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 As a life-long “UCC-er” and Pastor’s Kid, I have been involved with church since 

childhood. Through my work as a Board-Certified Music Therapist in memory care and hospice 

fields, I have witnessed the work of the Divine in the world. Since attending United Theological 

Seminary, I have explored my faith more deeply and am ready to respond to a call. I am 

passionate about applying my gifts for further action in the world. This ordination paper outlines 

my theological perspective, groundedness in the history of our UCC denomination, and a 

statement of my call. 

Theological Perspective 

 While the United Church of Christ (UCC) does not espouse rigid statements of faith that 

are “required” for membership, our denomination lists eleven statements that describe the 

foundation of our faith. With these statements, I organized my theological grounding. Because I 

find joy and inspiration in music, each statement is paired with a song that articulates my 

reflection. 

1. We believe in the triune God
1
 

“Everything I am is made of everything around me;  

And everything I’ve done is done by everyone who taught me.”
2
 

 Throughout my seminary work, the distinction between the Creator, Christ, and Holy 

Spirit has become less clear and even less important. Our shared creation story with all the 

cosmos unites us with all that surrounds us. As Sallie McFague imagines, the entire universe is 

the Body of God. From the farthest galaxy to the smallest atom, we are a part of the Divine, and 

yet even this is not the whole of God.
3
 I remember laying back on the dock at night at Moon 

                                                           
1
 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe,” ucc.org, http://www.ucc.org/about-us_what-we-believe, (accessed 

December 2, 2017). 
2
 Lisa Skarbakka, Little Wave, unpublished song inspired by Tao Te Ching. 

3
 Sallie McFague, The Body of God: An Ecological Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1993), 27. 
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Beach Camp in Wisconsin watching the northern lights and marveling that we humans and the 

loons in the water and the pine trees on the shore each share the same Big Bang start. The 

Creator reminds me of the awe and wonder of the shared creation story.  

That same creative spirit that was within the force of the cosmic beginnings remains 

active today. All people possess a divine spark. Some people choose to kindle that spark in 

themselves and in others, while some inner flames require more fanning. During my Clinical 

Pastoral Education (CPE) unit at Stillwater prison, I met individuals who had committed heinous 

crimes when they were disconnected from their divine spark, Yet, with work and reflection, they 

still have access to this mysterious connection. This is true, too, for the memory care patients 

with whom I work – acknowledging their inner spark, the Christ within them, their shared 

humanity, the Holy Spirit brightens the eyes of even our most advanced patients. This is where I 

encounter the Holy Spirit today. 

This divine spark or Christ that is present in all people was particularly present in the man 

of Jesus of Nazareth. He truly honed the Christ in him to stand up to an empire, shake up the 

status quo, and reach out to those who were most unexpected - and he did so with complete love. 

While I believe the cosmic Christ makes appearances throughout history and is still speaking 

today, it is the particular work of Jesus that continues to confound, inspire, and challenge me. 

Paul Knitter helped me understand how to acknowledge how Jesus himself could be fully divine 

while also accepting that this instance of Christ’s appearance was not the fullness of all God had 

to reveal.
4
 The Divine still has work to do in the world and works through many different people, 

places, and times.  

                                                           
4
 Paul Knitter, Jesus and the Other Names: Christian Mission and Global Responsibility (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 

Books, 1996), 73. 
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In examining my theology, I have found it helpful to use metaphor. Throughout this 

paper, I turn to the image of a symphony – an orchestra that includes all of creation. In this 

Symphony of Creation, God co-creates with humanity and all of the universe to create the 

beautiful music of hope for the future. Here, Jesus is our section leader, someone especially 

skilled at their instrument and one who plays the same instrument as us – our human form. God, 

meanwhile, is not so much the conductor from the podium, but the desire to want to play in the 

first place. 

2. We believe that each person is unique and valuable
5
 

“Let us build a house where love can dwell, and all can safely live;  

All are welcome in this place!”
6
 

 As a music therapist, I have had the privilege of meeting people with a wide variety of 

gifts and talents. Sam*, a man with Alzheimer’s, could whistle all day long. David*, a young 

man with Down Syndrome, had a spot-on impression of Elvis Presley. At our best, we can see 

the beauty in each other and work to nurture and honor others’ gifts. At our best, we 

acknowledge the necessity of the eyes, hands, feet, and belly buttons of the Body of God. We 

know that there are many gifts and one spirit,
7
 no hierarchy but a radical welcome to all. 

Unfortunately, our dominant culture does not always value those unique talents. We are 

called to not only empower people on a personal level but work to create access on a larger 

systemic level to allow all voices to be heard. I can celebrate my own personal lens of the world 

if I understand that my lens is uniquely my own and not the “norm.” In encountering people who 

are not like me, my life becomes richer and my lens becomes broader. In music, it is the diversity 

                                                           
5
 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 

6
 Marty Haugen, All Are Welcome, (Chicago, IL: GIA Publications, 1994). 

7
 1 Cor 12 



5 
 

of tone, timbre, note, and silence that make a piece interesting. Without variation, it is no longer 

music but an annoying buzz.  

3. We believe that each person is on a spiritual journey
8
 

“All of these lines across my face tell you the story of who I am”
9
 

 My used to remind me that “all people carry ‘stuff’ with them, and if we could all learn to 

be more empathetic to each other’s ‘stuff,’ the world could be better.” In BeFriender ministry, 

the image of a tree ring is used to describe the patterns of a person’s life.
10

 Tree rings are 

individual, and each year may bring a different level of growth. Along the way, there may be 

knots in our tree rings, but over time, those knots are incorporated into the overall pattern of 

growth. Bark protects the inside of the tree just as a person has community, behaviors, and things 

in their life that help them feel safe. These tree rings shape our world view and our behavior. 

There is always room for new growth – no matter where we are on life’s journey. 

 Through my CPE, I learned the skills of narrative theory which emphasizes the influence 

of story on us. Our identities, values, and relationships are shaped by the stories we were told by 

others and continue to tell ourselves.
11

 In our spirited journeys, our relationship to our story can 

change. We can rewrite our story and find fresh vocabulary to describe our story. Through this 

work, we can continually grow toward greater acceptance of ourselves and others. 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 

9
 Brandi Carlile & Phil Hanseroth, The Story, in The Story, Sony Music Canada, B000NDIAWY, CD, 2007. 

*Names altered for privacy 
10

 BeFriender Ministries, BeFriender Ministry Candidate Workbook, (St. Paul, MN: St. Thomas University, 2004). 
11

 David Denborough, Retelling the Stories of Our Lives: Everyday Narrative Therapy to Draw Inspiration and 

Transform Experience (New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company, 2014), 3. 
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4. We believe that the persistent search for God produces an authentic relationship with God
12

 

“In these bodies we will live, in these bodies we will die, where you invest your love, you invest 

your life. Awake my soul... You were made to meet you maker.”
13

 

 Lyndale UCC, my home church, has been working on our mission statement. An 

important piece of our identity that we wanted to portray is our ability to ask good questions. 

Instead of being a church that claims to offer all the answers, we provide a space to wrestle with 

difficult topics such as racism, empire, or personal identity. Through our own self-discovery, 

congregants are empowered to articulate our own perspectives and beliefs. By investing our 

time, love, and energy into these justice arenas, we gain a more nuanced understanding of the 

world and awaken to the complex web of relationships around us.  

In music, one cannot play a piece perfectly upon the first reading. It takes practice to get 

the fingerings down or time to perfect the pronunciation. The best music making also takes 

curiosity – understanding the time that the piece was written, for what occasion the piece may 

have been commissioned, analyzing the structure for tone painting. We can also ask these same 

questions of our scripture and church traditions and inquire how the Divine might be acting. 

Through deep questioning, we find a more authentic faith. 

5. We believe that all of the baptized 'belong body and soul to our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.'
14

 

“You are not alone. Believe me. No one is alone.”
15

 

 Baptism is all about interconnection. I do not believe that anyone must be baptized to be 

saved or that by pouring water over an infant, some magical force is unleashed. The person, just 

by being present in the universe, is a part of the Body of God, a member of our sacred 

symphony. Baptism, therefore, is a ritual which affirms this interconnectedness and is a time for 

                                                           
12

 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 
13

 Marcus Mumford, et al., Awake My Soul, in Sigh No More, Glassnote, B0032Y8XH8, CD, 2010. 
14

 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 
15

 Stephen Sondheim, No One is Alone, in Into the Woods, Masterworks Broadway, B004VWXUWS, CD, 1988. 
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the community to publicly promise their role in being a servant to each other. The actions of 

rituals bond us not only to those who are with us now but all who participated in the ritual 

throughout history. We are called to seek justice, love one another, and walk humbly with God.
16

 

Baptism is our opportunity to respond aloud to this call and have our family (born or chosen) 

help us commit from the beginning of a life. 

 When we forget about our relatedness, we become estranged from the power of 

community. We can make mistakes when we feel left out or misunderstood or alone. 

Relationships are messy! Sin is when we forget our interconnectedness which can have personal 

and systemic repercussions. We can forge anew our relationships with each other and God  

without shame. When we witness baptism over again, we are reminded of our own welcome into 

the community. In the Symphony of Creation, there are no auditions – all are radically 

welcomed. Baptism marks our entrance into the song. 

6. We believe that all people of faith are invited to join Christ at Christ's table for the 

sacrament of Communion.
17

  

“Come to the table, come as you are! Come to the table, see whose child you are.  

There is room at the table of the Lord.”
18

 

 For ages, people have shared meals together. Receiving hospitality and accepting 

sustenance and life from another is a humbling experience. Being the host and giving that gift to 

another person is also a special experience. Sharing communion is our time to intentionally show 

one another radical hospitality. Jesus pushed the boundaries of who was invited to the table.
19

 If 

we come to the table, we come as a community of humanity – not only today but all those who 

                                                           
16

 Micah 6:8 
17

 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 
18

 Daniel Peterson, Come to the Table, unpublished song. 
19

 For example, Mt 9:11, Mk, 2:16, Lk 5:30, Lk 15:1-32, Lk 19:5-7 
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have celebrated this sacred meal throughout history and those who share the meal in other places 

throughout the world – from huge congregations to hospital rooms. 

 Amid the Roman occupation, Jesus took time to share the traditional Passover meal with 

his companions- even the companion that he anticipated betraying him. Although Jesus would 

soon be executed for his pushback against the status quo, he made certain that his message would 

not die by establishing a new take on this ritual. We are reminded of Jesus’ unexpected way of 

being Messiah during a time of empire. Through communion, we are reminded of the community 

that supports us as we continue this justice work. Communion is our sectional rehearsal, for 

being radically welcoming. By taking time to practice with our “like instruments” or fellow 

congregants, we are ready to perform our life with outrageous love with the whole of creation. 

7. We believe the UCC is called to be a united and uniting church.
20

 

“All you need is love! Love is all you need!”
21

 

 The UCC has roots in four different denominations with relationships with other church 

bodies as well. In seeking to respond to Jesus’ call to “all be one,”
22

 the UCC is not trying to 

erase difference, but to recognize our shared value of love. As individuals we have equal dignity 

and worth, but have unique gifts, aspirations, interests, etc. With different denominations and 

religious practices, there is shared value with idiosyncratic elements. In this way, we have, as the 

maxim says, "In essentials–unity, in nonessentials–diversity, in all things–charity." The UCC can 

continue to push the envelope, as Jesus did, as to who we invite to the table and in whom we 

recognize the shared value of love. 

8. We believe that God calls us to be servants in the service of others…   

                                                           
20

 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 
21

 John Lennon and Paul McCartney, All You Need is Love, in Magical Mystery Tour, EMI Catalogue, 

B01929HVT2, LP, 1967. 
22

 Jn 17:21 
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“We are pilgrims on the journey, we are travelers on the road,  

We are here to help each other, walk the mile and bear the load.”
23

 

 While teaching his followers, Jesus imagines God meeting us in the afterlife and saying, 

“Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of thee who are members of my family, you 

did it to me.”
24

 When I trained volunteers and staff to work with people with dementia, I invited 

them imagine what it would be like to have dementia, live in a new place, and receive care from 

strangers. Our workplace mission statement was to “Provide care with a loving kindness that 

respects the dignity of each resident.” We did this by honoring the divine spark inherent in each 

person. Just by being, a person has dignity. By examining how we treat our most vulnerable in 

society, we can see how truly we live out this value. Jesus demonstrated the humility it takes to 

be a servant to others when he engaged in the hospitality of foot washing.
25

 We continue to be 

servant to others today through our work, daily interactions, financial investments, and habits. 

…and to be good stewards of the earth's resources.
26

 

“For the beauty of the earth, for the beauty of the skies…”
27

 

 We can also be mindful of our daily habits regarding the earth. Nothing has made this 

more palpable to me than Sallie McFague’s metaphor of the Universe as God’s Body,
28

 which 

echoes aspects of indigenous understandings of creation. How could we imagine fracking into 

God’s body or filling God’s body with smog or allowing portions of God’s body to go extinct? 

To be a steward is to manage, supervise, and tend. Humans can still actively be in relationship 

                                                           
23

 David Haas and Richard Gilliard, The Servant Song, (Chicago, IL: GIA Publications, 1998). 
24

 Mt 25:40 
25

 Jn 13:1-17 
26

 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 
27

 Folliott Sandford Pierpoint and Conrad Kocher, “For the Beauty of the Earth,” 1864, in The New Century Hymnal, 

ed. James W. Crawford, (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1995), 28. 
28

 McFague, The Body of God, 84-91. 
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with and enjoy the earth, but as we do, we should be mindful of the ripple effects of our actions 

throughout the web of creation. 

9. We believe that the UCC is called to be a prophetic church.
29

 

“It’s been a long, a long time coming, but I know a change gonna come, oh yes it will.”
30

 

 Being a prophet is hard work. Ezekiel was prone to wild visions,
31

 Isaiah wandered 

through Jerusalem naked and barefoot,
32

 Jeremiah was forbidden to wash his underwear,
33

 and 

Jonah ended up in a large fish.
34

 God calls us to do difficult work that is against the grain. 

Church provides a place of respite to gain the strength and hope to keep on working toward 

justice and building God’s kingdom here and now. Church can also be our source of inspiration. 

Here, we learn through scripture, preaching, and ritual about God’s radical love and hospitality. 

We can envision what is possible for the world. As we read sacred texts, we learn to correctly 

identify our place in the story. Dr. Carolyn Pressler, Professor of the Hebrew Bible at United 

Seminary, challenged us to know where we fit in the story – are we the Israelite slaves or, with 

our privilege in today’s society, are we more like a member of Pharaoh’s court? With self-

reflection, we learn to be better allies or co-conspirators with people seeking liberation instead of 

acting out of pity. The church can equip us to be liberators since “injustice anywhere is a threat 

to justice everywhere.”
35

 

10. We believe in the power of peace.
36

  

“You gotta put one foot in front of the other and lead with love”
37

 

                                                           
29

 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 
30

 Sam Cooke, A Change is Gonna Come, in Ain’t That Good News, ABKCO, B00G79FGCA, LP, 1964. 
31

 Ez 1 
32

 Is 20:3 
33

 Jer 13:1 
34

 Jon 1:17 
35

 Martin Luther King, Jr., Letter from the Birmingham Jail, April 16, 1963. 
36

 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 
37

 Melanie DeMore, Lead with Love, unpublished song. 
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 Terrible violence has been done in the name of Christianity. We in the UCC seek to 

counter this with our Just Peace stance. This is not the same as passivity. It takes effort to 

imagine solutions to problems without violence – whether on a personal or international level. 

While the United States is not to govern with deference or preference to any religion, citizens 

can use the moral teaching of our church to advocate for peace to our political leaders and live 

our own lives peacefully. 

 I saw firsthand that peace does not equal passivity while participating in the Poor 

People’s Campaign in 2018. Folks of all persuasions gathered weekly to act against injustice. We 

relabeled the statue of Christopher Columbus in front of the capitol with signs of “rapist” and 

“colonizer.” Protestors sang and chanted for a living wage in a legislator’s office. Others created 

a grave of dirt and held a memorial service for those killed by police. These were peaceful 

actions but also evocative ones. When the status quo leaves some out, we are all effected. Those 

who benefit from the “way things are” need to be roused to examination, reflection, 

conversation, and change. 

11. We are a people of possibility.
38

 

“There’s a song in every silence, seeking word and melody; there’s a dawn in every darkness, 

bringing hope to you and me. From the past will come the future; what it holds, a mystery, 

unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.”
39

 

 Members of the UCC have room to explore. By affirming the full personhood of all 

humanity, we might discover a connection with someone unexpected. New ways of doing and of 

being can help us make discoveries about ourselves. Process theology, rooted in the philosophy 

of Alfred North Whitehead and Charles Hartshorne, rejected the idea of God being distant and 

                                                           
38

 United Church of Christ, “What We Believe.” 
39

 Natalie Sleeth, “Hymn of Promise,” 1986, in The New Century Hymnal, ed. James W. Crawford, (Cleveland, OH: 

Pilgrim Press, 1995), 433. 
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imagined. Instead, God is known as full of love and empathy, constantly interacting with 

creation moment by moment.
40

  

In a live symphony performance, the unique co-creation of audience, performers, 

conductor, and venue create a once-in-a-lifetime experience. When the Minnesota Chorale 

traveled to Soweto, South Africa, the reality of the words of Beethoven’s Ninth rang more 

deeply in me than ever before. Singing alongside members of the community in the church 

where the African National Congress made plans to uproot apartheid and where students rose up 

against police made the music come alive in the most profound way. Even if the concert was 

repeated the next day, it would never be exactly the same. Anything can happen the moment the 

downbeat drops. So, too, in our daily lives, the presence of the Divine can lead us to unexpected, 

unimagined places when we are open, 

The United Church of Christ 

 The UCC is a miracle. What other way to describe the joining of four to two to one 

denomination? I have been a part of enough congregational meetings to know the difficulty it 

can be to bring a sense of agreement and action to one group let alone four entire denominations. 

Yet, these groups were each dedicated to the shared vision of a church in line with Jesus’ prayer 

“That they may all be one.”
41

 Our founders interwove the best of each of these denominations so 

that there is a portion of each of our church grandparents present in today’s polity. In exploring 

the history of these four distinct denominations joining together, one can witness the power of 

covenant. 

 Reformation and the Reformed Church is part of UCC DNA. Our UCC has roots with 

Luther’s contemporaries Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich and John Calvin in Geneva. These two church 

                                                           
40

 John B. Cobb, Jr, and David Ray Griffin, Process Theology: An Introductory Exposition (Philadelphia: 

Westminster Press, 1976), 7. 
41

 Jn 17:21 
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leaders pushed back on Catholic imagery and instrumental music and thought of Communion as 

remembrances of Christ’s presence.
42

 “Good works” were thought to be results of faith, not a 

way to salvation.
43

 The Reformed Church spread throughout Europe including Germany where 

the Heidelberg Catechism was written. Facing inhospitable conditions following the Thirty 

Years War, many of these Reformed Christians found their way to Cleveland,
44

 where today we 

hold our UCC national offices. The Reformed Church shaped the UCC in continually seeking 

renewal and change and keeping the reformed spirit alive. 

 Another influence in the UCC is the Evangelical church. In 17
th

 century Prussia, the 

Pietism movement rose. This movement, led by Phillip Jacob Spencer, emphasized warmness, 

virtue, and living out our values daily – this in the face of lavish, greedy rulers.
45

 Many 

Evangelicals sought to escape heavy taxes and impoverishment by moving to London, others to 

Pennsylvania,
46

 and some, later, to Missouri.
47

 In the 1800s, this church spread throughout the 

United States with westward expansion. Many members valued rationalism, science, education, 

and culture.
48

 As missions grew and pastoral education expanded, Helmut Richard Niebuhr and 

his brother Reinhold Niebuhr became highly influential. With their writings, they attempted to 

reapply Biblical teachings to contemporary political and social concerns in the context of World 

War I.
49

 From our Evangelical church founders, we were taught how to read scripture for today 

and live as Christians consistently throughout our lives. 

                                                           
42

 Margaret Rowland Post, History and Program, ed. Thomas E. Dipko (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 

2007), 13. 
43

 Ibid. 
44

 Ibid., 14. 
45

 Ibid., 15. 
46

 Ibid., 16. 
47

 Ibid., 44. 
48

 Ibid., 45. 
49

 Ibid., 48. 
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The Congregational branch of our UCC family tree teaches us about autonomy. This 

group has roots with the Puritans who arrived in the United States in the 1600s. Not only was 

church a meeting place on Sunday morning, but to be a member of the church was to be a 

member of society.
50

 Reacting against the liturgy and leadership of the Anglican Church,
51

 the 

Puritans followed Biblical law and Christ was the head of the church. The congregation, and no 

other outside influence, chose church officials.
52

 One such leader was Thomas Hooker who led a 

group from Boston to Hartford and championed the philosophy of separation of church and 

state.
53

 Jonathan Edwards brought further change to congregationalism with the idea of personal 

conversion as way to understand Christ as well as a blending of philosophy, science, and 

religion.
54

 While still keeping the vibrancy of independent congregations making decisions for 

themselves, Edwards’ framework influenced westward expansion. With Congregationalism and 

other parts of our history, we carry with us egregious crimes against indigenous peoples, black 

people, women, and even other forms of Christianity, but we also learned to work as a 

congregation to make decisions and look toward the ultimate source of leadership instead of our 

limited human influence. 

 A group of Americans in the late 18
th

 century gathered together to form the Christian 

Church in response to Methodism. They sought the Bible as their only guide.
55

 Another group 

reacted against Calvinist Baptist ideas and wanted everyone to be able to participate in 

communion.
56

 The two came together and one of their principles, the “Unity of all Christ’s 
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 Ibid., 19-20. 
51

 Ibid., 17. 
52

 Ibid., 23. 
53

 Ibid., 24. 
54
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56
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followers in behalf of the world,”
57

 leads directly to our UCC vision to be a “United and Uniting 

Church.”
58

 The Christian Church with its democratic spirit and value of education became a huge 

influence on the American frontier.
59

 It was not doctrine that held these groups together but a 

Christian vision and character.
60

 The Christian Church is where we learned to trust in covenant. 

 Following two world wars, people sought meaning and healing. It was then that the 

Christian and Congregational churches and the Evangelical and Reformed churches bounded 

themselves together, and in 1957, all four became one. While each piece of our UCC puzzle held 

the common belief that Christ alone was the head of the church, each lived out this value in their 

own idiosyncratic way. Without the trust of covenant, our experiment would likely have failed. 

Knowing that power can be corrupting, we place the power of decision making to the group. We 

hold each other accountable by honest conversation, process, and authentic relationship. We 

know that we are interrelated and what affects you will also affect me and what affects them will 

also affect us. By trusting in covenant, we lean into our cosmic connectedness. 

 At times, however, our dependence on process and congregationalism has held our 

church back from being truly prophetic. If we are not careful, we can be stuck chasing our tail 

while the real work to be done in the world passes us by. As Clyde Steckel warns “If the United 

Church of Christ does not confront this history and revise its ecclesiology and polity, the UCC 

will just as increasingly become estranged from the postmodern world and will increasingly 

flounder in its mission to seek justice, reconciliation, and liberation.”
61

 How do we live out our 

values as a church for liberation and justice while honoring all that our covenantal, 
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 Ibid., 41. 
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congregational polity has brought us? I do believe that in the long-run, a bottom-up approach, 

that includes dialogue and encounter, transforms minds and hearts much more than a top-down 

dictated approach. The difficulty is that it is a very long run.  

It takes the work of dedicated pastoral and lay leadership to guide the church to truly be 

reformed and always reforming and united and uniting. Without individual spunk and energy, a 

group usually maintains the status quo. With inspired preaching, dedicated study, thoughtful 

introspection, and experiences out in the world, the church can be moved to make waves and 

create change – just as Jesus, the head of our church, did. We could actually take up the myriad 

of resolutions that would otherwise just stay on the General Synod floor. We can examine what 

in our polity springs us forward and what holds us back and not be afraid to make the changes 

necessary to be an active, vibrant community. The UCC was formed in a time when people were 

reeling from the grief of two World Wars and the Great Depression. The church was a voice of 

hope when society was sorting out what it meant to witness evil and destruction. Today, we live 

in a moment when sexual abuse scandals leech out of the newsrooms daily, warmongering is 

common, and racial tensions are heightened. If we look up from our internal struggles, the UCC 

could once again be a beacon of hope in the world. 

My Calling 

 When I was younger, my dad, a UCC minister, sometimes had to leave family dinner to 

take a phone call with a serious voice. My parents taught us polite phone etiquette from the 

beginning, knowing that the person on the other end of the line may be facing a traumatic 

incident, death of a loved one, or seeking help. As I grew older, I was sometimes asked to 

provide special music during funerals and witnessed funeral processions drive past the parsonage 

windows. Death and the customs around someone’s passing were present since I was little. This 
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normalized the concept of life ending and allowed me to view it not as something to be feared, 

but a time that included family, reflection, and ritual. With this background in mind, I feel 

especially called to serve people in hospice. 

 When I first started my education in music therapy at the University of Minnesota, I felt 

most excited about my opportunity for a practicum experience with Hospice of the Twin Cities. 

Here, I shadowed the work of Board-Certified Music Therapist, Katie Lindenfelser and saw the 

more complicated parts of accompanying someone in their final months. Together, we made 

visits to hospice patients in their homes around the Twin Cities. We met a man who had served 

in the Air Force and I put together a song writing experience where we replaced the words to 

“Off We Go” to describe the events of his life. His family was estranged, and we were one of the 

only visitors he received throughout the week. Another encounter we had was with a person 

actively dying who struggled against his sheets, stripped off his clothing, and moaned with 

“terminal restlessness.” He had no one there with him, his door was wide open, and nurses 

simply walked by. Katie and I provided quiet music that matched the tempo of his breathing and 

helped decrease his anxiety. The experiences I had with Katie at Hospice of the Twin Cities as a 

University student revealed the difficulty of this work but also the power of presence. My sense 

that I wanted to work in hospice deepened. 

 As a music therapy intern at University Hospitals in Cleveland, Ohio under the tutelage 

of Dr. Deforia Lane and Kathy Jo Gutgsell, During one of our weekly hospice visits, it seemed 

that everyone on the unit was actively dying. We went from room to room to facilitate 

reminiscing with family, provide quiet improvised music on my guitar and her harp, and witness 

the strength of the staff. One family made song dedications to their loved one and shared the 

story behind each piece they chose. The final song they picked was “Oh Danny Boy” in honor of 
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his Irish heritage. At the climax of the refrain, he took his last breath. I continued playing as 

Kathy Jo slipped out of the room to inform the nurse. After sharing this moment, Kathy Jo and I 

stepped outside in the prairie land surrounding the unit and took a deep breath together. In 

reflecting on our day together, I decided that this would be the most perfect way to pass – well 

cared for and accompanied by friends, family, and beautiful music. I couldn’t wait to become a 

professional and continue to create these moments for patients and their families. 

 This internship led me to eight years serving as the Program Director at Gianna Homes – 

a memory care home in Minnetonka, MN. While this work included many roles in the 

organization, one of my favorite things to lead was our morning devotions. With familiar hymns 

and a mindset of “full and active participation,” even the most advanced residents contributed to 

our service. I also had the privilege of sitting with residents and their families during their final 

moments together. Sometimes I provided music and other times we leaned into silence. As I took 

on leading caregiver support groups, I noticed a fatigue in them deeper than any bubble bath or 

massage or act of self-care could touch. It was spiritual fatigue of lost hopes and dreams. It was a 

fatigue that my training as a music therapist thus far hadn’t equipped me to fully witness. For this 

reason, I felt called to seminary. 

 Each class at United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities was more intriguing than 

the last. I have learned to see the world through the lens of social justice work. I have glimpsed 

into eons of humanity as written about in the Bible. I have studied different theories and 

approaches to pastoral care. Most importantly, I think, I have become more aware of my 

insecurities, hot buttons, and growth areas. As a CPE student with St. Croix Hospice, I learned 

how to appreciate silences, make up prayers on the spot, and provide non-anxious presence to 

people without depending on my guitar or singing voice. I have encountered other students from 
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completely different religious or spiritual traditions and was challenged to think about just how 

open I am. They were very gracious with me as I stumbled into new understandings with their 

help. 

 Now that I have secured my ideal position as a music therapist with Fairview Homecare 

and Hospice, I am eager to extend my gifts. As someone with a strong music foundation, nearly a 

decade of experience with memory care patients, and a foundational theological education, I am 

hearing a call to start a church worship experience especially for people with dementia and their 

care partners. Families with loved ones who have a dementia diagnosis may not have spiritual 

support that is specifically suited to their needs, especially when they are still living at home. A 

dementia-friendly service would include familiar music, participatory responses, and elicit active 

participation from those gathered. Together, we will explore the questions of identity and loss 

that surface in the wake of these diseases. Although I began seminary without the intent of being 

in congregational ministry, I see a need where my gifts align, and I am eager to see how the 

Spirit moves this idea to reality. 

 This work would not be possible without a connection to a Local Church. I value my 

membership at Lyndale UCC in Minneapolis. My fellow congregants teach me to think about the 

implications of scripture messages, my actions, and the interrelatedness of events in the world. If 

I do not take the time to fill my spirit, I cannot lead others to do so. Being involved at Lyndale 

helps me stay grounded in my faith and encourages me to grow in insight and refection. Growing 

up a Preacher’s Kid, I don’t know how to do church without being involved. I will continue to 

make music in various ways with my church members, read scripture, preach, and serve on 

committees when asked to do so. I appreciate the love and support I feel from the wise and 

varied Lyndalians. 
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 Being involved with the wider UCC has also been essential in my continued self-care. 

My family spends a week at Moon Beach Camp each summer, a part of the Wisconsin 

Conference. It is a joy to learn from and relax with UCCers from across the country. At the 

Minnesota Conference, I felt in awe of our denomination’s commitment to giving voice to 

anyone who has something to say and learning from each other during breakout sessions. It is 

also a time for connecting with colleagues and finding support during formal gatherings and 

informal conversation. Most recently, I have witnessed the larger church wrestle with how to 

best live out of call to “welcome” each other and discuss how the wider church speaks to our 

faith at General Synod. Having denominational support from the Conference and National 

settings as a new minister with a unique way of being church will be invaluable. 

 Throughout my life, I have been attached to the UCC. I am ready to affirm this 

commitment again through ordination. As a music therapist and pastor, I will live out the values 

of love, oneness, and justice. I have had incredible experiences in hospice as a music therapist. 

As a minister, I will now have the skills to more deeply witness the strengths and fatigue of 

people in their final months and can be nimbler around discussions of privilege and access to 

services. As an ordained minister, I will strive to be an example of the marks of faithful and 

effective leadership not only in my work but in my whole being. 

Boundaries 

 Having professionally come of age in the medical field, I learned it is essential to form 

healthy boundaries. While I have truly loved each of the residents I walked with at Gianna 

Homes, it was always with the knowledge that they were not my own family. It is my job to 

create space for families to love each other for themselves and to use the knowledge I have to 
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support the wellness of each individual. If I were to become enmeshed in my patients’ lives, I 

would not be able to accompany them to the end of their lives and do this work sustainably. 

 Unfortunately, as we hear in today’s news, people have not respected sexual boundaries. 

Consent not only means that a person did not refuse advances but that each party has actively 

and enthusiastically agreed to interactions. Even if each person is open to a relationship, it is not 

appropriate to have sexual encounters and dual relationships with subordinates, bosses, hospice 

clients, church members, and family members of clients. There is power that comes with sexual 

encounters and that type of power does not belong in the workplace. 

 An important aspect of boundaries is self-care. Without practices that fill me up, I will 

not be able to uphold my part of the covenant to serve others and be witness to their lives. I find 

restoration in the outdoors, music making, friendships, and my supportive partner Jacob. These 

practices would be impossible to keep without healthy boundaries of my time. During my 

internship at Falcon Heights UCC, it would have been easy to work an additional 20 hours a 

week outside of that which was assigned to me. However, it was essential that I left the work at 

the door when I came home. Without these self-care practices, I would not be able to weather the 

emotional and spiritual requirements of ministry. 

 

With this, I humbly submit my theology, understanding of the UCC, sense of call, and 

knowledge of boundaries to be considered for ordination into the United Church of Christ so that 

I can participate in the Symphony of Creation as a music therapist and pastor.   
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