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Detail from Nativity, by Gentila da Fabriano. Public domain. 

 

  Genesis 1:29-30  
Then God said, “I’ve given you 

        every sort of seed-bearing plant on Earth 
    And every kind of fruit-bearing tree, 

        given them to you for food. 
    To all animals and all birds, 

        everything that moves and breathes, 
    I give whatever grows out of the ground for food.” 

        And there it was.ii 
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INTRODUCTION 
This. 

My ordination paper.  

It’s a long time in coming considering I graduated from Chicago Theological Seminary in 

2000!  I like to say, this paper has been completed in God’s time. Perhaps God’s time is 

something like hospital time or football game time. In other words, not like “regular” 

time.   Even so, I have been engaged in the ministry of the church over the years. With 

a combined MDiv/MSW degree, I’ve had the blessing to serve both in ministry and 

counseling. I’ve been a hospital chaplain and a therapist in the years since graduation. 

I’ve also been blessed to pastor at the Garden Prairie United Church of Christ since 

November 2011. Know that the length of time it has taken to get my paper written is not 

an indication that I take this lightly. On the contrary, I approach ordination in the United 

Church of Christ with care, respect, reverence, excitement, and awe (and a dash of 

fear).  Let’s get started! 

 

MY THEOLOGICAL VIEWS IN LIGHT OF PARAGRAPH 2, UCC CONSTITUTION 

I selected paragraph 2 of the Constitution of the United Church of Christ as the lens and 

foundation for beginning the exploration of my faith understanding. These simple but 

powerful words encompass our church history, theological roots, polity, and practices. It 

resonates with me and highlights the reasons why I found a home in the UCC, 

succinctly reflecting my comprehension of the Christian faith.  

The United Church of Christ acknowledges as its sole Head, Jesus Christ, Son of 

God and Savior. It acknowledges as kindred in Christ all who share in this 

confession. 

As a Christian and as a pastor it is vital to remember that it is Jesus Christ, Son of God 

and Savior who is the sole Head of our church and the sole Head of the UCC.  We are 

accountable to Jesus in life and in life everlasting. When caught up in the day-to-day 

decisions and struggles of discipleship, I sometimes forget this. Remembering it is 

Jesus I am following helps keep me on track as a pastor in His name.   

It looks to the Word of God in the Scriptures, and to the presence and power of 

the Holy Spirit, to prosper its creative and redemptive work in the world. 

The Bible is the inspired Word of God. In the words of Marcus J. Borg, I take the Bible 

“seriously but not literally.” As a living book, it’s a conversation between God and God’s 

people, between God and me, between God and the world, between God and my 

congregation. Each time a text is read, new light shines through. Multifaceted like a 

diamond, the Bible sparkles, it’s vibrant and alive. The Gospel, The Good News, is the 
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message we are about as Christians, and we which we must share with the world! The 

Good News is love. It’s the revelation that God is loving and merciful and calls us to be 

loving and merciful too. It’s good news for the poor and the vulnerable, the hurting and 

the outcast. In other words, it’s good news for everyone. The Good News dwells within 

the Bible and can be revealed each time the Word is preached.  

Religion, Spirituality and Creativity 

The power of the Word and the Holy Spirit paves the way for creativity in sharing the 

Gospel and in playing our part in the redemptive work in the world. I’ve been honing my 

creativity in service of the Good News.  I believe everyone is creative, and encourage 

others to find their expression of the divine creative spark.  

I seek educational opportunities that foster creativity, including from Disney, a 

multinational organization renowned for its creativity. I had a love of Disney before 

becoming a pastor, and when I found some of “my people,” pastors with a love of 

ministry and Disney, I was so excited. This was furthered at the UCC Headquarters in 

Cleveland where I attended a workshop lead by the Reverend Chris Perry, author of 

The Church Mouse: Leadership Lessons from the Magic Kingdom. My church in 

Garden Prairie held Christian Education sessions on this work and I attend Leadership 

Nexus Creativity Conferences near Orlando.  Another educational experience I’ve 

pursued with an interest in furthering my creativity in ministry is STORY Gatherings, 

held yearly in Nashville, Tennessee. 

Yes, I’m one of those Disney nerds, discovering a powerful connection between my faith 

and Disney, between my faith and creativity. The Reverend Perry’s work speaks of how 

we live in the age of images, images that speak to us. Humans have always been 

storytellers, Jesus spoke in parables. We have lived in an age of story since the 

beginning, and perhaps never more so than now. 

As a church leader, I feel called to engage image and story in service of sharing the 

ultimate and most healing and life-giving message ever, the Good News of Jesus 

Christ! We must be imaginative and speak the timeless message of the Bible in the 

current language of the culture. You may not know this, but Disney loving pastors are 

out there! Maybe you’re one of them. If so, come join us. If not, you’re welcome too! The 

UCC is a church of extravagant welcome! Faith, while a serious matter, is also fun and 

joyful. Play is an important aspect of my theology. After all, Jesus said that we are to 

enter the Reign of God like a child. In the words of theologian Karl Barth: “Laughter is 

the closest thing to the grace of God.”  
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It claims as its own the faith of the historic Church expressed in the ancient 
creeds and reclaimed in the basic insights of the Protestant Reformers. 

 
In a world where “spiritual but not religious” abounds, the need to return to our faith 

roots has never been more important. As I mentioned, I am all for creativity, but there is 

a difference between imagination, and anything goes. In a recent sermon on the Ten 

Commandments we talked about how God gave us rules because God loves us and 

wants us to live lives of freedom. Sound and healthy structure is vital to being creative 

and trying new things, because we know where we belong and whose we are.  

 

The ancient creeds and historical Christian traditions are gifts entrusted to us. We’re 

part of a long line of disciples echoing over the centuries, each in turn sharing the gift of 

faith. And now it’s our turn. We have lots of competition in our culture, from sports and 

entertainment, to people just being exhausted, and sometimes feeling discouraged and 

thinking, who wants to hear ancient creeds? We’d be surprised to find out that’s exactly 

what people, including young people, long for and need. We are the church, and the 

church needs to be the church and be confident in this identity, because it’s the identity 

our world dearly needs. In these 500 years since the Reformation, we are wise to 

embrace the boldness of change and the path of discovery, while honoring our roots 

and upholding our traditions. In an effort to be “cool” we’ve sometimes lost sight of this. 

Church isn’t meant to be “cool” it’s meant to be church, a saving force, a healing 

presence through the power of Christ in the world. And as it turns out, that’s actually 

very cool. 

 
It affirms the responsibility of the Church in each generation to make this faith its 

own in reality of worship, in honesty of thought and expression,  
and in purity of heart before God. 

 
The UCC acknowledges that “God is still speaking.”  So we must listen and learn how to 

balance our traditions with innovation, listening for God’s voice. We must also be in 

dialogue with others from a wide variety of voices. As a disciple and minister I follow the 

theology of love taught by Jesus as my main focus and filter.  

 
In accordance with the teaching of our Lord and the practice prevailing among 

evangelical Christians, it recognizes two sacraments:  
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion. 

 
Life is a living sacrament. In the UCC, we recognize two church Sacraments:  Baptism 

and Holy Communion. Sacraments are about relationship. They symbolize in liturgy and 

ritual what cannot be expressed in words. Both symbolize grace and new life, the 

community and nourishment. Performing Baptism and Holy Communion are sacred 

duties and represent a high level of trust placed in the one who is ordained. Both are 
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experienced in community and personally. Both reverberate through the ages, a power 

of Spirit that we are gifted by and through. Earthly elements such as water, bread, and 

wine, are enlisted to symbolize spiritual reality, a reality that is largely invisible. Baptism 

is a welcoming into the Christian family, an outward sign of our belonging to Christ. 

Eucharist has the meaning of “thanksgiving, or praise for the wonderful works of God.”iii 

Baptism and The Lord’s Supper are central to UCC worship. Sacraments are a spiritual 

and sensory experience. God is the giver of grace, we are the receivers, and we are 

thankful. Through the Sacraments, God’s grace and love are shared with us and with 

the world. They are openings to the Sacred dimension.  

 
THE UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST 

 
I grew up in the United Church of Christ. This is the 

sanctuary of Immanuel UCC in Evergreen Park, Illinois, 

where I was baptized and confirmed. My faith journey took 

me many places from this starting point, but here is where 

my first church encounter happened. This is where, as a 

baby I was baptized into new life in Christ. At Immanuel 

UCC’s Sunday School I remember learning, to my great 

curiosity, that Jesus loves me. I am thankful to my parents, 

sister, grandparents, aunts, uncles, pastors, teachers, youth 

leaders, and friends who helped to plant the seeds and gift of 

faith in my life. As a kid, my Mom went with her neighbors to 

church. They went to Peace Memorial UCC in Chicago, and 

that’s how we ended up being UCCers. I’m glad we did! 

 

In seminary, I was introduced in detail to the UCC’s powerful Statement of Faith as set 

forth in Roger L. Shinn’s book Confessing Our Faith. I remember reading its pages, 

wide-eyed, thinking “Yes!” I believe in this church and the way it thinks and the ways 

we’re also willing to change as evidenced by several versions of this statement created 

over the years as our understanding evolved.  

 
Perhaps the forward-thinking and dynamic nature of the UCC grew out of the synergies 

produced as the Evangelical/Reformed, Congregational/Christian denominations united 

in 1957. There must have been an openness to change from the very beginning.  

I realize this wasn’t all smooth sailing and there was pain involved in the process. Yet 

the seeds planted in the beginning of the UCC included flexibility given new 

understanding and open-mindedness, while holding fast to faith traditions and timeless 

truths. 

 

Immanuel UCC 
 Evergreen Park, Illinois 
(Facebook photo used with 
permission) 
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Another beauty of the United Church of Christ is its courage and vision in the realm of 

social justice. We are often ahead of the pack in recognizing and speaking out against 

injustice. Even more than that, we act! The UCC website states: “You could say we've 

always been an ‘Act Up’ people. You can see from these stories that it's not always 

easy being first, but usually worth the risk!” These stories are of spiritual freedom and 

taking a stand against slavery, sexism, racism, heterosexism, and more. As pastors, 

church leaders, and members of the UCC, you are likely well versed in the long 

standing tradition of social justice in our denomination. I see this as a key element of the 

UCC’s identity and mission, one that I embrace wholeheartedly and hope to help 

expand. Love and justice are inextricably intertwined. 

 

Spiritual freedom and progressiveness are also reflected in the covenantal relationship 

between church and denomination. This indicates trust and respect between the various 

branches of the church. The relationship must be cared for by the church and the offices 

of the denomination, otherwise the connection can break down. There is the potential 

for great things to happen in a mutual and healthy relationship. 

 

My knowledge and understanding of the theological roots, polity, and practice of the 

UCC makes claims on the way I practice ministry now and as an ordained minister. 

Ordination is reciprocal. There is giving and receiving between my church, the wider 

church, and me. I see ordained ministry as connection, accountability, relationship, and 

responsibility in this most important calling of sharing, doing, and preaching the Good 

News of Jesus Christ.  

 
On a recent episode of the Pulpit Fiction Podcastiv, the Rev. Eric Fistler and the Rev. 

Robb McCoy described the church in the world as not so much  institution as 

inspiration.  That was an “ah ha!” moment for me, as I have been inspired, and hope to 

inspire others, and in turn learn from the inspiration of others. I can’t imagine being 

ordained in any other denomination. The UCC is a fit for me. It’s a church that 

encompasses heart, mind, and soul and is open to new discoveries while being rooted 

Biblically and traditionally. I feel the social justice and covenantal focus are aligned with 

Jesus’ teachings. There is intelligence, openness, sense of humor, and grace in the 

UCC. Are we perfect? No. But we’re a work in progress, like everyone is, like I am too.  
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MY PILGRIMAGE OF FAITH 
 
Let’s go back to the beginning...well, almost the beginning… 
 
This is me on the left at about three years old with my sister Lynn.  

And once upon a time, there was this little girl of about five years old 

who still resides in me. She loved to ponder the meaning of life, and 

remembers sitting on the living room 1960’s gold and green plaid 

couch, wrestling with questions like: 

 
“Why do we live, only to die?” 
“What is the meaning of life?” 

  Dina & Lynn 
 
Questions such as these continued on, growing more intense into her teen years.  She 

was philosophical and loved to watch Carl Sagan’s Cosmos, where the phrase “billions 

and billions” was a remedy for teen angst.  It put things in perspective. Fast forward 

about forty years when this little girl became a mom working at her son James’ 

elementary school. As she spent time with the students, something became clear. Most 

five year olds don’t spend a lot of time preoccupied with existential questions. And so 

she wonders... 

Was my questing and questioning 
as a five year old an early manifestation of God’s call in my life? 

 
 

Immanuel Congregational Church, UCC 
Hartford, Connecticut  
(Photo by Bill Badzo, Flickr, used with permission) 
 
 

Have you ever had one of those thunderbolt 

experiences? For me, it happened here at 

Immanuel Congregational Church, UCC, in 

Hartford, Connecticut. I was on assignment for the 

Office of the Comptroller of the Currency (OCC) as a bank examiner, and found my way 

to this church on Palm Sunday in 1991.  An unexplainable spiritual experience occurred 

during a solo of the song Gethsemane (I Only Want to Say) from the film Jesus 

Christ Superstar. The music, words, setting, spirit and more, awakened in me a call to 

serve Jesus and set me on the path to seminary, to today, to where I am now. I had the 

choice of going to Hartford or Boston for this three month assignment and often 

wondered why I chose Hartford. Now I know why. 
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My Ministry of Motherhood 
 
April 24, 2001. On that day, God blessed my husband Brad and me with our son James. 

After eight years of infertility, wonder of wonder, miracle of miracles, I was holding our 

son James Bradley Anthony Lauman in my arms. Wanting to savor every minute of 

motherhood, we decided I would stay home with James. So baby James and I met with 

my then mentor Joel Tibbets at Spring Creek UCC and then the Prairie Association’s 

Church and Ministry Committee to discuss my call to the “ministry of motherhood.”  

 

Being a mom has taught me more than anything about ministry, starting with the 

unconditional love I feel for James. When James was born, a big part of my heart took 

up residence within him. His joys and struggles are mine too, it’s compassion on 

steroids.  Parenthood, like ministry, is about service.  And also like ministry, at times, 

parenting provides lessons on how to function while sleep deprived and deal with 

challenges. Motherhood brings me face-to-face with the pure wonder of life and joy. 

How we develop from a twinkle in God’s eyes, to the size of a grain of rice at five weeks 

gestation, to a big, bright beautiful adult size human being. Oh what God can do! 

Astonishing! Maybe that’s why children figure so prominently in Jesus’ ministry and 

God’s claim upon us as beloved children.  Jesus is clear that the kingdom of heaven 

belongs to the children, those around us and the child within us.  

 
Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them;  

for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.” Matthew 19:14 
 
 
Like the call to ministry, parenthood is something you say “Yes!” to and once you do, 

God rushes in and creates all kinds synchronicities and gifts that you would have 

otherwise missed.  Renowned American mythologist and writer Joseph Campbell spoke 

of being helped by “hidden hands.” 

 
“If you do follow your bliss you put yourself on a kind of track that has been there 
all the while, waiting for you, and the life that you ought to be living is the one you 
are living. When you can see that, you begin to meet people who are in your field 
of bliss, and they open doors to you. I say, follow your bliss and don't be afraid, 
and doors will open where you didn't know they were going to be.” 

 
For me, following the call to ministry is following my bliss. 
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This Small (but mighty) Country Church Beckoned Me and Captured my Heart 
 

 
My beloved Garden Prairie UCC 

I’ve had the privilege of serving as pastor of the Garden Prairie United Church of Christ 

in Garden Prairie, Illinois since November 20, 2011. I am profoundly grateful for my 

congregation, an extraordinary church family. I am thankful for the significant ways they 

have helped me develop and see myself as a pastor.  This is my first church call. At 

times, I can be reserved and quiet, not to mention fearful of public speaking. In the 

beginning, especially when I was filling in for Pastor Dale Beaman as pulpit supply, I 

literally had to fight the feeling of wanting to flee out of the pulpit and run down the aisle 

and out the door, I was so afraid. In fact, the first time Dale asked me to serve as pulpit 

supply I said “no.” He didn’t take no for an answer and invited me to come to church and 

meet the congregation. Once there, I thought, “Hey, I think I can do this.” The people of 

Garden Prairie, as patient, loving, and encouraging as they are, must have seen 

something in me that I didn’t. In any case, they kept inviting me back, in time offering 

the opportunity to serve as their minister when Pastor Dale retired. I figured I must be 

doing something right.  Saying “Yes” is one of the best decisions of my life.   

 
CHURCH FAITH AND PRACTICES & MY PILGRIMAGE OF FAITH & MINISTRY  
 

“Jesus makes it quite clear that the kingdom of heaven belongs to those who 
understand God’s word to be a living, breathing entity: 

the love story of the Creator for all of creation.”v Bill Hoppe 
 

A growing awareness of the injustice surrounding the treatment of not only people, but 

of nonhuman animals has caused a struggle within me. This is not something I asked 

for, in fact life would be a lot easier in many ways without this awareness. It breaks my 

heart and often makes me feel like an outsider.  But it’s here and even though a 

challenge, I welcome what I’ve come to see as a next step in greater love and 

compassion.  In other words, it’s a joy.  My eyes have been opened to the stunning 

beauty of Creation like never before, and my heart has been opened to see “someone” 

not “something” when I look into the eyes of our fellow earthlings.  
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Perhaps you see them too?vi  
 

 

                       

"The Word is living, being, spirit, all verdant greening, all creativity.                             
This Word manifests itself in every creature."                                                      

Hildegard of Bingen, Mystic 

A Calling, An Awakening 

As they say, God has a sense of humor, and a very good one at that!  First, God invites 

me to serve an awesome country church, one situated in the midst of beautiful 

farmland, a church brimming with good, wonderful, and loving people.  I love my church. 

Many are farmers and pretty much everyone eats meat and dairy. I realize this is true 

for most people. I’m in the minority.  Then, God whispers in my ear: What about the 

animals? What about the Earth?   

In other words, in the years since becoming a pastor, I also became vegan and I’ve 

been grappling with how to present this important theological development. Not that I’m 

perfect or think I have all the answers. I also want to say I’m not judging you, and that I 

also love people!  My congregation knows I’m vegan. The attitude I’ve experienced from 

my people is curiosity and acceptance. In other words, I don’t feel judged either.  I don’t 

preach veganism, although the message of extravagant love, compassion, mercy, and 

justice is there. I have mostly preached from the Revised Common Lectionary.  
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Here’s a sampling of several recent sermons: 

Luke 24:1-35 “The Road to Emmaus”  
As Christians, we are invited to live an Easter life. Jesus walks with us. We are 
reminded again and again, to rely on Him over and above all else. 
 
John 14:1-14 “What’s Your Story?” 
God is found in the everyday of life. God as nurturer.  
 
John 14:15-21 “The Reality of the Invisible” 
The Holy Spirit is an invisible reality made visible in Christ, and as Christ’s disciples, 
also in you and me and in the church. 
 
John 17: 1-7 “One” 
Our hearts beat as one, oneness in all our differences. 
 
Matthew 18:15-20 “Finding God in Reconciliation”  
God is found in reconciliation because love is found in reconciliation. 

 
Matthew 15:10-28 “The Heart of the Matter”  
Sometimes learning comes from unexpected places. Life is a continuing process                                   
of education.  We will always be students, and our most important teacher is Jesus. We 
need to be ever mindful of the state of our hearts, as what we say matters to Jesus. And 
growing in compassion may just be the meaning of life, and its most important lesson.  

 

A cornerstone of the Christian faith is loving our neighbors, especially the most 

vulnerable.  Animals are among the most vulnerable among us. We are called to protect 

and care for them.  As a Christian leader, we have a prophetic role to play in speaking 

up for all earthlings and Creation. This of course includes human beings. Yet, how we 

treat nonhuman animals is also important, as it impacts those animals’ lives, as well as 

the environment, the climate, our health, and people. I will address more about this in 

the upcoming pages. 
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BUT FIRST, LET’S TALK ABOUT LOVE 

 
                  Aunt Aline and Dinavii  
Theology 101 = Love 
Okay, everyone can go home now, because this sums it all up: God is love.  

It’s as simple and as complicated as that.   

 

Love is the cornerstone of Christian theology. Love is not an option on a list of menu 

items; it’s a requirement, a commandment, indeed The Greatest Commandment. The 

emphasis and significance God places on love is spelled out clearly in both the Hebrew 

Bible and the New Testament.  

(Bible translations are the New Revised Standard Version) 

Leviticus 19:18  
18 You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you 
shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD. 
 
Deuteronomy 6:4-5 
4 Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. 5 You shall love the LORD your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. 
 
Matthew 22:35-40 
35 and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him.36 “Teacher, which 
commandment in the law is the greatest?” 37 He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the 
greatest and first commandment. 39 And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.’ 40 On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” 
 
Mark 12:28-31 
28 One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing 
that he answered them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of 
all?” 29 Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is 
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one; 30 you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 
with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ 31 The second is this, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” 
 
Luke 10:25-28 
25 Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?” 26 He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read 
there?” 27 He answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with 
all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as 
yourself.”28 And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will 
live.” 
 
John 13:34-35 
34 I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, 
you also should love one another. 35 By this everyone will know that you are my 
disciples, if you have love for one another.” 
 
Love. 
Love God. Love neighbor as we love ourselves.  

Seems so straightforward, but why is it sometimes so hard?   

Paradox is part of spiritual truth. 

 
In some ways love is simple, but as we well know, human beings are good at making 

simple things complicated. But this loving we are commanded to do as Christ’s disciples 

is complex. Okay, it’s both: simple and complex.  Questions to consider with some 

beginning thoughts: 

  
How do we love?  We aren’t born with instruction manuals! 

True, but we are given instructions in the Bible and through Christ Jesus.  

We can also talk to each other and learn from one another. 

 

Who are we to love?  Everyone? Even enemies? Can we skip that one?  

Yes, we are to love everyone, even enemies. No, we can’t skip that one.  

 

When should we love? God doesn’t mean all the time, right?  

What if we don’t feel like it? 

Sometimes we don’t feel like it, but love doesn’t take a holiday. Are we always going to 

be loving? No, we make mistakes, get grumpy, rude, unloving. That’s part of being 

human. Thank God (literally) for forgiveness! When we fail to love, God forgives us.  

The hard part is forgiving ourselves. When we can accept God’s forgiveness and forgive 

ourselves, it’s easier to love and forgive others. 
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What is love? Is it a feeling? Is it action? Both? Neither? 

This is a question for the ages! We’ve been wrestling with this one since time began. 

Love is a feeling, an action and more.  

 
Who is our neighbor?   

Does our neighbor include other species? Creation? 
Everyone. Yes and yes. 

 
Do we include ourselves in our love? Is that narcissistic? 

God loves us beyond words. We are lovable beyond comprehension. Yes, we include 
ourselves in our love. No, it’s not narcissistic, it’s healthy. Love others as we love 

ourselves is how the Great Commandment reads. Healthy love of self paves the way 
 to loving others. 

 
How do we love God, exactly? 

We love God by loving our neighbors and caring for God’s beloved Creation. We love 
God by paying attention to and caring for our relationship with our beloved Creator, with 

Jesus Christ, and with the Holy Spirit, through prayer, praise, and gratitude.  
 

What about justice? 
Love and justice go hand in hand. You can’t have one without the other.  

 
“Justice without love is not justice. Love without justice is not love.” Mother Teresa 

 
“Power without love is reckless and abusive, and love without power is sentimental and 
anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its 

best is power correcting everything that stands against love.” Martin Luther King Jr. 
 

Is there such a thing as being too loving? 
No. Go for it! Love, love, love and then love some more!!! 

 
Noted Swiss Protestant theologian Karl Barth wrote volumes on the intricacies of 

Christian theology, including a fourteen-volume master work called Church Dogmatics. 

Written in stages from 1932 to 1968, it was 6 million words long, and is generally 

regarded as one of the most important theological discourses of the twentieth 

century.viii  Even so, in 1962, while lecturing at the Rockefeller Chapel at the University 

of Chicago’s campus, a student asked him if he could sum up his life work in one 

sentence. It is reported that Barth said: 

 
Yes, I can. In the words of a song I learned at my mother’s knee: 

“Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”ix 
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Love.  
Love is the most powerful force in the universe. How do we know? Jesus tells us so. His 

love was uncommon, wild, and fierce. Jesus’ love was unlike anything the world had 

ever seen, insistent, embracing, extravagant, outrageous, and bold. And he calls us to 

love as he loves, and assures us we can do the same. Jesus calls us to be ever vigilant 

in discovering ways to expand our circle of love. To love our family and friends is not 

enough, anyone can do that. We are called to love everyone, no exceptions. A tall order 

for sure, but living out our faith is not always easy, in fact it’s downright hard much of the 

time.  

The foundation of my theological understanding is love as taught by Jesus.  We are to 

love above all else.  We are loved by God more tenderly, dearly, and more profoundly 

than we could ever comprehend. Sometimes we have a hard time being loved by others 

and allowing God’s love into our hearts. Maybe we feel unworthy, not ready, or even 

afraid. 

I’m not the first person to set forth “love” as a theological underpinning.  Yet, that is 

where I find clarity, a focal point, a filter, and a center.   I ask the question “Is it loving?” 

when answering theological questions.  Out of all of the laws and teachings, the 

greatest commandment is love: love God and love neighbor as we love ourselves. And 

we’ve been arguing and debating this ever since we first heard it.  Who exactly is my 

neighbor? Maybe we’re never done with this, as we continue to learn to expand our 

circle of compassion and definition of neighbor. I  believe this is what Jesus taught. 

JUSTICE 

Thanks to my seminary professor JoAnne Terrell,         

I learned that love on its own is nice, but it’s not 

enough. Love must be coupled with justice to have 

any “teeth,” to have power or effectiveness. Ultimate 

justice is in God’s hands, but we do have an important 

part to play. Who we think gets included as worthy of 

compassion and dignity, as someone who “matters,” is 

a question of both love and justice.  

                                                                                           A Sign in my Neighborhoodx 

While justice is important, we are not called to judge. We don’t have the perspective for 

it. We’re too biased. This can be a slippery slope, as fighting injustice requires 

judgment. Perhaps it is more like discernment. I don’t believe that God is a punisher, is 

harsh, or is just waiting to smite the sinner. My theological perspective sees God as 
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more like a teacher or parent, allowing the natural consequences of our actions to 

teach us a better and more loving way.       

 
I’m intrigued by the mystical and “cosmic” consequences such as those shared by 

people who have had near death experiences (NDEs), where they experience life 

review from the perspective of those with whom they’ve interacted in life. This also can 

happen on this side of  life, when we have a realization of sin we’ve engaged in that we 

didn’t see before. A famous example is slave trader John Newton who wrote the song 

“Amazing Grace.” That is a seismic shift example, but we can have awakenings for 

more everyday occurrences like being annoyed, impatient, or otherwise unloving or 

unjust. The time is always right for transformation! The first step in change is 

awareness.  

 
I believe that as part of our evolution, we will become more and more aware, more and 

more loving, in time expanding our compassion to every earthling, as our brothers and 

sisters, as worthy of dignity and life on their own terms. That is, if we don’t destroy each 

other or our planet first. The famous quote by the great Martin Luther King Jr. has never 

been truer: “We must learn to live together as brothers or perish together as fools.”xi 

 

BROKENNESS 

Like Jacob wrestling the angel in Genesis 32, I’ve grappled mightily over the question of 

the Great Commandment to love and how it relates to justice and everyday life.  While 

I’m not comparing myself to Jacob, I am saying I can relate, as I’ve come away from a 

wrestling match or two weary and at times limping, because the world and even the 

church don’t always conform to my tidy ideals. Often, I don’t either. It’s messy.  Even so, 

God created the world and declared it very good. And I believe God continues to 

declare the world very good.  Earth and all her earthly beings are vibrant, astounding, 

and stunning.  

Earth, the Masterpiece of all masterpieces.  
God the Artist of all artists.   

 
But what about the brokenness we see and experience every day? 
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                      Peter Wenzel, in the Vatican Museum Pinacoteca (Art Gallery) 
 
Sometimes art can shine the light and give us a new perspective. For example, in the 

painting “Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden,” behold the first family of Earth, before 

some terrible sinfulness came down. Notice in Eden, Adam and Eve are not at the 

center of the picture, but part of it, off center, interconnected and in harmony with nature 

and all animals.  I’ve come to believe that the root of our brokenness, the root of sin, is 

found in relationship. This includes our relationship with God and with one another.  

Sin also manifests itself in the human tendency to see ourselves as front and center in 

Creation, above it. In many ways, we’ve lost our humility and ignored God’s call to care 

for Creation. We’re pushing it to the brink, as seen in species extinction, climate 

change, and deforestation to name a few. In many ways, we see ourselves as separate 

from Creation and not within it, at times lording it over the vulnerable, dominating, 

taking, and destroying. Treating vulnerable creatures like this is diametrically opposed 

to what Jesus calls us to do. Yes, we are unique and special, but so is every one of 

God’s creatures, each with its own strengths and intelligences. If we don’t change our 

attitudes, a change will happen for us in natural consequences on a local and global 

scale. I write this as scenes of devastation from Hurricane Harvey dominate the news. 

Since writing this update, I now have to include Irma, and Maria, and rampant wildfires 

in California and more. 
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A picture I took of an apple from Edward’s Apple Orchard 

So it’s not a bite of the apple that is the problem, in fact, apples are delicious and 

healthy. It’s that we’ve forgotten we’re interwoven into the fabric of life, and what we do, 

however large or small, good or bad, has real consequences that also come back to us. 

Rainforests are bulldozed for hamburgers & palm oil. Magnificent and majestic wild 

animals and sea life are put into zoos and aquariums, largely for “amusement.”   Bees 

are being endangered along with many other animals, plus the soil, water, and air are 

being poisoned. This is all to our peril, as it’s pushing the earth and all earthlings to their 

limits.  

More than 840 million people do not have enough food, and our lifestyle and eating 

habits play a part in that.xii Animal agriculture is responsible for over 50% of all 

worldwide greenhouse gas emissions.xiii According to the Stanford Environmental 

Law Journal, animal agriculture is the leading cause of environmental degradation and 

our ability to thrive on our planet. For political, government, business, and other 

reasons, the negative impact of animal agriculture on our world’s health is largely 

glossed over. I have found, to my dismay, my denomination is following along with this 

course. It’s not only food, but our clothing, electronics, and even chocolate (I know that’s 

food, but a special kind of food!) and other goods are problematic.  Many of our 

common items are manufactured by child and slave labor around the world, and are bad 

for the environment. In seminary, I learned about systemic evil and injustice. Each of us 

knowingly and unknowingly participates and benefits from this. It takes a concerted 

effort to make change, but it can and must be done. 

What is so broken in humanity that we are allowing our only home, a precious and 

stunning gift from God to be spoiled? What is so broken in us that so many of our 

interpersonal relationships are in shambles? As a faith leader, I am called to take a 

stand and take a lead on the answers to these questions. The church has something to 

say and do about this, as this is a theological issue. Problem is, our efforts often don’t 

go deep or wide enough. We need to look to the root causes.  
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I believe the answer is found in expanding our hearts of compassion, pushing the 

boundaries, expanding our circle of love and care to encompass every living being. As 

we’ve come to ever deeper understanding in our minds and hearts, we develop eyes 

and ears to recognize racism, sexism, ageism, and other “isms,” and our minds and 

hearts are changed. Now is the time to open our hearts, ears, and eyes to the social 

injustice of speciesism.xiv I believe this is the next frontier on our way to true and lasting 

peace. We long for peace. Search high and low for it, over and over and over again. 

And yet, it’s right under our noses, actually within our own hearts.  Peace begins on our 

plates. Compassion toward other sentient beings is also connected to how we treat 

other human beings, God, the Earth, and ourselves. 

 
This connection has long been recognized as seen in the following quote by Pythagoras 
(570-490 BC): 
 

“For as long as man continues to be the ruthless destroyer of lower [sic] living 
beings, he will never know health or peace. For as long as men massacre 
animals, they will kill each other. Indeed, he who sows the seeds of murder and 
pain cannot reap joy and love.” 

 
It is my theological understanding that we will never know peace until all beings know 

peace. Once we tolerate violence and injustice at any level, it opens the door and 

makes it easier to tolerate violence it in all areas of life and in its many forms. What 

makes evil so dangerous is that it lurks in everyday life and often escapes our gaze. In 

seminary I was introduced to the concept of the banality of evil. We studied Nazi 

Germany and how the whole system was built upon many people who participated, from 

those who did the paperwork, to those who planned and committed atrocities firsthand. 

This was part of our study of theodicy. Little by little, the establishment of Jewish 

ghettos and increasing marginalization and discrimination against the Jewish people, 

paved the way for a full blown Holocaust.   

 
Who Matters? 

Our biggest challenges are, at their root, struggles of relationship, and seeing some 

people as worthy and others as not, some animals as companions, others as food. 

Injustice is everywhere, yet doing something to change things sometimes seems 

insurmountable. Why? Are we overwhelmed? Distracted? Asleep? Afraid? Indifferent? 

Do we not know where to start? When we stop and really think about it, much of what is 

going on in the world, between people and the earth, between countries, and between 

human beings and other sentient beings is madness. Each of us plays a part in this too. 

We’ve measured the worth of others, both people and other species against our own 

strengths.  We’ve forgotten our relationship with God and that we are not God. Made in 
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God’s image? Yes, but we are not God. And this kind of thinking has brought us a lot of 

trouble.  In many ways, humanity has lost its humility. 

HEALING 
 
There is a path back to health, wholeness, and sanity, and it’s Jesus. 
 
Jesus says, “Follow me!” The early Christians were known as those who followed    

“The Way.” And we too are offered this healing path in our relationships: with God, with 

one another, with ourselves, with other sentient beings, and with Creation.  Following 

The Way of Jesus is a lifelong endeavor, a personal and community experience. We’re 

continually learning how to be and what to do as Christ’s disciples. 

 

This classic painting by Warner Sallman, “Christ at 

Heart’s Door,” illustrates God’s invitation to us. God 

is ever knocking at our hearts, waiting for our “Yes,” 

dearly desiring to be in relationship and partnership 

with us. Although there is also the sense that God 

pursues us too as reflected in various texts in the 

Bible. 

We’ve got to get to an effective theology that 

addresses the root of the issue.  What do all the 

other “ism’s” to which we add speciesism, have in 

common?                                        Relationship.  

 
 

 

What does sinful behavior such as stealing, lying, cheating, 

abuse, on an individual scale, to terrorism and war on a global 

scale, come down to? 

(Source of photo unknown) 

 

From the Ten Commandments, to the Great Commandment to Love, to the Beatitudes, 

to the Trinity and God in three persons, to the Lord’s Prayer, and more, our Christian 

faith is teeming with relationship. Jesus is about relationship. It’s fundamental, basic. In 

our independent, pull yourself up by your bootstrap culture, sometimes it’s hard to 

notice this aspect of faith. We often see our accomplishments as what we do, forgetting 
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everyone along the way who helped make it possible, both those we know and those 

we don’t know. At its core, strife between countries and war is also about relationships. 

We need to work on our relationships within marriages/partnerships and families, and 

with other sentient beings, our planet, and other world religions. What are we going to 

do, call Dr. Phil? No, we’re going to call Jesus. 

Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel is someone who lived subjected to the most demented of 

relationships imaginable, that between captive and tormentor in a concentration camp. 

He made the following observation: “The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.” 

Maybe we don’t know what to do, perhaps it’s denial. I don’t know. But I do know that 

when we try to shut out the suffering of others, including the highly intelligent and 

emotionally complex animals languishing in factory farms and other places like zoos, 

laboratories, aquariums, and circuses, we inadvertently support injustice by our 

silence.  Again, it’s about relationship. Looking at this squarely is uncomfortable.  

What of this brokenness? What are we to do when we mess up, even mess up royally? 

That’s where God’s forgiveness and mercy comes in, that where grace rushes in. We 

are never beyond God’s reach. Love + Justice = Relationship, and sometimes, 

oftentimes, relationships break down, we let each other down, we are crabby and 

crummy. We ask God for mercy. With God’s forgiveness we are able to get up, brush 

ourselves off, and keep on being the best disciples possible. The world needs each of 

us to help, hope, and heal! 

 

LIVING INTO THE CALL 
 
Many times, Christians aren’t very good at being Christian, including me.  Now that may 

sound a bit harsh, but it’s important to acknowledge that we are a work in progress. 

Even the original twelve disciples struggled and misunderstood and often got it wrong. 

They fought about who was best and first, denied and betrayed, for example.  And they 

had Jesus right there with them!   

 
We also have Jesus with us, and his teachings. We have our marching orders, our call 

to make disciples by first becoming disciples.  It’s just sometimes super hard to put the 

teachings of Jesus into place.  It goes against the grain of cultural norms.  It can make 

us feel and even look like a fool to others. Plus, we have a lot of insecurities to contend 

with that stop us from standing out too much.  Well, at least I do! We don’t want to be 

rejected or considered weird.   

 

But to truly live out what Jesus teaches, means risking looking and even being pretty 

strange (by society’s standards), and may well likely result in being rejected.  I mean, 
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who goes around loving enemies? Or washing feet? Or striving to be last?  Christian 

values are the world’s values turned upside down. Multiply these challenges when 

you’re talking about ordained ministry. It’s more than worth it even if only one out of 

ninety nine accepts our message. We keep on going and sharing the Good News! 

 

What does it look like to fully live into our Christian faith?  What examples do we 

have?  Do we ever feel like we’ve “arrived,” only to find there’s more, infinitely more to 

discover, more mystery, more questions? It’s like the quote by John Robinson etched 

on a large stone on the grounds of Chicago Theological Seminary’s campus: 

 

“The Lord hath more light yet to break forth out of His Holy Word” 

 

CTS tower, now the University of Chicago 
I took this photo in October 2015 

 
I am learning. Learning from my mistakes and successes. What does faith look like? 

When have we seen it in action?  Or something close to it?  How does this look?  Like 

the hippies in the 1960s fighting the “Establishment?” Who is the best example we 

know? Martin Luther King, Jr. comes immediately to mind. But what about the rest of 

us? Those, like me, who let life get in the way? Or is discipleship life itself? Is learning 

more and more how to better love the meaning of life? We also have our own filters and 

largely unexamined biases that can make us terrible judges of situations and what to do 
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about them. That’s why we need each other, our Christian community in churches and 

in the wider church. The call to Christian faith is deepest and most effective when it 

combines personal faith with and community faith, following Jesus’ model. We hold 

each other accountable, challenge one another, support, and love one another.  

 

My theological perspective allows for a good amount of room for imperfection, 

uncertainty, and mystery. There are things that I know or think I know, while at the same 

time remaining open to new insight.  This does not mean that anything goes or that 

there is no structure.  As mentioned earlier, structure provides the foundation to explore, 

question, and create.  

 
 
 

A STORY 
 
We are made for stories, so let’s stop for a story that speaks of the development of my 

faith. It’s a story about the next frontier of compassion and is dedicated to that special 

pig who locked eyes with me on that summer day. 

Sometime in the summer of 2012, I was pulled into the “vortex” of Facebook.  Now, this 

was quite different from the polar vortex of the previous winter, but no less 

powerful.  One of the things I’ve noticed, is that I’ve had the opportunity to “make 

friends” with a number of people with whom I would normally not have had interaction. 

In fact, I’ve had the experience of making a friend on Facebook and meeting the person 

later.  My Christian faith is often in the background of any “Facebook surfing” as I can’t 

help but be keenly interested, investigating where the Good News of Jesus is making an 

appearance, or needs to make an appearance. 

 
However, one comment has stayed with me, and I’ve wrestled with it ever since.  It was 

from a friend I made at the Mad City Vegan Fest in Madison, Wisconsin. I’ll call her 

Genny (not her real name). After meeting, we became Facebook friends. Genny said 

she used to be Christian but left the church because she felt the church lacked 

compassion.  Genny is vegan. As I mentioned, a vegan lifestyle extends compassion 

not only to human beings, but to all sentient beings.  She explained she felt churches 

lacked compassion for all life.  

 
Genny’s comment stuck with me and I found myself thinking: 
 

“Hey, wait a minute, how can you say that! Christians are in the ‘business’ of 
compassion!  Didn’t Jesus make it perfectly clear that our first and foremost 
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calling and commandment as Christians is to love?!  Love!  Love and 
compassion go hand-in-hand, don’t they?” 

 
How could Genny think the Christian church lacks compassion?”   
At first, I felt a bit defensive, thinking: 
 

“Of course, we’re compassionate…just check us out, give us a try! Have you 
ever experienced a UCC church?!  We’re different!”  God is still speaking, I tell 
you!” 
 

But after some thought, in some ways, I reluctantly and sadly agreed with her. In many 
ways, the Christian church lacks compassion for all life. Compassion is present, but it 
needs to be expanded. We’re good people.  We just don’t see what we’re doing. It’s 
time for an awakening. 

A Long Way to Go 
A while later, my mother and I were on our 

way to a church gathering.  It was a church 

in the middle of the country, and neither of 

us had been there before.  It was a 

beautiful summer day, with bright blue 

skies dotted with white fluffy clouds.  It was 

a long drive along the cornfields, with 

goodness on each side of the road.  It was 

nice.  We were talking and getting 

ourselves to worship when we missed our 

turn.  Drats!   I could see in the distance 

that there was a truck in our lane, on our 

side of the road.   

Pig on his/her way to slaughterxv 
 
 

Was the truck coming at us?  No, it was stopped. Then I saw a man, covered head to 

toe in a white hazmat suit.  The truck was labeled “Illini Swine” on the front. Hmmm… I 

thought to myself, “I don’t want to see this!  It’s going to ruin my mood!”  But, given the 

path, we had to pass by this truck.  So we did.  We had to pass that truck that terrible, 

awful, and sad truck, filled with fear and impending death.  But instead of avoiding the 

scene, I decide to stop, to peer in, and to bear witness to the suffering and to offer as 

much compassion as possible.  I thought, if these pigs are forced to endure this, the 

least I can do is share a moment of kindness.  

 
So I drove up to the truck, looked, and there he was. I’m not sure if this pig was a he or 

a she, but one thing’s for certain, we locked eyes.  He looked into my eyes in greeting, 

while my eyes filled with sadness.  I knew his fate and what was coming, and my heart 
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sank.  Why did we have to get lost on this journey?  What was once a good mood has 

turned to sorrow and helplessness. But issues of justice are like that, aren’t they?  As Al 

Gore would say, they are “inconvenient truths” that burst into the bubble of our 

happiness.  After all, who wants to be confronted with injustice and suffering?  Or 

hunger, poverty, pollution, inequality, slavery, or racism? These topics can really ruin 

the mood when there’s so much we’d rather be doing.    

 
Yet being called to be and show love is exactly what we are called to as Christians, love 

and compassion. But I can’t get that pig, or all those pigs and other sentient beings on 

that truck and every truck and confinement, out of my mind or heart.  Fellow earthlings, 

with rich emotional lives, pigs are also highly intelligent.  They are at least as smart as 

dogs and three year old human children.   

Then Mom and I went on to worship, where we heard about loving hearts. But given 

what just transpired, these words rang hollow.  Loving isn’t loving, unless everyone is 

included, everyone.  After worship, at the meal, when I refused the pork chop, the 

server had a quizzical look.  She is a good person, but unaware of the suffering in that 

pork chop.  We don’t see what we’re doing. You see, like Genny, the friend I met in 

Madison, I am vegan too.  I’m a pastor with a heart for animals. I am a vegan pastor. 

 
We  have a way to go to uncover the compassion that already lives in our hearts, but 

we’re on the path. I have faith in God and hope in humanity. I’m on the learning path 

too. I see ordained ministry as a way and voice to do my part as God calls me. 

 

“And if we dare to look into those eyes, then we shall feel their suffering in our 
hearts. More and more people have seen that appeal and felt it in their hearts. All 
around the world there is an awakening of understanding and compassion, and 
understanding that reaches out to help the suffering animals in their vanishing 
homelands. That embraces hungry, sick, and desperate human beings, people 
who are starving while the fortunate among us have so much more than we 
need. And if, one by one, we help them, the hurting animals, the desperate 
humans, then together we shall alleviate so much of the hunger, fear, and pain in 
the world. Together we can bring change to the world, gradually replacing fear 
and hatred with compassion and love. Love for all living beings.”  ― Jane 
Goodall 

 

Being vegan relates to being a pastor because, as pastor, I am called to teach and 

preach Jesus’ teachings, and the greatest of these teachings is love. As a pastor, I am 

called to discern God’s Word in my life and to share it, whether it makes me or others 

uncomfortable or not. This is where accountability also comes in, and I welcome it. I 

welcome it from my congregation and I welcome it from the wider church. Accountability 

means we have an exchange of ideas, a sharing, and a debate if need be, in love and 
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with respect.  Veganism is the highest expression of the love and compassion I feel for 

life, for people, for the Earth, and for all beings. Reverence for life is a key component of 

Christianity. Veganism is not the path, it is part of the path that is The Way of Jesus 

Christ, the way of compassion. Do I believe all life is holy? Yes. Expanding my embrace 

in this way expresses my truest nature as I feel called to it ethically.  Do you have to 

agree with me? No. Would I like you to? Absolutely! That’s where discussion takes 

place. That is where we take care of our relationship. And in expressing what I feel in 

my mind and heart what God is calling me to say and do, is how I take care of my 

relationship with God, with myself, and with you.  

 
 

 
 

TIMELESS TRUTHS 
 
I learned about Centering Prayer at Chicago Theological Seminary from Professor 

George Cairns. Father Thomas Keating, in bringing Centering Prayer into the modern 

day, was drawing on ancient Christian tradition. He saw the popularity of the meditation 

practices of Eastern traditions in our culture and sought to bring new life to this Christian 

version of meditation. According to the Contemplative Outreach website: 

 

 “Centering Prayer was developed as a response to the Vatican II invitation to 
revive the contemplative teachings of early Christianity and present them in 
updated formats. In this way, the method of Centering Prayer is drawn from the 
ancient practices of the Christian contemplative heritage, notably the traditional 
monastic practice of Lectio Divina and the practices described in the anonymous 
fourteenth century classic The Cloud of Unknowing and in the writings of 
Christian mystics such as John Cassian, Francis de Sales, Teresa of Avila, John 
of the Cross, Therese of Lisieux, and Thomas Merton. Most importantly, 
Centering Prayer is based on the wisdom saying of Jesus in the Sermon on the 
Mount: 
 
 “...when you pray, go to your inner room, close the door and pray to your 

Father in secret. And your Father, who sees in secret, will repay you.’"  
Matthew 6:6 (New American Bible) 

 

Likewise, there is a long tradition of vegetarianism/veganism within the Christian 

tradition. It goes way back to Genesis. Animals are first created for companionship. 

Both humans and nonhuman animals are given the breath of life. God gives humans 

and animals plants to eat. Later, and after the fall and sin enters Creation, God gives 

some permission to eat meat. Eating meat and dairy is not forbidden in the Bible. But 

the overarching message for God’s reign is one of nonviolence, between people and 

within Creation. “They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will 
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be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”  (Isaiah 11:9)  God’s 

ideal, attainable through Christ, is a reign of peace to which we should always aspire.  

 
St. Francis of Assisi (1181-1226) is another Christian champion for the animals:  

“Not to hurt our humble brethren (the animals) is our first duty to them, but to stop there 

is not enough…We have a higher mission - to be of service to them whenever they 

require it. If you have men who will exclude any of God's creatures from the shelter of 

compassion and pity, you will have men who will deal likewise with their fellow men.” 

 
Care for creation and God’s love of all beings also has a long history within our music, 

prayers, and liturgy.  The very first hymn in our church’s hymnal is For the Beauty of 

the Earth. Blessing of the Animals, in the tradition of St. Francis of Assisi, has become 

an eagerly anticipated tradition in many Christian churches. Food choices are important, 

for food is a key ingredient in the Christian tradition—in the Sacrament of Holy 

Communion, in meals shared, and so much more. 

 

 

JUST THE BEGINNING 
 
The story of God’s call upon my life continues, as the passion I feel grows. God’s 

nudges and awakenings happen in unexpected places, such as in synchronistic 

encounters like running into Pastor Beaman at SuperSuds and Sandra Mineau at 

Walgreens. As they say, God works in mysterious ways! While I could have been retired 

in a comfy lifestyle had I stayed with the OCC, that would have been no match for the 

joy I feel in serving God as best as I know how and in serving such a wonderful church 

that is Garden Prairie UCC.  

 
My path has been a combination of following my bliss, and fighting the call. Sometimes, 

it is so challenging and overwhelming that a “regular job” looks enticing.  But there are 

no words for looking out from the pulpit to see the beautiful faces of my congregation, 

the people of God, eager to hear God’s Word for their lives and our world, or the glow of 

the candles on Christmas Eve, or the early morning sleepiness and joy of Easter 

Sunday. We call our church, Garden Prairie UCC, a small (but mighty) country church. 

As I tell my congregation, we’re in this soup together.  
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                                          Iconic photo of Earth from spacexvi 
 
Yes, God’s eye is on the sparrow, the whale, the swirling stars, on you and me, on 

humanity and on the smallest and largest of beings, and on this astonishing planet we 

call home. The Earth and all earthlings must take center stage in our ministry. We must 

heal our relationships and expand our definition of neighbor. Being made in God’s 

image means we too are called to share our tender hearts of love, mercy, justice, and 

compassion. We urgently need to expand our embrace to include animal rights along 

with human rights, because we are all on this same boat, connected and 

interconnected, together.  

 

 "Our task must be to free ourselves by widening our circle of compassion to embrace 
all living creatures and the whole of nature and its beauty." - Albert Einstein 

  

"Until he extends his circle of compassion to include all living things,  

man will not himself find peace." - Albert Schweitzer 

 
God, humans, sin, grace, forgiveness, how does it all relate? It comes back to 

relationship. The first breakdown in relationship between God and humankind in 

Genesis introduced sin into Creation. What is at the center of everything? Broken 

relationships. That’s where we must focus for healing and wholeness, leaving no one 

out. Asking, would I be okay if that were done to me? is a great litmus test and filter to 

guide our empathy.  The way to peace is through love, the most powerful (and 

underestimated) force in the universe. 

 

Peace. Isn’t that what we all want? Peace to live our lives.  
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When one of us lacks peace, we all do. 
When all beings know peace, then, and only then, will there be true Peace on Earth. 

 

 
 

 
 

Getting Ready to Visit Heartland Farm Animal Sanctuaryxvii 
 

This is me today. I still love Carl Sagan, and also Neil deGrasse Tyson who is carrying 

on the Cosmos tradition. I just discovered Carl Sagan’s video Pale Blue Dot.  Check it 

out if you haven’t already seen it! I still love to sit on the couch and ponder. That little girl 

still lives within me, as does the teenager and more. Each stage is a new unfolding of 

curiosities, answers, and more questions. Above all, I am deeply grateful that God has 

called me here, and for every blessing in my life, from people, to the animals and 

Creation, to the church, everything. It is my earnest desire to serve God in a way that’s 

as discerning and thoughtful as possible, and in healthy relationship.  

 
I’m still grappling with questions like:   
 
“Why do we live, only to die?” and “What is the meaning of life?” 
 
I have come to believe we never die, our souls are eternal, our connection of love 

continues on and on. I believe in the promise of resurrection. The meaning of life is to 

learn how to love, to learn how to be more and more compassionate. The meaning of 

life is to love and learn, in this life and in life eternal. The meaning of life is found in 

continuing to ask the questions and to being open to new discoveries. 

 
Thank you! 
 
I want to thank my wonderful church family and Pastor Beaman who saw something in 

me I didn’t see, and helped cultivate my passion for preaching and parish ministry. 

Gratitude is expressed to each of you members of the Church and Ministry Committee, 

especially mentors Kathy Lawes, Sandra Mineau, and Judy Harris.  Over the years, I’ve 
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felt supported by an interconnected network of church leadership at the Association, 

Conference, and beyond.  I am blessed by your wisdom and guidance as we met and 

wrestled with ideas. I’m thankful for my editor and muse, my husband Brad, and the 

love of my life and my heart, our son James. I am thankful for my faith, my family and 

friends , for my church,  and for Jesus Christ my heart, my love, my inspiration, my Rock 

and my Redeemer. Amen. 

 

i From the hymn “God of the Sparrow” by Jaroslav Vajda 
 
ii The Message translation  
 
iii Voice of the Faithful, Eucharist, http://votf.org/9378 
 
iv 8/27/2017episode 
 
v Worship Elements: October 8, 2017, ministrymatters.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
vi The cow and dolphin pictures are from Pixabay. (Creative Commons)  

The sparrow picture is one I took of a momma and her baby sparrows. They made a 

nest on our front porch in a sparkly Christmas wreath, which was undoubtedly left up a 

bit past Christmas!  I watched these birds grow from pale blue eggs in the nest. By the 

time this picture was taken, they were getting pretty big. 

 Esther the Wonder Pig and her dads Derek Walter and Steve Jenkins 

Check out Esther and her family on Facebook at “Esther the Wonder Pig” and “Happily 

Ever Esther Farm Sanctuary.”  More information can also be found at 

estherthewonderpig.com. There’s even a book about her called Esther the Wonder Pig: 

Changing the World One Heart at a Time by Caprice Crane, Derek Walter, and Steve 

Jenkins. Some information from Esther’s website: 

“Esther is some pig. She was misrepresented as a ‘micro pig’ and sold to Steve and 

Derek in the Summer of 2012.  She was just 4 pounds, and in under 2 years she grew 

to be 500 pounds!  Derek and Steve kept Esther anyways.  She was accustomed to 

home life, and so the whole family went on an adventure of a lifetime.” 

Derek and Steve are now vegan:  “Esther made us look at ourselves and what we were 

supporting every time we spent money on day to day goods which supported animal 

                                                             

http://votf.org/9378
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exploitation and cruelty.  We decided we couldn't do it anymore.  Morally and ethically it 

made sense.   We did it one step at a time and although it was a learning curve we have 

been able to make the switch quite easily. Veganism is about living cruelty free.  Cruelty 

free to animals.  Cruelty free to the environment, and cruelty free to yourself. Living 

cruelty free is easy!  There are loads of valuable resources available to help you make 

healthy decisions. Steve and Derek have been together since March 2001.” 

vii  Aunt Aline & Dina and “Love You More” Heart 

I took this picture in January 2016 at a gift store in Fullerton, California. Some of you 

know the story of my Aunt Aline, who is also like a sister, and always a friend. She 

came to visit in September of 2015. Aline spent a week with me and my family. The day 

before she was to return home, she fell ill. After five weeks of hospitalization she passed 

away on November 7, 2015, leaving my heart in a million pieces. With Jesus’ help, I’m 

starting to put those pieces back together. In the weeks before she passed, when I’d 

say “I love you” she’d always reply, “Love you more.” When I saw this in the window of 

the gift shop, I understood it as a sign from her, a reassurance that she is with me 

always. This is our last picture together. We were at Garden Prairie UCC after Sunday 

worship. In Earthly life and in spirit, Aline is supportive of my church and calling, 

providing ideas, thoughts, and love. I dearly wanted her to be at my ordination. I believe 

she will be there in spirit.  

viii Wikipedia.com, Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 
 
ix http://www.patheos.com/blogs/rogereolson/2013/01/did-karl-barth-really-say-jesus-

loves-me-this-i-know/ Did Karl Barth Really Say “Jesus Loves Me, This I Know….?” 

Roger E. Olson, January 24, 2013 

 
x “Slow Down Kids Matter” sign.  I took this picture in my neighborhood while a neighbor 

looked at me quizzically. Through the years I’ve been keeping an eye out for pictures 

and ideas for this paper. This is one of them. It obviously is a take on “Black Lives 

Matter,” as our culture grapples with understanding “who matters.” I thought this went 

well with the question of relationship.  

xi I left the gender biased quotes in this paper as is because to add “[sic]” to each male 

pronoun would detract from the impact of the quotes. 

 
xii http://awfw.org/ A Well Fed World: “Today’s food system results in more than two 

billion undernourished people. Millions die every year due to hunger-related causes, 

while millions more die due to diseases of affluence. A world that is ‘well-fed’ ensures 

enough quality food for everyone. Such food maximizes well-being and minimizes harm, 

thus nourishing people, protecting animals, and sustaining the planet.” 

 

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/rogereolson/2013/01/did-karl-barth-really-say-jesus-loves-me-this-i-know/
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/rogereolson/2013/01/did-karl-barth-really-say-jesus-loves-me-this-i-know/
http://awfw.org/
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xiii For more on this see Cowspiracy: The Sustainability Secret 
 
xiv For more on this see Speciesism: The Movie 
 
xv I think this photo is from the Toronto Pig Save Facebook: “Toronto Pig Save is 

‘erecting glass walls’ at Toronto area slaughterhouses in order to encourage people to 

choose vegan, protect the environment, and support farm sanctuaries. Toronto Pig 

Save calls for a just transition for workers as we adjust our food economy to a plant-

based diet.”  

 
Toronto Pig Save people also regularly give animals en route to slaughter, water and as 

much comfort and compassion as possible. They witness to the suffering, and let us 

know what’s happening. 

 
xvi The first time we saw Earth as a whole was this picture from space. Here’s an 

interesting side note on this picture. My sister received an unexpected surprise when 

Stewart Brand and a friend of his showed up at her door in 2017. Stewart grew up in the 

house where my sister and her family live. Mr. Brand described his role in getting the 

first picture of the whole Earth from space out into the public. Here he is with a button 

with his famous saying that finally helped get the picture out. It says: “Why haven’t we 

seen a photograph of the whole Earth yet?” (Photo is from edge.org). He was the editor 

of Whole Earth Catalog, and this picture of Earth was on the cover of the first edition. 

My sister, Stewart, and his friend had a great conversation. Synchronicity at work.  

       

 
xvii This is me as I was getting ready to visit Heartland Farm Sanctuary located near 

Madison, Wisconsin. I am wearing my “Peace, Love, Esther” shirt from Esther the 

Wonder Pig. 

 


