
Ordination Paper,  Mitch Nelson 
Personal Milestones and Sense of Call, Part 1 
     
    
    I grew up on a lake outside of St. James, MN. During those years I met Pastor 

Don who was new to St. James Presbyterian Church and was confirmed by him.  

Throughout my life I would always return and visit and go to church and hear  

Don’s sermons. They always touched me wherever I was at in my life. When I  

had moved to Rochester, MN. It was easier to return on the weekends and visit.  

This progressed until Don was diagnosed with early onset dementia. Upon finding  

Don alone and confused during the beginning of his memory care I made a  

commitment to visit Don at least once a week through the progression of his  

disease. 

     

    At first I was able to take out Don to restaurants and walks in the park. I also  

had the practice of taking him out to church services every Sunday. Don loved to  

sing and when the choir would sing the special music of the service he would sing  

along. After one service, choir members asked about us and I explained about  

Don and his dementia, they then welcomed us into the choir. We were able to go  

to choir practices and sing with the Choir on Sundays for maybe a year and a half.  

I would hold the music and point to the words to help Don follow along.  

Eventually Don became too confused and we had to end this practice. As his  

dementia progressed I had to also eventually stop other outings and eventually  

his body deteriorated from the atrophy. This relationship lasted for 7 years as Don  

passed away last summer. Throughout that time Don would always amaze me  



and give me messages of encouragement in realizing what I was doing. What I  

learned about the holy during that time was in wanting to see Don treated as  

sacred and holy, I learned my experience of the holy as a way in the world in  

actions and way of being. 

       

    My faith is something I learned from Don and his relationship with God. I was  

drawn to it over the years and found myself wanting to learn more from his  

sermons. Don focused a lot on the life of Jesus and the resurrection. The  

examples of forgiving, loving you neighbor, and other teachings from the Gospels  

really set into my faith. From my spending time with Don, my understanding of  

this faith has become relational. The humanness of Jesus that the Gospel of John  

describes as being in relation with us in our own joy and suffering. It is not  

necessarily having all the right answers but being humble and caring for all of life  

in seeing that it precious in times of joy and suffering.  

      

    The second part of my faith Journey is in those spaces in between getting to  

know Don. Those spaces were always filled with time in nature. From taking care  

of a campground in California, landscaping in Denver, and taking care of a native  

prairie at the Seminary, I have always been drawn to nature. As for my faith I  

would describe it as believing in the creation account and seeing nature as  

something that was created and blessed by God. Also a relationship, I feel that  

when nature is seen as something sacred in creation this can lead to better care  

for it and humanity.  

       



    My call as of late has moved into Pastoral Ministry with part time Churches 

 and writing on Christian Ecology. In the past couple years of serving small  

rural churches I have realized that I enjoy writing services each week along with  

sermons. When I had a break from the UCC church in Walker and the two  

churches in Glencoe, I found myself missing the process. My love for nature has  

progressed through my seminary writing to working on a Doctorate degree with  

the focus on Christian Ecology with considerations of Process Theology and Jewish  

Spiritual understanding of sacred texts.  

 

UCC Statement of Faith and The Churches Mission, Part 2 
 
    I had the chance to formulate my own theology on the Church and Mission in  
 
my Global Christianity class. What made the class a good format for forming a  
 
Church theology was in the materials we were reading on Global Christianity  
 
which included the history of the Christian Church.  
 
    
    There where two perspectives I found interesting by identifying what global  
 
Christianity is. One, that there are as many perspectives and theologies on what is  
 
Christianity as there are believers, because it is the believer that defines their own  
 
faith. Neither right nor wrong but the theology and concept of church will change  
 
with whomever is witnessing it. The other perspective was in the translatability  
 
of the Gospel as a theology and church. This perspective is based on the idea that 
 



because the gospel had always been translated and is translatable enables each  
 
individual culture the ability to define it in their own context. These two  
 
perspectives combined give for an individual and contextual freedom for the  
 
culture to define what the church is.  
 
     
    These perspectives are in line with UCC theology on the Church and the UCC  
 
Statement of faith which is non creedal. The core of the Statement of faith is  
 
having a belief in God, Eternal Spirit, and our Lord Jesus Christ that seeks in holy  
 
love to save all people. “He bestows upon us his Holy Spirit, creating and  
 
renewing the church of Jesus Christ, binding in covenant faithful people of all  
 
ages, tongues, and races.”, is realized in these perspectives of translation and  
 
individual witness by giving freedom for the creating and renewing of the church  
 
for faithful people of all ages, tongues, and races.  
 
     
    This perspective of freedom for interpretation by the individual context is 
 
balanced by the tradition of proclaiming the gospel to the world and eating at his  
 
table. While there is freedom to interpret from one given context, the sacredness  
 
of reading and interpreting scripture, and the sacraments of baptism and  
 
communion remain as practices that connect all believers in covenant with one  
 
another regardless of the context.  



 
    In regards to mission in serving men and women while resisting powers of evil  
 
is to continually look into the future and see how nature and humanity can be  
 
best served in respect to their sacredness. Often the powers of evil are  
 
destructive in not acknowledging the sacredness of creation and humanity. In  
 
past history of missions this sacredness has been missed. Cultures and societies  
 
were taught their culture and way of life was wrong, and in order to be Christian  
 
they had to assimilate to an American and European way of life. In the same way, 
 
nature and creation have not been treated sacred by the progression of humanity  
 
in visioning itself in dominion over it.  
 
Personal Theological Statement, Part 3(3.1, Biblical 
Interpretation, 3.2, Serving , and 3.3, UCC History and Polity) 
 
Biblical interpretation and Theology, 3.1 
 
Informed Interpretation, prophets and history, Jewish understanding. 
 
    An Informed Interpretation is based on the idea the more one learns about  
 
scripture text and its cultural history the more it informs itself, however by not  
 
understanding that some scripture text is Historical account and some a prophetic  
 
word of God can create confusion. This is why it is necessary to have an Informed  
 
Interpretation that separates the line of prophets and their prophecies from the  
 



historical content. This then enables the interpretation to distinguish the word of  
 
God from Historical account. An example of this would be the difference between  
 
the Prophet Samuel and the first Kings of Israel. Even King David, a very Spiritual  
 
person, is never referred to as a prophet. Also, the kings Saul and Solomon are  
 
never considered prophets by biblical standards. The result is there is a good  
 
amount then of this biblical content that is historical accounts of the twelve tribes  
 
of Israel and the history of these Kings. To read these parts from the history of  
 
kings as prophetic leading could be misleading.  
 
    
    The second point in Informed Interpretation is in understanding Jewish terms  
 
and theology. For instance, “The doctrine of original sin is totally unacceptable to  
 
Jews. Jews believe that man enters the world free of sin, with a soul that is pure  
 
and innocent and untainted”1. Also the idea that Adam is spiritually connected to  
 
God is also in the creation account as the tree of life which was a whole spiritual  
 
practice of Jews is in seeing the creation of Adam and humanity as holy.  
 
    
   
 Sacraments 
     
    Communion as a sacrament is important as a ritual in participating with God,  
 
Jesus, and the Holy Spirit in the way Jesus directed during the Passover meal with  

 
1 “Judaism’s Rejection of Original Sin”, Issues in Jewish Ethics, accessed, Oct. 22, 2020,jewishvituallibrary.org 



 
his disciples. We find in communion partaking in the new covenant in Jesus an 
 
agreement in his spirit of love and forgiveness for all in inclusion.  
     
     
    The sacraments are also important in a ritual perspective in the same way  
 
reading and interpreting scripture is important in sacredness. Interpreting  
 
scripture is a practice that not only did Jesus and his disciples follow, but as well  
 
Jewish Rabbis and Priests in interpreting the Torah. Why this practice is important  
 
is because it allows space for the spirit and guidance from God and Jesus. One  
 
interprets from a word that is grounded in God. There is a whole interesting  
 
perspective in that the Hebrew language itself was considered alive and that Jesus  
 
was this living Word being brought to life in the Gospel of John. The sacrament of  
 
baptism is the acknowledgment of the living God in Jesus in one’s life. This  
 
acknowledgment can be done at any point in one’s life and the acknowledgment  
 
is sacred.  
 
Translation as interpretation. 
 
     I first learned about the concept of translation of the Bible as interpretation  
 
and even a theology from Lamin Sanneh in his book Whose Religion is Christianity.  
 
In the book, Sanneh describes how from his observations a lot of the current  
 
movement in Global Christianity is a result of the Bible being translated to native  



 
languages of cultures that already had a concept and language for spirituality and  
 
God. That result of the Bible being in their native language was this created a  
 
biblical God that was familiar to them in their own language and made it  
 
personal. Sanneh goes on to describe how the New Testament in its history has  
 
always been translated from its beginning writing of the Gospels by the disciples  
 
for cultures that were not in Israel like Italy, Greece, and so on. So it is an  
 
engrained part of Christianity or trait that Christianity is to be made personal and  
 
available to anyone through translation. 
 
    
    I learned a second variation on this concept of translation in learning about  
 
disability ministry and Nancy L. Eiesland’s concepts of theology in A Disabled God.  
 
The idea of translation is in the concept that there should be an accessible  
 
theology for anyone, especially those with disabilities. This led to a translation  
 
that is for those with disabilities. 
 
    A third variation on translation as interpretation can  
 
be found in liberation theology where the incarnation of Jesus is made available in  
 
the context of those seeking liberation. Examples of this are Woman’s liberation  
 
theology and African American liberation theology. 
 
Values and the Teachings of Jesus. 



 
    The values and teachings of Jesus are still revolutionary and radical 2,000 years  
 
later. The teachings of love your neighbor, love yourself,  love God, forgiveness  
 
for self and others, and non-judgement have the ability to create change in the  
 
world, especially in environmental and social justice. Sociology teaches that what  
 
a culture or society values and believes manifests into how the society functions.  
 
    These teachings are literally a way of life in the way it is described in following  
 
Jesus. It’s not that one casts away an old life but rather has a fuller life in living  
 
out these values. This leads to freedom for the self and others, as well as, care for  
 
self others and creation.  
 
 
Serving, 3.2 
 
Process theology, 
 
    Process theology gives a grounding in the nature what it is to serve. Process  
 
theology is based on the idea that because God is the creator of the world and  
 
humanity, God is then within creation and humanity in a process that is seeking  
 
the care for creation and humanity as something sacred that is created by God.  
 
Process theology is based on Alfred North Whitehead and his philosophy as a  
 
scientist that believed because our actions are based upon our thoughts, feelings,  
 
values, and past circumstances, these actions then create our reality. The process  



of God in creation and our lives then is found in the spirit of these values, actions,  
 
 beliefs in a creative process. 
   
     
    John B. Cobb, one of the founders of Christian Process theology, encounters  
 
this wisdom when asked about Process theology and the connection to  
 
Christianity, “Speaking positively now, process theologians believe that the God  
 
revealed in Jesus' person and teaching is best understood in terms of love rather  
 
than of controlling power. This does not mean that God is powerless but that  
 
God's power is not coercive. We often say that God is persuasive, and that is  
 
correct. It may be still better to say that God's power is expressed in empowering  
 
creatures and giving them freedom as well as in calling them to express that  
 
freedom in love.”2 Cobb then gives the expression of Process Theology in the idea   
 
the creative process of God was intended to express love that is revealed in Jesus.  
 
This Process Theology then leads to a serving nature as taught by Jesus in that  
 
process of caring for ourselves, humanity, and creation. 
 
Care for self, 
 
    Care for self is an important aspect because this aspect often gets missed by  
 
Christians because of their serving nature. In focusing only on others and creation,  
 
one could easily become personally drained in energy and spirit. I have found that  

 
2 John Cobb, The Process Perspective II (St. Louis, Missouri: Chalice Press, 2011), kindle 111. 



the teaching from Jesus in the dust on your feet passage, “by casting off the dust  
 
of your feet against them as a testimony”, addresses the need for self care. Dust  
 
on the feet is a religious spiritual teaching. The practice during biblical times was  
 
for communities to take care of Rabbis and their students as spiritual leaders in  
 
the communities. Jesus’ description to shake the dust of one’s feet then was in  
 
acknowledgment that if a community is not caring for the individual, to take that  
 
as a sign and return to self care. The symbolism of the dust during biblical times  
 
was that in welcoming someone to your home you would have a wash basin  
 
outside your front door and wash the feet of the visitor that had been traveling  
 
dusty roads in sandals. This custom was seen as sign of welcoming and care for  
 
the visitor. In another words Jesus is teaching self care first, and if we are in a non  
 
caring environment to not be spiritually drained and instead take care of  
 
ourselves. 
      
      
    Self care is as variable as the individual because we all have our own unique  
 
needs. Some basics are diet, exercise if applicable, and living conditions. Spiritual  
 
nourishment is also variable depending on the individual. The idea in Spiritual  
 
Nourishment is creating space in time though out one’s days where a person’s  
 
spirit is being fed or enriched. For me personally there are two main areas of  
 



Spiritual Nourishment nature and love for music. I nourish my own spirit by taking  
 
time out twice a day to either bike or walk outside. I also enjoy listening to music  
 
throughout my day as well as play guitar each day.  
 
Care for humanity,  
 
   The care for humanity in a process way is in responding to the suffering in the  
 
world. Suffering is something that we all have in common and no one is outside of  
 
in experience. This of course is in the serving nature in realizing the needs that are  
 
there and responding in service. Although there is always a seeking for healing,  
 
cures, and the betterment of society, part of this care is in realizing we do not  
 
always have the answers and by having a ministry of presence, and giving space  
 
for God in our lives and care for others.  
 
    Cornell West, an American philosopher and social critic , calls this ministry of  
 
presence in times of joy and suffering as the “funk of life”. Regardless of the  
 
situation, he teaches we are called to live in loving ways, “I try to give heart to  
 
intellect by being true to the funk of living. For me, this can only be seen through  
 
the lens of the cross and realized in the light of love. This is the reason that I greet  
 
each person struggling through time and space in search of love and meaning  
 
before they die as brother or sister no matter what their color. I affirm them as  
 
brother or sister to acknowledge their human struggle and suffering. It’s not  



simply a greeting that Christians reserve for other Christians, or even an  
 
acknowledgement reserved for and between black people. Both are too narrow.  
 
In a dark world, this means making pain and sorrow are my constant companions  
 
as I engage in an endless quest for healing and serving others.”3  
 
Care for creation, 
 
     I have a personal belief that creation is how we can learn about the divine and  
 
heaven. We hear the description in the Lord’s Prayer, on earth as it is in heaven. 
 
From this realization that the earth is created from heaven, one can find the  
 
sacredness of creation, and that the earth and creation itself is a church. There is  
 
a vast amount of spiritual enrichment, self awareness, and enlightenment in being  
 
in harmony with nature. We also can understand what is best for the earth in  
 
concern for the environmental crisis.  
 
     
    Along these lines of divinity being in the earth, in researching Jewish Mysticism  
 
and spirituality, I found this was a similar belief for Jews as well. An example of  
 
this can be found in Ecology and The Jewish Spirit: Where Nature and The Sacred  
 
Meet, ‘According to the Bible, the first human was fashioned from the soil. That  
 
humans and soil are of one substance is expressed by the Hebrew words for each:  
 
adam for “human,” adamah for “ground.” Into this ground, God blew the breath  

 
3 “Being True to the Funk of Living”, Cornel West, accessed, Oct. 22, 2020, today.com 



 
of life and created a living being. Humans were still soil, but suddenly much  
 
more—both of and beyond the soil.”4 Therefore, in terms of hope, it is a lot  
 
about creating the awareness that the earth is sacred. We can learn from it  
 
about God and our own spirituality, in that we are of the earth which leads to  
 
eternal awareness.  
 
UCC History and Polity, 3.3 
 
History 
      
     I believe the history of the UCC is really defining what the denomination  
 
stands for as a whole. What we call the “church of many firsts”, the UCC Church is  
 
rich in a history of standing up for those that are on the fringes of society and in  
 
need of justice. This history of firsts is also inclusive in being the first mainline  
 
denomination to lead in the way of including those that have not been allowed to  
 
lead in past histories, African Americans, Women, and the LGBT community.  
 
Like the teachings of Jesus, this history of the UCC church continues to be radical  
 
in the year 2021, where we are experiencing social unrest because of an  
 
entrenched systemic racism, a violent disrespect of the sacredness of others, and  
 
an environmental crisis of Global Warming. Because of the increasing  
 
emergencies of these time it is ever more important for this UCC Church history  

 
4 Jeff Sultar, Ecology and the Jewish Spirit (Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing) kindle location 19 



 
to continue to grow into the future in leading with a vision of peace and  
 
reconciliation for these issues.  
 
      
    I also believe in the history of the UCC Church as a reformed denomination that  
 
is a continuation of the original early churches of Christianity. Following these  
 
roots, the history of the Catholic Church, the reformed Church, and the many  
 
Church leaders and theologians that have developed Christianity, the church is to  
 
be inclusive while at the same time hold sacred the practices of the early church.  
 
This is done in scripture reading with a message, communion, and baptism. These  
 
rituals and practices of the Christian Church that the UCC Church is part of I  
 
believe are sacred and have been passed down many generations since the time  
 
of Jesus. In that holiness and sanctity, I believe the root in these practices should  
 
be honored and kept alive.  
 
Polity 
 
    I believe a democratic government is the best form of government. It allows  
 
for individual freedom while maintaining a structure that holds accountability for  
 
peace and the respect of one another. The polity of the UCC church in being  
 
Congregational and Covenantal allows for a democratic government with voting  
 
from each congregation, while having the accountability of the covenant between  



 
churches. 
 
God is still speaking and Secular Spirituality 
 
     A lot of secular spirituality speaks to the individuality of the Post-Modern times  
 
we are living in. It is a continuation of the concept of freedom in spirit found in  
 
UCC History and Polity. I believe this is going to to become an increasingly  
 
important area of growth for the UCC Church in these Post-Modern times. In the  
 
secular world, one has the ability to be spiritual in their own belief regardless of  
 
the situation. The world does not need to change for the individual to be spiritual  
 
because the person already is accepted and loved in their own personal  
 
spirituality. This is the UCC motto ‘God is still speaking’. 
     
     The gospel of John talks a lot about not being of the world. This concept is  
 
often found in eastern religion as well. The teaching is for the individual to  
 
feel complete or loved by God in their own spirituality, and to not let their  
 
relationships in the world make that understanding lessened. 
 
     
    One of the best scriptural stories about secular spirituality is the story about the  
 
Good Samaritan. The story describes how the actions of the individual showing  
 
mercy on the man in need are what made him have an spiritual awareness of  
 
eternal life. It was the actions of the man not his religious affiliation that created  



his spiritual awareness. 
 
Call with an understanding of boundary training. Part 4 
 
     My sense of call and its development is interwoven with how power and  
 
boundaries are at work in ordained ministry. Like anyone going through the  
 
ordination process, it has been a considerable amount of discernment, learning,  
 
and work. As I shared in my growth of faith with my time with Pastor Don and his  
 
suffering of dementia, I learned that regardless of the ministry setting, it is truly  
 
about being there for others in the love of God and Jesus. I have peace in my own  
 
soul in that learning and faith.  
 
     
    Part of that peace has enabled me to lately focus on my own self care. I eat a  
 
vegan diet, exercise about 2 hours a day, and live at my best a clean energy life  
 
for the environment. I learned in Boundary Training having this grounding in my  
 
own personal self care is important in ministry settings because one can be  
 
overwhelmed with caretaking and giving time to the ministry setting. By taking  
 
care of my own physical and emotional health, I realize I need a good amount of  
 
time each day for self care. Having time each day for being outside is also  
 
important for my spiritual well being, which might be incorporated with my  
 
exercise.  
 



   What helps in creating this boundary of time for myself is maintaining regular  
 
working hours where I work on service planning and other church business in a  
 
structured time frame. Part of this time frame is something I learned from my  
 
mentor, Pastor Michael Small who taught me to start off the work week on  
 
Monday by beginning the sermon writing right away. This enables one to get  
 
ahead of time on the week and also creates a sense of a normal work week by  
 
taking Saturday off and having the sense of a weekend.  
 
     
    This grounding of my own spiritual faith and care also enables me to have clear  
 
boundaries with those I am serving. While it is nice to receive compliments and  
 
have relationships within the ministry setting, I work from this foundation of my  
 
own personal faith and peace, and realize situations in which this might be  
 
compromised in order to fit the needs of another person or church’s agenda that  
 
I do not believe is ok. This foundation is continually based on the teachings of  
 
Jesus in creating an environment that is loving, forgiving, inclusive, and non  
 
judgmental.  
 
     
     Something I learned from Pastor Don that influenced my call, is to be myself  
 
and real in the ministry setting. This helps build clear boundaries in the ministry  
 
setting. For one, it helps build relationships within the community because people  



 
learn about who I am and share their own stories in return. And two, the  
 
boundary is clear on what is my own personal faith in witness and what is  
 
someone else’s own individual experience.  
 
    The last part of my sense of power and boundaries pertaining to my future  
 
calling, is that I realize for my own personal call there is a passion for the   
 
environment as well as those that have been marginalized. As I go forward with  
 
the intention to get my Doctorate and write on Christian Ecology, I also go  
 
forward with a passion to serve a church and their spirituality. I have found a  
 
grounding in pastoral ministry that is humbling in serving wonderful people that  
 
have and are living diverse rich lives full of grace and joy in their own way.   
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