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Introduction  
 

The following paper serves as an articulation of my theology. It expresses the foundation 

of my pastoral practice as a minister in the church. It is needless to say that the paper presented 

here is far from complete. It is a somewhat paraphrased outline of theological points. 

The paper's title expresses my understanding of faith and implies the knowledge of 

theology and theological practice thereof. Faith is the maintaining of relationships. First and 

foremost, it is the maintaining and constant recovering of the individual's relationship with God. 

Additionally, it is also the maintaining of the relationship between the individual and the other. 

For that reason, any theological study includes the study of God and the study of God's creation, 

humans, and the church. 

For that reason, this paper reflects, to some degree, how faith maintains these different 

relationships. Instead of working on the assigned theological topics one after another, I 

deliberately organized them into a scheme that resembles the nature of faith: The first chapter 

gives an outline of the foundation of our relationship with God and another, that is, thought 

Scripture and revelation. The chapter is followed by the second chapter, which expresses the first 

dimension of the faith relationship, I.e., the Human-Divine relationship. This chapter includes 

three subtopics: a.) a reflection of my understanding of God's nature by focusing on the person of 

Christ; b.) the human nature that continuously breaks this relationship with God. Because of this 

breaking of the relationship, it is continually recovered through repentance and forgiveness; c.) 

the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion as a cornerstone between the divine-human 

and the relationship between humans, congregation, and the wider church. Finally, the third 

chapter reflects on the relationship between humans by discussing the importance of 

encountering the other through ecumenism and interfaith dialogue. The reader will notice that 

this paper follows an inherently logical structure. Each different topic begins with a biographical 

background on the theological matter, which is followed by a (more or less) traditional 

theological view on the topic. I will expound on these views with appreciation and critique to 

come to a learned theological understanding that I apply to the biographic story mentioned 

before.  

First, however, I want to re-introduce myself by summarizing my spiritual journey as a 

Christian who seeks ordination. My spiritual journey started when, as an eleven-year-old boy, I 

looked for clarity and direction in life. When looking back at the origin of my journey, two 

circumstances seem to play a predominant role in how my faith took shape. The first is the 

social-religious background of my family. At home, we have not practiced religion in any way. 

While I recall that my mother would pray with me before bed in early childhood, I have no 

memory of any further development or conversations about faith. Christmas Eve services had 

been my only exposure to religious practice. A worker in a copper factory, my father, had 

avoided paying church taxes and thus left the church.  

Another circumstance would be my social standing around at home and school. For as 

long as I can remember, I have always struggled to find connections to other people of my age. 

For some reason, I have never fit into my younger brother or the groups of my class in school. It 

has always been easier for me to find one-on-one friends to play outside. Additionally, the 
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further I proceeded in our educational system, the farther I drifted apart from the foundations of 

my family's morale. I became the more educated while also, the more expensive child in our 

family. With no practical skills at hand and a kaleidoscope of theoretical and academic 

knowledge, I seemed to be the family's outsider. These circumstances presented me as a teenager 

looking to be taken seriously and respected as someone equal, among others. 

With my background in mind and looking back at my journey with a bird-eye view, it 

seems that one can categorize my call into four different dimensions so far. The first dimension 

of my call is the experience of a welcoming congregation that acts like a parent I never had. This 

congregation became the foundation of a life that eventually becomes dedicated to mirroring this 

experience for others. One day, the director of Christian education of the German Lutheran 

congregation in our town visited our school. She approached me, asking whether I would be 

interested in a summer program with other children. Her explanations on a 5-day trip with other 

children left excitement and joy inside me. This trip was to become my first encounter with 

congregational life and eventually made me curious about God, faith, and life in the 

congregation. Subsequently, I registered for confirmation classes, after which I started to become 

a youth leader and later a confirmation class teacher. My church congregation became like a 

second home for me. 

Clergy and laypeople understood the isolating circumstances between home and my 

school life. Moreover, the people in the congregation knew how to direct my talents in a way 

useful for them. They empowered me with what they saw as my talents. The pastor wanted me to 

read the scripture lessons in church. The deacon wished me to teach confirmands with the 

deacon. The people in the congregation encouraged me to continue my journey. For instance, 

one day, a member of my congregation who himself had been a retired pastor approached me 

when I was about 14 years old. With his right hand on my shoulder, he looked at me and said: 

"Don't you want to make a pastor someday?" I remember that I refused that idea. 

The second dimension of my call is the call to witness the struggle of doubt in faith. 

During an intense year of civil service in an orphanage in Peru, I noticed the nuns' troubling 

behavior working with children. Additionally, I needed to be in the hospital due to a typhus 

infection during that time. These circumstances required me to quit my assignment early. 

Coming back to Germany and doubting what I had learned about God at church, I realized that 

my issues could only be answered through active engagement with God. I eventually decided to 

visit Gerleve (near Münster, Germany), a Benedictine monastery. For ten consecutive days, the 

monks provided room and board for me and a time of healing and recovery. I participated in all 

daily hours from 6 am to 9 pm and ate with the monks together. This experience has opened my 

eyes to the effectiveness of contemplation. Until today, I remain deeply moved and attached to 

the recitation of the hours. The monastery grounds provided me with time for reflection. The 

abbot, Fr. Laurentius, reminded me that it is sometimes impossible to see the larger picture. He 

told me that God is the one carrying me without my notice when I think I walk alone. So often, 

we think of God as the one who does not answer. But more often than not, it is the other way 

around. It is we who forget to talk to God. The conversations with Fr. Laurentius instilled a 

further curiosity about God. They helped me realize that my sense of doubt was an essential part 

of my faith that kept me asking the questions that needed an answer to understand my faith. 
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Eventually, I realized that the experience of doubt and the healing conversations with the monks 

were essential to also provide to those with similar experiences. 

Doubt and curiosity caused the third dimension of my call. My experience in Gerleve 

leads to my registration for the study of theology at the University of Göttingen. This dimension 

started the development of the theological dimension of my call to ministry. Although the study 

of theology was the result of questions about my faith - and not primarily a result of the desire to 

become a pastor like other people become bankers -, I had applied at the Church of Hannover to 

be considered "under care" for pastoral ministry. I thought that the life I had witnessed in my 

congregation, combined with the experiences in Peru, would be the foundation for my pastoral 

ministry. My experience could help me understand the struggles of other people. And indeed, 

during my studies, I realized how my interests in history, philosophy, language, and their 

practical impact would all come together in one subject. My first semester served as an eye-

opener because it showed me how much the study of theology triggered my primary interests. 

For the first time, all my strengths were met and engaged together, while at the same time, I 

started to learn more about God and theology in history. For the first time, I felt content that I 

was in the right place at the right time. I immediately interpreted this feeling as a confirmation 

that I made the right decisions. clarify  

During my studies, I lived in a community with other theology students and some 

international students with different religious backgrounds. Living in this community instilled 

my curiosity about other religions. The engagement with the other eventually became the fourth 

dimension of my call to ordained ministry. In 2013, three Muslims visited our university to study 

theology through an exchange program. All three lived together with us in our dormitory. their 

insights into their faith instilled in me some curiosity. This encounter with Aisha, Merve, and 

Muhammad initiated the fourth aspect of my spiritual journey so far. One day, Prof. Dr. mult. 

Martin Tamcke, Professor for Ecumenical Theology ad Orthodoxy in Göttingen, and supervisor 

of the three students just mentioned, approached me and thanked me for my engagement with the 

students, and asked me to apply for a study year abroad in Beirut, Lebanon. My application and 

eventually acceptance to the program in Beirut started to nourish my interests in Orthodox 

Christianity and interfaith dialogue further. My time in Beirut not only changed my view on 

theology and widened my understanding of faith. But it also became the place where I met my 

future wife Ariel when volunteering in a camp for Palestinian refugees. Eventually, my life in 

Beirut showed me the need for a theology that engages with the natural state of diversity. It 

opened my eyes to the variety in our Christian traditions and the diversity of faith in general. 

This aspect of my call gave my life and my theology direction and perspective. It showed me that 

all that I believe in, and all that I doubt, remains a part of my belief system that is not absolute. 

Instead, it is relative to my personal history and personality and to the relationships between 

God, me, and the people I have encountered. 

I. Foundation: Scripture 
 

"This is the Word of God - Thanks be to God" 
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As an intern or minister in different parishes, I have witnessed many different ways to 

respond to the Scripture reading. "The Word of God for the people of God" or "The Word of the 

Lord" are other common responses that all have the same meaning. Like everything else that 

happens during the worship service, the response to the Bible reading carries a theological 

meaning. In this case, we proclaim that the Bible reading is God's word spoken to the 

congregation by a member or clergy. What does it mean that the Bible is the Word of God? And 

where does this understanding have its origin in our Christian tradition?  

When using the idea of Scripture, Christian theologians don't refer to any type of scribble 

but to the Scripture, a compendium of different scriptures that we know as the Bible. The Bible 

is what we believe the revealed word of God. Some Christians refer to the Bible just as "the 

Word"; others call it according to its originating word, "the book" (gr. biblios = book). What 

unites all Christians is that the Bible, consisting of the Old and New Testaments, is the word of 

God.1 However, what Christians define as Bible may look different from denomination to 

denomination. For example, while protestants consider parts (Tobit, Daniel, etc.) as Apocrypha, 

the Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox churches consider them as part of the canon. Finally, 

different religious traditions consider the Bible as a different book entirely. While Jews consider 

the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament as the Bible, Christians refer to the Bible as both Old and New 

Testaments. 

The reason for our belief in the Bible as the Word of God has its origins in the Old 

Testament/Hebrew Bible. The Hebrew Bible sketches the idea of a God who wants to be in a 

relationship with the people since creation. This relationship comes to fruition through the notion 

of God forging a covenant, a binding contract with Abraham and his descendants. This belief 

culminates in the freeing of God's people out of Egypt and the delivery of God's commandment 

to the people. According to Exodus, Moses receives God's Word and commandments for this 

covenant on Mount Sinai (Exod 24:3-9). Here, God sends Moses on top of the mountain to 

receive and write down the "words of the covenant" spoken by God to Moses, the prophet. In 

Deut 5, it is even considered writing that God wrote, and not Moses.  

In late antiquity, the church has followed this principle of the Bible's divine origin, 

claiming its sole authority. Although not Godself wrote scripture, the authors of the scriptures of 

the Bible were inspired by the Holy Spirit, "because no prophecy ever came by human will, but 

men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God" (2 Peter 1:21). The church also 

bases its doctrine on 2 Tim 3:16, which states that scripture is revealed by divine inspiration. The 

church saw itself as the sole authority to interpret this divine word. 

Our protestant faith and our view on the Bible today, however, originates in the 

reformer's views on Scripture. When testifying at the Diet of Worms about his writings, Martin 

Luther was asked to recant his writings against the authority of the pope and the church. His 

famous response illustrates one of the core beliefs of the protestant Christian faith:  

 "[…] I am bound to the Scriptures I have quoted, and my conscience is captive 

to the Word of God. I cannot, and I will not retract anything since it is neither safe nor 
 

1 This dichotomy is based on passages like 2Cor 5:17: I find the term Old Testament to be problematic: dichotomy 

old/new. There is a tradition in our churches that interprets the OT only in light of NT. This is what we call a 

typological interpretation that dismisses the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible on its own terms.  Tanakh is an 

acronym for Torah, Neviim, Ketuvim (TaNaK). 
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right to go against conscience. I cannot do otherwise. Here I stand. May God help me, 

Amen."2 

The response reflects the deep belief that not the church but Scripture is the foundation 

and the highest authority of the Christian faith. The reformer's belief, later receiving the name 

sola scriptura as one of the five characteristics of reformation theology. Luther claims that the 

authority of scripture derives from its clarity. Luther here alleges that the Bible clarifies God's 

grace through Christ. Jesus Christ became human, suffered for humanity, and reigns eternally 

over the world.3  

The reformer's view on the Bible does not translate into modernity without problems. 

First, Luther's idea of clarity needs further explanation. It is obvious that the Bible is not clear in 

terms of simplicity. Although Protestantism always advocated that everyone is and should be 

able to read the Bible, it is also clear that understanding the Bible requires research and context. 

Since the enlightenment era, a critical understanding of the biblical texts as a historical source 

became more prominent in the academic field of biblical studies. This idea leads to how we 

justify historical-critical interpretations in the Bible when it is the word of God. Until today, 

many conservative Protestant churches promote a literal reading of the Bible, arguing its divine 

authority.4 Among them, the German scholar Wilfried Härle points out that "the biblical 

scriptures are not identical with God's revelation as such, but they "qualify" as a "component of 

the canon" because in them, the witness of the revelation is preserved as authentically as 

possible."5 Härle asserts that the reason for the authority of the Bible is not that it is revealed in 

its historical time but because it witnesses – in the most authentic fashion - God becoming 

human for human salvation. However, the Bible is a historical document and a witness of the 

faith of historical people. The insights gained by a historical-critical questioning enhance this 

witness and our understanding of the Christian faith and its origins. As such, the Bible may claim 

its uniqueness as a document, but it may not claim superiority over other, similarly historical 

documents. 

Another problem is that the basic idea of sola scriptura does not represent the 21st 

century with its reality of multi-religious societies. When taking only the reformer's sola 

scriptura, there is no room for experiencing God's revelation outside the Bible, that is, what 

Christians define the Bible. This understanding jeopardizes any engagement in interfaith 

dialogue, vital for the mainline protestant's understanding of mission and outreach. One way to 

encounter our theological views is to widen the understanding of sola scriptura: Can we actually 

find out something about God outside our scriptures? The answer to the question lies in how we 

 
2 Martin Brecht. Martin Luther. Translated by James L. Schaaf. vol. 1, Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985, 460. 
3 Therefore, the subject matter of the Scriptures is all quite accessible, even though some texts are still obscure due 

to our ignorance of their terms. Truly it is stupid and impious when we know that the subject matter of Scripture has 

all been placed in the clearest light, to call it obscure on account of a few obscure words. If the words are obscure in 

one place, yet they are plain in another; […] For Christ has opened our minds so that we may understand the 

Scriptures [Luke 24:45], and the Gospel is preached to the whole creation. Martin Luther, De Servo Arbitrio, in 

Martin Luther, Career of the Reformer, Volume Three, ed. Philip S. Watson, vol. 33, The Works of Martin Luther 

(Charlottesville, VA: Fortress Press, 1972)., 26-27. 
4 Tanya M. Luhrmann. When God Talks Back. Understanding the American Evangelical Relationship with God. 

New York: Vintage Books, 2012, 305-307. 
5 Wilfried Härle. Dogmatik, Berlin/New York: DeGruyter, 2000, 119. (this is my own translation). 



Ackermann  6 

6 

understand God's Word coming to us humans. Thus, in my ministry, I have tried to let more 

uncommon Bible passages or other scriptures speak, especially when many churches continue to 

focus on the New Testament text and thus omit the richness of the Hebrew Bible. 

2. God Revealed to Us 

 

"God is still speaking…" (UCC) 

 

When coming to the understanding that the Bible is God's Word, then we as readers and 

listeners come to know God. We come to know about God in a way that is otherwise hidden. 

Often it appears that, in the context of the church, people think of God's Word as a "thing of the 

past." When we speak of reading God's Word, it seems we read the document that is in part over 

3,000 years old and try to wrap ancient meanings into new words. It seems we often forget that 

God is revealing Godself every day and everywhere. 

 In 2004 the United Church of Christ launched the "Still-Speaking campaign," seeing the 

need to express the contemporariness of God's Word. The campaign uplifts the idea that God's 

Word is not a simple document but expressed until today. It resembles the idea that God still has 

to reveal more about Godself. In part, that resembles a core value of the protestant Christian 

understanding of God being what I call a hidden revealer, who, according to our beliefs, reveals 

God's promises in Word and Sacrament. This belief has roots that go much farther than the 

Reformation. 

This idea, however, presumes that God is otherwise hidden, unrevealed. Responding to 

Erasmus of Rotterdam about the question of free will, Luther explicates God's hiddenness as 

follows, 

"[…] we have to argue in one way about God or the will of God as preached, revealed, 

offered, and worshiped, and in another way about God as he is not preached, not 

revealed, not offered, not worshiped. To the extent, therefore, that God hides himself and 

wills to be unknown to us, it is no business of ours. For here, the saying truly applies, 

"Things above us are no business of ours." And lest anyone should think this is a 

distinction of my own, I follow Paul, who writes to the Thessalonians concerning 

Antichrist that he will exalt himself above every God that is preached and worshiped [2 

Thess. 2:4]6." 

 

Luther discriminates between two aspects of God: God's Word as God revealed (deus 

revelatus) and God as Godself, hidden from our understanding (deus absconditus). Borrowing 

the idea of a hidden God from Dionysius the Areopagite, Luther implies that the only way we 

can know about God is through what God lets us know. There is part of God we know through 

God's Word. Yet, there is Godself still hidden from us. Luther's understanding of the hidden God 

parallel to the revealed God has been widely accepted by the other reformers, especially John 

Calvin. Calvin expands on this idea of God's partial revelation as he connects it to our human 

predestination. We partly know what God has in store for us. However, much of the future is still 

 
6 Martin Luther. De Servo Arbitrio in Martin Luther, Career of the Reformer, Volume Three, ed. Philip S. Watson, 

vol. 33, The Works of Martin Luther (Charlottesville, VA: Fortress Press, 1972). 139. 
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a mystery to us. 

 I understand this mysterious act of God, making Godself known to us as a revelation.7 It 

is a common misunderstanding that the word revelation is closely intertwined with the "final 

days" depicted in the Bible's final book, I.e., The Revelation of John. However, one needs to be 

aware that God's revelation accompanies our faith tradition far into its origins. Throughout the 

Bible, we encounter stories of God, revealing Godself to people. For instance, Gen 35:7 alleges 

God's earlier appearance before Jacob in Beth-El (Gen 28) as a revelation.  

Today, scholars emphasize that God's revelation, although continuous, culminates in 

God's incarnation. As God became human, "the Word became flesh" (Jn 1:14) and thus revealed 

on earth. This Word, Jesus Christ, is God's ultimate revelation. Most notably, Karl Barth states, 

"The first essential to a complete grasp of this matter is a statement about the content of the 

incarnation, about God and man becoming one (the so-called "two natures") in Jesus Christ, in 

which the mystery of revelation must be brought to its definite expression."8  

While Karl Barth emphasizes the definitive revelation of God through Christ, it is Christ 

as Word of God that needs to be highlighted here. Earlier in his Church Dogmatics, Barth 

discusses that the New Testament witnesses God's revelation in Christ.9 This argument follows a 

familiar pattern that Christ fulfills God's revealed promise to us. Above, I already highlighted the 

relevance of Scripture as a witness to the Word of God. The question arose whether the Bible is 

the only way God reveals Godself to us. The remarks on God's revelation, then, add another 

dimension to the problem. Barth's understanding of the definiteness of God's revelation in the 

Bible raises the question of its absoluteness. Does Barth's emphasis on the definiteness also mean 

that Christ's witness through the New Testament is absolute? Is the New Testament the only 

definite expression of God's revelation? Among others, the Catholic scholar Jacques Dupuis 

argues that God's Spirit acts autonomous and may reveal different aspects of truth outside the 

Christian religion.10 Dupuis represents a fraction of Christian scholars, both protestant and 

catholic, who believe that God reveals Godself in other religious traditions through texts and 

practices. The openness toward a God that speaks and manifests in different beliefs resembles a 

multi-faceted society in the world with respect for the other's truths. This belief opens up how we 

relate to the other, which will be part of the discussion in part III.   

The previous discussion outlines the basic idea that the Bible is the Word of God and that 

God reveals God's Word to us, humans, through the Bible. The reasoning behind this idea is that 

God seeks a relationship with humanity. This relationship is formed through a covenant that is 

revealed in Scripture. Thus, Scripture is the foundation for this human-divine relationship. As the 

Word of God, I see the Bible as foundational and vital for the Christian faith. For that reason, 

conducting Bible studies is not just a way of informing people about historical-critical ideas but a 

way of connecting with God and nurturing one's relationship with God. In my work as Director 

of Family Ministries, I encouraged the discussion on Bible stories in two ways. On the one hand, 

 
7 B. A. Gerrish, “To the Unknown God:” Luther and Calvin on the Hiddenness of God, The Journal of Religion, 

Vol. 53 No. 3 (1973), 265. 280. 
8 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I. 1: The Doctrine of the Word of God, ed. Geoffrey Bromiley W. and Thomas F. 

Torrance, vol. I.1 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1975), 125-126. 
9 Ibid., 115. 
10 Jacques Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2001),45. 
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I implemented a curriculum for Sunday School that focuses on the stories of the Bible and the 

reading in the Bible. On the other hand, I encouraged my committee to participate in Worship 

services by leading the "Children's Messages." By preparing for these messages, the members 

were encouraged to read God's Word and find meaning in it for their own lives. It enabled them 

to nourish their relationship with God. What must follow now is a discussion on how this 

relationship between humans and God unfolds. 

II. Human-Divine Relationship 
 

"You promise to all who trust you forgiveness of sins and fullness of grace […]" (United 

Church of Christ, Statement of Faith in the form of a doxology)  

 

The basis of our faith is our relationship with God. As outlined above, the Bible is 

witness to this claim. Many of the stories we read in the Bible highlight the encounter of a 

human with God, an angel or God's voice, and their continuing relationship with God. The story 

of Moses is but one of them. Without noticing, Abraham feeds God's divine messengers (Gen 

18), Elijah is sustained by God throughout the dry season (1Kgs 16-18), and Ezekiel receives 

God's messages constantly. However, the relationship between God and us is constantly tested by 

our human nature, always at stake, and yet permanently restored. The following part explores 

this dynamic by looking at how we jeopardize this relationship and how God continuously 

restores it. 

In 2018, at Evangelical Reformed UCC in Frederick, MD, a confirmand asked me, "Why 

do we have to confess our sins during worship when Christ died for our sins?" This is a 

surprising question pointed out by one of the most attentive confirmands in that class. I often 

encounter disbelief, or at least a certain degree of discomfort when talking about human sin. 

Unsurprisingly, many congregations erased the prayer "confession of sins" in their bulletins, 

replacing it with "the prayer of the day." However, replacing the title of the prayer does not 

necessarily replace the prayer itself. Many of these prayers still are written in the style of a 

confession. The confirmands question, however, points to more than discomfort. It points at the 

heart of our Christian faith, that is, the dialectic of sin and grace, because it defines our 

relationship with God. This chapter seeks to shed light on where this dialectic comes from and 

how we actually can say we are sinners while not feeling uncomfortable.  

1. Apples and Pears: The Human Condition 

 

During my pastoral experience in Frederick and Acton, I have witnessed both a 

reluctance to talk about sin and a misconception of sin's implication. Pop culture often depicts 

sin as a moral misdemeanor. People consider the seven cardinal sins as that what sin is. However, 

sin is, first and foremost, the breaking of the relationship with God by a human.11 This breaking 

of the relationship can express itself in life through a variety of actions. However, sin is not a 

 
11 Wolf Krötke, Klaus Hock, et al. 'Sin, Guilt, and Forgiveness.' In Religion Past and Present. Accessed September 

8, 2020. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1877-5888_rpp_COM_025015. 
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simple reference to moral behavior. Instead, it is part of what makes us humans human.  

The biblical creation accounts illustrate the different aspects of the human condition. 

According to Gen 1:26-27, part of God's original work is the creation of humankind. Here, God's 

intent is to make humankind be shaped in God's image, saying, "Let us make humankind in our 

image, according to Our likeness" (Gen 1:26). It seems that this likeness is the precondition for 

the task that God bestows on humanity in the same sentence.12 Here, it is God's will that humans 

"rule over"13 all the other creatures. As G. J. Wenham points out, it does not mean humans may 

exploit the earth. Instead, it is the idea of overseeing it so that creation may thrive.   

In addition to the first creation account, Gen 2:7 gives another story about human 

creation. God created humankind out of clay and bringing them to life by blowing God's breath14 

into the human's nostrils. In this account, humans receive another unique status, that is, the status 

of inheriting "the breath of life" from God.   

However, this second creation account also highlights another side of human nature. The 

famous story of the human "fall" in Gen 3 depicts Adam and Eve disobeying God's initial 

commandment to not eat from the fruit of the tree of knowledge (Gen 3:17). After eating from 

the tree of knowledge, God banned both Adam and Eve from God's garden Eden and punished 

them with labor and death. This powerful passage created diverse responses from the church 

fathers and theological figures for centuries. Within Protestantism, the responses take on two 

different notions that are correlating with another. One is that humans are born with sin; the other 

is that sin shows itself through human actions. Augustine widely develops the former. Most 

famously, Augustin developed his doctrine of original sin, stating,  

"from the bad use of free will, there originated the whole train of evil, which, with its 

concatenation of miseries, convoys the human race from its depraved origin, as from a 

corrupt root, on to the destruction of the second death, which has no end, those only 

being excepted who are freed by the grace of God."15 

 

What is quoted here is just a glimpse of Augustine's idea that humankind as a race is, 

since Adam and Eve, born with sin. Augustine emphasizes here that we are born with sin. At the 

same time, he later maintains that everyone remains guilty of sin by stating that every one of us, 

although born after Adam, was present at the time of the Fall.16 This idea seems to derive from 

Paul's elaborations in Rom 5:15.17 With his idea of sin as a condition that is part of every human 

being, Augustine shaped both Catholic and Protestant traditions in the Western hemisphere. The 

 
12 “[…] because human beings are created in God’s image, they are his representatives on earth and should 'rule... 

over all the earth'. G.J. Wenham, Genesis, ed. D. A Carson et al., New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 60. 
13 The Hebrew word rāḏâ appears here, which indicates someone reigning over someone or something else. The 

NRSV translates it as “to have dominion over.” 
14. Many Bible versions translate this word as "spirit." Indeed, the word for spirit and breath are the same in Hebrew. 

However, the context clearly supports the idea of translating the word "breath" in combination with the idea of 

breathing and blowing 
15 City of God 13:14, in Augustine of Hippo, The City of God Against the Pagans. Books XII-XV, vol. IV, Loeb 

Classical Library (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 1966), 181. 
16 Ibid. 
17 “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men 

because all sinned.” 

https://accordance.bible/link/read/IVP-NB_Commentary#826
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second article of the Augsburg Confessions, which signifies the origin of Protestantism, reiterates 

the idea of original sin, confessing that "since the fall of Adam, all men who are propagated 

according to nature are born in sin."18  

It is John Calvin, a second-generation reformer, who stresses that sin remains a part of 

human life, showing itself in human actions. In his work Institutions, Calvin claims that the 

sinful nature of humans is not simply a lack of good. Instead, "[it] is so productive of every kind 

of evil that it cannot be inactive. […] whatever is in man from intellect to will, from the soul to 

the flesh, is all defiled and crammed with concupiscence."19 Calvin stresses the idea that sin is 

not merely something that lies hidden within our DNA. Instead, sin always comes to the 

forefront of our lives. That is not to say that all emphasis in Christian Theology lies in sin. In the 

past two centuries, theologians have discussed the different implications of sin in theology. 

While some theologians emphasize that the theology of sin does not need much room in our 

Christian debate because Christ has ultimately changed human existence so that all sin is 

accounted for. Others emphasize the createdness of our human nature.20 However, I think both 

viewpoints don't need to be in opposition to each other. The nature of the Christian faith is in 

itself a balancing act between different, sometimes seemingly opposing, ideas.  

The debate shows that sin remains part of a Christian understanding of Self. Neglecting 

this aspect in our understanding of human nature fails to comprehend the full mystery of our 

faith and the story of Jesus Christ. The events of Holy Week, Jesus's death on the cross, and His 

resurrection only make sense when put in the context of human failure to maintain the human-

divine relationship. The worship service generally resembles this dialectic relationship. The 

prayer of confession at the beginning of the worship service is juxtaposed with the words of 

assurance that God forgives us. 

In my conversation with the confirmand, I emphasized that the prayer of confession is not 

arbitrary. It is a prayer of repenting the acts that show that we are sinners. We continue to break 

our relationship with God by rejecting God in our lives. Although we are forgiven, the prayer of 

confession makes sure that we don't take God's grace for granted. I explained that for that reason, 

we always complete the prayer with the Words of Assurance. They reiterate this hope as an 

assurance of God's Grace. This assurance is grounded in the Easter events, the death and 

resurrection of Christ. 

2. Christ as the mediator of the human-divine relationship 

 

 "though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 

exploited […]" (Phil 2:5-6) 

 
18 Augsburg Confession, Article 2, in Leif Grane, The Augsburg Confession. A Commentary, trans. John Rasmussen 

(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1987), 40. 
19 Calvin, Jean. The Institution of the Christian Religion: In Four Books. (Glasgow: printed by John Bryce and 

Archibald M'Lean, junior, for Alexander Irvine, printer), 1762, 141. 
20 Within the German discourse, Karl Barth stands out most notably as in favor of seeing our human nature only in 

light of Christ, giving sin minimal theological room. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ed. Geoffrey Bromiley W. and 

Thomas F. Torrance, vol. III, 2 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1960), 51. Wolfhart Pannenberg, on the other hand, 

stresses that the condition of the human being as a sinner remains a significant part of human nature. Pannenberg, 

Wolfhart, Systematic Theology, Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1991, 22-29. 
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 During my Clinical Pastoral Education at the MHH Hannover, Germany, I received a call 

from the nurse to check in with a person who had tried to take his life. I remember that it was my 

first or second week, and I prayed that I would find the right words during this conversation. I 

listened to the man's story about how sorry he felt for his family. He had lost his job, became 

more and more impatient. He was so sad and angry about himself because he thought he had let 

his wife down.  

Although I couldn't fully grasp the whole story, I did realize that the man felt ashamed 

because he lost his job and even more ashamed that he tried to take his own life. This person had 

no anchor in his life, no assurance. After a long conversation, I gave the man a cross made of 

olive wood, telling him to cling to it whenever he needs an anchor and the assurance that, no 

matter what happens in his life, he has someone very special to cling onto, that is Jesus Christ.  

The cross indeed is an anchor that one can cling onto. The cross is the symbol of an 

anchor, but it is also the symbol of God understanding what humans go through in their lives as 

God, becoming human, and experiencing human joy and suffering, ensures us that God is with us 

always.  

Christ on the cross is the intersection of the human and the divine. As far as we know, the 

earliest Christians have cherished this idea of the human-divine intersection in Christ. In Phil 

2:5-11, we find a hymn that brings this idea to the forefront. Walter Brueggemann notes that, 

here, Paul "takes the self-emptying of Christ according to what must have been a normative 

Christological tradition by his time, as certain."21 In the history of Christianity, the communities 

in Christ have further elaborated on this intersection. On the Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon 

in 451, the churches issued a creed, stating that "He is of the same reality as God [homoousion to 

patri] as far as his deity is concerned and of the same reality as we are ourselves [homoousion 

hemin] as far as his humanness is concerned […]."22 

 

This critical statement shows that Jesus is of two natures, human and divine, which is 

fundamental to all Western Christian traditions. During the initial interview of the Membership 

in the Discernment process, I was asked," Who is Jesus to you?" - a crucial question. I asked to 

clarify, saying, "do you mean Jesus of Nazareth or Jesus Christ?" I will explore how both natures 

are vital for a relationship with God by looking at both the human side and the divine side of 

Jesus Christ. 

 

The Rabbi Jesus 

After World War II, the question of the historical Jesus became an epicenter of 

theological scholarship. Scholars like Rudolf Bultmann sought to highlight the historicity of 

Jesus and his teachings. Research on the historical Jesus stresses the importance of the historical 

context around the time of Jesus, but it also shed new light on the human character of Jesus as a 

 
21 Walter Brueggemann. Money and Possessions. First edition. (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 2016), 225. 
22 William P. Anderson, and Richard L. Diesslin. "The Fifth-Century Christological Controversies." In A Journey 

Through Christian Theology: With Texts from the First to the Twenty-first Century, 79-114. Minneapolis: 1517 

Media, 2010, 111. 
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teacher. 

At the same time, Bultmann's idea was to do the research for the historicity's sake, but 

this research does not have any theological implications. Bultmann's critique that "the Christos 

kata sarka23 does not bother us; I don't know how it looked like in Jesus's heart, and I do not 

want to know it"24 is problematic. Jesus is, as he appeared to us on earth, human. He was born, 

raised, and died as a human. His humanness is just as essential as his divinity. 

The Gospels each give different accounts of this human Jesus of Nazareth. All depictions 

of Jesus in the Gospels have one characteristic in common; that is, Jesus was a teacher. Around 

his ministry, Jesus was accompanied by disciples (gr. matetes).25 This characteristic becomes 

especially clear in the sermon on the mount in Matt 5-7 (par. Lk 10). It is especially the many 

speeches in Matthew that characterize Jesus as a rabbinic teacher.26 His teachings challenged 

people to rethink their lives in many ways -whether it is to "love your enemy" (Matt 5:44) or to 

give up and sell everything (Matt 19:21). Theological discussions in the latter half of the 20th 

century focused on the historical side of Jesus, including his context. The notion of Jesus as -

rabbi and teacher who prepares his disciples for the kingdom of God became of increasing 

interest. Pheme Perkins asserts that Jesus' teaching is not just "for the pleasure of it" but part of 

the preparation of the kingdom of God.27 In this light, Jesus as a teacher is vital for the Christian 

life since it is Jesus of Nazareth, not Jesus Christ, who teaches us how to be a disciple in the 

world and how to build on God's kingdom on earth.    

 

Jesus the Christ 

As much as we highlight Jesus's humanity and his authority in his teachings, we must 

emphasize the divine nature of Jesus. Although our human nature separates us from God, Jesus 

Christ reunites us with God. Again, Phil 2 is revealing when it comes to the nature of Jesus. In 

the latter part of the hymn, it says,  

"Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above 

every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth 

and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 

God the Father."28  

Paul recognizes here that, because of Jesus's death and resurrection, Jesus receives the 

divine name YHWH.29 Paul, as the oldest source of our faith in the New Testament, delivers a 

theology that considers Christ as part of God. This idea is further elaborated in the next centuries. 

 
23 gr. Christ, according to the flesh. 
24 Rudolf Bultmann, “Zur Frage der Christologie,” in Glauben und Verstehen. Gesammelte Aufsätze, volume I. 

Tübingen (Mohr Siebeck: 1927), 101. German: “Der Christos kata sarka geht uns nichts an; wie es im Herzen Jesu 

ausgesehen hat weiß ich nicht und will ich nicht wissen.” 
25 Cf. Mark 2:15 par. Here, his followers are called disciples for the first time. Throughout the Gospels, we find 241 

references to his followers as disciples. 
26 Matt 11; Matt 18: Matt 21. cf. Burton L. Visotzky, “Jesus in Rabbinic Tradition,” in The Jewish Annotated New 

Testament, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Z. Brettler, Second Edition (Oxford University Press, 2017), 734. 
27 Pheme Perkins. Jesus as Teacher. Cambridge [England] ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990, 60. 
28 Phil 2:9-11. 
29 Reinhard Feldmeier, and Hermann Spieckermann. God of the Living: a Biblical Theology (Waco, TX: Baylor 

University Press, 2011), 43. 
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Most notably, John starts with, "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 

God was the Word. (John 1:1). This introduction implies that Jesus Christ does not simply 

become Christ after his death and resurrection, but has always been Christ, as part of God, since 

the beginning of God's creation. It is the basis for our understanding of Jesus Christ as the Word 

of God. This idea of Christ being at the beginning of our time, being the word, manifested itself 

within the Christian tradition. John Calvin noted that "[t]he Son of God descended miraculously 

from heaven, yet without abandoning heaven; was pleased to be conceived miraculously in the 

Virgin's womb, to live on the earth, and hang upon the cross, and yet always filled the world as 

from the beginning."30  

Calvin continued to elaborate on Christ's authority that derives from the belief in Christ's 

divinity by sketching the idea of Christ's threefold office, which had become a central doctrine 

for the Protestant Churches.31 Although this idea of the threefold office of Christ seems 

antiquated, the concept of Christ representing these offices gives a sense of the all-encompassing 

nature Christ plays on earth. Trying to model our lives according to Christ's teachings, Christ 

inspires and urges each one of us to be like prophets, priests, and kings. We are encouraged to 

speak truth to power as prophets did. We are seeking to unite with God through our faith and 

spirituality, and we strive to do justice and agency in the world as this world's citizens.   

 

3. The Cross: The Intersection between God and Humans 

 

The two natures of Christ, the human and the divine, intersect at the cross. It is at the 

cross where God forgives the brokenness of the breaking of our relationship with God. The 

answer to the first question of the Heidelberg Catechism makes unequivocally clear that Christ 

"has fully paid for all my sins with His precious blood, and has set me free from all the power of 

the devil. He also preserves me in such a way that without the will of my heavenly Father not a 

hair can fall from my head."32 

The reformers taught that it is only because God's will and grace recover our relationship 

with God. Through Christ - and only through Christ (solus Christus) - God shows us God's grace 

and mercy for our sin. Thus, as much as the two natures of Christ intersect at the cross, so does 

our relationship with God intersect at the cross, with Christ being the key to our restored 

relationship with God. The cross is the heart of our faith because it shows that the human-divine 

relationship is existential for every individual.33 

However, looking back at the two natures of Christ that I just expounded upon, one 

quickly realizes that the idea of the two natures of Christ is not responding to the ideas of God in 

the 21st century. It doesn't help to just pour old wine into new wineskins by trying to reiterate 

 
30 Calvin, John. Institution, 263. 
31 John Calvin, Institution, 271-74. To paraphrase the three offices of Prophet, Priest, and King, Jesus taught the 

Gospel as a prophet and teacher; he is a priest since he is united with God; and as a king, he judges over us.  
32 Heidelberg Catechism, Q1, in Richards, George W. The Heidelberg Catechism: Historical and Doctrinal Studies. 

Philadelphia: Publication and Sunday School Board of the Reformed Church in the United States, 1913. available 

online https://students.wts.edu/resources/creeds/heidelberg.html, last access on September 21, 2020. 
33 Phil 2:9-11. 
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what has been taught for centuries. Although the idea of Jesus Christ having two natures is in 

nature our faith, it needs to be stated in a way accessible to all of us today.  

First, one needs to question the range to which Jesus's redemptive suffering affects 

human nature – and whom it affects. The Heidelberg Catechism teaches about Christ, what 

seems to become absolute truth that, alone through my belief in Christ's death, the human being 

will be saved. In a modern pluralist society, this view is not only exclusivist but also a rather 

hegemonic view of our faith, like much of our theological tradition as a whole. In her work "The 

Invention of World Religions," Tomoko Masuzawa criticizes this rather universalist Christian 

thought as supremacist.34 Our time and age urge us Christians to think about ways to find other 

interpretative means of the role of the cross. 

Furthermore, the terminology of Christ being human and divine, as part of the trinity, 

seems difficult and unnecessarily complex. How can we make sense of such concepts in the 21st 

century? Paul Tillich offers a new nomenclature by differentiating between the "essence" and 

"existence" of Christ. Calling Christ's becoming one with God and the unifying of essence 

(divine) and existence (human) the "new being," Tillich states that Christ "is new in so far as it is 

the undistorted manifestation of essential being within and under the conditions of existence."35 

Tillich further elaborates that this state of the new being is the principle that creates a new 

existential and restorative situation for humans.  

Although Tillich tries to find a new way of interpreting Christ's nature, this complex 

understanding of the intersection between the human and divine in Jesus Christ and the 

intersection of the human-divine relationship has become a concept that is barely understandable 

for any of us. It is woven into a complex philosophical structure that is so theoretical to us that it 

is intangible. To me, this complex understanding of Christ becomes tangible and palpable only in 

the Sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion. 

4. Sacramental Tangibility 

 

When I moved to the United States and started my first internship at a UCC church, I was 

shaped by a theological education with a Lutheran influence. During one of my first worship 

services, I encountered a couple not baptized coming to the front receiving Communion. 

Communion was, according to what I was taught, a sacrament receivable only by those who are 

baptized. Although I had studied Baptism, its history, and interpretations, I could not explain why 

curches restricted the Communion to those baptized. After thorough studies and conversations, I 

have concluded that everyone is invited to receive God's gifts. The following paragraphs serve as 

an outline that shows my theological shift. 

As I have noted before, Christ is the key between the human-divine relationship. 

However, we express this essence of our faith; it remains a mere concept without a tangible 

impact on our lives. But it is the sacraments that are the means by which this restoration becomes 

palpable and real to us. These sacraments help us experience the repair of our relationship with 

God. Both Baptism and holy communion reveal to us God's grace. With this in mind, one clearly 

 
34 Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005), 310-11. 
35 Paul Tillich. Systematic Theology, Volume 2, University of Chicago Press (Chicago: 1959), 119. 
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sees that the sacraments have a twofold dynamic: First, they bring to our mind God's grace 

during our participation in Baptism and Communion. Second, our participation in the sacraments 

is a requirement for this presence.   

In 1973, the European Reformed and Lutheran Churches expressed this belief in a joint 

declaration, the Leuenberg Concord: "In the true Man Jesus Christ God himself has given 

himself to lost mankind for salvation. In the word of promise and in the sacraments, he makes 

Jesus as the crucified and risen One present for us."36 The statement not only affirms the 

previous discussion on Christ's role in the restoration of our relationship with God, but it also 

adds the notion of the risen Christ being present for us in the sacraments. How can we think of 

this presence to be? The question of what it means that Christ is present in the sacraments is one 

that many scholars tried to answer for 1700 years. Until today, every church will find a different 

answer as to how we can think of this presence.   

 

Baptism 

Baptism is the visible sign of God's invisible grace, given the grace to the person 

baptized. It is a rite administered by the church to receive a person into the Christian community. 

Baptism symbolizes God's acceptance and love for the human being that is baptized in God's 

name. Being the oldest Christian rite, we read of Baptism in the New Testament. Indeed, we 

know that the Gospels portray John the Baptist as the one who baptizes Jesus and others (Matt 

3:13-17). According to Mark 1:4, then, Baptism was considered a way to wash away one's sins. 

Similarly, Matt 3:6 connotates the idea of water as a means by which one can confess their sins. 

These passages reflect the cleaning qualities of water. 

At the same time, they become a way by which people become part of a community. In 

Matt 28:19, we read the order given by the resurrected Jesus: "Go therefore and make disciples 

of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit 

[…]" It is a commandment which the early church incorporated as an ecclesial initiation rite into 

Christianity.  

The reformers were divided over the significance of one's own participation and faith in 

the rite of Baptism. Luther maintained that "[m]y faith does not make the baptism but rather 

receives the baptism, no matter whether the person being baptized believes or not."37 Luther 

implies here that active participation, even faith itself, is not necessary. Baptism is a passively 

received gift of God.   

Dutch and English reformers have always maintained the mere symbolism of Baptism, a 

view that eventually shaped the reformed tradition. Karl Barth emphasizes that baptism is a 

symbolic act of faith, stating that "[b]aptism relates to the one divine work which took place in 

Jesus Christ, to the one divine word which was spoken in Him. It is not itself, however, divine 

work and word. It is the work and word of men who have become obedient to Jesus Christ and 

who have put their hope in Him."38  

 
36 Leuenberg Concord 21. In: Dickamer, trans. Springfielder Volume: 35 Number: 4 in 1972, 246. 
37 Martin Luther. Large Catechism, in Martin Luther, Sermons, Volume One, ed. John W. Doberstein, vol. 51, The 

Works of Martin Luther (Charlottesville, VA: Fortress Press, 1959), 186. 
38 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ed. Geoffrey Bromiley W. and Thomas F. Torrance, vol. IV, 4 (Edinburgh: T & T 

Clark, 1969),103. 
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Barth's refusal to consider divine work within the rite of Baptism is rooted in his belief 

that there is no control over the Holy Spirit. However, there is no need to see both Protestant 

traditions as opposite to each other. Indeed, Baptism consists of both God's love and grace of the 

person baptized and the human statement of faith. Similarly, the World Council of Churches 

declared that Baptism is "both God's gift and our human response" to God's gift of grace.39 Thus, 

my statement that Baptism is a visible sign of an invisible grace acknowledges that Baptism is 

nonetheless a rite, a symbol of God's grace. However, Barth's notion carries one implication that 

is vital. Since Baptism is a symbol and sign, it is not a rite that somehow gives God's grace in the 

moment of baptizing a person. Instead, as it is a work of humans, it makes tangible the grace and 

love that God gives all humans. This theology changes a set of practices done by the clergy who 

administers them. First and foremost, we can end the emphasis on Baptism as the way God gives 

humans grace and restores the broken relationship of the Fall and the resulting implications of 

the need for infant baptisms as the "safer option" for the child. Considering Baptism as grace and 

love already given by God, we emphasize God's sovereignty instead of a magical rite that offers 

grace.    

Holy Communion  

Meals are a special way to be in fellowship with another. As we can see in the Gospels, 

Jesus knew that meals connected people. Jesus is often depicted as someone who eats with 

sinners and Pharisees (cf. especially with Luke 7:36). Jesus's last supper, then, with his disciples 

before his execution, became the model of our Christian celebration of the Holy Communion. 

When we celebrate this sacrament, we - like Jesus - are in fellowship with another and in 

fellowship with God. The many records we have of Jesus's words during this last supper (1 Cor 

11:23-26, Luke 22:15-20, and Mk 14:12-16) suggest the significance of this meal among the 

earliest Christians, and they imply the commandment to repeat this meal fellowship in his 

remembrance. 

Jesus's bequeathed words, however, became a theological problem. First, the statements 

of "This is my body" and "this is my blood," and second, "Do this in remembrance of me" 

became issues that, up until today, divide Christian traditions from celebrating fellowship with 

another. Whereas the Orthodox and Catholic traditions believe in the mysterious changing of the 

substances of bread and wine into Christ's body (transubstantiation), Lutherans claim the real 

presence of Christ in bread and wine without the transformation of their substance 

(consubstantiation). Reformed traditions, then, don't believe that bread and wine represent 

Christ's body, but not in a literal sense.40  

Like the sacrament of Baptism, the Holy Communion is a visible sign of God's invisible 

grace. As such, this meal cannot be limited to any theological doctrine. Instead, it goes beyond 

our understanding. As fellowship with all faithful in Christ and with God, it is a mysterious rite 

in which and through which Christ becomes present to us in remembrance and real presence. The 

 
39 "Baptism is both God's gift and our human response to that gift. It looks towards growth into the measure of the 

stature of the fullness of Christ (Eph. 4:13)." World Council of Churches, Faith and Order. Paper No. 111, Geneva, 

1982, 3. 
40 This paragraph is a dense paraphrased version of three complex views that barely does justice to any of them. For 

formal reasons, I cannot outline the discussion here. However, I state these here because my personal understanding 

of the Holy Communion is very much informed by all traditions as outlined in the next paragraph. 
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English word "remembrance" captures this notion of presence. On the one hand, we celebrate 

this meal in memory of the crucified and risen Christ. On the other hand, we remember Christ 

present with us. Christ becomes a member among us and in us.  

Thus, the Holy Communion is more than just memory. In this fellowship, God's Holy 

Spirit mysteriously enables us to feel and taste Christ's presence. It is a mystery that Christ does 

become present with us in bread and wine, while bread and wine maintain their consistency and 

physical properties. Similarly, the Leuenberg Concord (1972), a common declaration of reformed 

and Lutheran traditions, states, "We cannot separate the Communion with Jesus Christ in his 

body and blood from the act of eating and drinking. An interest in the manner of the presence of 

Christ in the Lord's Supper, which disregards this action is in danger of obscuring the meaning of 

the action of the Lord's Supper."41 The Leuenberg Concord emphasizes that the meaning of the 

Communion may be obscured by the discussion around how Christ may be present during the 

rite.  

Furthermore, the Holy Communion is a rite of the church and celebrated in a 

congregation. In this rite and fellowship, we experience in which we remember Christ, and 

Christ becomes present among us, and within us, we remember Jesus and his ministry. As such, 

the Holy Communion is not only a means by which we celebrate and foster our relationship with 

God, but also a way for Christians to nurture the relationships of the fellow believers in Christ 

with another. Frank Senn points out that, for the first Christians, this rite has served first and 

foremost as a fellowship that shows radical hospitality42 To those who believe in Christ.  

Considering the facets of my own understanding of the sacraments, I realized that the 

Eucharist is not necessarily disclosed to those baptized. Although the table of fellowship at the 

Holy Communion invites all who believe in Christ, I cannot preclude that Baptism creates this 

belief or creates a relationship with God through Christ. Instead, the baptismal rite confirms a 

grace already given by God to those who believe in Christ. Thus, anybody who believes in and 

affirms Christ is welcome to participate in the fellowship of the Holy Communion. As a minister, 

I have no authority to judge the existence of this human-divine relationship. Thus, whoever 

comes to the altar to receive Communion, or whoever sits in the pews and receives bread and 

wine, is welcome to participate. 

 

III. Relationships with Each Other 
 

"Dialogue between religions is not a sign of weakness. […] it finds its raison d'être in 

God's dialogue with humanity." (Pope Francis, November 2019)43 

 

When living in Lebanon, which is one of the religiously most diverse countries in the 

 
41 Leuenberg Concord, trans. John Dickamer, Springfielder Volume: 35 Number: 4 in 1972, p. 246. 
42 Frank Senn, Eucharistic Body (Lanham: Fortress Press, 2017), 145-6. 
43  https://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2019-11/pope-argentine-interreligious-dialogue-

institute.html#:~:text=The%20Pope%20stressed%20the%20importance,in%20God's%20dialogue%20with%20hum

anity.%E2%80%9D, accessed October 12, 2020. 
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world, I had the opportunity to visit worship services of all 18 major Christian traditions and 

Islamic prayers (musaf). While it was ultimately a vibrant experience, I started to find myself 

wondering about the otherness of the other, noticing how my own tradition was different from 

theirs and defended my tradition against the others when it comes to worship or doctrine. It 

seems almost natural to respond to the otherness of the experience with rejection or defense. 

However, my experience ultimately showed me that through the other, I learn about myself. The 

following section will first elaborate on the necessity of maintaining the relationship with the 

Christian or non-Christian other. Then, I will elaborate on one specific example of how I learned 

from the other about myself. 

The sacraments are at a pivotal point in this elaboration as we have determined their 

double-functionality. On the one hand, they serve as an affirmation of the human-divine 

relationship. On the other hand, they nurture the relationship with each other as Christians. At the 

communion table, we share together in bread and wine and in God's grace. During Holy 

Communion, we all come together. As such, faith is not just one part of an individual's life. 

Instead, here the individual is part of a community. The communion table establishes this 

relationship with the other. However, sacramental fellowship is a sensitive matter. Theological 

differences between the many different Christian traditions caused (and still causes) some 

churches to refuse to recognize the validity of another tradition's sacraments and even to prohibit 

participation in communion except under certain circumstances. This divide over different 

understandings of the sacraments leads to an ecumenical movement, providing considerable 

discussions and research to close the divide and embrace each other as fellow Christians. I have 

cited several achievements, including the Leuenberg Concord and Baptism, Eucharist, and 

Ministry from the World Council of Churches. They are but a few examples of the ecumenical 

effort to reconcile the differences between the churches. 

Ecumenism is, to be sure, not a new concept. The Greek word oikoumenē can be found in 

a few places in the New Testament and is generally translated as "world."44 In the context of Matt 

24:14, the word is used to describe the proclamation of the good news in the world. Indeed, since 

Paul's days, believers in Christ have engaged in the world and as part of the world. In fact, Jesus' 

ministry itself was not only focused on fellow believers. Some instances show that Jesus was 

believed to have had contacts with non-Jews (gentiles).45 Ecumenism resembles just that idea of 

engagement.  

More so, engagement with the other is part of being created in the world. In his work 

Creation and Fall, Dietrich Bonhoeffer connects the need for relationship with others with our 

human nature. He asserts that humans are created in the image of God in the sense that they are 

free. This freedom, Bonhoeffer claims, "is a relation and nothing else. To be more precise, 

freedom is a relation between two persons. Being free means "being-free-for-the-other," because 

I am bound to the other. Only by being in relation with the other am I free."46 In other words, 

 
44 For instance, Matt 24:14 states that “this good news of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the world, as a 

testimony to all the nations; and then the end will come.” 
45 Jesus and the woman in Zarephath in Lk 4:21-30; the Magi mentioned in the famous Christmas story in Matt 2 

were gentiles; Jesus and the Syrophoenician woman Jn 2.  
46 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall, ed. John W. De Gruchy, trans. Douglas S. Sax (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1997), 63. 
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being in a relationship with each other is part of our human nature as being created in God's 

likeness. Bonhoeffer's relational anthropology reveals the necessity of ecumenical engagement. 

Together with the biblical understanding of the word oikoumenē, I understand ecumenism not 

only as an engagement with other Christian denominations but as a way to reach out to people 

who have a different belief system than Christianity. 

In recent years, scholars of the theology of religions like Francis X. Clooney and Gavin 

D'Costa increased their focus on the study of comparative theology. In this field, scholars engage 

with another religious tradition. The purpose of the active comparison with another tradition is to 

gain insight into the other and lead to dialogue or interreligious encounters. Often, the newly 

acquired knowledge of the other leads to a better understanding of the other and the own 

religious tradition. For instance, Paul Knitter states that "[s]tudents increasingly feel that to be 

firm in their religion they have to be acquainted with others."47 Knitter continues with a profound 

observation that, in a postmodern society where people have immediate access to different 

cultures - whether through the internet, through travel, or the immigrant neighbors next door - it 

becomes imperative to relate to the other as a neighbor.48 

After my academic year in Beirut, I reflected on the many different encounters I had with 

people who believe differently than I do. One of the most insightful experiences I had was an 

encounter with prayer. After experiencing the intense use of one's body when engaging with 

prayer, I realized how our tradition has increasingly shifted to a thought-based and reflective 

faith. Active expressions and contemplative prayer that involved the body became a side 

attraction when sermons dominated the sanctuary. Through interaction with the other, I became 

more interested in the theology and practice of prayer. 

It is because of this idea of ecumenism that my ministry increasingly includes the 

engagement of two directions. One is the direction of Christian contemplation and prayer; the 

other is the creation of interfaith encounter. I believe that every person can learn about their faith 

from the other. But more importantly, I think that the encounter with the other can remove the 

presuppositions and biases we have toward the other that are formed by ignorance. 

 

Brief Conclusions 

 

I have tried to emphasize that my theology is informed by the understanding of faith and 

the maintaining of relationships between the individual, God, and others. Faith is indeed truly 

relational as it connects us with God. Nurturing these relationships, then, is the task that Jesus 

taught us to do. Thus, the practice of faith is to spiritually, verbally, and socially engage in these 

relationships with love and gratitude. 
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