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 This paper is my Christian autobiography and the basis for my request to be 

ordained as a minister in the United Church of Christ (UCC). I am indebted to my 

mentor, David Tillman, for his input and for the input of Lynne Krehbiel-Breneman 

My touchstones are “faith”, “action,” and “transformation.” I use the word 

“faith” to represent my Christian beliefs and my spiritual journey; the word “action” to 

represent the acts that I make because of faith; and, the word “transformation” to 

represent the changes that one can make because of faith.  

For years, I explored my faith by thinking about it. That was frustrating for me 

because my mind could not explain the emotional connection that I felt to God, Jesus, 

and the Holy Spirit. During seminary, I learned that Rudolf Bultmann wrote that faith 

cannot be created through intellect or logic; instead, faith must come from a person’s 

belief or intuition. In other words, faith does not come from the head, it comes from the 

heart (which is not to say that faith contradicts intelligence). This put into words what I 

had been feeling in my heart.   

My parents created my faith. Christianity and faith were important parts of my 

parents’ lives and their faith made their worldview: people needed to follow the rules, 

people needed to do the right thing, and people needed to be concerned with others.  



They taught me that concern for others took precedence over personal gain, and they 

lived consistently with their beliefs.  

This was the spark that ignited my Christian faith because it was an example of 

faith creating a way of being in the world. From that spark, my faith grew through 

conversations with my family and my Sunday school teachers (my Sunday school 

teachers did not tell their students what to believe; rather, they allowed their students to 

explore the faith that was right for them). Faith was the catalyst for action in the world.   

My faith has been reinforced by my experiences with God and Jesus, and it has 

been reinforced by witnessing God’s power in the world. God never speaks to me 

directly; instead, God is present for me, God listens to me; and, after I am with God, I 

have a path forward. God knows what is in my head and in my heart; and, that 

experience of being known gives me comfort, confidence, and strength. Finally, my 

faith has been enhanced by witnessing spiritual people working to make the world a 

better place. Whether the examples were my Sunday school teachers who gave their 

talents and time to children, church leaders who worked for the church on boards, or 

faith leaders who helped others—this has shown me the power that God can inspire in 

the world and the ability that God has of transforming people.  

“Actions speak louder than words.” That saying is important to me in a number 

of ways. The first way is because actions show hypocrisy. For example, if a banker 

claims, “I am not a racist”; yet, will not loan money to people of color—the actions 

contradict the words. To the loan applicant, the “unbiased” banker is no better than the 

“racist” banker.  



The second reason that the phrase “actions speak louder than words” is 

important to me is because of the bond between faith and action. Can a person really 

follow Jesus without feeding the hungry and freeing the captive? If I say that I follow 

Jesus, yet, I do not help my neighbor—how am I different from the most selfish person? 

What does it mean to be a Christian if one does not act in the world? Jesus taught me, in 

the parable of the two sons at Matthew 21:28-31, that it is more important to act than to 

say that one will act.   

David Tillman introduced me to Richard Rohr. Rohr wrote this in 2018 regarding 

pain, transformation, and wounds: 

 If we cannot find a way to make our wounds into sacred wounds, 

we invariably become cynical, negative, or bitter. This is the storyline of 

many of the greatest novels, myths, and stories of every culture. If we do  

not transform our pain, we will most assuredly transmit it—usually to those 

closest to us: our family, our neighbors, our co-workers, and, invariably, 

the most vulnerable, our children. 

 

I agree with this beautiful quote. I have been changed by God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, 

and my seminary. I feel that we in the United Church of Christ are in the relationship 

and transformation business—our jobs are to be in relationship with others and to be 

transformed and to help others be transformed so that we can use the pain of life to 

build a beautiful and holy world. 

I have felt God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit’s presence in my life, I have felt them 

“nudging” me in a certain direction, and my seminary education was because of their 



nudge. I was transformed by seminary and it changed my view of life and my role in 

life. I hope to help my congregation be transformed into a fuller and richer life. God and 

Jesus led me to this place, and I know that I am happiest when I follow their lead. I 

hope to communicate this feeling to others.  

1. My theological perspective and grasp of the historic Christian faith. 

UCC Statement of Faith adapted by Robert V. Moss:    

“We believe in God, the Eternal Spirit, who is made known to us in Jesus our 

brother, and to whose deeds we testify: God calls the worlds into being, creates 

humankind in the divine image, and sets before us the ways of life and death.” 

My vision of God is precious to me, but a vision can be hard to describe because 

it is felt, and not seen. Because of the difficulty that I had in explaining a belief, during 

seminary I gravitated toward theologians who explored the different images of God.  

The theologians Sallie McFague and Julian of Norwich greatly influenced my 

understanding of God. 

In her book Metaphorical Theology, Sallie McFague wrote that our ideas of God are 

story-based, rather than literal, because of our difficulty in placing God in an 

understandable, every day, context. (Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology, 

Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1982). She wrote that some traditional images of 

God—God as a man, a king, or a warrior--have been used to prevent people from 

reaching God. In her book Models of God, McFague built on this discussion and offered 



alternatives to God as king or warrior with new models of God such as a Mother, Lover, 

or Friend. (Sallie McFague, Models of God, Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1987).      

In her later writing, McFague wrote that a healthy relationship with God can 

inspire a healthy way of being in this world, and can influence allow to have a healthy 

and sustainable relationship with the universe. This has been proven to me in my life, 

and I want to communicate that feeling to others. 

From women mystics, in particular Julian of Norwich, I learned that we can have 

a direct, powerful relationship with God; and, that we can overcome structural 

inequities through our faith. Her words inspired me to deepen my relationship to God 

and to work to eliminate structural barriers in our world. 

These are my opinions of God: God created the universe, God created us in 

God’s image, and God wants us to have a healthy relationship with our fellow beings 

based upon respect and love. God’s son Jesus understood this, and loved God and his 

neighbors. Like Jesus, we are God’s children too, and we can love God and our 

neighbors. When we do not love ourselves, when we do not love God, and when we do 

not love our neighbors, God’s words and Jesus’ teachings are ways for us to return to 

balance. 

The goals in scripture—love of God, love of neighbor, love of self—are my goals, 

and by working for these goals through my ministry, my life has become simpler and 

easier to manage because all everything else falls to the wayside.  



I believe in God’s power, I believe in the power of living a good life such as the 

life that Jesus led, and I believe that the Holy Spirit can energize us to do great and holy 

things. I am a member of the United Church of Christ, I agree with the tenets of the 

church, and I appreciate the power these values have had in my life.  

God seeks in holy love to save all people from aimlessness and sin. God 

judges all humanity and all nations by that will of righteousness declared through 

prophets and apostles.  

I believe that God saves people from aimlessness and sin through relationship 

building--relationships with God and with all other people. If people do not have a 

healthy relationship with others, they can treat others as simply a means to an end. The 

antidote to this practice is the belief that all people—regardless of gender, skin color, or 

wealth, have equal value and should be treated with love and with respect. (One of 

Jesus’ main messages). If we are treating people with love and respect, we cannot treat 

them as less important as we are.   

I do not view God’s “judging” and the definition of “sin” in ways that they have 

been sometimes taught in the past. (I am referring to God as the high magistrate 

judging people based upon a “scorecard” of their sins or their disobedience. Those with 

few sins go to heaven, those with many sins go to eternal damnation). I do not view 

“sin” as lawbreaking that leads to damnation. I feel that when people break the rules—

when they hurt each other, steal from each other, or abuse each other—it is because of 

illness or because they do not love themselves or because they do not love others. I 

know that people can do horrible things to other people; yet, I don’t feel that God 



judges those actions and decides that certain people need to be punished eternally. I 

view “sin” as falling short of the people that we can be. God wants us to be happy and 

healthy and whole. We can achieve this in our lives by improving ourselves with God’s 

help. Jesus has taught us a way to have a healthy relationship with God and with our 

neighbors—a relationship built upon respect and love—and we can model our lives on 

Jesus’ life. As individuals can fall short, institutions can fall short. Institutions such as 

corporations and governments can have goals other than respect and love for all 

creatures. When corporate and governments have goals or policies that are inconsistent 

with Jesus’ teaching and God’s words, then I think they could be described as sinning. 

We Christians, and all people, must act to help individuals, corporations, and 

governments when they fall short of being the best that they can be.  

In Jesus Christ, the man of Nazareth, our crucified and risen Lord, God has 

come to us and shared our common lot, conquering sin and death and reconciling the 

whole creation to its Creator. 

Jesus believed that we are all children of God. Jesus believed that we should have 

a strong relationship with God and with others. Jesus believed that love was more 

powerful than death, and that after we die, we will live with God. Jesus believed so 

strongly in these things that he was willing to die for his beliefs. Jesus’ life, death, 

teaching, and resurrection showed people that Jesus’ found a way to God and to 

everlasting life.  

God bestows upon us the Holy Spirit, creating and renewing the church of 

Jesus Christ, binding in covenant faithful people of all ages, tongues, and races.  



 To me, the Holy Spirit is the feeling of God’s presence and vitality that makes us 

act. The church of Jesus Christ is the gathering of like-minded people who love God, 

love Jesus’ life and teaching, and who are inspired by the Holy Spirit to live out their 

beliefs in the world. As with Jesus, to the church, it does not matter a person’s gender, 

color, age, ability, or language—the important thing is how a person incorporates God, 

Jesus, and the Holy Spirit in their lives and in their actions.  

 God calls us into the church to accept the cost and joy of discipleship, to be 

servants in the service of the whole human family, to proclaim the gospel to all the 

world and resist the powers of evil, to share in Christ’s baptism and eat at this table, 

to join him in his passion and victory.  

 God yearns for us to have a good relationship with a higher power and with 

other living things. The church provides a place for us to worship God and work with 

others to make the world a better place. We can find joy and meaning in our lives by 

doing this work. This work comes at a cost—we must spend part of our time and 

wealth accomplishing this work and supporting the church and its valuable work in 

society. We serve others, and we try to make the world a better place. I feel that we are 

called to create a just, peaceful, and sustainable world for everyone. We need to be 

active in the world and we need to confront economic issues such as the necessity of a 

living wage, we need to protect the environment, and we need to remove barriers to 

equality.  

It is important to me to proclaim the gospel, and I do this by living a good life 

and talking to people about my faith when they have questions.   



The sacraments are important to me. I love baptism because it is always beautiful 

to welcome new life into the church. There is an energy and a solemnity to a baptism. 

Along with the joy of welcoming a new life into the world and into the community of 

believers, a baptism provides an opportunity for the members of the church and the 

clergy to reflect on our lives and to reflect on our responsibilities to the person baptized, 

to other members of the church, to God, and to all people.   

These are my beliefs regarding communion: there is a power in sharing a meal 

together and it can be holy and transformative; shared meals can create bonds between 

people, community among people, and connections; communion also represents the 

love that we can have for others; communion reminds us of Jesus’ willingness to 

sacrifice for his beliefs, his friends, and his God; communion represents God’s love and 

God’s thirst for us to have a healthy relationship with God and with our neighbors and 

God’s happiness in forgiving our sins; lastly, communion is important because it is a 

symbol of God’s promise of everlasting life and the proof of that everlasting life in 

Jesus’ resurrection.  

 God promises to all who trust in the gospel forgiveness of sins and fullness of 

grace, courage in the struggle for justice and peace, the presence of the Holy Spirit in 

trial and rejoicing, and eternal life in that kingdom which has no end. 

 I trust in God’s promises and God’s ability to teach us and to help us grow. God 

is happy to forgive our sins as we recognize our mistakes and work on eliminating 

them from our lives. God is with us and encourages us as we grow and as we act in the 

world in order to make the world a more just and peaceful place. I have experienced 



God through the Holy Spirit during the good times and bad times in my life, and I have 

confidence that there is life after this life.   

 Blessing and honor, glory and power be unto God. Amen.  

 

2. My understanding of the history, theological roots, polity   

and practice of the United Church of Christ.  

I will describe my understanding of the history, roots, polity and practice of the 

UCC through the concept of covenant. 

 I see a covenantal relationship the four founding denominations, who, though 

they had different theologies, agreed to combine and form a new denomination—one 

whose whole would hopefully be greater than the sum of the parts—and they agreed to 

be bound to each other and to work out differences in dialogue. The four 

denominations agreed on the most important doctrinal statements and that agreement 

served as the foundation for the UCC. By joining together in a covenantal relationship, 

the four formerly separate denominations agreed to give up some of their autonomy 

believing that the new organization would listen to them, respect them, and consider 

their opinions. I love this about the UCC: the four formerly separate denominations 

agreed to be bound together trusting that by working together, they could create 

something great. Their creation, the UCC, serves as a model for congregations: faith in 

others, trust in the goodness of others, and the belief that we may not always get our 

way, but we are greater together than we are separately.  



 Just as God can transform people, God can transform institutions such as 

congregations and denominations. The UCC covenant can serve as an example of an 

agreement to be transformed—as the four formerly separate denominations were 

transformed into something new, God can transform us into new people, our 

congregations into new congregations, and our denominations into a new organization. 

We are transformed when we work together in the congregation and worship together. 

We have a covenant, in the congregation, to help transform each other. I love the 

opportunity of being present in the transformation process at First Congregational UCC 

church in Zumbrota and if I can be a part of the transformation of the UCC, I would 

love that as well.    

 The covenantal model used to create the UCC still lives in polity and practice: “In 

essentials unity, in nonessentials diversity.” To me, that means that in questions that 

affect the entire UCC, congregations should follow the leadership of the UCC (if, after 

discernment the congregation cannot follow the UCC, that congregation may consider 

leaving the denomination). In matters that do not have universal importance, individual 

congregations can create solutions for their unique problems and the leadership of the 

UCC is not going to overrule them.  

I believe that there is an increase in tribalism in our country and in our world. 

For example, rather than continuing in a group and trying to make changes from inside 

the group, some people leave and find a smaller group in which everyone believes the 

same things. This exodus harms the large group because the large group loses diversity. 

The people who leave are harmed as well because the small group may be an “echo 



chamber” repeating ideas without allowing the introduction of new, different ideas. I 

believe that the UCC serves as an antidote to tribalism in that the covenantal model 

used to create the UCC models compromise, healthy discussion, and sacrifice.   

 Earlier in my life, I was suspicious of all large organizations and felt that a 

congregation must keep independence in order to be true to its principles. Now I 

believe that congregational independence can diminish that congregation’s 

effectiveness in the world. As I said to my congregation during a talk about the 

upcoming election—politics are important, but there are some things even more 

important. How can we be together and worship when some in the congregation 

support candidate A and some in the congregation support candidate B? The answer is 

that even though our support is important, we can worship together because we believe 

that some ideas are more important than earthly things. We in this congregation 

recognize that. If we were driving down the road and the car in front of us ran off the 

road and into the ditch and started on fire, we would not stop to check their bumper 

stickers before helping them. That shows that although politics are important, we live 

our lives showing that some things, such as helping each other, are more important. I 

feel that this is a story that shows the strength of the UCC—we do not agree on 

everything, but we agree on the most important things, and that keeps us together.  

3. My faith journey and understanding of ministry.  

 In 1968 my family moved to Chandler, Minnesota, a small town in southwestern 

Minnesota. Chandler was a Dutch community and it had two Reformed churches: a 

Dutch Reformed Church and a Christian Reformed Church (the Dutch Reformed 



Church was more conservative). While attending Sunday school at the Christian 

Reformed Church, I had a Sunday school teacher who taught us that we should think 

for ourselves about God and religion. (Years later, I was struck by how courageous he 

was in allowing us to think for ourselves). When my children were born, I started 

teaching Sunday school at my home church of Plymouth Congregational Church of 

Minneapolis. I attempted to teach my students in the same way that I had been 

taught—to think for oneself. Because the Sunday school was held simultaneous to the 

worship service, by teaching Sunday school, that meant that I could not attend services. 

I found that I learned more from my Sunday school students than I learned during the 

church services.  My students were not bound by convention or tradition when we 

talked about Bible stories—they were able to imagine new interpretations of the stories. 

Their ability to live in new, spiritual ways was pivotal in my decision to attend 

seminary in order to increase the role that spirituality played in my life. I entered 

United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities with the goal of being a minister in the 

UCC.  

 In my first year of seminary I had a preaching class taught by Rev. Beth 

Donaldson at United Church of Christ in New Brighton. I saw her give a number of 

very moving sermons. I felt that the way that I wanted to preach was different from the 

way that she preached. She preached from her voice, as she should, but I needed to find 

my voice. In my second year of seminary, my mentor, Lynne Krehbiel-Breneman, 

recommended that I watch a number of UCC ministers so that I could improve my 

preaching. She gave me a list of ministers to watch, and during the next 6 months or so I 



followed her advice. I saw Rev. Sarah Campbell at Mayflower Church in Minneapolis, 

Rev. Adam Blons and Rev. Corrine Freedman-Ellis at Macalester-Plymouth Church in 

St. Paul, Rev. Norma Rae Hunt and Rev. Clare Gromoll at St. Paul’s UCC Church in St. 

Paul, Rev. Zoe Kuester at Mizpah UCC in Hopkins, Rev. Victoria Wilgocki at St. 

Anthony Park UCC in St. Paul, Rev. Daniel Harrell at Colonial Church in Edina, Rev. 

Jane McBride and Rev. Daniel Romero at First Congregational Church of Minnesota in 

Minneapolis, Rev. Sara Wilhelm Garbers preach at Colonial Church in Edina, and Rev. 

Paula Northwood, Rev. Beth Hoffman Faeth, and Rev. Seth Patterson preach at my 

home church of Plymouth Congregational Church in Minneapolis. All of these 

wonderful preachers were different from each other; yet, each was successful. I 

wondered what were the common threads connecting these different preachers? The 

overarching principle that I learned was that they were all authentic and they all talked 

honestly from their lives. They told the story of God’s ability to change them. That is 

what I try to do at First Congregational UCC Church in Zumbrota.  

 I understand my ministry to be: helping people through difficult times in their 

lives, planning and implementing thoughtful worship services, helping people mark the 

joyful and sad events in their lives, leading the congregation, and ensuring that the 

congregation is healthy. During the events given above, I will be transformed, and I 

hope to help transform my congregation and help them grow in love for God and love 

for their neighbor. I feel that I have a duty to contribute to the UCC to the extent that I 

can be helpful to that organization.  



4. My understanding of healthy and unhealthy boundaries for ordained 

ministers. 

I have been an attorney for 35 years. There are boundary rules that control 

attorney behavior. For example, an attorney cannot have a sexual relationship with a 

client because of the power differential between attorney and client and because it is an 

abuse of trust; and, an attorney cannot be in a business relationship with a client 

because of the power differential and because it blurs the line between 

attorney/client/business partner. I have learned that a minister is in a more intimate 

relationship with a parishioner than an attorney is in with a client. When one is in a 

small congregation as I am, boundaries and a level of distance must be maintained in 

order to keep the minister and the parishioner independent and safe. As an attorney has 

a position of influence and power with a client, a minister might have even more 

influence and power with a parishioner. I have to recognize that power at all times and 

keep a close watch on my feelings and the feelings of my parishioners.   

I have completed 2 boundary classes with the UCC or Leaderwise. These classes 

have raised my awareness of the importance of boundaries and the necessity of keeping 

boundaries in the front of my mind at all times.  

Conclusion 

 I love the parishioners at First Congregational UCC church of Zumbrota. I have 

taken to ministry “as a duck takes to water.” I have grown during the year that I have 

been in Zumbrota, and I have watched the parishioners grow. We have had to change 



our services because of COVID-19 19, and some of the changes have been positive (like 

filming the services so that people can watch the services if they cannot attend in 

person). We had a socially distanced ice cream social in September, and we applied for 

and received a grant from the University of Minnesota regarding having farmers age in 

place on the farm (a high percentage of my parishioners are older farmers). We are 

trying to revitalize the church and make First Congregational UCC of Zumbrota 

influential in our community. We are trying to increase our reach and our ability to help 

others. I love that work and I love the reception that I have received from my 

congregation and I am hopeful that our work can continue and grow.  

I have thought about why I wanted to be ordained. I have talked about that with 

Rev. Beth Faeth, Lynne Krehbiel-Breneman, and David Tillman. After talking with 

David, I realized that I wanted to be ordained in the UCC for 2 reasons, one of which 

was a selfish reason and one an unselfish reason. The selfish reason was that while I 

love Zumbrota, if the church closed, or if something happened to the church, I would 

have to stop being a minister. The unselfish reason that I would like to be ordained in 

the UCC is because as I have become more involved in the UCC, after watching the 

fantastic preachers that I mentioned above, and after talking to rural ministers in the 

UCC; I want I want to become “one” of them. I would love to contribute to the UCC at 

large if I could.  


