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PROLOGUE 

"A bird doesn't sing because it has an answer. It sings because it has a song." 

--Maya Angelou 

 

Several years ago, I opened my hands and released hold of traditional Christianity with 

the intent of finding greater personal truth. The expression of Christianity that I had accepted was 

very much internally-focused and was afraid of the world in which it existed. It had little room 

for scientific inquiry or answers independent of divine roots, was suspicious of other religions, 

encouraged its adherents to jettison reason where faith could apply, and discouraged questions 

about the nature of God. It set strict limitations on who could be the “in-group” and who would 

be the “out-group,” spoke in very definite terms about the meaning of Jesus’ ministry, and had 

no tolerance for theories of atonement rivaling the Ransom or Penal Substitutionary varieties.  

I was frustrated by the lack of spiritual and intellectual depth offered in my churches, and 

found that the doctrines I had accepted were becoming less effective and meaningful for me as I 

progressed into adulthood. I had learned quite a bit about the history of Christianity and had 

become disenchanted with the Bible’s role as an oppressive tool. I also realized that I was locked 

into an understanding of God that had been largely predetermined by my background as a 

Westerner and as an African American woman with slave ancestors.  

When my particular brand of fundamentalism lost its effect in my life, I found myself at a 

crossroads. I realized that I was faced with two choices: 1.) Walk away from Christianity without 

looking back, or 2.) Construct a personal engagement of the faith that would welcome reason, 

encourage inquiry and cultivate spiritual authenticity.  
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Over the course of several months, I did seriously consider walking away from the 

Christian religion. However, I found that I could not simply leave because while I had lost my 

sense of love for the doctrines I once knew, the intellectual limitations I felt within my church, 

and our antiquated social mores, I was hopelessly and incurably in love with Jesus. I was still 

head-over-heels in love with the good news Jesus preached and what it could mean for today’s 

world. More then than at any other time in my life, I found that I wanted to imitate Jesus. I 

wanted to be a Christian—but one of a different sort than I had been. My personal cry became, as 

the hymnist famously wrote: 

Lord, I want to be a Christian in my heart, in my heart… 

Lord, I want to be more loving in my heart, in my heart… 

Lord, I want to be like Jesus in my heart, in my heart… 

It was at that time that my quest for spiritual reconstruction began. Over the course of nearly five 

years, I developed an expression of the faith that was informed by the work of liberal scholars, 

but intensely personal and certainly nontraditional by historical standards. I began to redefine for 

myself what it would mean to live my life as a Christian, and how I would remain connected to 

the universal church. 

The practice of writing a personal credo is a daunting one for me. My spiritual journey 

has been more informed by the questions I’ve asked than the answers I was once given—and 

thus, the questions have become my preferred way of engaging spirituality. Until now, I have 

been fairly intentional about avoiding personal creeds because I’ve found it so difficult to live 

within the bounds of the creeds I once knew. I have enjoyed the freedom of coloring outside my 
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former theological lines, and have worried about the consequences of imposing boundaries—or 

of making my journey about dogma—once again.  

In recent years, I have associated creedal statements with having answers when the more 

comfortable space for me is with the questions. Maya Angelou said that "a bird doesn't sing 

because it has an answer. It sings because it has a song." Likewise, I don't worship God or follow 

Jesus because I have answers. I do so because I feel a certain call in my soul-- a "song" of sorts. 

This song feels natural and doesn't really require a concrete doctrine or orthodoxy in order to 

produce harmony. Thus, my credo is an attempt to create sheet music for a song that I’ve played 

by ear for some time. I write this credo with hope that all who read it will appreciate my 

continued respect for the doctrines that I’ve chosen to shelve for one reason or another, my 

unwavering devotion to the person and ministry of Jesus Christ as I understand them, and my 

craving for continued improvisation. 

 
The Apostles’ creed: ARTICLES FOUR through TWELVE 

 
Who for us men and for our salvation… 

  
In his book titled God Is Not One, Stephen Prothero wrote that “each religion articulates 

a problem, a solution to this problem, a technique for moving from this problem to this solution, 

and an exemplar (or exemplars) who chart this path from problem to solution. For example, in 

Christianity, the problem is sin, [and] the solution (or goal) is salvation; the technique for 

achieving salvation is some combination of faith and good works, and the exemplars who chart 

this path are the saints in Roman Catholicism and Orthodoxy and ordinary people of faith in 

Protestantism”1 Prothero admits that the four-part problem/solution/technique/exemplar model 

has its limitations. He writes, for example, that Catholics and Protestants are at odds with regard 
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to the process involved in achieving salvation, just as Mahayana and Theravada Buddhists 

disagree on the path to Nirvana.2 Nevertheless, the model holds well when used solely as a way 

to understand religions in very broad terms. 

The tension surrounding the meaning of the Christian solution known as salvation, its 

nature, the work of Jesus in our salvation and the appropriate human response to salvation was 

very real to me when I first began to rethink my personal theology. I had once believed that 

salvation (eternal life) was solely about escaping hell after death and only available to good 

Christians. Later in life, however, I learned that “eternal life does not speak of immortality or a 

future life in heaven but is a metaphor for living now in the unending presence of God.”3 I had 

also learned the syncretic roots of Christianity’s “hell” doctrine and a new way to understand the 

associated Bible verses. I had decided that I no longer believed in a fiery place called hell or a 

being called “The Devil,” and was not convinced that Jesus’ message was about a post-death 

reward. I had deconstructed my understanding of salvation and needed to develop a new context. 

The meaning of salvation eluded me until I read a book by former Oklahoma State 

University religion professor Marcus Borg titled The God We Never Knew. Borg explains that 

the ancient Israelites “seem not to have believed in life after death” and that while “for most of 

the Biblical period, ancient Israel’s life with God was not motivated by hope of an 

afterlife…they spoke and wrote about salvation and the importance of taking God seriously. 

Thus the primary biblical understanding of salvation is this-worldly, not otherworldly. This 

emphasis continues in the New Testament, even though the New Testament also affirms an 

afterlife. Salvation has to do with something that happens in this life.”4 
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Borg proceeds to explain that the word “salvation” has at its root the word “salve,” which 

is of course a “healing ointment”.5 Thus, salvation at its core is the process by which God and 

humans work together to heal the wounds of the world. This healing activity can exist in several 

models, including Salvation as Enlightenment,6 Salvation as Forgiveness,7 Salvation as 

Experiencing the Love of God,8 Salvation as Resurrection,9 Salvation as Food and Drink,10 

Salvation as Knowing God,11 and Salvation as the Kingdom of God.12 He writes that these 

models all leave room for the more traditional understandings of salvation as liberation from 

bondage and reconciliation after estrangement,13 but with an intentional focus on cultivating a 

meaningful experience in “this world,” instead of the traditional afterlife-related theme. 

My understanding of Jesus’ ministry is salvation-centered. I affirm that the central focus 

of his ministry had to do with applying a healing salve to the wounds of his world. As Borg 

observes, Jesus applied his healing salve through forgiveness, through demonstrating God’s love, 

and through exhibiting a mode of enlightenment (heightened spirituality) as obtained through 

knowing God. The work of those who would imitate Jesus is to do the same.  

 
"And was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and became man…” 

 
  

Jesus famously asked his disciples, “Who do men say that I am?” When they responded 

by telling him that people thought he was either John the Baptist, Elijah or some other prophet, 

Jesus replied with a more intimate question: “Who do you say that I am?”14 This question stirred 

controversy in the first century, and stirs controversy today. It calls us to consider the 

fundamental theological mystery of Christianity. Was Jesus really God incarnate? Was he a 

prophet? Was he merely a good teacher?  
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 I was taught by clergy and family members that it was both necessary and proper to refer 

to Jesus as “God,” but had never been encouraged to examine the root of this belief. I had given 

myself unquestioningly and unyieldingly to an ancient conclusion about the person of Jesus 

Christ, but had never explored the reasons why so many others have disagreed with this 

conclusion throughout the ages.   

When I became an adult, I began to realize that all religions have a human history, and 

that early Christianity is not unique in this sense. Prior to seminary, I came to the difficult, but 

comfortable, conclusion that somewhere between the day of Jesus’ death and the dawn of our 

generation, the historical Jesus and the Jesus of legend became confusingly intermingled. Marcus 

Borg calls these confused figures the “pre-Easter” and “post-Easter” Jesuses. Like Dr. Borg, I 

find it both necessary and appropriate to separate them. 

I affirm that the gospels are not history books. They are liturgical documents that mix 

legend with historical events, and it is often difficult to ascertain whether an event recorded in 

the gospels actually occurred. I affirm that a historical figure named Jesus lived in the first 

century at a time when stories about god-men and trinity cults were of copious quantity. I affirm 

that the author of John’s gospel was heavily influenced by his contemporary philosophers, and 

thus “John” wrote of the logos in a manner that elevated Jesus, the historical figure, beyond his 

finitude. I also affirm that those who penned the gospels of Matthew and Luke wrote their virgin 

birth accounts at a time when such stories were common. Jesus is presented in scripture as one 

born of miraculous means, or as one who “became” man as a result of some divine intervention. 

This presentation, in my understanding, did not occur in scripture because of its historical 
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accuracy. Rather, it is an impression of agenda(s) held by the writers, and because of the cultural 

and religious influences that existed at the time. 

This does not, however, mean that the incarnation is unimportant or should be jettisoned 

by “liberal” Christians. Rather, it is a tenet that requires an alternative understanding. I have 

found that understanding in Union Theological Seminary professor Paul Knitter’s book, which is 

titled Without Buddha, I Could Not be a Christian. In it, he writes that the title Son of God “is 

not a statement of literal fact (like the procreating Greek gods) but a symbolic finger pointing to 

the moon that is always beyond our full view…” He has grown convinced that Jesus’ “divinity” 

is a symptom of his status as a fully “awakened” human. He writes that Jesus’ divinity was a 

condition that he recognized within himself—an innate condition to which Jesus responded. His 

divinity, Knitter argues, was likely something into which he slowly grew during the years of his 

life that are not chronicled in the gospels. He continues by explaining that “the Gospels are full 

of references to how Jesus was led by the Spirit, filled with the Spirit [and] empowered by the 

Spirit. Such Spirit-filled images of Jesus preceded the alter [logos] symbol used by John,” and 

should thus be given great consideration by those who seek to understand the implications of his 

dual nature. Knitter writes that Jesus was so saturated with the Spirit of God that “his spirit and 

the Divine Spirit, though different, were indistinguishable. To meet Jesus was to meet and feel 

God’s Spirit.”15 

Like Dr. Knitter, I affirm that Jesus exemplifies what it means to be fully yielded to and 

thoroughly saturated by the Spirit of the Divine. Jesus yielded himself to the will of God, and 

God poured out his Spirit on him in great measure, thus saturating him in such a way that caused 
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the two entities to become indistinguishably linked. We should endeavor to yield in similar 

fashion. In so doing, we experience a similar grace, known as union with the Divine. 

 
“And was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried... 

And rose again on the third day, according to the Scriptures…” 
 
I believe the crucifixion and burial of Jesus were likely a historical event, but now read 

the resurrection accounts as myth. A myth, according to Stephanus of Byzantium is something 

that never occurred in history, but is always happening. In the history of our world, there has 

been no shortage of oppression at the hands of governmental or religious structures. As a people, 

the human race is not at a loss for examples of people who, while under the influence of some 

power greater than their own, found it within themselves to emerge beyond the limitations 

imposed upon them into a state of resurrection and power. The myth of the man who came back 

to life and turned the world upside-down is a partially true one that is not a historical event in my 

opinion—but the basic tenets of the story, as Stephanus points out, are always happening. 

Jesus—the lowly, suffering servant—is the embodiment of both the oppressed and the 

liberator. He lived as a poor man, was mocked by the religious and civic authorities of his day, 

and was eventually murdered unjustly by the government, dying the death of a common criminal 

after a trial which was held under illegal circumstances for questionable charges. His crucifixion 

symbolizes our ongoing failure as humans to embrace the prophetic calls to liberation for the 

oppressed who need “salvation” in each generation. Jesus demonstrates that righteousness 

requires us to rise beyond ideology, challenge dogma and face our biases—even when the stakes 

are high. 
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As noted by Marcus Borg in Speaking Christian, “the resurrection of Jesus has two 

primary meanings: ‘Jesus lives’ and ‘Jesus is Lord.’”16 Thus, I understand Jesus’ earliest 

followers’ resurrection claims to mean that those who had begun to feel free and hopeful would 

continue to resist their oppressors in the name of (or in honor of) Jesus. In that sense, Jesus 

would live on as Lord—despite Caesar’s rule. 

Jesus is “Lord” in my life, but not in the sense that he once was. Jesus is no longer the 

God-figure that I choose to “Lord” over others. He is, however, “Lord” in the sense that his 

demonstration of compassion, of acceptance, of love, of self-sacrifice and of justice are greater 

than those of any other person, system, government or institution I’ve seen. He is “Lord” in the 

sense that I measure my own actions against his. His spirit has lived on in liberators throughout 

our generations, and continues to thrive. It is in that context that I find comfort in speaking of 

Jesus as the one who lives.  

I do not hold traditional views about atonement, especially if it must be understood to 

occur as a result of Jesus’ resurrection. I do, however, appreciate the degree to which Jesus 

demonstrates what it means to become “at-one” or “reconciled” with the Divine. In Without 

Buddha, I Could Not Be a Christian, Paul Knitter identifies dualism as one of Christianity’s 

central limitations. I have come to agree with this assertion, and with his observation that “the 

‘God all out there’ (C.G. Jung), the God ‘above me’ or ‘coming down to me’ is a God I find hard 

to believe in…”17 I find a stronger connection to an understanding of God that doesn’t impose an 

image of the Divine “out there,” and believe Jesus’ claims to one-ness with God are an invitation 

to move beyond the kind of dualism Knitter describes. 
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Thus, I affirm that the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus are of chief importance to 

the meaning of Christianity. I understand Jesus as the moral, social, and spiritual exemplar who 

teaches humanity how to transcend injustice, oppression and separation from God. For me, his 

death and burial symbolize the desire among many to kill a prophetic voice when one is heard, 

and his resurrection symbolizes our power to overcome. This power exists deep within all of us, 

even when we are oppressed. I do not associate a traditional “atonement” theory with my 

affirmation, but am open to understanding compassion, justice, love, peace and righteousness as 

a means to achieving one-ness with the Divine. 

 
“And ascended into the heavens… 

And sitteth at the right hand of the father…” 
 

 I remember hearing Bishop John Shelby Spong say in a lecture that scientifically 

speaking, if Jesus had truly ascended in the fashion recorded by the gospel writers, then he still 

has not yet exited our galaxy. He similarly argued in Why Christianity Must Change or Die that 

“a literal ascension makes no sense to those of us who live on this side of Copernicus, Galileo, 

and the space age… ‘Up’ is a spatial image. It reflects the assumption that the flat earth is the 

center of the universe… Today, if one could go far enough, that person would not arrive in 

heaven, but would rather achieve an orbit into the infinite depths of space…”18 

 The ascension claim is clearly not one that will stand up to scientific inquiry in our 

modern time. I believe the gospel writers added this detail in an effort to further solidify their 

claims about the supremacy of Jesus, and not necessarily in an effort to record historical details 

about where Jesus went after the resurrection. However, I also believe that this ancient claim, 

albeit scientifically impossible, holds great meaning today. 
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 Marcus Borg explains the importance of the ascension with great clarity. He explains that 

the ascension claims in the gospels are there to explain that “Jesus is no longer ‘here’—that is, no 

longer here as a flesh and blood reality. The pre-Easter Jesus is gone. Rather, Jesus is now with 

God, and God is everywhere—and so Jesus is everywhere.” He goes on to explain that Jesus 

speaks of “all authority” being given to him, and the gospels’ authors speak of Jesus being 

“seated at the right hand of the father.” Both Jesus’ words and the writers’ statements about 

Jesus’ place in heaven are testaments to his authority as an eternal figure in the history of our 

world. Thus, “the ascension story is about the abiding presence of Jesus in the experience and 

conviction and lives of his followers.” 19 

 I affirm with Dr. Borg that the ascension offers symbolism to explain the Lordship and 

continued relationship between Jesus and God. The gospels record a bodily resurrection, which 

carries with it the limited ability to be only in one place at a time. The ascension expands the 

spatial presence of Jesus beyond his singular location, and opens his presence to be experienced 

more universally. Thus, the ascension is important to my theology because it is central to the 

expansion of Jesus’ presence in the greater world. 

“And shall come again with glory, 
To judge both the living and the dead…” 

 
In my early years as a Christian, I visited a church that had invited as its speaker a 

minister whose specialty was eschatology. He taught that the second coming of Jesus was 

imminent, and used as his rationale an intricate method of calculating the years since the time of 

King David, of Jesus, and of “prophesied events” in scripture. He preached a message of doom 

and gloom that became the impetus to a very successful “altar call”. There were dozens of new 



Page 12 of 22 | Crystal St. Marie Lewis   Personal Creed | ©2013 | All Rights Reserved 
  http://www.crystalstmarielewis.com 
    
 
 

converts at the church on that Sunday evening, and many more who rededicated themselves to 

the faith in fear that they would be literally destroyed by Jesus on the day of his return.  

Upon learning that I had attended the conference, the pastor of my former Charismatic 

Evangelical Fundamentalist church requested that I teach the congregation what I had learned. 

And so, on one Sunday in church, I stood before the congregation during worship time and 

explained that the “Rapture” would occur within the next fourteen years, and that we would all 

soon learn who was really “saved” and who wasn’t. Those who heard my summary of the 

eschatologist’s sermon were impressed by the intricate theory and hung on my every word. 

It wasn’t until several years later that I learned how many Christians of various 

backgrounds had used similar means to unsuccessfully “predict” the time of Jesus’ return. Later 

in my own lifetime, I witnessed one of the most profoundly embarrassing failures in history 

when Harold Camping launched a nationwide media campaign to warn the world of impending 

destruction at the hands of Jesus Christ. Of course, Jesus did not “return” and the prophesied 

destruction never occurred.  

I remember feeling terribly sad for those who had trusted Harold Camping’s prophecy. I 

worried about them as they coped with the intense let-down associated with such a great failure 

in their worldview. I further considered the similar disappointments that must have been 

experienced down through the ages, from the Apostle Paul’s devotees, to the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses whose predictions have famously failed numerous times throughout history.  

At some point in my life, I decided that I did not believe in a literal return of Jesus Christ. 

I, instead, began to explore the possibility that what we’ve really wanted is for justice to overtake 
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our world. We want the scales to be balanced somehow. We desperately desire a triumph of good 

over evil and love over hatred. 

I no longer look to the horizon for Jesus to ride into our atmosphere on a stallion, 

wielding a sword in his mouth and sporting a tattooed thigh. I understand humankind as God’s 

empowered creation. We have been given the responsibility of judging right from wrong, seeing 

the need for liberation in our contexts, and bringing justice on behalf of the divine. I now feel 

that humans, empowered by the Spirit of God, are the second coming of Jesus Christ. As the 

saying goes, “We are the ones we’ve been waiting for.” 

“Whose kingdom shall have no end… 
And life of the age to come…” 

 
I have combined Article Eleven with the “kingdom” language found at the end of 

Article Seven because I understand them to mean similar things. I understand the Kingdom of 

which Jesus spoke to be the condition in which the unfiltered justice, compassion and presence 

of God are active. When this Kingdom is fully “visible,” as it were, the "prisoners are no longer 

captive, the blind see, and the oppressed are free." (Luke 4:18) Brian McLaren explains that 

when we experience this Kingdom, we experience what has been translated in scripture to mean 

“eternal life,”20 but should actually be understood as “life of the ages”. Jesus explained the “life 

of the ages” when he asked of God: "Give eternal life to all whom you have given [me]. And this 

is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have 

sent." (John 17:2-3, NRSV) This Kingdom would be governed by the Beatitudes, and its 

existence would be evident because the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, the pure in 

heart, the peacemakers and others who are rarely given power would suddenly become the 

favored few.21 
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I affirm that ushering in God’s Kingdom was of great importance to Jesus, and should be 

the focus of ministry for both clergy and laity. As Jesus’ hands and feet in the world—or his 

“second coming,” we have a responsibility to help create a world where the Beatitudes are 

exemplified clearly. Eternal life, “the age to come,” or the “life of the ages,” can be experienced 

in this lifetime by cultivating God’s vision of peace. If we continue to cultivate this peace, then 

God’s Kingdom will have no end. 

 
And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the Giver of Life 

Who proceedeth from the Father, 
Who with the Father and the son together is worshiped and glorified 

Who spake by the prophets 
 

  
My Christology is admittedly “low” by traditional standards. I don’t think of Jesus as a 

“god,” and would not be comfortable “worshipping” him in any setting. I am also not 

comfortable speaking of the Trinity in traditional terms. To be candid, it is difficult for me to 

find meaning in the godhead when it involves beings that are so unlike me. For instance, the 

scriptures speak of the godhead as if it is solely comprised of male figures—a Father, a Son and 

a Holy Spirit, each referred to with the pronoun “he.” (John 16:13) I will never experience life as 

a divine Father, as a sacrificed, divine and glorified Son, or as a “Spirit,” and thus cannot fully 

relate to what it might mean for those entities to exist.  

Because traditional language about the trinity has escaped my reach in recent years, I 

have had to re-appropriate Trinitarian imagery in a way that would provide meaning to me as a 

Christian. I now speak of the Father as “the Divine,” or at times, “The Creator”. I think of Jesus 

as one who experienced a unique level of intimacy with the Divine. He provides an example to 
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us of what it can mean to have a relationship with God that might resemble that of a loving 

parent and trusting child.  

The second person of my “trinity” is not one specific human, but is rather humankind as a 

whole. We live in fellowship with the Divine, and between this Divine presence and humankind 

is a Spirit that can be understood as the metaphysical energy by which we are all connected. This 

Spirit is the emanating love, light and peace that are shared both between humans and God. God 

is the source of this love, light and peace. Thus, it can be said that the Spirit in my understanding 

of the Trinity “proceedeth from the father-figure,” just as the Spirit in the traditional Trinity 

“proceedeth from the father”. 

I believe this Spirit is active in our midst. It compels us to change our world and provides 

the inspiration necessary to envision a path forward. This Spirit overtakes us with the capacity to 

love our neighbors and fills us with a desire for justice in a world where wrong seems to prevail 

at every turn. It arms those who call for justice with the words needed to motivate others, and can 

consequently be understood to have spoken through the prophets.  

 

In One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church 

 With regard to his status as an outsider among those who espouse traditional Christian 

doctrines, John Shelby Spong wrote: “So while claiming to be a believer, and still asserting my 

deeply held commitment to Jesus as Lord and Christ, I also recognize that I live in a state of exile 

from the presuppositions of my own religious past. I am exiled from the literal understandings 

that shaped the creed at its creation. I am exiled from the worldview in which the creed was 

formed.”22  
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 I can say from experience that the “exile” to which Spong refers manifests itself in a 

variety of very profound, yet hurtful, ways. I have been told on more than one occasion that I am 

not a Christian, even though I “love” Jesus and work diligently to follow both his teachings and 

example. I have been told that I am going to hell—not because of anything I’ve done, but 

because of what I am no longer able to believe. I have been greeted with suspicion by clergy who 

worry that I might subvert their Bible interpretations with “humanistic” reason, and I have been 

treated as though my convictions are a fly-by-night phase from which I’ll emerge when I “come 

back to my senses.”  

The suspicion and dismissal that are often directed toward me find their root in the story 

we tell ourselves as Christians. This story says that some group is God’s chosen and approved 

people, and that this group is bound together by beliefs alone. All who espouse beliefs dissimilar 

to those belonging to God’s “approved people” are somehow wrong, and are certainly considered 

to exist outside the bounds of what should be considered the “One holy, catholic and apostolic 

church.” 

 However, Jesus said to the religious leaders of his day: “I have other sheep that are not of 

this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one 

flock and one shepherd.” (John 10:16, NRSV) There are three important ideas to consider in this 

excerpt of scripture: First, Jesus “must bring” both the main group of sheep and the “other” 

sheep along with him during his ministry to the world. Second, the “other” sheep do legitimately 

hear Jesus’ voice. And third, Jesus’ flock (or the church, as it were) is indeed comprised of the 

main group of sheep and the “other” sheep.  
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The implication is that even those sheep who don’t seem to fit with the main fold have a 

purpose in the shepherd’s pasture (or again, the church). There will always be factions of people 

within the sheepfold who believe that they are better or more beloved than the others. However, 

the truth is that we are legitimate followers of the shepherd, we are all hearing the voice of the 

shepherd, and we are all needed in the Body of Christ. 

 While I have not been a member of any church in several years, I believe the institutional 

church is vitally important to the landscape of the Christian religion. It is the structure with 

which most people associate liturgical worship and is the first line of contact for people 

searching for spiritual answers in our country.  

 While I have obviously taken great strides to exclude much of what I believed in my 

youth, I have never entertained the temptation to define who is or isn’t a part of the universal 

church. I “the One holy and catholic church” transcends any building we might build, any 

denomination we might establish, and any fellowship we might cultivate. I believe the church is 

inclusive in ways that transcend any boundary we might develop, and that humans are ill-

equipped to speak of the church in the exclusive terms we often invoke. I understand the desire 

within Christianity to preserve some standard of orthodoxy or some measure of legitimacy. I do 

not require such a standard or measure. I believe we are all part of the sheepfold—and as 

someone who understands the isolation of living in theological exile, would never subject 

another human to that kind of dismissive exclusion. 
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I Confess one Baptism for the remission of sins… 

On Baptism: One of the most difficult theological doctrines for me to affirm is the 

dogma known as “original sin”. This doctrine began to unravel for me when I accepted that 

Adam and Eve were fictional characters who lived in a mythical garden, and who ate a 

metaphorical piece of fruit. Upon accepting that the Adam-and-Eve story was a myth, it occurred 

to me that my interpretation of the Christ narrative was based on a serious logical fallacy. I 

believed that the purpose of the crucifixion and resurrection was to right the wrongs committed 

by Adam and Eve. Therefore, I believed that a real man (Jesus) was put to death on a real day, in 

the course of actual history, on a real cross at the hands of real soldiers for the actions of two 

mythical characters in a make-believe location.  

I struggled with this inconsistency for a long time, before deciding that the storyline (the 

real crucifixion in response to a mythical event) didn’t make sense. I also found it difficult to 

affirm the commonly-held belief that babies are sinful from the moment of their birth. To be 

frank, I would be terribly offended if someone told my child that God thought of him/her as 

being fundamentally flawed or technically unacceptable. The doctrine of original sin also 

undermines the principle of personal responsibility that is so central to Protestant Christianity’s 

salvation doctrines. It seems unfair and illogical to tell someone that it is their responsibility to 

get “saved” in order to avoid a wrathful God who is angry about someone else’s actions. Am I 

really to believe that God could be that irrational, or that God is that incapable of controlling his 

own emotions? 

While I am no longer able to affirm the concept of original sin as I once understood it, I 

do affirm that the problem of sin is a real issue requiring a decisive human response. I do believe 
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that sins—which I define as behaviors which separate or alienate us from other humans and/or 

from God—sever our connection to the Divine, and that some action is required on the part of 

humans to accept God’s call to reconciliation. I believe that in the life of the Christian, baptism is 

a symbolic act that signifies such a human response. 

Baptism, as explained by Paul, symbolically demonstrates our death to the powers of 

darkness and our resurrection into a reconciled life with God. In that practice, we identify with 

Jesus and we find unity with others who profess Christianity as their faith. In this practice, we 

experience the forgiveness of the Divine, as well as justification. I understand justification to be 

the state of living in right-harmony with God, with other humans and with the world around us. I 

do not think of baptism as a practice that is necessary for entering the life of the church, or as a 

prerequisite for receiving the Eucharist. I exclude the necessity of baptism because I 

acknowledge that there are people who cannot or will not be baptized for a variety of legitimate 

reasons. I do not believe a loving or rational god would make baptism a prerequisite, and then 

make it impossible for certain people to meet the requirement. 

On the Eucharist: Because my Christology does not involve the existence of a god-man, 

or a traditional “incarnation” as it were, I am unable to think of the Eucharist as a “sacrament”. 

In other words, I am unable to affirm that the Eucharist is a “sign that does what it says”. I do not 

think of the Eucharist as the vehicle by which the literal or figurative body and blood of Jesus 

Christ are present with believers. I do, however, understand the Eucharist to be a symbolic 

reminder of the meals Jesus ate with his disciples and of the thankful prayers Jesus offered while 

with his followers. I also find tremendous meaning in the symbolism of Jesus’ “body” being 

“broken for us”. I think of the language in scripture about the Body of Christ, and how its many 
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parts comprise a whole that can work together in harmony for the glory of God. And so, while I 

am not a member of a church, I do feel a sense of connectedness to the Body of Christ when I 

receive the Eucharist. It offers a symbolic reminder to me that we all are indeed one, and that 

God desires us to live in unity. The Eucharist is a tangible reminder of the gospel story, and of 

the most defining event in Jesus’ life (the crucifixion). It serves as a liturgical vehicle in my 

religious practice, but not necessarily a mystical one. 

 

I look for the resurrection of the dead… 

 Jesus spoke of death and resurrection in metaphorical terms on more than one occasion in 

scripture. When telling the story of the prodigal son, Jesus said that a celebration was in order 

because the young man once “was dead, and he is alive”. (Luke 15:24) He told a mourner to 

leave a parent’s funeral procession… "Follow me now," he said. "Let the spiritually dead bury 

their own dead." (Matthew 8:22, NLT) And, he invoked an image of cold death when he called 

the religious leaders who had become hard of heart “whitened tombs”. The theme of 

metaphorical death images continues in scripture, with Paul telling us to die to our fleshly 

desires, and with the book of Colossians saying that when we are dead to sin, we are alive with 

Christ.  

Most jarringly, we are given an image in scripture of the church at Sardis, which was said 

to have a reputation for being alive, but was in actuality, tragically and uselessly dead. The book 

of Revelation says that the church at Sardis’ pronouncement of death was appropriate because its 

deeds "were unfinished in the sight of God." It seems that the church may have looked alive 
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because it was busy. However, it was indeed dead because it had forgotten to do the work to 

which we are all prophetically called. 

 I find that many churches, like those of which I was a member years ago, are too 

internally focused. Many of them spend the majority of their money on building upkeep, avoid 

the communities and people who need God most, and esteem doctrine above the needs of 

humans—much like the people Jesus so fervently opposed. Churches of this sort seem quite 

busy, but spend very little time doing what people need most: radically loving those deemed 

“untouchable” by society, boldly liberating those who are in bondage, and prophetically 

opposing those who would seek to exploit “the least” among us.  

 I think of the many ways in which we drift from life into death as God’s people—as we 

limit our capacity to love and as we run from the power of Christ’s convictions. I think of how 

we accept a slow drift into darkness when we ignore God’s demand that we do Jesus’ 

“unfinished work”, and I pray for a revival that will refocus our attention toward his ministry. 

While I cannot say that I await a resurrection of the literal dead in any eschatological 

sense, I do look for the resurrection of the metaphorical dead every minute, every hour and every 

day of my life. I look for resurrection among the people of God—people spanning across 

denominational lines and outside the bounds of theological orthodoxy. I look for signs that we 

are emerging from death into a greater consciousness of our responsibility to the world. I look 

for signs that we are emerging into a greater understanding of our unity as the church universal. I 

even look for signs that we are resurrecting into greater forms of our individual selves. I look for 

signs of resurrection in my midst. At times, I am privileged to see them. Thanks be to God. 
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