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Who I Am 

In February 1973, two young seminarians married in their dorm lounge at the Methodist Theological 

School in Ohio. They had really only known each other well for a few months before jumping feet 

first into a lifelong partnership. Both brilliant, caring, and sincere people, they brought different 

capacities to their work as pastors. Later that year, they found out they were going to have their first 

child – me. The next February, I entered the world. My father was assigned his first church, about a 

half-hour drive from seminary. My mother took six months off of classes, before returning to class 

with me by her side. In May 1975, she carried me across the stage as she received her M.Div. Thus, 

began my life; a life deeply entangled in the church; for better or worse, richer or poorer.  

 My parents served many churches – some wonderful, warm communities and some that 

were notably less so. My father served in the Methodist system for 14 years. During that time, we 

moved frequently – totaling five communities by age eight. While my father was serving his last 

church, my mother received her first call – to a United Church of Christ congregation in a 

neighboring town. We stayed in that area for about nine years, after the initial experience of frequent 

moves. Our churches taught me much about who I am and what my gifts are. My parents taught me 

about the love of God – modeling God’s love and security through their commitment to their 

children.  

 As a teen, our local UCC association identified me as a “teen leader” and had me participate 

in variety of activities. At one leadership retreat in Illinois, I met Ruth Duck. In my teen angst, I 

didn’t fully appreciated her significance then, but from seeing what she had done, I decided to 

pursue music in college. I studied music at Heidelberg College and the University of Akron. During 

that time, I sought ways to serve God – directing music at Firestone Park Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ); singing in the choir at Anshe Emeth Beth Tefilo Congregation (the Park 
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Synagogue in Cleveland); and, singing in Holy Trinity Lutheran Church choir for major holidays 

(Akron, OH).  

 Then, 9-11 happened. I wanted to do something to make a difference – some change in the 

world. So, I moved to the Rosebud Indian Reservation to become a music teacher. A few year later, 

I married my spouse, who had also made a similar journey. While we were in South Dakota, we saw 

how changes in social policy deeply affected our students and friends. Because of this experience, I 

enrolled in the University of Massachusetts Amherst to study Education Policy and Leadership.  

 But, God has not been finished with me. In 2016, my pastor (at the time), Jennifer Sanborn 

extended an invitation to preach. In 2017, she asked me to co-pastor. As a full-time employee of 

UMass Amherst, I was nervous about the commitment. When Jennifer left for another position, and 

the church called me as interim pastor. From musician to teacher to researcher to preacher – my life 

is rich and blessed, and I am constantly learning. As a pastor, I strive to draw on and honor the gifts 

of my parents. My father, with his heady theological and philosophical conversations, taught me 

about deeply considering religion and religious practices. My mother, whose deep compassion for 

people draws others to the message, points them to the love of God.  Although a work in progress, I 

am learning to trust the movement of the spirit, day by day.  

Personal Sense of Call. I feel called to pastoral ministry and serve as a bi-vocational pastor. 

I have had a sense of call for a long time; I first had a sense that I wanted to minister when at church 

camp. While I was a graduate student, I served as a music minister. As I sat with my choir on 

Sundays, I often felt the call to “say something.” However, I ignored it, thinking that the 

professorate in music my path. Then, I followed a sense of call to teach in South Dakota, which 

drew me into the field of education. Yet, I still had this deep sense that I am supposed to teach 

others about God and God’s intentions for humanity. Today, as I preach on Sunday mornings, and 

minister to people when they are in need, I feel most self-actualized – as if I have finally found my 
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home. The work is a good fit with my dispositions, using my intellectual and musical abilities, as well 

as fulfilling a sense of care and duty in the service of God and God’s people. This call has been 

nudging me for a while; I realize that now is time to pay attention to it.  

Academic Preparation. My academic pathway differs from the typical route to ordained 

ministry. I studied classical voice and music theory earning a Bachelor of Music, Performance 

(Voice) from Heidelberg College in Tiffin, OH (1996) and a Master of Music, Performance (Voice) 

from the University of Akron in Akron, OH (1998). Following work as a professional chorister, 

music theory professor, and opera singer, I followed a call to teach and moved to the Rosebud 

Indian Reservation in South Dakota. My focus changed from classical music to education, and I 

took coursework at Sinte Gleska University in Mission, SD, to earn my teaching certificate/license 

(2004). Because the Reservation schools are federally funded, I noted that my students’ educations 

appeared to be affected by change in federal policy. For this reason, I pursued and earned a Ph.D. in 

Education Policy & Leadership from University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA (2016). 

Because I wanted to be able to articulately ground my faith and teaching within the language 

and concepts recognized by the larger clergy community, I undertook the Certificate in Theology 

and Ministry through Princeton Theological Seminary in Princeton, NJ (2018). Further, I took the 

American Baptist History and Polity Course through TABCOM (2018), Clergy Ethics and Healthy 

Boundaries through CCDM (2018) and engaged in a psychological analysis through CCDM to 

examine my personal fitness and call to serve (2017). I have supplemented this coursework with 

reading and self-study.  

 My Field Preparation. Enfield American Baptist Church granted me license to preach on 

February 26, 2017. I served as co-pastor with Jennifer Sanborn, preaching one time per month and 

assuming some visitation and leadership within the church. August 1 2017, I became Enfield 

American Baptist’s Interim Pastor. Since then, I have held responsibility for creating and leading 
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worship services, preaching weekly, leading a period of discernment regarding the future of the 

church, and congregational visitation. During this period, I have been mentored by Rev. Thomas 

Carr, pastor of Second Baptist Church in Suffield, CT.  

 

Theological Beliefs 

During the watch-care process, I have had time and support to consider my theological beliefs. This 

section represents my current understandings of God, humanity, sin, salvation, eschatology, and 

authority of the scripture. 

Nature of God. It is challenging to describe God given the limitations of human language 

and given that God’s abilities and capacities are greater than human imagination. God is eternal – 

God was, God is, and God will be into eternity, as is implied in the tetragrammaton. God brings 

being into being. As such, God is within all of existence, and all that has been created is a divine 

expression of God. God was present before time as we understand it began – God is with us in our 

living and dying – and God will continue to create and love long after creation as we know it has 

passed into eternity.  

Classical Christian doctrine describes our God as Triune, or three in one, beginning with the 

personage of the Father (Heine, 2013). However, one of my favorite descriptions of the nature of 

God is found in Brian Wren’s hymn, “Bring Many Names,” which expands upon ways of perceiving 

our relationship with God in our lives. Most simply stated, I believe we worship the God of 

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, and (possibly) Rachel, proclaimed in Deuteronomy 6: 

4-91. This is the God who created the world and the universe (Genesis 1) and who delivered Israel 

from the land of Egypt (Exodus 6).  

                                                      
1 All Bible references are from the New Revised Standard Version, 1989 
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In John 1, we are told that God had the logos (the word, logic, or reason) from the dawn of 

time, and the logos became flesh and dwelt among us. God sent us Jesus Christ to clarify, teach, 

and empower humanity when we had gone astray. God sent us Jesus as a sacred model because of 

God’s love for humanity, fulfilling the prophecies of Isaiah. God continues working in and with 

humanity through the Holy Spirit (John 16:13; 1 Corinthians 2:10; Acts 20:28). The God who was, 

the God is, and the God who ever more will be is greater and more profound than any name or 

description we can apply to God. 

Who is Christ? Jesus is our best, most complete way for understanding how God wants us 

to live with others and nurture creation. Christ is our sacred model: He is the most complete, best 

demonstration of how we are to live with each other as children of God. Jesus, the Son of God, is 

“the way, and the truth, and the life,” and following his path is the way to God (John 14: 6). It is 

from Jesus that we grew to understand God as Father (John 5: 17-19), as Jesus spoke with and about 

God as a loving parent. Christ is the fullest revelation of God’s love for us; Christ is the exemplar of 

human potential to live as expressions of God’s love.  

Jesus, as fully human and divine, was with God in the beginning (John 1: 1-2) and was born 

to a human mother, Mary, who fully recognized the gifts her son would bring to humanity (Luke 1: 

46-55). Jesus came to turn the world order around – to raise up the poor and the afflicted, heal the 

sick, and save us from our worst human tendencies. Jesus taught that humanity needed a 

transformation of religious and social order (Gonzales, 2015). That Jesus is fully human and fully 

divine is not a contradiction, the way many interpret it to be. Because Jesus was able to live as a 

human and act out of divinity really demonstrates how possible it is – proof of concept. Jesus’ 

humanity takes away our excuses, empowering us to act as expressions of the divine.  
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Jesus Christ is the fullest revelation of God in human form that have seen and known. As his 

followers, we have a responsibility to strive toward his model of care for each other and all of 

creation.  

The Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit has been the source of action since the beginning of time. 

The ancient Hebrew traditions reference the Spirit of God’s action in creation. In Genesis 1: 2, the 

ruach (Spirit or Wind) set creation into motion and brought order. Psalm 104: 30 sings about renewal 

and re-creation through the Spirit. The Spirit appeared at Christ’s Baptism by John (Luke 3: 22). 

Jesus, as he prepared to return to the Father during the events of Holy Week, indicated that the 

Spirit would come to help guide his followers (John 14: 15-31). The nature of the Holy Spirit 

became more fully revealed at Pentecost, the birthday of the church, when a sound of great wind 

came and enabled those gathered Apostles to preach the word across all languages (Acts 2). The 

Holy Spirit is present in our lives today, compelling us to act out of love for God and one another. 

We can experience the Spirit both in the ordered work of the church and formal congregational life, 

as well as in spontaneous moments of generosity and grace that occur in our daily lives.    

The gift of the Trinity is that we can understand God through multiple lenses and witness 

God’s presence in our lives in different ways. We can understand the Trinity in many ways: Father, 

Son, and Holy Ghost; Creator, Christ, and Holy Ghost; Creator, Teacher, Empowerer, et c. These 

expressions of the Trinity are valid, because God is working in and through our lives in different 

ways. Rather than limiting our view of God, Trinitarian language provides a strong foundation for 

building a relationship with God. Understanding God as loving parent and creator, through the 

divine teachings of Jesus Christ, and guided by the Holy Spirit, we may all join together to build and 

nurture God’s kingdom. Guided by Christ and the Holy Spirit, we can raise up the poor and 

downtrodden and be good stewards for creation, as God intends us to live together.  
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Nature of Humanity. Humanity, in wonderfully diverse forms, is created in God’s image 

(Genesis 1: 26-28; Genesis 5: 1-3). Our Jewish forbearers described this as tzelem Elohim; the ancient 

Church taught this concept as imago Dei (Grenz, 2001). Made in God’s image, humanity seeks to be 

like God in many ways – we are driven by a quest for knowledge, seeking to understand how the 

universe works. Further, we seek to be creative, as God is creative. These drives, which are part of 

the way we reflect God’s image, have enabled us to create marvelous and terrible things. While we 

make advances in technology that makes life more comfortable, as we create systems for farming 

that are capable of feeding the world, and find cures for horrible disease, we also create the tools and 

weapons of our own destruction. Despite our collective ability to learn about amazing intricacies of 

God’s creation, we seem to have a hard time learning the very lesson God sent Jesus to teach: how 

to live with each other. 

 Despite our understanding that we are made in God’s image, we humans too frequently fail 

to see each other as family. After all, both contemporary science and the Bible hold that we are, 

indeed, one large family (Parry, 2010 for “mitochondrial Eve”; Genesis 2: 18-22; Matthew 12:48-50). 

Rather than treating each other as family, we often look at each other as competition for limited 

earthly resources. We act out of fear of losing resources such as land, food, and energy. We stockpile 

weapons and amass armies to try to protect our claim on these resources, rather than freely sharing 

the great abundance we’ve been given by our loving Creator. This is the nature of sin – actions 

driven by fear (note the many times that the Bible orders us not to fear, including 1 Hebrews 13: 6 

and Psalm 27) and want (Exodus 20, among others) that prevent us from living in peace with 

humanity (John 14: 27). When we fail to embrace the family of God, we endanger our relationship 

with the Creator and Creation.  

What is Salvation? Fortunately, God has never given up on God’s creation, including 

humanity. Because God believes that we can do better, God sent Jesus, the Son, to show us a better 
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way (John 3: 16). Jesus shows us, through word and example, that we do not have to be bound by 

our worst instincts – through his way, we are empowered to live as we are called to live. We are not 

condemned to live separated from God and humanity, driven by fear and want, and suffering from 

the ravages of violence. God overlooks our shortcomings when we choose to return to full 

relationship with God (metaphorically described in Hosea). When we follow the path of Jesus, as we 

care for the sick and the hungry, welcome the stranger, and visit those who are imprisoned, we find 

salvation and eternal life (Matthew 25:31-46).  

 The promise of God’s salvation is liberating. This promise frees us from judging our own 

self-worth through earthly values – in Jesus Christ, our worth is not judged by our bank account 

size, our attractiveness, our power in society, nor any other factor by which humans assign social 

status. Rather, we are all worthy of God’s love and grace. In reaction to the gift of salvation, we have 

a responsibility to serve and care for all of creation. Acting out of gratitude for God’s gift of 

salvation helps shape us more in image of God as God created us to be.  

Eschatology. Throughout history, human beings have been preoccupied with “the end.” 

From multiple millennial predictions to televangelists proclaiming dates of Jesus return, to the dire 

secular predictions of global catastrophe, humanity is well aware of the temporary nature of our time 

on earth. Many view eschatology as branch of theology as simply about prediction about the return 

of Christ and an ultimate Armageddon. However, as Phelan asserts, “There is much more to 

eschatology than mere prediction. Eschatology is not about the end only, but also about the 

beginning and middle of faith and life as well” (2013, p. 17).  

Jesus indicated that no one could predict the day of his return, so my personal theology is 

less concerned with whether our collective end is inevitably coming. Rather, I have faith in the ever-

creating, ever-resourceful God who sees that nothing and no one is ever lost or wasted. The God of 

the resurrection is with us in our beginnings, our being, and our ends. God takes the energy and 
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mass of all of creation and builds anew out of what has passed. Similarly, the laws of 

Thermodynamics hold that matter and energy are neither created nor destroyed, only transformed. 

The promise of the resurrection, God’s promise of creation and renewal, brings hope.  

The Authority of Scripture. For a written document, authority is defined as “the power to 

influence others, especially because of one's commanding manner or one's recognized knowledge 

about something” (dictionary.com, 2018). Authority is a term assigned to books that supply reliable 

evidence. In this regard, the Bible authoritatively tells us about God, teaches us about God’s wishes 

for humanity, and witnesses to the power of God acting in human lives. “Biblical Passages do not 

have authority for faith and life in isolation from one another. Individual texts must be interpreted in 

light of other biblical texts” (Fretheim, 2009, p. 140). To be clear, the Bible is not God; God is too 

big and powerful to be contained within the confines of paper and binding.  

The words of Jesus hold central authority in the Bible – Jesus’ words provide the most 

comprehensive guide to understanding God’s love of creation and how God wants us to understand 

and work for the Kingdom of God. The other books contain important context to understanding 

Jesus’ role in revealing God’s intentions for creation. In addition, the passages contain priceless 

witness to how humanity has perceived and understood God in their lives over time. Beyond this, 

the Bible provides ample opportunity to explore our understanding of God through metaphor and 

analogy, long considered effective teaching tools for developing a thorough understanding. The 

Bible has authority as a central teaching tool about God; it contains rules, guidance, and examples 

from which all can learn. Scripture provides a strong, divinely inspired foundation for shaping our 

beliefs and resulting actions as individuals and as the church.  

 

My Home in the American Baptist Churches, USA 
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I joined an American Baptist Church by choice as an adult. While I grew up and worked in other 

traditions, the American Baptist Churches, USA, is the denomination in which I found my faith 

identity. As a young person who enjoyed engaging in theological thought, I often found my personal 

reflections on God out of sync with common doctrinal statements. Soul liberty as a Baptist distinctive, 

is central to my choice. As Jones (2014) reflects, “Soul liberty is my encouraging, or helping to 

create, the space for you to shape your own soul, to form your own faith, without my attempt to 

control or interfere or manipulate. Isn’t that a beautiful thing?” (p. 3). Indeed, soul liberty is 

beautiful, liberating, and affirming – and a theological non-negotiable for this pastor. Soul liberty is 

really only possible when expressed in the context of a community of faith. In this next section, I 

will explore the Baptist Polity and Principles, including our ordinances as Baptists, and why I choose 

to serve God as a minister within the context of the faith community of the American Baptist 

Churches, USA.  

Baptist Principals. I am proud to be a member of the most diverse Christian denomination 

in the United States. Not only do we have ethnic and racial diversity as the denomination with no 

majority (Miller, personal communication, 2018), we celebrate and affirm a certain degree of 

theological diversity. This theological diversity stems from our concept of Soul liberty, in which we 

honor that our souls form their own understandings of and relationships with God. Another 

foundational factor of our great diversity is we believe all can (and have the responsibility to) read 

and interpret the scriptures through our personal experiences and lenses. Because we believe in the 

Priesthood of Believers, we “American Baptists hold that all who truly seek God are both competent and 

called to develop in that relationship” (ABC-USA website, 2018). Further, while we take our call to 

evangelism and mission work to the whole world seriously, we respect the religious beliefs of others, 

because of our deep respect for religious liberty. Finally, our polity, which places the focus of 
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mission on the local church, fosters democratic participation of all church members, who are able to 

contribute to the greater body of Christ with equality.  

Baptist Polity. The key to understanding our congregationalist polity is that the local 

church is the primary unit of mission and education within the denomination. Local churches are 

autonomous, governed by self-determined rules. Our associations with other churches are 

important, and they are voluntary. Locally, the local church has relationships with nearby churches 

through the association, and above that, the region. Nationally, we have a General Board that 

determines potential joint priorities and areas of focus for our shared national and international 

missions. The General Board makes position statements, but these statements are voluntary 

positions – no local church is obliged to adopt these as doctrine. This is because, as a voluntary 

organization of churches founded in the principles of soul and religious freedom, we are non-

creedal. Many local churches have created statements that are quasi-doctrinal, usually referred to as 

covenants, but these are not absolute statements of belief that determine membership with the 

Baptist community. Truly, Baptist polity supports freedom and democracy (Shurden, 1993), while 

furthering the work of the Kingdom of God.  

Because the Kingdom of God is expansive, and includes Christians who are members of 

other traditions, as well as Christians all over the globe, we are called into cooperative relationships 

with others. Some forms of cooperation include organizations like the Baptist World Alliance and 

the National Council of the Churches of Christ, and the World Council of Churches. We strive to 

contribute to joint mission efforts, such as the One Great Hour of Sharing, a collaborative offering 

in which many mainline protestant denominations participate. Ecumenical relationships are 

important, both locally and nationally, for working together to heal our society and world.  

Our Ordinances as Baptists. We celebrate two ordinances, or rituals, that we believe 

Christ gave to us to perform as outward signs of God’s new covenant with humanity and creation. 
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These ordinances are Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. While some other Christian groups believe 

that these rites (along with others) convey holiness or spiritual protection, we believe our 

relationship with God confers salvation. Sacrament is not required to maintain that relationship; the 

relationship is maintained through our voluntarily seeking to do God’s will. The ordinances were 

modeled by Christ in the Gospels.  

Baptism of Believers. Jesus was baptized by his cousin, John, in the wilderness. John, shocked 

by the request and deferring to Jesus’ status as God’s son, said, “I should be baptized by you, and do 

you come to me?” (Matthew 3:14). Yet, Jesus signaled that this was important to “fulfill all 

righteousness” (Matthew 3: 16). God sent the dove as a signal that God was pleased with Jesus and 

John’s actions that day. Similarly, we invite believers, who are of an age and maturity to determine 

that they seek a committed relationship with God and humanity through Jesus Christ and the 

church, to be baptized. In the method demonstrated in the Bible, we baptize by immersion in water. 

We do this, believing we have been called to make disciples of the nations (Matthew 28: 19). 

“Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised 

from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life” (Romans: 6: 4). 

The ordinance of baptism holds profound spiritual significance; it is an outward sign of the new life 

Christ brings in our lives.  

Notably, it is important that those who come for Baptism do so voluntarily. The decision to 

dedicate one’s life to following the ways of Christ is not one that can be made by another person on 

behalf of the one being baptized. It is a deeply personal commitment and a powerful symbol for a 

believer affirming their commitment to knowing God through Christ.  

 The Lord’s Supper. The other ordinance that Jesus gave us is the Lord’s Supper, also known as 

communion. During the events of Jesus’ last Passover celebration with his disciples, he transformed 

the traditional prayers of his people, the Hamotzi and Kiddush, into a ceremony of commemoration. 
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Taking the bread and the cup, Jesus blessed them and used them as symbols of the great sacrifice he 

was to make on our collective behalf (Luke 22: 14-19). We are to do this in remembrance of him – 

the Bible is explicit that we should keep this ordinance (Matt. 26: 17-30; Mark 14: 12-25; 1 

Corinthians 11:17-34).  

 I believe the invitation to the table of the Lord is inclusive of all who seek a relationship with 

God through Jesus Christ. Like Baptism, it’s a voluntary action that symbolizes something spiritually 

profound: the expansive love of God that was so great that he sent his Son. All who seek the table 

are welcome, no matter their age, denomination, or baptismal status. Christ’s ministry on earth 

welcomed the children and the outsiders – who am I to not do likewise?    

 ABC-USA as My Context for Ministry. I am proud to serve as bi-vocational pastor in the 

ABC-USA, because we authentically support individuals in their walk with Christ. The 

interrelationships of the local church with our associations, regions, denominations, and the world 

create an effective platform for working toward common missions and goals. I value Baptist life 

because of what Shurden describes as “four fragile freedoms”: Soul, Bible, Church, and Religious 

Freedom. We are a people with the freedom to find our own walk with God. In this we have a 

responsibility to love and support each other in developing those understandings.  

 I was a member or employee of three protestant denominations before I joined an ABC 

Church. While the traditions and beliefs were similar (UMC, UCC, and Disciples of Christ), the 

focus on church autonomy and personal freedom supported learning and growth as a Christian that 

I had not experienced elsewhere. Further, my mother’s side of the family has Baptist roots spanning 

back generations, to 18th Century Rhode Island. The support that I’ve received from my 

congregation, region, and mentor during this period has allowed me to grow as pastor.  

 Because of the love, support and witness I found in two local congregations (First Baptist 

Church, Herkimer, NY; and, Enfield American Baptist Church, Enfield, CT), I am personally 
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committed to serving in pastoral ministry in the ABC-USA. Further, I deeply value and support the 

ecumenical witness of ABC-USA in the world. I hope to find new ways of contributing to our 

ecumenical missions as my ministry develops.  

Finally, I support and affirm my commitment to the Minister’s Counsel Code of Ethics; I 

will strive to be faithful to the code with the help of God, as I seek to better serve the people of 

God.  
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