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PART I: FAITH JOURNEY 

God, give us grace to accept with serenity 

the things that cannot be changed,    

Courage to change the things    

which should be changed,    

and the Wisdom to distinguish    

the one from the other. 

Living one day at a time,  

Enjoying one moment at a time,  

Accepting hardship as a pathway to peace,    

Taking, as Jesus did,    

This sinful world as it is,    

Not as I would have it,    

Trusting that You will make all things right,  

If I surrender to Your will,    

So that I may be reasonably happy in this life,  

And supremely happy with You forever in the next. 

Amen. 

When theologian Reinhold Niebuhr wrote the serenity prayer at the inclusion of his 

sermon in 1943, I would like to imagine he wrote it with me in mind. My life has been changed 

with the knowledge of God’s grace, salvation, serenity, and wisdom. I know that we, the children 

of God can become better people for society and a world where we, as Christians and non-

Christians, can impact ourselves and our communities for the betterment of God’s Kingdom.  My 
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pilgrimage to the ministry of God has not always been a bed of roses, but I have to say it has 

forged me as the person I have become today- A person of understanding, compassion, and love, 

as one being of service as a disciple of Christ. 

      My spiritual journey unconsciously started March 28, 1978 in a small town in Louisiana.  

Since my mother was a teenager at the time of my birth, my maternal grandparents raised me 

until my parents married.  My family is known as helpful and kind and had many large, fun 

family gatherings. I can remember those years with my grandparents fondly, with memories of a 

“kiddie pool”, toy tractor, chickens, pigs, fishing trips and pets—a life of fun and happiness.  

 I was baptized in the Baptist denomination when I was 7 years old. My family and I 

were very active in the Baptist church, and I loved going there as I was related to many in the 

congregation.  Moreover, I can remember going to Sunday school, Wednesday Bible School, 

Prayer Meeting, and the time I joined the choir.   

      From the earliest time I can remember, I have known I was different from others. I also 

knew from an early age that I was gay — and some of my extended family also noticed with 

comments like, “You have sugar in your tank.”  I did not experience this as a put-down or 

rejection but I did feel I had to hide my orientation from others until after my college years.  I 

think I became a good kid to reduce stress in the family system and tried hard to do it all right.  I 

mostly managed to avoid being bullied or harassed during my school years by fitting in and not 

making any waves.  I can remember many nights of praying to God to “Please make me straight” 

so that I would not have this heavy secret to carry with me.   

For the most part, school was a good experience for me, even though throughout 

schooling there may have only been 1 or 2 or maybe 4 other African Americans, like myself, in 

my classes.  In high school, I was involved in Peer Leadership, band, 4-H, baseball, and the 
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Fellowship of Christian Students.  I considered myself as being an outgoing person and student 

with a 3.6 grade point average. Since my youth, I recognized the presence of God’s divine hands 

working within my family and my own life. I felt God through the praise and worship, yet at 

times I felt like I was just going through the motions as a Christian until junior high school. 

During a usual prayer time, while I was praying for God’s salvation, grace and love, one special 

night I received a very powerful revelation from God.  This began a new relationship with my 

Creator and I began going to church with new commitment and intent after that. 

     After high school, I joined the Louisiana National Guard and attended The University of 

Louisiana at Monroe. In my college years, I really enjoyed going to classes and learning new 

ideas, cultures, and meeting people. I also took great pleasure in the structure and routine of the 

National Guard and decided to pursue a career as an officer.  For a long time, I lived my life “in 

another closet” and only letting outsiders see a part of who I am and not the whole me. I grew up 

in the church. I cherished those days of going to church with my family and friends. However, in 

coming of age, I took a different outlook on the church and I started turning my life away from 

the church that I understood. 

In college my participation in church activities had lapsed.  I still had the faith but not the 

desire to attend church.  Moreover, during this time, I fully came to terms with my sexuality and 

then began to tell others in my circle of friends and close family members.  This was a huge 

transitional period in my life. At one point, I was debating if I should enter active duty in the 

army.  I could see myself making a career, except that I knew I would always have to hide my 

orientation since "Don't ask, don't tell" (DADT) policy was still in place.  I experienced extreme 

anxiety prior to duty drill weekends due to my fear of being found out, and for that reason, I 

chose to pursue a career in elementary education instead. In 2003, I received my Bachelor of Art 
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degree in Elementary Education with an Early Childhood focus, and I also received my Master’s 

degree in 2005 from the University of Louisiana at Monroe in Elementary Education with a 

focus on Reading. I have taught since 2003 in three different elementary schools in Louisiana 

and Arizona and have also taught on-line education.  

Years moved along and I found my life going down a spiraling of tragic events. First, I 

had gotten RIF’ed (reduction in force) from my teaching job here in Tucson, AZ. The state was 

having financial problems and was looking at budget cuts. It seems like when the budget needs 

to be cut, education is looked at first! My school district had to RIF 600 employees that year and 

I was one of them.  I was pursuing my Doctoral degree in education at that time and the anxiety 

from the class was weighing on me as well. Being RIF’ed devastated me and I started to self-

medicate myself with alcohol to numb the pain and sadness. Not once did I stop and asked God 

for his grace, guidance and mercy. 

At the end of that summer, I received a phone call informing me that the budgets cuts 

weren’t as severe as predicted and I got my job back. My drinking declined that school year until 

the second RIF. The self-medicating pattern started back with the same cycle of crying, rage, 

drinking and depression. All the time, never did I have a conversation with God about the 

problems I was dealing with. Once again I received a call letting me know that I gotten my job 

back. 

That school year was the worst year I ever had in my teacher career. I thought I had my 

drinking under control, but I was just fooling myself. I was drinking every day after work. In my 

mind, I was relaxing after a hard day of working. The thought did cross my mind that I might be 

an alcoholic, but, influenced by my denial, I thought I wasn’t what an alcoholic should look like. 
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I told myself I would never go to school drunk, but I did. I was forced to resign that year and hit 

“rock bottom”. 

Spiritual Growth and Development 
 
     My first treatment process for alcohol was not successful, again because of that the 

phenomenon known as denial but today I will celebrate 5 years of sobriety on March 19th, 2016 

with the help of AA meetings that I continue to attend. AA is a spiritual based 12 step program 

founded on surrender and contact with one’s Higher Power or God.  During my recovery time, I 

felt the calling of the Christ leading me back to the church. Searching for a church seems to be 

like “finding a needle in a haystack”. I was looking for a church that would accept me for me and 

make me feel welcome to worship with them. Behold, I found one! One night, as I was watching 

television and saw the UCC ads, the Bouncer and the Ejector propelled campaign. At the end of 

the commercial this statement appeared, “—because no matter who you are, or where you are on 

life's journey, you're welcome here; Here at the United Church of Christ.” 

Now I am on another segment of my spiritual journey: to learn and share my spiritual 

relationship with the Triune God. Since I was a small child living in Louisiana, I have felt the 

presence of my God in my life. I knew God had a job for me, but I did not know what. I truly 

believe that every one of us as God’s children, are called to the Gospels. In that individual 

calling, some of us choose different paths in acknowledging God’s will. I believe God has called 

me and I have a feeling of the divine presence that surrounds me and calls me to God’s ministry. 

This spiritual energy in my life has transformed me. In discerning my call to ministry, it was not 

a phone call or conversation, but a feeling of joy, salvation of God’s grace and the voice of God 

through creation.   
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I have shared a spiritual inventory of my life, have fervently prayed, and have had 

numerous talks with my family, my pastor, and spiritual director about what I am about to enter. 

Throughout the process, I have begun to have a sense of joy and salvation through God’s grace. I 

also have a strong desire to learn more and to share His love and teachings--the desire to help 

others to hear the message, and learn about God’s immense and eternal love.  

I have had the honor to serve my country. I served as an enlisted soldier and as a Military 

Intelligence (MI) Officer in the United States Army (12 years). I have received training in the 

Army as an Officer in 2002, and an Intelligence Officer in 2006. In 2013, with the end of DADT, 

I commissioned into the U.S. Air Force and have received training as an Air Force 

Commissioned Officer and Air Force Chaplain Candidate.  I enjoyed being an MI Officer; 

however, I felt that God had a much higher plan for my life. The military’s family has given me 

so much in my life and I want to continue to share my experiences, strength and hope of my 

faith. I have been commissioned into the U.S. Air Force program. I hope to to help serve and aid 

my fellow Airmen as an Air Force Chaplain.  

Finally, God is inviting me to live, love, and share the Gospels, as I journey through life 

and as I advance my ministry within the United Church of Christ, and in the U.S Air Force as a 

Chaplain and a chaplain to God’s children. With the guidance of God, my family, and the body 

of Christ, I will be able to have and improve my conscious contact with God. I have completed 

my degree of Master of Divinity with a concentration in Pastoral Care and Counseling at United 

Theological Seminary. I have completed one unit of Clinical Pastoral Education at Harborview 

Medical Center in Seattle. I also have completed my third year of Air Force Reserve duty as an 

Air Force Chaplain candidate.  The Department of Defense requires all military chaplains to be 

endorsed by their faith group in order to become a chaplain in military and Ministerial 
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Excellence, Support and Authorization team of the UCC also requires that I have an ordained 

ministerial standing in the United Church of Christ in order to receive ecclesiastical endorsement 

for ministry in government. With that in mind, I applied for and was hired for the positon of 

Correctional Chaplain with State of Arizona State Prison.  As a Correctional Chaplain, I 

completed training on becoming a correctional chaplain. Throughout this spiritual journey, with 

God’s grace, I continue in developing my skills as a caregiver to God’s children in their time of 

need.  These actions will also provide me to have an open mind and willingness in me to stay 

focused on the glory of God.	

PART II: THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE  

I am a Gay African American Christian.  

I started my ordination paper with Niebuhr’s prayer because it has special meaning to me 

and it has impacted my thinking of God.  God is a God who understands my brokenness, worries 

and concerns. God does not judge me for who I am, but what I am becoming.  It is God who 

gives me the wisdom, knowledge and courage to change the things that cause me not to see God 

clearly or inflict harm to others and to self.  God is not a silent God. This transformation leads 

me to have a great understanding and love of the Creator.  The God of my understanding still 

speaks to the people of the world. The thoughts on Christian Leadership, the Stillspeaking God, 

Doctrine of God and the Trinity, Nature and Mission of the Church,  and Sacraments that I lay 

out below are my personal ways of understanding and explaining the nature of the divine based 

on my experience and research of other theologians.  
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Christian Leadership 

When I think of leadership, it reminds me of the U.S. Army’s meaning of leadership. The Army 

states, “Leadership is influencing people by providing purpose, direction, and motivation while 

operating to accomplish the mission and improving the organization.”1 I believe Christian 

Leadership is of the same meaning.   Furthermore, we do not have a finer example for Christian 

leadership than our Lord Jesus Christ.  According to John, a leader is a person who cares for the 

people “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”  John 

10:11 

 In addition to the Army definition of leadership, Bruce E. Winston stated there are Four 

C’s of Christian Leadership.  The four C’s are:  “Christian leader has four key elements in 

sequence – Calling, or doing the will of God, Competence, or doing what you do well, 

Confidence, or knowing what you can do by yourself and what you can do with God’s help, and 

Character, or living a life according to Old Testament and New Testament character values.” 2 A 

leader should know her/his calling within their ministry, be competent and have confidence in 

their ministry. 	

Stillspeaking God 

John Robinson, pastor to the Pilgrims, stated, "Do not cling to where Luther and Calvin 

have brought you, for God hath yet more truth and light to break forth from his holy word." God 

is still speaking to us and is alive in today’s society.  God still speaks within the darkness in our 

																																																								
1	Army leadership: competent, confident, and agile.. Washington, DC: Hq., Dept. of the Army, 
2006.	
2	B. E. Winston (2009). The Four Cs of Christian leadership. Inner Resources for Leaders 2(2).	
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lives.  The book of Micah 7:8-9 it states, “Do not rejoice over me, O my enemy; when I fall, I 

shall rise; when I sit in darkness, the Lord will be a light to me. I must bear the indignation of the 

Lord, because I have sinned against Him, until He takes my side and executes judgment for me. 

He will bring me out to the light; I shall see His vindication.” 

We must look beyond the darkness in our lives and see the beauty that is given to us by 

the Creator.  In some ways, a sightless person may see more of the world than a person who has 

sight. God is constantly revealing God’s self to the world in events, people, places and things. I 

would say God is omnipresent, omnipotent, and omniscient. 

We can also hear beyond the silence and listen to the sounds of the still speaking God. A 

deaf person may hear more than a person who can hear sounds - hearing the voice of God in a 

way that is unimaginable.  In silence the noise of everyday life is muted and we are left with the 

peace, clarity and serenity. 

God reveals God’s self to us daily.  Tyron Inbody states there are two types of 

revelations: general revelation and special revelation.  He said the general revelation refers to the 

claim the there is a natural knowledge of God inherent in human experience.3 Special revelation 

is referred to the more specific truths that can be known about God through the supernatural.4 As 

we look at the continuous revelation or continuing revelation, we see that God is still speaking or 

revealing God’s divine principles or commandments to humanity. 

																																																								
3	Tyron Inbody. The Faith of the Christian Church: An Introduction to Theology. Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2005. Page 60	
4	Ibid. 64	
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God’s presence is renewed to us continually every day, in the sun’s rise and the gift of the 

new day as the “present”, the gift, the life abundant around us. The Creator’s hand is seen in the 

circle of life through the seasons, the new blade of grass, the new budding trees, the emerging 

flowers of spring.  Thus we have constant reminders of the life giving cycle, as the world shows 

us and speaks to us through nature itself the wonder of God providing for us in the nurture and 

nature that we have inherited as God’s stewards one and all. God is speaking to us and God self 

to us in all things throughout this human experience. 

Doctrine of God and the Trinity 

Though the bible never expressed the term “Trinity”, I believe the creator can be and is 

three personas (masks) in one substance.  As I am viewed differently from people I have 

encounter in life, i.e. Mother – My Little Boy, Military – Chaplain, Spouse- Terms of 

Endearment and other – friends. Yes, am those persona, but yet I am still one Derrick Elliott. The 

Bible teaches that the Creator is God, that Jesus is God, and that the Holy Spirit is God: 

 
And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 

me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I 

have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the 

age.” Matthew 28:18-20 (NRSV) 

During Advent 2013, I had an “I got it moment”, Jesus’ birth is more than a birth of our 

Savor, and more than a time we celebrate the birth. It was the time God, God’s self is revealed to 

the world in human form. This caused me to reflect on the nature of the Trinity: the Creator, Son, 

and the Holy Sprit.  The word “trinity” is derived from the Greek  trias, first used by Theophilus 

(A.D. 168–183), or from the Lat. trinitas, first used by Tertullian (A.D. 220), to express this 
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doctrine.5 

In my denomination, the United Church of Christ, we believe in a triune God. In our 

What We Believe statement, it says, “We believe in the triune God: Creator, resurrected Christ, 

the sole Head of the church, and the Holy Spirit, who guides and brings about the creative and 

redemptive work of God in the world.6  For me, this statement exemplifies the three masks of the 

Trinity and how each mask is a different persona of God-- the God of all of creation, God as 

human fresh and God as the spirit. The concept of the Trinity, in my opinion, is a difficult 

concept to explain or discuss.  It has been much debated: for example, if Jesus was “of like 

being” (homoi-ousisos) or “of the same being” (homo-ousisos). Much of he debate had to do 

with translation of the word “person” is in Greek, The Trinity is seen as three distinct identities 

in the unity of God. "On the Trinity" (De Trinitate) is conceivably the most challenging work 

that Augustine ever composed.7  Zikmund stated, “Augustine moves beyond this alternative by 

shifting the emphasis for the “nature” of the Trinity to a new appreciation of the loving “relation” 

among the three.” 8 If I dissect each expression of the Trinity, I see the different expressions of 

love. As with love, it emulates different forms of justice, compassion and love that unify God.   

Dr. Andrew Parks explains the Trinity like this, “Spirit is the Breath of God, proceeding from the 

Father and the Son.”9 (Lecture Powerpoint, March 2014) Moreover, he gave this analogy to 

explain the Trinity. The Creator is the (Sun) Christ is the (Light) and the Holy Spirit is the 

																																																								
5	 “TRINITY,” Easton’s Bible Dictionary, n.p.	
6	United Church of Christ. "What we believe." What we believe. http://www.ucc.org/about-
us/what-we-believe.html (accessed March 10, 2014). 

7	http://augnet.org/default.asp?ipageid=274	
8	Barbara Brown Zikmund. The living theological heritage of the United Church of Christ. 
Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim Press,Page 185	
9	http://online.united.edu/pluginfile.php/43336/mod_label/intro/the%20HS%205.pptx	
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(Heat).   

The Trinity is part of the foundation of my faith in the Living Christ as three in one: 

Creator-Son-Holy Spirit.  We sing this doxology “Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the 

Holy Ghost”.  As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.” 

Augustine states it best, “We dare not neglect the doctrine of the Spirit because the Spirit teaches 

that “nature” or “being” is manifest in the proper relation or order of love. The nature of the Holy 

Spirit is love.”10  

Nature and Mission of the Church 

I believe the nature and Mission of the Church should be love, compassion and 

reconciliation.  A Missional church is a community of God’s people who live into the vision that 

they are, by their very nature, God’s missionary people, living as a demonstration of what God 

plans to do in and for all of creation in Jesus Christ.11  We, as Christians, should not put limits on 

people based on race, color, orientation, sex, or national origin. We as the Christian church, 

should seek out the lost, un-churched with welcome arms as God embraced us with God’s loving 

arms. At my church, our mission statement states, “Listening for the voice of our still-speaking 

God, we actively seek to make Jesus' message come alive in caring ways. We welcome, love, 

and challenge all, using the gifts God has given each of us to equip one another to take Jesus' 

ministry into our community and world - learning, growing and serving together, "that they may 

																																																								
10	Barbara Brown Zikmund. The living theological heritage of the United Church of Christ. 
Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim Press, page. 185	
11	Alan J. Roxburgh, and Fred Romanuk. The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to 
Reach a Changing World. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2006.	
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all be one." John 17:21.”             

  “No matter who you are or where you are on life's journey, you are welcome here,” this 

statement speaks to me on the nature and the mission of the Church.  I believe the main mission 

of the church is to accept anyone and everyone to the body of Christ as Jesus stated in Matthew 

22:37-40 (Love) and Matthew 28:19-20 (Discipleship)—from the un-churched to the 

believer.   We know these as the “The Great Commandment” and the “The Commission” with 

activities of Hospitality, Visiting the Sick, Feeding the Poor, Caring for the Needy (Great 

Commandment) and activities of Preaching, Word and Sacrament Ministry, Discipline, 

Discipleship, Catechesis (Great Commission.) 

According to Rev. Dr. Susan E. Davies, The Still Speaking refrain, “No matter who you 

are or where you are on life's journey, you are welcome here,” has given courage and new 

understanding to many long-time and new members.  Faithful witnessing in difficult times 

challenges all of us at every level and in every setting of the church.  We bear faithful witness 

best when we recognize the challenges and seek once again to discern the leading of the Spirit 

into a future as yet unknown.  All the settings of the United Church of Christ seek to live into the 

words of The Nature and Mission of the Church: “the solidarity of Christians with the joys and 

sorrows of their neighbors, their engagement in the struggle for the dignity of all who suffer, the 

excluded, the poor, belongs to their baptismal vocation.”12 

 

																																																								
12	http://www.ncccusa.org/faithandorder/authority.davies.htm#_ednref14	
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Sacraments 

We are “One” at Baptism and at the Table. What a powerful statement to pronounce to 

the world!  The preamble of the United Church of Christ’s constitution states the UCC 

"recognizes" these two sacraments: Baptism and the Lord's Supper or Holy Communion.13   

  It is stated that “This recognition is a deep way of seeing and experiencing God and 

God's action in these rites. Recognition recalls Jesus Christ and his own baptism (Mark 1:9-11), 

his call to baptize others (Matthew 28:16-20), and the invitation to become one with Christ and 

one another in baptism (Romans 6:1-4). Recognition remembers Jesus' meals with his followers 

and the Last Supper (Luke 22:7-13), discovers his continuing presence in the breaking of bread 

(Luke 24:30-31a), and anticipates a great banquet for all God's people (Luke 14:15-24). 

Recognition is not only an individual act, but also one we share with other Christians throughout 

the world.” 14  

Statement of Faith 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 

Hebrews 11:1 

The United Church of Christ embraces a theological heritage that affirms the Bible as the 

authoritative witness to the Word of God, the creeds of the ecumenical councils, and the 

confessions of the Reformation. The UCC has roots in the "covenantal" tradition—meaning there 

is no centralized authority or hierarchy that can impose any doctrine or form of worship on its 

																																																								
13	"Preamble to the Constitution of the United Church of Christ." Preamble to the Constitution of 
the United Church of Christ. http://www.ucc.org/beliefs/preamble-to-the-constitution.html 
(accessed April 10, 2014). 
14 "We are One at Baptism and at the Table." What Matters. http://www.ucc.org/vitality/what-
matters/we-are-one-at-baptism-and-at.html (accessed December 10, 2015). 
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members. Christ alone is Head of the church. We seek a balance between freedom of conscience 

and accountability to the apostolic faith. The UCC therefore receives the historic creeds and 

confessions of our ancestors as testimonies, but not tests of the faith.15   I believe that a Statement 

of Faith is more of an affirmation of beliefs than a creed. It’s the foundation of our theology, that 

from which everything springs forth in the life of our faith.  I would stress that the Statement of 

Faith is NOT about right belief.  It is not about right doctrine...the Statement of Faith does not 

define doctrinal positions.  Rather it is a statement of our best understanding of our faith, we 

have hope in the risen Christ as our consoler and fulfillment. 

Covenantal Relationship 

A “covenant” is a divinely blessed relationship. The covenantal relationship is set apart 

from more unintentional commitments, and the relationship is accountable to a supreme 

authority. The idea of “covenant” has been central in the Jewish and Christian traditions through 

the ages from the promises that God made to Noah, Abraham, and Moses, and the renewed 

covenant that Jesus declared with the first communion celebration. We commit to each other and 

seek what is best for the community in order that God’s love and justice  shape our lives across 

the years in whatever challenges we might face. Brueggemann states, “I understand covenant in 

our own time and place to be a radical alternative to consumer autonomy, which is the governing 

ideology of our society and which invades the life of the church in debilitating ways”. 16 

 

 

																																																								
15	"Testimonies, not tests of the faith." Testimonies, not tests of the faith. 
http://www.ucc.org/beliefs/ (accessed December11, 2015). 
16	Jane Fisler Hoffman. Covenant: a study for the United Church of Christ. Cleveland, Ohio: 
United Church Press, 2008. 
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Social Justice 

I believe that as Christians we should be making a difference in the world.  The Statement of 

Mission affirms the Statement of Faith that states the presence of Jesus Christ is in the lives of 

all. As such we are committed to social justice and working for God in the church, community 

and the world.  We are making a difference in promoting racial justice, advocating with gender 

equality, and speaking out on social issues. We affirm the wholeness of life.   We proclaim that 

God’s love is unconditional in the promise of the gospel. Therefore, the Church has different 

types of caring ministers for spiritual healing, health and welfare issues. We also advocate for the 

LGBT community and for people with disabilities to have human dignity among others in their 

community. In 1985, the General Synod passed a resolution “Calling on United Church of Christ 

Congregations to Covenant as Open and Affirming”. These actions allow the world to see that 

UCC is an inclusive church and not an exclusive church. 

H. Richard Niebuhr stated, “… the social responsibility of the Church needs to be 

described as that of the pioneer. The Church is that part of the human community which 

responds first to God-in-Christ and Christ-in-God. It is the sensitive and responsive part in every 

society and mankind as a whole. It is that group which hears the Word of God, which sees His 

judgments, which has the vision of the resurrection. In its relations with God it is the pioneer part 

of society that responds to God on behalf of the whole society, somewhat, we may say, as 

science is the pioneer in responding to pattern or rationality in experience and as artists are the 

pioneers in responding to beauty.”17 

 

																																																								
17	Niebuhr, H. Richard . "The Responsibility of the Church for Society." The Responsibility of 
the Church for Society. http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=2731 (accessed 
December 11, 2015).	
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The Person and Work of Jesus Christ  

 3 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, 

“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 14 And they said, “Some say John the 

Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 15 He said to 

them, “But who do you say that I am?” 16 Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, 

the Son of the living God.” 17 And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of 

Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. 

Matthew 16:13-17 (NRSV) 

 

This passage had me think about the person and work of Jesus Christ.  Jesus is the 

incarnated Son of God and the Savior of the world. Jesus was a son, teacher, preacher, and 

healer.   I believe when we state, “the word became flesh”, we then state that Jesus has two 

natures: divine and human.   I agree with Robinson’s statement, “ The Christian conviction is 

that Jesus is fully human and that God embraces our full humanity and permits and invites us to 

be more authentic with god and with each other.”18 Through birth, death and the resurrection of 

Jesus, all our sins are forgiven.  Christ's humanity demands that the Church sees the reign of God 

as being much more than the forgiveness of sin/guilt. Jesus’s life and teachings are the way to 

peace and happiness.   

The Church affirms our belief that Jesus Christ is the center of creation, the head of the 

church, and both the human and divine One "in whom the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.  

 

																																																								
18	Robinson, Anthony B.. What's Theology got to do with it?: convictions, vitality, and the 
church. Herndon, Va.: Alban Institute, 2006.	
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Multiracial-Multicultural Kingdom of God 

Whenever I envision ecumenism and inter-religious relationships as a central vocation of 

the Church, it leads me to the letter where Paul the Apostle wrote to the Early Christian in 

Galatians. “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer 

male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” - Galatians 3:28 (NRSV) We are the 

catholic church of God although we have different theologies, traditions and faith practices.   We 

can be the humanity that is rejuvenated and be The Church of Jesus Christ that is functional and 

unified. Therefore, we are called to reconciliation of the many different branches of the Body of 

Christ and promote understanding of the diversity faith and traditions. 

The Phoenix Affirmation is a resource we can use to foster a healthy ecumenism and 

inter-religious environment as the UCC seeks a central vocation. The Phoenix Affirmations set 

of twelve principles that deal with a threefold structure, based on the Three Great Loves 

identified by Jesus and affirmed within Judaism: Love of God, Love of Neighbor, and Love of 

Self.19  I believe from the text, Christ wants what is best for us as God’s children. The best way 

to emulate Christ is Love.  

 Sharing of information, religious education, and celebration with people of other faiths, 

creates an open dialogue with other religions by which we may strengthen the bond and 

relationship within an ecumenical and inter-religious society.  Thus we may embody the 

Kingdom of God as Jesus Christ himself envisioned for the world. 

 

																																																								
19	"The Phoenix Affirmations Full Version." ProgressiveChristianityorg RSS. 
http://progressivechristianity.org/resources/the-phoenix-affirmations-full-version/ (accessed 
December 12, 2015).	
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PART III: POLITY, THEOLOGY, AND PRACTICES IN THE UCC  

 
Young men and women alike, old and young together! Let them praise the name of the Lord, for 

his name alone is exalted; his glory is above earth and heaven. (Ps. 148:12-13) 

The United Church of Christ is one of the most enriched Christian denominations in 

regards to history, theological roots, polity, and practice.   The UCC was born from four 

Churches (German Reformed Church of The United States, Evangelical Synod in North 

America, Congregational Churches and The Christian Churches) to form one ecumenical unity.  

Each has its own unique traditions from the Protestant Reformation that we now embrace within 

United Church of Christ– Lutheran, Calvinist, and Congregational. 

HISTORY OF THE MERGERS 

Mahatma Gandhi once stated, “A small body of determined spirits fired by an 

unquenchable faith in their mission can alter the course of history.”20   Thus, in 1931, the 

Congregational Churches and The Christian Churches merged with emphasis on congregational 

freedom and continuing reformation. (Autonomy and Polity) In 1934, the German Reformed 

Church of the U.S. and the Evangelical Synod in North America merged with emphasis on 

liberty of conscience, authority of the Scriptures and their common liberal German Protestant 

heritage  (Covenant and Pietism). In 1957 the Evangelical and Reformed Church and 

Congregational Christian Churches merged to form the United Church of Christ.  

 

 

																																																								
20	Mahatma Gandhi. BrainyQuote.com, Xplore Inc, 2013. 
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/mahatmagan160841.html, accessed November 30, 
2013. 
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THEOLOGICAL ROOTS 

And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will 

not prevail against it.  (Matthew 16:18)  

The Reformed Church in the United States 

German immigrants in 18th-century America organized the German Reformed Church in 

order to seek economic, political and religious security in the aftermath of the Thirty Years’ War 

and the devastation of the Rhineland by Louis XIV of France.21   From the Reformed tradition, 

the United Church of Christ inherits the Heidelberg Catechism. The Heidelberg Catechism was 

written in 1563 at the request of Elector Frederick III, ruler of the most influential German 

province, the Palatinate, in order to end issues surrounding the Lord’s Supper of Calvinistic faith 

in the Lutheran territories of Germany.  He commissioned Zacharius Ursinus, twenty-eight years 

of age and professor of theology at the Heidelberg University, and Caspar Olevianus, twenty-six 

years old and Frederick's court preacher, to prepare a catechism for instructing the youth and for 

guiding pastors and teachers.22  

The Heidelberg Catechism is a confessional document taking the form of a series of 

questions and answers, for use in teaching Reformed Christian doctrine that dates back to 1563.   

The question and answers are presented so that it can be taught in a year or 52 Lord’s Days. 

Furthermore, the Heidelberg Catechism has 3 parts, Part 1:Misery of Man, Part 2: Deliverance of 

Man and Part 3: Gratitude Due from Man. In his book, The Heidelberg Catechism: A New 

																																																								
21	Frederick Emanuel Mayer, and Arthur Carl Piepkorn. "Unionizing Churches: The United 
Church of Christ." In The Religious Bodies of America, 349 - 373. 4th ed. Saint Louis: 
Concordia Pub. House, 1961. 
22	Barbara Brown Zikmund. "30. CONFESSIONAL FAITH: the Heidelberg Catchism." In The Living 
Theological Heritage of the United Church of Christ, 422-432. Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 19952005.	
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Translation for the Twenty-first Century, Dr. Lee C. Barrett III regards the Heidelberg Catechism 

as one of the most influential of the Reformed catechisms in the United Church of Christ.23 

The Heidelberg Catechism is an irenic document, striking a careful balance between 

rigidity and accommodation.  The German Reformed Church believed that the Heidelberg 

Catechism enabled each person to find a common ground with self and others, thus making 

Unionism and Pietism always go hand in hand while the watchword of both is “Deeds, not 

creeds”24 

The Evangelical Church 

The Evangelical Synod of North America traced its beginnings to an association of 

German Evangelical pastors in Missouri. This association, founded in 1841, reflected the 1817 

union of Lutheran and Reformed churches in Germany.25 The Evangelical Church believed 

primary purpose of the church was to declare the Gospel in Jesus Christ.  The Evangelical 

Church states in the Evangelical Catechism its emphasis on personal conversion to Jesus Christ. 

According to H. Richard and Reinhold Niebuhr, the Evangelical church inclined more toward 

liberalism, on the principle that the church’s prime purpose is to preach the gospel by words and 

deeds.  

From The Evangelical Church, the UCC embraces the Evangelical Catechism, 

evangelical mission and institutions of compassionate service, and Bekenntnisparagraph 

Confessional Statement of 1848. The Evangelical Church established a religious movement and 

																																																								
23	The Heidelberg Catechism: a new translation for the 21st century. Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim 
Press, 2007. 
24	Frederick Emanuel Mayer, and Arthur Carl Piepkorn. "Unionizing Churches: The United 
Church of Christ." In The Religious Bodies of America, 349 - 373. 
25	"What Is the United Church of Christ?" What Is the United Church of Christ? N.p., n.d. Web. 
14 Sept. 2013.	
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denomination based on finding unity in the freedom of Christian conscience and constructing a 

denomination established on a mission and non-hierarchical association26.  

From the Evangelical Church, The United Church of Christ inherits the tradition of 

Pietism. For example, the Evangelical Church stressed a more emotional, less rationalist 

approach to teach the bible to the people. 

Congregational Churches 	

The United Church of Christ gives great honor to the historical influence on the present-

day United Church of Christ to the Pilgrim Congregationalists in what came in 1620 at 

Plymouth, Mass. and Puritans in Salem, Mass. in 1639.  The Pilgrim and Puritans Fathers 

describe their polity as a form of church governance that is based on the local congregation. Each 

local congregation is independent and self-supporting, governed by its the own members. 

In August 1648, meetings were arranged by Governor Endicott at Salem, physician Dr. 

Fuller at Plymouth to have pastors and other delegates gather in Cambridge, as a Synod to adopt 

the Cambridge Platform.   According to Hambrick-Stowe, the Cambridge Platform was one of 

the first documents in colonial history that shaped early thinking about democracy and 

community27.  This document states that individual Christians are directly responsible to God 

and have access to God thru their own personal relationship with God. Moreover, each church 

has the freedom to govern their local congregation and have full autonomy. Each congregation 

																																																								
26	Schoen, David C. "How the Evangelical Tradition is Speaking Still through The Stillspeaking 
Initiative of the United Church of Christ." United Church of Christ. Nove 18, 2005. 
http://www.ucc.org/evangelism/team-leader/how-the-evangelical-tradition-is-speaking-still-
subtitles.pdf (accessed December 10, 2015). 
	
27	"'A Company of Professed Believers Ecclesiastically Confederate': The Message of the 
Cambridge Platform." 'A Company of Professed Believers Ecclesiastically Confederate': The 
Message of the Cambridge Platform. N.p., n.d. Web. 10 Sept. 2013.	
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can elect officers, and create its Constitution, By-Laws, and other matters of the church. Every 

person can experience God in his or her own conscience led by the Creator.  Today, United 

Church of Christ still embodies the themes of freedom, love, and glory as we move forward in 

the 21st century.  

The Christian Church "Christian Connection" 

Of all the United Church of Christ traditions, the Christian Churches were most uniquely 

American in origin and character. 28 The Christian Church lends tremendous favor to the 

ideology of “Biblical Authority” to the United Church of Christ as seen in the Principles of the 

Christian Church:  

• Christ, the only head of the Church. 
• The Bible, sufficient rule of faith and practice. 
• Christian character, the only measurement for membership. 
• The right of private judgment, interpretation of scripture, and liberty of conscience. 
• The name "Christian," worthy for Christ's followers. 
• Unity of all Christ's followers in behalf of the world. 

 
According to Nathan O. Hatch, "Between 1790 and 1815 this loose network of religious 

radicals demanded a new kind of institutional church premised on the self-evident principles of 

republicanism, and a new form of biblical authority calling for the inalienable right of common 

people to interpret the New Testament for themselves.” 29  They also instilled the call for social 

justice in the United Church of Christ traditions, for example, James O'Kelley's denunciation of 

slavery in 1789, and establishing Meadville Seminary with the Unitarians and other educational 

institutional for freed blacks, and missionary works.    

																																																								
28	"The Christian Churches." The Christian Churches. http://www.ucc.org/about-us/short-
course/the-christian-churches.html (accessed December 11, 2015).	
29	Nathan O. Hatch. The Christian Movement and the Demand for a Theology of the People. 
Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 2002. 
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The United Church of Church has continued the tradition of the Christian Church with 

the Civil Right movement, advocating for gay rights (Marriage Equality, civil liberties), and 

environmental racism. Whenever there is any injustice in the world, the United Church of Christ 

is there to advocate for the inalienable rights of common people around the world.	 

POLITY	

For	just	as	the	body	is	one	and	has	many	members,	and	all	the	members	of	the	body,	though	

many,	are	one	body,	so	it	is	with	Christ.	(1	Cor.	12:12)	

Like most denominations, UCC is in a covenantal relationship with God and with one 

another as separate congregations. The UCC does not have a hierarchical authority of 

governance. Hence, each local congregation is in covenental relationships	with other local 

congregations, Associations, Conferences and National.  

In the United Church of Christ, the ultimate authority lies with God. However, as 

stewards, this authority resides in the local congregation. Each congregation creates and adopts 

its own constitution, elects its own leadership, and is self-governed. This gives the congregation 

freedom and responsibility within much larger covenant relationships. 

Assisting each local congregation to fellowship with other UCC congregations, an 

Association is established.  An Association is pastored by an Association Minister, which assists 

regional congregations with resources such as search and call of pastors and leaders, and 

programs to strengthen congregational life. The Association also provides a network system 

where resources can be shared, studied and learned. However, in the Southwest Conference the 

Conference acts on the behalf of the Association.  

The Associations are part of a larger group called the Conference. The Conference is 

constructed of a larger geographical area under the leadership of a Conference Minster.  The 
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Conference can provide a huge range of services and programs. The Conference aides the 

Associations to meet the needs of local congregations with global missions and ministries of the 

United Church of Christ.  

The national body of the United Church of Christ helps local congregation with global 

and national missions and ministries that bring staff and resources to local churches.  According 

to our Constitution and Bylaws, the national body has covenanted ministries: three (3) Local 

Church Ministries, Wider Church Ministries, and Justice and Witness Ministries, one  (1) 

associated ministry: Office of General Ministries -United Church of Christ Board, and one (1) 

affiliated ministry: Pension Boards of the United Church of Christ. 30   These ministries are 

offices of the General Synod. Although they maintain the day-to-day operations for the 

denomination, the primary unit of authority always resides at the local level.  The General Synod 

“speaks to but not for” local churches and other settings of the denomination because we are in 

covenant with one another.  

PRACTICES OF UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST 

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teach and admonish one another in all 

wisdom, and sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs with thankfulness in your hearts to God. 

(Col. 3:16) 

	In the United Church of Christ all members are equals in the priesthood of believers, and 

though ordained ministers have special training, they are considered servants. Members have the 

freedom to worship, live, and believe based on their understanding of God's will for their lives. 

Furthermore, with a rich diversity of congregations, we do have resources available that would 

																																																								
30	"Constitution and Bylaws." Constitution and Bylaws. http://www.ucc.org/about-
us/constitution-of-the-ucc.html (accessed December 3, 2013).	
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well serve any Christian denomination such as the Book of Worship and The New Century 

Hymnal.  

Regardless of our diversity, each congregation practices two holy sacraments, 

communion and baptism. In most United Church of Christ local congregations, the Communion 

Table is open to all Christians who wish to receive the elements. Each congregation preforms 

Baptism according to their congregation’s traditions - either by sprinkling or immersion.   

Moreover, we are commitment to be a multi-racial, multi-cultural church with justice and 

witness concerns, Ecumenical committed and partnerships and Mission. 

 

 

 

	

 


