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Statement of Call 

My call to ordination in the United Church of Christ has involved prayerful 

discernment and personal introspection along with encouragement and affirmation from 

many others.  These “others” include ordained ministers, chaplain colleagues, seminary 

professors as well as hospital staff, patients and families.  I have also experienced a 

mysterious and persistent nudge in my heart to become an ordained pastor. 

Over the years I have felt this call, but have struggled to see myself as “good 

enough.”  My personal healing took precedence because as a child I grew up in a harsh 

environment that hindered my sense of worth.   I have been on journey of healing that has 

taken me through heartache and into peace. I am now a person of joy with deep compassion 

and empathy for others. My testimony is that God has always been with me, most notably 

during periods of calamity.  

I perceive my calling as two -fold; first to the United Church of Christ and then to 

ordained ministry.  My longing for a faith practice that is inclusive of all, no matter where 

they are on their faith journey, has led me to the United Church of Christ where I feel 

spiritual authenticity and the freedom to embrace my call to ordination.   

My ministry is grounded in the Beatitudes (Matt 5:1-14), or more specifically, (Matt 

5:8) “Blessed are the pure of heart, for they will see God.” This particular beatitude holds 

significance for me because without honest self-reflection, spiritual healing is impossible.  

Step four of the 12-step Alcoholics Anonymous Program offers a good example, “Made a 

searching and fearless inventory of ourselves.” 1  This is a valuable practice for all of us, not 

just those who are living with the disease of alcoholism.  It is also a life-long practice. Self-

delusion tends to foster fractured relationships within one’s self as well as with God and 

                                                        
1 https://www.bing.com/search?q=betty+ford+foundation&src=IE-

TopResult&FORM=IETR02&PC=UF03&conversationid=&adlt=strict 
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others. I believe Psalm 51:6 offers further insight, “You desire truth in the inward being; 

therefore, teach me wisdom in my secret heart.”   

An important aspect of my ministry involves creating a safe space for people to 

uncover and give voice to their internal fears, sorrows, beliefs and struggles, as well as, their 

inner resources for healing.  Through this process of “uncovering,” I believe most people 

find a measure of peace as they make their way toward hope.   

When Jesus sat atop the mountain and delivered the Beatitudes, I imagine he looked 

over the crowds with love and compassion for their suffering.  In light of the Roman 

occupation, crowd members most likely endured tremendous hardship and disregard.  I 

suspect they were hungry to find meaning in what must have seemed like a meaningless 

existence.  I believe they longed for hope as well as purpose and meaning. 

During that time, accumulated wealth was regarded as evidence of God’s blessing, 

(and still is) but Jesus rejects that notion and affirms the crowd as beloved children of God.  

Jesus blesses the crowd and esteems their worth.  Jesus’ message of blessing offered hope to 

the hopeless just as he does in this present day.  

In my role as a hospital chaplain, I’ve witnessed people struggling to find meaning in 

their suffering.  It’s not unusual for people to conclude that God is punishing them for their 

misdeeds or that God doesn’t love or regard them as worthy.   I am drawn to proclaim God’s 

love and acceptance, with or without words, for all who come into my care.  I am called to 

bring comfort to those who mourn and mercy to those who may have discarded themselves 

such as those living with a mental illness and/or a substance disorder. 

Faith Pilgrimage 

The origin of my faith journey has its roots in Roman Catholic Vatican II theology.  

As a child, Catholic ritual and practice were integral to my life.  We were an Irish family and 

Catholic spiritual practice is what we did.  The faith was passed down generationally and 
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was accepted without question, or at least, so it seemed.  I went to a Catholic School and was 

educated by Franciscan sisters who, thank goodness, professed that God was a loving God.   

Early in my childhood I was drawn to ministry and looked for opportunities to lead 

imaginary church services with my friends.  As an example, albeit a bit quirky, whenever my 

friends and I would find a dead bird, I would lead the funeral mass and then we would give 

it a Christian burial.  I also enjoyed leading prayers in Latin, some I still remember.   

As I grew a bit older, I began to realize that the priesthood wasn’t open to girls so I 

aspired to become Catholic sister.  During my formative years, I was conditioned to accept 

the patriarchy, even though it didn’t seem reasonable.   By the time I entered junior high, I 

gave up the notion of becoming a sister because I dreamed of having a family when I was 

grown.   

In many ways my faith journey has been akin to the road to Emmaus. Those who 

walked with me lived their faith and love for Jesus.  My grandmother Agnes was a beautiful 

soul who embraced Jesus’ command to forgive and love one another, even when practicing 

love was difficult.  She was a woman of purpose and grace.  Then there was my aunt Loretta 

who taught me to choose joy in my faith walk and to never give up hope.  She remained 

vibrant and joyful even in the most difficult circumstances.  There were also times of 

struggle when I wondered where God was.  This was true, especially during my childhood. 

My parents shaped my faith walk, albeit in a paradoxical way.  The trauma I 

experienced in my childhood caused me to reject myself, which eventually led me on a path 

of healing.  We are all born into a mixture of light and shadow, some more light and others 

more shadow.  While it’s true that I was born into much shadow, wisdom demonstrates, 

both are teachers; that is, as long as the student is listening.  I am drawn to the wisdom 

found in (Proverbs 27:17 & 19) “Iron sharpens iron, and one person the wits of 

another…Just as water reflects the face, so one human heart reflects that of another.”  In the 
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words of Mary Oliver, “Someone I loved once gave me a box of darkness. It took me years to 

understand that that too was a gift.”2 Out of my own suffering, I am able to be more 

empathetic and compassionate toward the suffering of others. 

As a child, my mother taught me how to pray and my father made sure I attended 

mass regularly.  As a result, I found refuge in the church as a means to counter the violence 

and rejection I experienced in my home. The parish I attended was a safe haven because the 

ritual of the mass was predictable.   I learned to love the gospel stories as the priest read 

about Jesus and his teachings.  Jesus became my hope because he didn’t give up on people 

who were viewed as outcasts, such as the Samaritan woman he met at the well (John 4:1-

26) or the woman caught in adultery (John 8:1-11) that he saved from being stoned to 

death.  I reasoned Jesus wouldn’t reject me either.  Rather, he would understand my 

suffering and receive my love.  Jesus led me to hope.   

As I grew older, I continued to struggle with self-worth in tension with my hope God 

wouldn’t give up on me.  The healing path set before me involved therapy, spiritual 

direction, journaling and forgiveness.  This journey took me through my wounds until they 

became scars as a testimony of hope and healing. This journey wasn’t an easy one, nor 

linear.  Jesus was with me even when he seemed unrecognizable.  I believe Jesus walked 

with me through loving family members such as my aunt and paternal grandmother, as well 

as teachers and friends.   

Over the course of time, I began to recognize that my Catholic faith tradition was 

also a cultural practice.  Culturally speaking, to leave the church was to forsake one’s family 

and ethnic heritage.   This was frightening.  However, what became increasingly evident to 

me was that I could no longer practice the Catholic religion in a way that was genuine; nor 

could I embrace its patriarchal theology or contrived and unhealthy systems of exclusivity.   

                                                        
2 Oliver, Mary. “Box of Darkness” https:/www.goodreads.com/quotes/313718-

someone-i-loved-once-gave-me-box-full-of-darkness (accessed February 20, 2020). 
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While the culture of tradition holds a measure of value, my vision of God has 

expanded from creed to testimony.  I experience God as Holy Mystery.  I can no longer 

accept the language of patriarchy or theologically contrived certitude.  What I do have is 

certitude that God is still speaking and her/his voice will not be quelled.   

Looking back, my call to ministry was beginning to take shape when my father was 

diagnosed with terminal cancer.  At the age of 26, I stepped away from my banking career 

and moved home to take care of him.  During this time, I learned of hospice from our family 

physician.  The more I read about hospice care, the more I hoped my father would consider 

the spiritual and emotional healing it would offer.  I longed for the same. It broke my heart 

to witness his suffering.  The notion of living life fully while letting go of life gave me an 

entirely different perspective of the dying process.  God was calling my father home so there 

was no physical cure available, but healing was possible. At least this was my hope.  In the 

end, my father declined hospice care.  Given this realty I endeavored to bring aspects of 

hospice care to him as best I could.   As a result, we had many healing conversations that 

engaged our mutual love and gratitude along with matters faith, apology and forgiveness.  

A year or so after my father’s death, I was drawn to hospice work and trained as a 

volunteer.   I had an inkling of being called to ordained ministry, but it was overshadowed 

by the restrictions of my Catholic tradition.  Ordination wasn’t possible. Despite this 

limitation, I continued to experience the quiet, albeit a persistent nudge towards becoming a 

chaplain, even though I didn’t think that was possible either.  

It wasn’t until years later that semi-professional pastoral ministry became available 

to women in the Catholic Church.  To that end, I received my Master’s Degree in Pastoral 

Studies from the University of St. Thomas in the Twin Cities.  Shortly thereafter, I became a 

youth minister and worked at St John the Evangelist Catholic Church in Little Canada, MN. I 

enjoyed my ministry but continued to dream about becoming a chaplain one day. Ten years 
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later parishes decided to lay off their youth ministers. This shift in my career gave me the 

opportunity to contemplate hospital chaplaincy more seriously.    

It is important to note that the title of chaplain is reserved, according to cannon law, 

for priests only because they have full pastoral authority. Catholic women who work as 

chaplains have a limited scope of practice.  I pursued lay chaplaincy despite these 

restrictions because I didn’t fully understand how such a limited scope of practice would 

restrain my ministry.   

I trained at HealthEast Hospital’s Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) Program and 

spent the next twelve months in a vigorous chaplain residency.  I was assigned to both the 

Complex Critical and Brain Injury Units at Bethesda in St. Paul.  Two times a week I was also 

“on-call” to all four hospitals and nursing homes within the HealthEast system.  

One of my duties (unforeseen) was preaching.  My CPE supervisors made it clear to 

me that, despite being a Catholic woman, I was going to preach and lead worship. Much to 

my surprise, I enjoyed preaching and leading worship services.  It felt very natural. 

As a result, I began to shift my vision of ministry in line with my calling to 

ordination.  My CPE supervisors encouraged me to seek ordination as well because they 

believed I would make a good pastor.  I was also feeling more confident about my practice of 

hospital ministry and began to ponder an inclusive faith practice that would welcome and 

ordain women.  I was also aware that I would need more education in order to do so.  

After having completed my CPE training, I became certified through the National 

Association of Catholic Chaplains (NACC) because that was available to me.  Shortly 

thereafter, I was introduced to the United Church of Christ by a friend over coffee.  I was 

intrigued that I found a church that “felt” right to me because no one was restricted from 

receiving communion, especially people from the GLBT community.  I began attending 

worship at Mayflower UCC in Minneapolis.   
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Not long after, I accepted work as a staff chaplain at Essentia Health Hospital in 

Duluth, MN and have been employed there for the past ten years.   I also joined Peace, 

United Church of Christ during that time as well.  In preparation for ordination, I completed 

my Doctorate in Ministry in May 2017 with a concentration in pastoral care at United 

Theological Seminary, New Brighton, MN.  I was also awarded an honorary Doctorate of 

Divinity as an outstanding doctoral student.  My professors affirmed my gifts and skill in 

pastoral care. They also affirmed my call and encouraged me to pursue ordination.  Finally, 

after having completed my doctoral studies, I began to formally pursue my call to ordination 

in the United Church of Christ. 

Reflection on the United Church of Christ’s Statement of Faith 

UCC theology resonates with my personal beliefs.  I struggle with a rigid creed 

because it confines God to a particular dogma that is narrow in its perception of the divine.   

The UCC Statement of Faith combines Scripture with tradition while being open to God’s 

ongoing revelation.  It is a testimony as opposed to a test of faith. This is an important 

aspect of my lived experience and faith testimony. 

The revisions of the UCC Statement of Faith have given thoughtful testimony to 

God’s divine revelation through Scripture and community in an attempt to understand and 

enact faith in a particular time and place.  Roger Shinn argues that the Christian faith rose 

out of the “Great Story,” which is the biblical story of the Christian faith.3   

While the church draws its faith and life from the Great Story, as Shinn contends, we 

are also shaped by the “lesser story” of life in the present-day that calls forth personal 

witness of God’s revelation. There are times when tension exists between God’s call for 

justice and matters of injustice in contemporary life.  As an example, we are called to 

                                                        
 3 Roger Shinn, Confessing Our Faith: an interpretation of the statement of faith of the 
United Church of Christ (New York: The Pilgrim Press, 1990), 3-6. 
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dismantle systems of injustice, yet may be blind to the ones we benefit from. On a personal 

note, as a European American, I am called to educate myself and dismantle injustices related 

to white privilege over people of color. 

The UCC Statement of Faith bears witness to both the great and the lesser story.  It is 

a testimony that concludes with promises and blessing.  Together with the prophets and all 

the biblical stories of witness, we are also invited to give witness to the ways God calls us to 

be church and to accept “the cost and joy of discipleship.”4  In the words of Clyde Steckel, “I 

am convinced that the mission of Jesus Christ through the church is far more challenging 

than we have understood.”5  I believe the church will continue to bear the cost of 

discipleship as a voice for justice in the world.  There is much work to be done. 

Personal Statement of Faith 

I believe God is the creator of the universe and all life within it.  However, I am 

uncertain about traditional Christian theology that espouses God as trinity.  Dogma is a 

theological construct, at least in part, designed to interpret mystery.  In the Exodus story, 

when Moses asked God to reveal God’s name, God responds by saying, “I am who I am” 

(Exodus 3:14). God is beyond name and gender. God is a divine “being.” While dogma may 

offer a measure of insight, it also has its limitations such as the patriarchal delusion that God 

is male.  What I do believe is that God reveals God’s self in many ways such as in science and 

nature as well as the Holy Spirit and in the person of Jesus. 

I believe God calls us to love and care for one another as well as all of creation.  We 

are also called to forgiveness, and when possible, reconciliation with one another.  In other 

words, I believe God calls us to relationship with God, self, and others. And when one of 

                                                        
 4  Roger Shinn, Confessing Our Faith: an interpretation of the statement of faith of the 
United Church of Christ, xi. 
 5 Clyde Steckel, New Ecclesiology & Polity: The United Church of Christ (Cleveland: 
The Pilgrim Press, 2009), 139. 
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these relationships is fractured, the others are splintered as well.  My belief has a triune 

quality that reflects an interdependence of such relationships. 

I believe Jesus embodies the fullness of God, although I am uncertain how that came 

to be.  And, while I don’t accept the Theory of Atonement, I do believe Jesus must have 

known the politics of the day were perilous during the Roman occupation and that he risked 

being crucified if he drew a crowd or disturbed the peace.  I surmise Jesus was particularly 

aware of this after he turned the tables over in the temple and denounced the money 

changers as thieves (Matt 21:12-14).   Jesus was enraged by the vendors who were 

exploiting the poor and blocking the faithful from entering the temple. 

In the end, I believe Jesus regarded his ministry worthy of risking his life and then 

tragically suffered a horrific execution under the Romans. In Matthew 27:46, Jesus cries out 

on the cross, “My God, why have your forsaken me?”  Perhaps Jesus was praying Psalm 22, a 

prayer that begins in despair and ends in hope.  Oftentimes, this is the journey of human 

suffering until it finds hope, however that may come. 

This was true for a man I will call B who was diagnosed with a sudden and rare 

terminal disease.  When first diagnosed, B and his family prayed for a cure. This was their 

hope.  B was a minister and firmly believed God had more for him to do before he passed.   

As B began to decline, his hope shifted from, receiving a miraculous cure to having a 

peaceful death surrounded by loved ones.  Despite his medical decline, B was able to lead 

praise and worship songs with his family until he became too weak to do so. B was a 

beautiful soul; one I will never forget. He died peacefully, as he had hoped, with his loving 

family and friends around him. 

With respect to the resurrection of Jesus, it is important to note that the gospel 

narratives are contradictory, but all seem to agree that Jesus transcended death.  In the 

words of John Shelby Spong, “All were written out of the absolute conviction that the 
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boundary between God and human, between heaven and earth, between life and death, had 

been broken in the life of Jesus.” 6  I contend Paul never believed in an actual bodily 

resurrection. Rather, I believe Jesus’ followers saw Jesus in his spiritual body.  In 

(1Corinthians 42-44) Paul makes a distinction between a physical and a spiritual body, “So 

it is with the resurrection of the dead….it is sown a physical body, it is raised as a spiritual 

body…”  

I’ve personally experienced Jesus in ways hard to describe.  One such example 

occurred many years ago when I was intrigued by Sufi mysticism and had an unanticipated 

conversation with an Imam about how one acquires a spiritual teacher.  In the Sufi tradition, 

teachers find their students, not the other way around.  

I was perplexed and unsure what to say because no teacher had found me, at least as 

far as I could tell.  I also felt thrust into a conversation I wasn’t prepared for. Nevertheless, I 

disclosed to the Imam that I wasn’t aware of any teachers other than my personal 

experience of Jesus as my teacher.  I went on to explain to the Imam that I feel the presence 

of Jesus when I ponder the teachings attributed to him in the gospel narratives.   

The Imam smiled and affirmed my experience saying, “The teacher has chosen you.” 

He followed by saying “We Sufi’s get it while many others don’t.” I left our conversation 

amazed that a cleric from another tradition both understood and affirmed my faith 

experience of Jesus.  

I experience the Holy Spirit as one who leads me, especially in my hospital ministry.  

Many times, I’ve felt the Holy Spirit “tug” me to visit a particular patient that is flying below 

my radar, so-to-speak. This dramatic pull is powerful and seemingly relentless at times.  I’m 

                                                        
6 Shelby Spong, Biblical Literalism: A Gentile Heresy (New York: HarperOne, 

2016), 356. 
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amazed when the Spirit leads me to a patient who may be grieving or anguishing a loss that 

wasn’t apparent upon admission. 

I recall a particular situation when I believe the Spirit sent me to visit a man who 

was a Vietnam Veteran.  During our visit, this man recounted a horrific experience that 

occurred while he was serving on a Naval ship.  This tragic event changed his life forever. 

Haunting memories and moral injury were too much for him to bear.  I heard his war story 

and struggle with alcohol as a means to medicate his pain. While I couldn’t take away his 

anguish because that’s God’s work, I was able to create enough safety for this veteran to 

process his story.  Much of what pastoral care involves is creating a safe space for another to 

tell their story.  God does the rest. 

The Spirit of God isn’t confined to a belief system, language or culture. Rather the 

Spirit calls willing hearts to cooperate in building the Kingdom of God.  I believe the Holy 

Spirit leads the faithful to resist evil, speak truth to power, and to build a just world for all 

creation, including our beloved earth.   I have witnessed this holy cooperation in the UCC 

with its work in social justice.  I am struck by the fact that in 1957, the UCC was birthed out 

of the union between the General Council of Congregational Christian Churches and the 

Evangelical and Reformed Churches with its mission of unity and justice for all.  This 

mission continues through this present day. The UCC, led by the Holy Spirit and aware of the 

cost of discipleship, continues to be a leader in matters of justice and unity.  

Apart from the theological explanations offered, I remain as one who has more 

questions than answers.  I have no explanation for why random suffering exists in the 

world; or why tragedy happens to good people.   I don’t believe that we can put God in a box 

or that God can be used as a magic genie who will grant our every wish.   Rather, what I do 

believe is that while God may not change one’s circumstances, God does provide strength to 
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“make it through the storm” with grace.  God is able to re-create life out of the ashes of 

hardship.  This is my testimony.  God is my hope and strength. 

Theology of Sin, Baptism, Baptism and Communion 

  Before I address the UCC’s theology on Baptism and Communion, I will begin with the 

notion of sin. Traditionally, some Christian traditions assert Genesis 3:1-24 as the reason for sin 

and suffering having entered our world.  Rather, I contend humanity’s propensity to turn away 

from God is necessary in order to make an authentic choice in favor of God, or that of good over 

evil.  I also believe human brokenness refers to the experience of being crushed in spirit while sin 

is an act of turning away from God. 

As for “the fall” Marcus Borg maintains that the concept of original sin is a Christian 

interpretation of Genesis 3:1-24 despite the fact that the word is not mentioned in the story itself. 

Borg summarizes “several Christian understandings of Genesis have emerged throughout 

different eras beginning with sin having entered the world as a result of Adam and Eve’s 

disobedience, followed by pride, sloth (uncritically accepting another’s ideas) and finally as the 

birth of consciousness.” 
7
 

 Adam and Eve’s response to the snake plays a pivotal role in the Genesis story. Borg 

makes the following argument:  

 “The birth of consciousness is something we all experience…Indeed this  understanding 

 emphasizes not disobedience/sinfulness, but its  inevitability…All of us begin life in the 

 womb with an experiential sense of undifferentiated unity; we begin our  paradise…but 

 the very process of growing up…propels us into a world of division, anxiety, and 

 suffering.”
8
 

 As seen from Borg’s point of view, and I agree, the various interpretations of Genesis 

3:1-24 can be combined in support of the birth of consciousness. He further contends that hubris 

                                                        
 7 Marcus Borg, Reading the Bible Again For The First Time, (San Francisco: 
HarperCollins, 2001), 79.   
 
 8 Ibid., 79. 
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flows out of consciousness, beginning with centering in one’s self, followed by sloth, or being 

socialized in accordance with one’s familial, religious and cultural influences. 
9
  

 Viewed in such a way, the birth of consciousness symbolizes the maturation of Adam and 

Eve from docile children to grown adults who can freely choose or not choose God.  The 

knowledge of good and evil, right and wrong, as well as, the ability to think critically, is a direct 

result of human maturation. Through this birth of consciousness, humankind has been given the 

opportunity to have a closer relationship with God.  God’s desire for authentic relationship with 

humankind is the ultimate act of love. In this way, God is vulnerable to the possibility of 

rejection. God’s invitation to relationship with God’s self is extended to all people without 

exclusion.  

 The UCC recognizes the Sacrament of Baptism and Communion because they are 

grounded in Scripture.  Both are invitational and endorse the unity of all believers.  

    The cleansing ritual of Baptism in the ancient Jewish tradition was symbolic of purity and 

repentance. The notion of ritual cleanliness was an integral part of orienting one’s life toward 

God. The same can be said of Jesus’ baptism before he began his public ministry as noted in 

(Matt 3:13-17, Mk 1:9-11, Lk 3:21-22).  

 Within the UCC, the baptized are gathered into a community of love and belonging 

regardless of where their journey of faith may take them. This is a covenant relationship between 

the community of faith and the newly baptized. The concept of belonging is foundational to what 

it means to be human.  Baptism affirms our belonging to God and to one another within the 

Christian faith community, always.  While that is true, it is also important to note that those who 

haven’t been baptized belong to God as well. No one is excluded from the love of God, nor God’s 

desire to bless them. 

 In Matthew 3:17, the Spirit of God blessed Jesus by saying “This is my son, the 

                                                        
 9 Borg, Reading the Bible Again For The First Time, 80. 
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Beloved with whom I am well pleased.”  The Spirit of God blessed and affirmed Jesus as 

God’s beloved son.  Through the Sacrament Baptism, people are blessed and named as 

beloved children of God.  With respect to pastoral ministry, the act of blessing those who 

may never have been blessed is a tangible way to acknowledge their life experience and 

worth.  To be “seen “and “claimed as worthy” is an important aspect of spiritual and 

emotional healing.  Many have never received the blessing of validation or the hope that 

comes from knowing they are God’s beloved.  

Several years ago, in my hospital ministry, I recall a patient I will call (T) who wanted to 

be baptized, preferably by a priest, because her deceased grandmother had been a practicing 

Catholic.  T struggled with mental illness and substance disorder as well as generational trauma 

and homelessness.  As a result, T’s desire for baptism wasn’t taken seriously by the priest because 

of her history and lack of preparation to enter the Catholic church.   

As T’s chaplain I was aware that she drew hope and meaning from Scripture. With that 

said, T agreed to allow me to baptize her into the wider Christian community.  T’s nurse agreed to 

be T’s sponsor and we proceeded with the ritual, water and all.  With tears streaming down her 

face, T embraced gratitude for her baptism as well as the recognition that she belonged to the 

Christian community as a beloved child of God. She received a certificate of baptism on that day 

along with a bible. I will never forget T’s faith in God nor her joy of having been received in the 

Christian community. 

As for the sacrament of Communion, Jesus instituted a covenant with his disciples to 

which we as his followers are also invited.  “Jesus took a loaf of bread, and gave it to them 

saying, “This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” He did the 

same with the cup after supper saying, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new 

covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:19-20).   

The UCC welcomes all people of faith to the table. There is room enough for 
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everyone.  This practice is deeply meaningful for me because I come from the Catholic 

tradition where many of the faithful are excluded from receiving Communion. This has been 

very troubling for me because I can’t imagine Jesus banishing anyone from the table. It is 

hurtful to see people of faith excluded based upon their “life style,” or because they’re not 

Catholic, or because of their beliefs.  This is unjust.  I am reminded of a married gay couple, 

one a former priest, who attended a funeral mass that was presided over by the bishop and 

many priests from the diocese.  The couple received Communion directly from the bishop, 

and then walked quietly back to their pew. I couldn’t help but smile as I silently cheered this 

couple on.  I was also saddened by the fact that they had to be discreet in order to receive 

Jesus. This was and continues to be heartbreaking. 

Through the Holy Spirit and community, we receive Jesus in the bread and wine 

(grape juice).  The community of the faithful includes those present as well as those who 

have lived before us. This is a sacrament of our unity with God and one another.   

Theological Reflection on suffering 

Whether at the bedside of a dying person, or someone who is struggling with a 

traumatic illness or injury, I find myself on “holy ground.”  The human condition longs to 

find meaning in suffering, and many of us, not unlike Jacob in Genesis 32:22-31 wrestle 

amid sorrow with holy exertion in search of God’s blessing; an experience of grace.   

I am privileged to come alongside people who are suffering.  I view my ministry as 

one who creates a safe space for people to reach within themselves to find their source of 

strength and hope.  Oftentimes coming along side people who are anguishing involves 

listening with validation as they give voice to their sorrows. It is God who does the spiritual 

work of healing.  

The experience of immense suffering is grounded in the charred remains of hope. I 

believe that the Book of Job best expresses such deep sorrow; “Ah, could my anguish but be 
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measured and my calamity lay with it in the scales, they would outweigh the sands of the 

sea” (Job 6:1).   

The author of the Book of Job artfully addresses the mystery of suffering.  The text is 

complicated and filled with nuanced complexities questioning why good people experience 

unwarranted hardship along with the simple answers given by Job’s friends that offer 

shallow insight into the mystery of suffering.    

In the end the author of the book offers no answers except that Job received solace 

coming from his personal experience of God; “I know that you can do all things…I heard of 

you by word of mouth, but now my eye has seen you…” (Job 42:1-6).  Job is healed through 

his personal encounter with God.   

The Job story is as much about the question of suffering as it is about hope through 

an encounter with God.  My calling as chaplain is to hold sacred space for those who are 

hurting while being present to the charred remains and embers of hope that live in the 

cavernous void of suffering.  The infusion of God’s grace can transform a hollowed space 

into a hallowed space.  For many, this means an encounter with the Divine, just as it was for 

Job.    

The mystery of God and suffering finds its expression most notably when tragic loss 

occurs. I recall a time when I was paged to a tragic situation where a mother and father’s 

newborn died unexpectedly shortly after birth. Both mother and father were naturally 

overcome with shock and inconsolable grief.  Similar to Job, a righteous man who suffered 

enormous tragedies, the loving parents of the baby girl didn’t deserve the loss of their child, 

their hope of joy and family.  It was certainly not their fault, nor was it a punishment from 

God.  

As I prayerfully attempted to create sanctuary in the hospital room for the grieving 

parents to express their sorrow, I struggled knowing there was nothing I could do to ease 
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the suffering of this anguished couple.  My role was to bear witness to their broken hearts 

and validate their inconsolable tears as a testimony of their love and unfathomable loss.  

In this instance, I pushed back against my restricted scope of practice and blessed 

the baby girl to honor/acknowledge her as a precious child of God. I also blessed the 

parents with oil in acknowledgement of the deep sorrow and anguish they were feeling.  

Given my narrow scope of practice, I attempted to act within the boundaries of my 

limitations. This is a matter of integrity. However, when providing pastoral care, God is the 

one who leads. I was clear with the family that I was not an ordained minister, but together 

we could bless their child and so we did with a beautiful ritual and naming ceremony.   

However, more than anything, I wish I could have baptized their baby, but Catholic teaching 

forbids it.  As an ordained minister in the UCC, I will able to do so if/when such a tragedy 

presents itself again and if the parents would find comfort in their baby being baptized. 

View of Ministry 

Effective ministry requires commitment to God’s will along with honest self-

reflection and awareness.  In preparation for ministry, Jesus engaged in the ritual of baptism 

(purification) and committed himself to God’s will.  Following, Jesus was “led by the Spirit into 

the wilderness and was tempted by the devil” (Matt4:1-8).   

Perhaps this may be a theological stretch, but I believe Jesus faced his shadow while he 

was in the desert. This is a matter of self -awareness. I believe Jesus must have wrestled with 

hunger and whether or not to break his fast along with the temptation to test God and to seek 

worldly power. In the end, Jesus resists these temptations as one who has come to terms with his 

vulnerabilities.   

In addition to education and commitment, preparation for ministry involves 

awareness of our internal desires, fears, and unmet needs. This remains an ongoing process. 



 19 

When we fail to acknowledge vulnerabilities, we risk harming others with our agenda.  We 

also impede God’s healing intercession that our ministry could otherwise offer. 

Chaplain ministry, as I practice it, involves spiritually assessing a patient’s spiritual 

relationship with God, self, and others.  I believe healing requires reconciliation in one or 

more of these areas.  Nuances of these three relationships influence one another.  I believe 

reconciliation with one’s self is the most difficult, particularly if associated with ontological 

shame as opposed to guilt shame.  Ontological shame says, “I am a mistake,” while guilt 

shame says ‘I made a mistake.” 

Self- reconciliation involves self-acceptance.  However, it is not unusual for people 

who are suffering to blame themselves for their malady or tragic loss.  This is also not 

uncommon in the cycle of grief. People may also view God as punishing them for known or 

unknown transgressions they must atone for. 

Boundaries 

A power differential exists between ministers and parishioners. The same is true in 

my hospital ministry. Ethical boundaries dictate against any and all forms of manipulation.  

This includes sexual relationships or sexual innuendo as well.  I perceive my ministry as a 

covenant relationship with those I serve as well as my colleagues; that is to respect the 

dignity of all people, regardless of gender, sexual identity, ethnicity, spiritual 

beliefs/practice, or economic background.  God works through all spiritual languages, even 

doubt and denial.  

Equally so is the importance of not attempting to fix another’s problems, take on 

their burdens, or manipulate their decisions. This boundary is grounded in respect for the 

one who is suffering as well as for God who does the healing. 

Ethical standards associated with pastoral care involve competence, self-awareness, 

confidentiality, as well as avoiding conflicts of interest and perception bias.  Self-care is also 



 20 

important to maintaining personal health and wellbeing.  This includes balance between 

work and personal life, spending time with loved ones, maintaining physical, emotional, and 

spiritual health, and engaging in activities that bring joy.  

In Closing 

I am called to minister in Word and Sacrament, as well as, advocate for unity and 

justice in the world.  I am called to ordination to preach, with authority, God’s message of 

hope and love for all people and to administer the Sacraments of Baptism and Communion.  

I am both honored and deeply humbled that God has been patient while awaking me to my 

call to ordained ministry.  My response has been gradual, yet God has continued to call me 

through community.  With joy and gratitude, I am ready to answer God’s call to become an 

ordained pastor in the United Church of Christ.   
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