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Scripture: Matthew 18:18-20 (NRSVUE); Ephesians 4:5-16 (The Message)
Why am | a congregationalist?

Matthew tells us that whenever two or three gather in Christ’s name, something extraordinary
happens. Christ is present. Not symbolically. Not poetically. Present.

Ephesians takes this further. It says Christ gathers us into a body—not the world church, not a
distant institution, but a body made of people, flesh and spirit, joined in love, equipped for
ministry, and growing together into the very fullness of Christ.

For most of my life, | took these verses seriously on a theological level. But only in recent years
has it become apparent how literal they really are.

Modern studies in physiology and neuroscience show that when people come together—
especially when they come together with intention, compassion, and shared purpose—our
bodies begin to entrain with one another. Heart rhythms begin to sync. Breathing patterns fall
into a shared cadence. Mirror neurons light up. Brain waves begin to align.

In other words: when two or three gather, something real happens.

Something we can partly measure.

Something we still can’t fully explain.

Something that borders on the mystical—and may, one day, be understood as entirely mystical.

And that’s the first reason | am still a Congregationalist.

|. Because | believe the Body of Christ becomes most fully itself in a local
congregation.

| don’t mean that Christ is absent elsewhere. But | do mean that the structure Jesus gives us—
“two or three gathered”—is not a throwaway line. It’s an ecclesiology. It’s a way of being
church that places the deepest trust where the Spirit is most active: in the honest, face-to-face
community of ordinary people seeking Christ together.

Our Congregationalist ancestors understood this long before we had HRV monitors and fMRI
scans to verify it. They saw that something happened when people came together to pray,
discern, grieve, debate, hope, forgive, dream. They recognized that Christ shows up most
powerfully in the gathered body, not in a distant hierarchy.

So they concluded—radically for their time—that the clearest expression of Christ’s Body on
earth is a local congregation.


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians%204&version=MSG
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians%204&version=MSG

Not a bishop.

Not a pope.

Not a denominational office.
Not a global institution.

But us.
This group of people, in this time and place.

2. The Congregational Way assumes that if Christ is present where two or three
gather, then those two or three are capable of discerning God’s call for their
community.

So when important decisions arise, we don’t ask a bishop to impose the answer. We gather.
We pray.

We listen.

We speak.

We listen again.

We vote our conscience.

And we trust that, in the mixture of our gifts and our limits, the Spirit is at work—shaping a
wisdom that no single person could reach on their own.

Is it perfect? No.
But it is less fallible than appointing authority from above, and far more faithful to Jesus’ teaching
that revelation continues.

Pastor John Robinson said it best in 1620 as he blessed the Pilgrims before they sailed to the
New World: “There is yet more truth and light to break forth from God’s holy word.” And the people
he believed were most likely to receive that truth and walk in that light were not bishops,
popes, or even pastors, but congregations of everyday people gathering to discern God’s will
together.

3. This way of life is as practical as it is affirming of Christ’s presence in everyday
people.

In the United Church of Christ, congregations:

call their own ministers

own their own property

shape their worship and mission

discern their future

make their own mistakes—and their own breakthroughs

Why?

Because we believe the church belongs to God.

And the people most capable of discerning God’s will for a specific church are the people who
gather there, week after week, in the name of Jesus.

So, our decision-making structure looks like an inverted pyramid. The congregation is at the
top—not because it seeks power, but because the Spirit does her clearest work there. The



national office is at the bottom—not weak, but supportive—there to undergird, not to
command.

And now science is catching up.

We now know the human body is wired for communal discernment.

That wisdom arises between us, not just within us.

That hearts and brains and breath literally attune when people seek understanding together.
That the Spirit’s ancient promise—*| am in the midst of you”—has a physiological echo we can
begin to trace.

4. To be a Congregationalist is to trust that echo.

To trust that Christ is present in the gathered body.

To trust that when we seek the Spirit together, something truer emerges than any one of us
could find alone.

This isn’t just pie-in-the-sky mumbo jumbo, or crass marketing for our particular denomination.
Historically, you can look back and see this working in the real world. Our denomination—the
United Church of Christ—was formed relatively recently, in 1957. Yet, part of that merger
included the Congregational churches, which means our roots go all the way back to the
Pilgrims. When the UCC was born, it intentionally chose to carry forward the
Congregationalist form of governance.

In other words: the way we govern ourselves has deep history—and not just deep
history, but brilliant history. And this brilliance rarely came from the top. It came from
faithful discernment of local congregations—people just like us.

Despite the fact that every church in our denomination is autonomous—free to choose its own
direction—we have been either the first, or among the earliest, in every major movement for
social justice in American life.

e We were writing tracts against slavery as early as 1708.

e We were the first denomination to have an African-American pastor leading a
predominantly white church.

® We helped birth and lead the abolitionist movement, and provided critical infrastructure
for the Underground Railroad.

¢ We helped launch the women’s suffrage movement.

e We ordained the first woman minister—Mary Antoinette Brown—in 1853.

o After the Civil War, we built over 2,600 schools for newly freed slaves.

e We were among the first churches to welcome divorcees fully into the life of the
church at a time when that was scandalous.

e We helped lead the Civil Rights movement—some of Dr. King’s most trusted allies
were Congregationalist laypeople and ministers.

e In the late 1950s, we successfully sued the FCC, forcing it to open the public airwaves
to non-white voices.

e We were the first denomination to welcome LGBTQ+ people fully into the life of the
community, ordaining our first openly gay minister in 1973.



e We were the first to affirm same-sex marriage—in 1995.

¢ And we were the first denomination to have a congregation sell its building and relocate
alongside a synagogue and a mosque in order to move beyond interfaith dialog into
interfaith community.

That congregation—Countryside Community Church in Omaha—uwas the church | served. We
became the Christian partner in what is now known as the Tri-Faith Initiative.

All these “firsts,” | believe, happened not because Congregationalists were smarter or holier,
but because a congregation is able to nimbly follow the winds of the Holy Spirit
through its Congregationalist structure. When the local church is free to set its own
direction—to discern its own call—it becomes responsive to the Spirit long before hierarchies
even notice the wind has shifted.

Why Congregationalism Matters

Let me offer a real example from my own ministry—one that tested these convictions to their
core.

When we first received the invitation to become the Christian partner on the Tri-Faith
Commons, it was a daunting proposal. Our |,700-member congregation would need to sell a
building it dearly loved, leave a neighborhood it had served faithfully for 65 years, and use its
own resources to build an entirely new church six miles down the road.

Not surprisingly, not everyone was thrilled. Some didn’t think we needed discernment at all—
they were opposed from the start, and they organized themselves.

Two of the strongest leaders of the opposition were a couple my family loved dearly. The
husband, Barry, had been on the search committee that brought me to Omaha. He and his wife,
Liz, became unofficial grandparents to our kids—taking them every year to cut a Christmas tree
and spoiling them in all the best ways.

By the time we entered the formal discernment process, Barry and Liz had already become one
of its most vocal critics. And as part of that official process, Liz led two public forums explaining
why moving to the Tri-Faith Commons would be a disaster. They feared the congregation
would unravel.

Nevertheless, as we studied and prayed and talked together, more and more people caught the
fire of the vision. Eventually, we committed to a forty-day process of prayer, study, large and
small group conversations, and finally a vote.

And in the end, a super-majority voted to move.

Out of roughly 300 who opposed the move, about 200 left the congregation, never to return.
Their grief and anger were real, and we felt that loss deeply. But the other 100 were shaped
more deeply by the spirit of Congregationalism. They recognized that the congregational
vote—while not infallible—is the clearest indicator we have of God’s will for a specific
community.



They stayed.
And Liz and Barry were among them.

Sadly, Liz passed away before the new building was finished, so she never saw the Tri-Faith
Commons with her own eyes. Barry did. And once he experienced the wonder of interfaith
community—]Jewish, Christian, and Muslim neighbors sharing not only land, but life—his eyes
were opened.

Six months after the new building opened, the three congregations came together to celebrate.
Representatives from each congregation were chosen to speak about how being part of the Tri-
Faith Initiative had changed them.

Guess who was chosen to represent us?
Barry.

He spoke with such emotion about the transformation he had undergone. He talked about how
moved he was to see these friendships blooming—friendships that never would have been
possible if we hadn’t trusted the Spirit’s call. While he grieved that Liz hadn’t lived long enough
to witness what had blossomed, he also suspected that she was with us in spirit that night—
rejoicing in what God had done through us.

This is why | am still a Congregationalist.

Because again and again, | have seen what happens when ordinary people gather, listen deeply,
disagree honestly, pray earnestly, and entrain their hearts not only to one another but to the
subtle movements of the Holy Spirit.

We become capable of decisions that are wiser than our fears, more courageous than our
comfort zones, and more loving than any one of us could manage on our own.

We become a body.
A cell of Christ’s presence in the world.
A place where more truth and light can break forth.

| see that same courage and Spirit-led curiosity alive in you. It’s one of the reasons | came to
Eugene nine months ago. The Spirit is moving here—inviting us to become, in our own place
and time, a vibrant cell of Christ’s presence in this world.

Into that Spirit we welcome new members today. Into that Spirit we commit our pledges for
this coming year. | cannot wait to discover what new challenges—and new possibilities—the
Spirit will set before us.



