this time, in the same 

way God called me in and shortly after college and even in my youth – though I have a more 

mature and thoughtful understanding of that call than I have ever had in the past. I have prayed 

and reflected on this call, and prayerfully imagined what life as a parish minister would be like 

(with a tremendous sense of embodied joy as I have done so). I have spoken about this call and 

my reflections with my family, friends, and spiritual mentors, and have been affirmed in my 

understanding of it. In my seminary education, I have felt, nearly every day, an extraordinary 

sense of what a blessing it is to be able to be a part of those classes and that community. Most of 

all, I have been engaged in actively learning about and exploring this call through doing the work 

of ministry: at First Church Somerville as a Community Minister, at Church of the Covenant as a 

Student Minister, in CPE at Brigham and Women’s Hospital, and in a kind of informal pulpit 

supply preaching circuit in UCC, UU, MCC, Presbyterian, Congregationalist, and ecumenical 

Protestant communities.  

Through all of these experiences, conversations, challenges, and discerning, I have 

learned that God is calling me into parish ministry with the gifts I have been given. In that role, I 

pray that I will serve others and with them, cultivate life-giving connections to the God who has 

created us, suffered with us, sustained us, and promised us a Kindom that is to come and breaks 

in to our lives even now. 
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II. Theology 

Creation and Providence 

But ask the animals, and they will teach you; 
the birds of the air, and they will tell you; 

ask the plants of the earth, and they will teach you; 
and the fish of the sea will declare to you. 

Who among all these does not know 
that the hand of the Lord has done this? 

In his hand is the life of every living thing 
and the breath of every human being.1 

  
I begin with Creation: my training before seminary, after all, was as in evolutionary 

biology. I do not have trouble squaring this education with my faith. I believe that Biblical 

accounts of creation represent a range of attempts by humans to put mythological weight behind 

their preferred ways of ordering society. I believe that the work of generations of scientists to 

explore the universe — resulting in answers about the Big Bang, evolution, particle physics, 

human-influenced climate change, and more and many questions yet to be answered — are 

reliable. And yet, I affirm that God is Creator. 

Affirming all of these things at once means that I do not hold that God is Creator in the 

sense of designing each element of creation in perfection; I believe that God causes creation to 

unfold but in ways different from our understanding of human causation.2
 Claiming this requires 

an acknowledgement that God does not exercise God’s power at all times in creation, choosing 

instead to allow creation to unfold freely after causing it to exist. This may pose some 

theological problems, but also solves others, as I will address below in talking about sin. 

 
1 Job 12:7-10 
2 Maurer, Armand. “Darwin, Thomists, and Secondary Causality.” The Review of Metaphysics 57, no. 3 (2004): 
491–514. 
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God chooses to create the world, and does so in freedom and “in continuity with God’s 

very self,” which is to say, wholly good.3 That choice is an “outpouring of radical love.”4 

Although the account of creation in Genesis claims that humanity was created in God’s image, I 

am drawn to Teilhard de Chardin’s notion that all of creation comprises the Body of Christ.5 If 

this is the case, then not just human acts of creation but all creative acts within nature are echoes 

of Divine creative power and action. Being created in the image of God, we as small-c creators 

also engage in creative acts in freedom, which is to say, by choice and not by divine compulsion 

or necessarily in the same continuity with God’s self and goodness. 

To take seriously the responsibility of creating in God’s image, and informed by the 

concept of covenant in the Hebrew Bible, I believe myself to be called into ministry that is in 

covenant with God, with the communities I serve, with this denomination, and with the land.6 

That covenant is place-based, which is to say that I believe myself to be accountable to and 

drawing from the very local place where I call home, seated at the intersection of the MissiTuk 

(Mystic) River and Quinobequin (Charles) River watersheds. It is also an acknowledgement of 

the interconnectedness of place, though. 

This understanding of being in covenant with the land has led me to preach about my 

experiences studying conservation ecology in several different local church settings. In these 

sermons, I recounted what it was like to travel to Costa Rica to perform experiments on rain 

forests altered by climate change and to speak with local farmers. These farmers of coffee, 

bananas, and avocados emphasized how consumption and demand from the U.S. drove their own 

 
3 Cynthia L. Rigby, Holding Faith (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2018), 122. 
4 Patrick Cheng, Radical Love: An Introduction to Queer Theology (New York: Seabury Books, 2011), 62. 
5 Ibid., 63. 
6 Matthew Humphrey, “A Pipeline Runs through Naboth’s Vineyard,” in Watershed Discipleship: Reinhabiting 
Bioregional Faith and Practice, ed. Ched Myers and Denise M. Nadeau (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2016), 121-137. 
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planting and harvesting. What’s more, they explained how the landscape had changed due to the 

proliferation of oil palm plantations that eliminated rainforest and left eerie, geometric rows of 

trees that seemed dead in comparison to the former jungle. I saw these plantations, and in them 

saw a human creation completely at odds with the wild parts of Earth just beyond their borders. 

In my sermon, and in my work studying ecological theology in seminary, I connect this 

experience in Costa Rica with my own commitment to rooting in this place and its history: eating 

foods grown locally and sustainably, understanding where my water comes from and where it 

goes to, acknowledging the presence of indigenous peoples long before European settlement, and 

more. I also connect it to the future of this place: what we eat here changes the demands for 

farming there; what is destroyed there changes the climate here. My sermon lifts up the work of 

youth-led climate movements to dramatically alter the collision course humanity is currently on, 

destroying God’s creation towards our own ends. 

I conclude this section with the conclusion of that sermon: “To be human, to be created in 

God’s image, is to be called to a steadfast love for creation. Whether that is through research and 

conservation work, through legal action, through everyday efforts of reducing our footprint upon 

this planet, or through the simple but incredibly important work of learning and listening to one 

another and to the rest of creation. We are all, children of God, loved with a love that endures 

forever, called to manifest that love in care for one another and for the Earth…As in Psalm 100, 

come into the presence of God with gladness in your heart for the love you have received – and 

carry that love with you through the difficult work of stewardship that is to come.” 
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Sin, Repentance, and Forgiveness 

Beginning with creation necessitates a consideration of sin: if that which God has created 

is wholly good, then how does sin come to exist in creation? I am not satisfied by the 

Augustinian claim that evil is insubstantial lack alone; sin – conscious choices to turn away from 

goodness towards its lack; separation from our God-given nature – must be accounted for, and 

experience tells me that sin (my own and others’, personal and corporate) is weighty and real.7 In 

particular, the question of how sin as a turning towards evil or a lack of goodness can occur 

within a divinely created, good world is a pressing one, especially when faced with the very real 

suffering, pain, and brokenness that exist within our communities.  

It is the freedom of creation to choose, as we, echoing Divine power, engage in creative 

acts, that can answer the question of “how,” how sin or any lack of goodness can arise within 

creation. Augustine acknowledges that “creatures can use a good nature for a bad purpose;” as 

we are human, creaturely, finite, we cannot create in goodness alone as God does.8 

I offer as an image of sin and human nature a metaphor of the two creation narratives: 

God has created us in God’s own image, just as God has formed us out of the earth and breathed 

life into us. Understanding the two narratives as connected metaphor provides some explanation 

for the created, inspired, and finite nature of humanity; we are at once made in the image of the 

Divine and also nothing but earth and breath, and thus limited in nature. We are creations of 

God, and also creations of Creation. We are rooted in goodness, and also necessarily limited in 

wisdom, understanding, and ability to do goodness. This metaphor helps me to continue building 

 
7 Cynthia L. Rigby, Holding Faith (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2018), 130-131. 
8 Augustine of Hippo, “In the Beginning God Created” from The City of God, Book 11, in Readings in Christian 
Theology, Peter C. Hodgson and Robert H. King, eds. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1985), 122. 
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the bridge I began above between creation and evil, goodness and sin; the bridge is formed by 

the nature of humanity (which I am thinking of less as “fallen” and more as “not-God”). 

There is tension between the freedom and finitude with which we have been endowed. 

Paul Tillich writes that sin is at once a resistance to our freedom to act according to our own will 

and a resistance to recognize that we are limited and finite in comparison to the infinite Divine; 

these dual resistances cause humanity to turn from God as our foundation.9 Answering the 

question of how evil and sin can exist in creation in this way fits with an “open-ended process of 

creation” model, since creation continues to unfold and change through the creative acts of the 

created.10 We created creatures are continuing God’s creative work as we choose, in freedom, to 

create: art, buildings, and beaver dams as well as nuclear power plants, trash islands, and tax 

evasion schemes. As we do, God calls us, through the work of the spirit and the outpouring of 

grace, towards goodness; we do not and cannot always see or choose that goodness. 

I mentioned, above, how this view of creation takes away some of God’s exercising of 

power. A God who cannot act out of infinite power at all times is certainly not an orthodox God, 

who is all-good and all-powerful at once. I deliberately choose to move away from this orthodox 

view, believing instead in a God who has created creatures with the freedom to choose between 

good and evil, and who is calling us through expressions of grace towards greater goodness in all 

things. This is the God who met me on the Burn/Trauma ICU, who was present with the 

teenagers who had been shot in drug- and gang-related violence and extending signs of grace in 

the work of knitting baby hats together, knitting families back together, breathing through pain 

and anxiety, and celebrating each breath that could be drawn. 

 
9 Cynthia L. Rigby, Holding Faith (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2018), 141, citing Paul Tillich, “Part III: 
Existence and the Christ,” in Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), 2. 
10 Catherine Keller, On the Mystery: Discerning Divinity in Process (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2008), 48. 
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There is also a great deal of discourse about the roles of pride and shame in academic 

discussions of sin.11 These descriptions resonate with my experience as part of a church that calls 

upon one lay member each service to confess sin publicly: I, and most others in the congregation, 

choose to confess sins of pride and shame, of turning away from God’s goodness by making 

ourselves large or making ourselves small, of individual participation in larger human systems 

that deny the inherent goodness or the limitations of humanity. We then affirm our faith in God’s 

grace to help us move away from over- or under-valuing ourselves; this practice is firmly within 

the tradition of Reformed Christians.12 In this context, I have confessed sins of racism, of 

avoiding conflict over believing in the power of grace to heal, of believing myself to not be an 

interdependent being who needs care from God and my community. I have recognized where my 

own sins of pride and shame have caused separations, and have acknowledged that God’s 

healing grace is what pulls me back towards the center.  

A story is told of Reb Simcha Bunem.13 He carried two slips of 
paper, one in each pocket. On one he wrote: Bishvili nivra ha-
olam, “for my sake the world was created.”14 On the other he 

wrote: V’anokhi afar v’efer, “I am but dust and ashes.”15 
 

I recognize in this definition of sin, and in assertions of pride and shame as creating a 

sense of separation from God, a tension between two sources of theology.16 Our experience of 

sin tells us that we feel we are separated from God. Scripture, however, affirms that nothing “can 

 
11 See, for example, Cheng’s call towards pride in God’s radical love for us and away from choices to dwell in 
shame (77; 72); Keller’s understanding of sin as the passing on of woundedness (97); and Rigby’s discussion of 
prideful and “feminine” self-deprecating sins (142) from the works cited above. 
12 Martin Luther, “Against Latomus,” in Luther’s Works, Vol. 32 in Readings in Christian Theology, Peter C. 
Hodgson and Robert H. King, eds. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1985), 180-182. 
13 This is an oral tradition recorded by Martin Buber in Tales of the Hasidim: The Later Masters. I first learned of it 
from Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg in a course she taught at Tufts Hillel when I was a student there. 
14 Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5 
15 Genesis 18:27 
16 Cynthia L. Rigby, Holding Faith (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2018), 140. 
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separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.”17 Instead of truly separating us from the 

outpouring of God’s love, I believe that sin is a separation from the will of God, or from the 

nature of goodness God has created us with. God — whom I affirm below as Infinite Mother and 

present Mountain — would not separate Godself from humanity because of our errors, sins, or 

overemphasis on pride or shame. That God would extend Godself towards humanity acting in sin 

with grace towards reconciliation, rather than draw away in punishment. We are, likewise, called 

to engage in this cycle when we sin: we may act in ways that separate us from goodness, but then 

we are called to repent, to turning back towards that goodness, and accept God’s grace and 

reconciliation. In repentance, we acknowledge the effort to close the separations we create, 

turning from sin to new life. God’s grace is present in the turning, offering in loving forgiveness 

a wholeness we cannot find on our own. 

 

The Trinity 

I believe in a God who both bears and transcends many names; one for God the Creator 

in particular has compelled me in recent years, El Shaddai. Catherine Keller notes that the 

translation of this name as “The Almighty” is an erroneous one, and that “God the Mountain” or, 

literally, “the Breasted One” is more accurate.18 She holds these two names as a literal and 

figurative representation of the same thing, “an infinite Mother,” but I am interested in holding 

on to the tension between the Mountain and the Mother.19 To me, God is at once Mountain 

(massive, unknowable in its depths, a ground on which created existence occurs) and Mother 

(tenderly reaching towards relationship, sustaining creation, and yet also growing and changing 

 
17 Romans 8:39 
18 Catherine Keller, On the Mystery: Discerning Divinity in Process (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2008), x. 
19 Ibid., 74. 
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as that which She has created grows and changes). Both Mountain and Mother describe a God in 

process, processes of erosion, evolution, natural and nurturing growth. 

The Mother metaphor is particularly in line with how I have wrestled with understanding 

God’s power in a liberating manner. God as Mother is personal and powerful, but that power is a 

reciprocal and loving one, more so than a hierarchical and dominating one.20 The Mother is 

creative as She births creation into being21 and — rooted in human experiences of human 

mothers — can also be seen to be evolving, and those characteristics can be understood as part of 

God’s power. Charles Hartshorne writes of this power in evolution: “It is not self-evident that 

independence (or immutability) as such is excellence, and that excellence as such is 

independence.”22 The Mother demonstrates how growth and change in interdependent 

relationship with creation can be evidence of God’s powerful goodness. The Mountain, 

meanwhile, encompasses the experience of God’s simultaneous presence and distance, the 

ground of existence for creation both immediate and remote. Mountains change, though less in 

immediate, interdependent relationship and more through massive forces (erosion, tectonics) on 

a time scale difficult for humans to comprehend. 

Holding two contradicting metaphors in tension with one another, of course, surfaces 

issues that I am still working through. If I hold the Mountain as a metaphor for God who is the 

Ground of Being, then is the Mother simply an anthropomorphic symbol through which the 

power of the Mountain is understood? Though this may seem reasonable, my experience is of a 

deeply comforting, accompanying, nurturing God who is with me when I suffer. This means that 

 
20 James Evans, We Have Been Believers: An African American Systematic Theology, 2nd edition (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 2012), 84. Evans is in conversation with Sallie McFague’s writing on God’s power. 
21 Ibid., 87. 
22 Charles Hartshorne, The Divine Relativity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1948), 18-24 in Readings in 
Christian Theology, Peter C. Hodgson and Robert H. King, eds. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1985), 73. 
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I hesitate to subordinate the Mother to the Mountain as symbol alone. What’s more, both 

tradition and scripture show me that I am not alone in this experience of God’s nurturing care.23 

Perhaps, then, Mountain must be equally understood as symbol, an aspect of God that transcends 

my understanding and the boundaries of the personal, but still only one aspect. In any case, I 

believe that seeking to know God ever more fully requires that I embrace Her mystery. Holding 

the two contradicting metaphors together is for me an expression of faith in and despite paradox. 

I believe in a God who, as Spirit, connects humans (and other beings and elements of 

Creation) to one another: Spirit fills the space between us, sometimes with threads, sometimes 

ropes, sometimes thick clouds. When I pray before a sermon and ask God to make the 

meditations of our hearts acceptable in Her sight, what I am asking for is the intercession of 

Spirit in the space between my lips and others’ ears. As Spirit intercedes in the space between us, 

She mediates revelation through shared experience; there is some truth of experience that is 

revealed and understood only in community. This understanding of Spirit fuels my desire to 

minister in a congregational and Congregationalist context. What’s more, knowing Spirit acts in 

connection, transformation, and revelation among humanity helps me to minister to others who 

do not hold the same views of God as I do. 

I believe in a God who took on humanity in its fullness in the person of Jesus, a move of 

radical accompaniment with the suffering of humanity. God’s incarnation in Jesus as the Christ 

demonstrates that, sinful and finite as we are, we are still recipients of the outpouring of God’s 

love. Humanity is united with God through Christ’s accompaniment with us in our common life 

and in our suffering. That suffering is transformed into hope for our inhabiting of the Kindom – 

in God’s time, now and forever – through Christ’s resurrection.  

 
23 E.g., Isaiah 66:13. 
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I believe that this triune God dances together throughout space and time, interacting and 

interdependent, “invested in the dynamic vulnerability of life that is shared.”24 God’s unity in 

triunity is a model of interdependence in community life for Her creation. Taking this view of 

God allows for power and comfort alongside growth and change. Humanity is united and uniting 

with God through Christ’s incarnation, through the Spirit’s outpouring of grace, and through God 

the Mother enfolding us in Her infinite, loving embrace.  

My views of the trinity inform my preaching; in particular, I have grappled with what it 

means to profess the full humanity and full divinity of Jesus Christ as I seek to interpret 

challenging Gospel texts. In preaching on Jesus and the Syrophoenician Woman, I read Jesus’ 

change of heart as just that: an experience of learning from the woman’s hope beyond social 

categories, an expression of humanity, of God-with-skin-on learning how to be a better person. 

In assuming full humanity, Jesus as the Christ can still act wrongly, learn, and change as part of 

his redemptive work of accompaniment in suffering.25 Kathryn Tanner describes this process: 

“Jesus’ sinlessness…takes shape in a process of overcoming temptation as that process is 

empowered by the fact of Jesus’ being the Word incarnate.”26 God’s grace and the intercession 

of Spirit facilitate such moments of transformation, when God’s Kindom breaks into the world.  

 

 

 

 
24 Cynthia L. Rigby, Holding Faith (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2018), 126. 
25 Though a rejection of Docetism, this claim is contradicted, for example, by Barth’s claim in Church Dogmatics, 
“The Doctrine of Reconciliation,” that Jesus has the trappings of humanity in being “bound by sin” and finitude, but 
is not bound to commit sins or to submit to a final death as humans do. I do not believe it to be possible to be bound 
by sin and yet free from it, to be fully human and yet unchangeable and infinite.  
26 Kathryn Tanner, Jesus, Humanity, and the Trinity: A Brief Systematic Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 
2001), 75. 
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Ecumenism and Interfaith Dialogue 

         Inspired by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, who offers a view of the benefits of honoring 

others’ particular relationships with God, I work within ecumenical and interfaith contexts 

guided by a metaphor of God as parent and different religious traditions as siblings.27 In this 

view, I can understand my own experience and understanding of God to be authoritative for me 

and within my community, and still acknowledge that other understandings and experiences of 

God are true and authoritative within other community contexts. 

I illustrate this through the images of Abraham and of all parents. Abraham seems to be a 

completely different person when seen through the eyes of each of his sons. Isaac is clearly the 

golden child. God’s covenant with Abraham to make him “the ancestor of a multitude of 

nations,” is to be fulfilled through Isaac, and he is treated as the promised child from the moment 

of his birth. Abraham and his family celebrate when Isaac is born, when he’s circumcised, and 

when he’s weaned. He is the fulfillment of all of their hopes, the sign of their favor with God. 

Ishmael, on the other hand, is born into conflict. His mother Hagar is Sarah’s slave, sent in her 

mistress’ place to be used as a vessel for Abraham’s descendants – and then resented for 

fulfilling Sarah’s orders. She conceives and gives birth to Ishmael, Abraham’s first child but not 

the child of God’s promises. Once that second child, Isaac, is born, Ishmael is a reminder to 

Sarah and Abraham that their perfect life in covenant is not as perfect as it looks. 

To preserve the image of perfection, Abraham brings Hagar and Ishmael far away from 

their home and leaves them with basically nothing: some dried fruit, water for the afternoon, and 

a prayer. While by all accounts they are ultimately saved by a combination of God’s intervention 

and some friendly strangers, Abraham has abandoned them, and Ishmael’s early life and 

 
27 Tippett, Krista. “The Dignity of Difference.” The On Being Project. https://onbeing.org/programs/jonathan-sacks-
the-dignity-of-difference/. 
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experiences of his father are traumatic. He seems to be the undesired, unimportant child, not fit 

to inherit, not a gift from God, and not worth Abraham’s attention. Who is Abraham, then? Is he 

Isaac’s joyful, doting father, or the man who abandons Ishmael to the desert? Ultimately, of 

course, Abraham is both; Isaac and Ishmael each has a different father. Abraham may be an 

extreme example, but truthfully, all of our parents appear to be different people if you compare 

how we see them and our how siblings see them.  

This is the framework with which I enter into interfaith and ecumenical work. As a 

community of faith, Christians experience God in rich, nuanced, complicated ways that are tied 

in with our scriptures, our social history and our beliefs. Though of course each person’s spiritual 

journey and understanding is different, we have some kind of collective understanding of who 

God is, what the Divine Presence is, that is rooted in our faith and traditions. So do Jews, 

Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus, Unitarian Universalists, religious Humanists, and so on. Christians 

experience and understand God based on our lives and history as Her children. Members of other 

religious communities, with different lives and histories, experience God differently based on 

their lives and histories. And yet, I believe that we are each other’s family. On our own we can 

only grasp some small part of understanding of who God is in God’s fullness, but we can grow 

that understanding by learning from our siblings who experience God differently than we do. 

Some of the first times I began to understand my call to ministry were in relationship 

with female Jewish and Muslim clergy. I learned about the ways in which romantic and sexual 

relationships can honor spiritual commitments from reading the Talmud and the Mishnah. I 

learned about setting time apart for praising God every day from Islam. I learned about grace 

from a college friend who was finding his place as an adult in the Baha’i community. I learned 

about generosity not just from Christian scriptures about widows’ pennies and vineyard 
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laborers,28 but also from my dad, who taught me about tzedakah, the Jewish obligation to give, 

which he had learned in yeshiva and from his own parents. In short, I’ve learned that it’s not 

enough to learn from my own experiences, history, and traditions if I want to know more about 

God and to love God fully. I must also learn from and trust my siblings’ wisdom of and 

experiences of God. 

Reminding myself of this mindset throughout my time in CPE helped me to approach the 

people I encountered with humility and with curiosity to dig deep into their wisdom about God. 

When appropriate, I asked each person, once we got to the time for conversation and prayer, 

what image of God they held most closely or brought them the most comfort. We explored those 

images together, learning from one another’s experiences, traditions, and holy texts as we 

discussed. I prayed that this God, the God whom they had described to me and we had explored 

together, would be present to them in their healing. Doing so was far more effective for pastoral 

care, far more nourishing for me as a minister, and far more empowering of each patient’s 

individual spirituality than my coming in and attempting to relate across a perceived chasm of 

spiritual difference. There were certainly times when maintaining this mindset was difficult – 

there are images of God that I personally find to be counter to liberation, healing, and comfort – 

but continued attempts to ground in this place of curiosity and learning always brought greater 

benefits to both my patients and myself as we worked together. 

 

Baptism and the Lord’s Supper 

The sacraments are outward signs of inward grace and are scaffolds for understanding 

how many things in our lives can fit that definition, towards the end of sacramental living. They 

 
28 Mark 12:41-44; Matt. 20:1-16. 
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aren’t signs as in stagnant symbols, though; the sacraments of baptism and communion are signs 

of God’s grace that do work in our lives. They are active, requiring our participation in the 

mystery and the action of God’s Spirit in the world. 

In baptism we are, as the liturgy says, “sealed as Christ’s own forever.” Baptism is a sign 

of our taking part in the experiences of death and resurrection that are central to Christian faith , 

and of our coming into the Body of Christ.29 This sign does work through the Spirit in bringing 

us into the new life of Christ’s resurrection, into the work of ushering in God’s kindom in the 

everyday, into the community of Christians who make promises alongside us or on our behalf. 

After all, in baptism we are welcomed into “the faith and family of Jesus Christ;” which is to say 

we are transformed as individuals in faith and as part of a community, a family, of faith. 

When I was the Student Minister at Church of the Covenant I joined Rev. Julie in 

walking alongside an adult baptismal candidate who was also the parent of an infant candidate. 

Doing so was a joy because this family represented two incredibly different and equally beautiful 

ways of being welcomed into that faith and family. The mom had been a spiritual seeker and 

when she found a home in the Church, she found the God whom she had been seeking. In 

baptism, she affirmed her desire to follow Christ through death into new life. Her son did not 

choose the Church as his home in the same way, and yet he was still welcomed into that same 

faith and family, with promises of love, support, and teaching the way of Christ throughout his 

life. Sharing in their preparation and ritual of baptism was an immense blessing, as I witnessed 

the transformation the Spirit worked through the sacrament in this family. 

In communion we remember Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, and we re-member 

Christ’s body. Communion is an act of intergenerational memory within the Christian 

 
29 Martin Luther, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, in Readings in Christian Theology, Peter C. Hodgson and 
Robert H. King, eds. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1985), 277. 
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community, and it is an embodied act of bringing the Body of Christ together by sharing the 

meal. What’s more, coming together at the communion table embodies the cycle of sin, 

repentance, and reconciliation I described above. In the communion liturgy, we often affirm that 

Jesus shared the cup and in doing so welcomed us into a covenant for the forgiveness of sin. 

Separated as we are from one another and God through sin, communion weaves us together in 

the Body of Christ; that togetherness is a powerful antidote to our experiences of separation. The 

grace God shares in repentance, forgiveness, and new life is the grace we experience in the 

sacrament. The substance of our bodies, the very stuff of which we are made, is changed when 

we consume the elements at the communion table; what we eat becomes who we are.30 This is a 

scientific and a spiritual claim, to be understood in dual meaning. Both memory and re-

membering, telling the story and bringing our bodies together, are ingredients towards the 

inbreaking of God’s kindom.31 Another ingredient is our attention, the care with which we tell 

the story, break the bread, pour the wine, and share with one another. 

Whether and how to share communion during the physical distancing of COVID-19 has 

been a source of significant conversation in my classes. I believe that we can share communion 

over Zoom just as effectively as we can in person; at a Methodist seminary, my view has been in 

the minority. I have theological reasons grounded in tradition – namely that a Reformed theology 

of the priesthood of all believers means that we can each bless our individual elements within our 

own homes as we gather synchronously online – but my surety comes from experience. At the 

beginning of the shutdown, I was talking with a friend about how much we missed gathering at 

our respective churches in person; as a lifelong Catholic, she was particularly struggling with this 

 
30 Angel F. Mendez Montoya, Theology of Food: Eating and the Eucharist (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 
65; 159. 
31 Alexander Schmemann, The World as Sacrament (London; Darton, Longman & Todd, 1966), 29-55 in Readings 
in Christian Theology, Peter C. Hodgson and Robert H. King, eds. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1985), 283. 
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being the longest time she had gone since childhood without receiving communion. Together, we 

talked through what it might mean for her to place a cracker and cup of juice next to her 

computer as she watched the online mass, even though it “wouldn’t count,” and I promised to do 

the same during my own service. The result was an experience of the inbreaking of the Kindom 

of God: anxieties quieted and a sure sense of peace and consolation. 

This story is also an example of how through the sacraments, our faith and our tradition 

has given us a model and a scaffold for sacramental living. Baptism and communion are not the 

only outward signs of inward grace available to us, not the only signs of grace doing work in our 

lives, not the only way to open ourselves to the breaking in of the Kindom. Stories and presence 

and attention do not only accompany communion, they also can be part of family meals or 

friendships or partnerships.32 Instead, the sacraments are our best tools for learning how to make 

those signs of grace into ever more regular parts of our lives. Through them, we learn to usher in 

the Kindom more and more all the time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 Angel F. Mendez Montoya, Theology of Food: Eating and the Eucharist (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 
11-12. I am also in conversation here with Lynn Cooper’s unpublished D.Min. work on sacramental friendships, 
completed at Boston University School of Theology in May 2020. 
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