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In Jesus’ day, scribes were masters of theology, maybe like seminary professors.
They reflect on central ideas and pass on inspiration for the faith they share.
Sometimes characters in the gospels attack Jesus. That’s what just happened with
some other leaders. The spirit of conversation with this scribe seems more friendly,
even sympathetic. We might call their conversation a kind of love fest, affirming
one another and centering on the great commandment—love God and love neighbor
with all our heart, soul, mind, strength, our whole selves, all we are, everything we
do. In stories about Jesus and Paul’s letters among the earliest Christians, we read
about many disputes. People face many questions, complications, concerns of their
society as they try to make faithfulness real every day. And consistently, passed on
to us as the beating heart of life with the Ground of All Being, as the bright beacon
of Divine Light for our path of living faith, we are told to love God and love
neighbors.
Since those first scribes and disciples with Jesus, questions, complications, conflict
and fresh insight continued to arise among good and faithful people trying to make
Holy Love real over all the ages. Today we celebrate Reformation Sunday. Even if
we can’t quote main ideas and arguments from Martin Luther and John Calvin,
we’ve probably heard about contention through which our common Catholic church
got split. No need to be rocket scientist like seminary professors to sense how this
Reforming impulse continues through ages of history, through our lineage from
Swiss cities and Scottish clans to our own country and this sanctuary. What drove

the Reformation long ago were abuses in the church and society about which people
simply said: “Enough!” Still in the words of Psalm 42 and 43, as deer long for
flowing streams they thirsted for God. Still people asked: where is God? They
thronged to sanctuaries, they faced adversaries of all kinds, they pled for hope, they
called: send out your light and truth, O God, let them lead me! And their souls, cast
down, were raised again in praise.
Friends, we know that in our society churches don’t seem to have the voice and
prominence they once did. Sexual abuse, money abuse, condemning messages of
theology that abuse in every church, including our Presbyterian Church. People
rightly question: what is going on? Where is God? (Sometimes said with scorn,
sometimes with earnest searching.) Where’s the grace? What’s really true? Where’s
the goodness being done to make a difference in the world? Where’s the love, being
lived? Questions that arise in ordinary people like me and you. With inspiration, a
compelling witness and purpose that arises in ordinary people like me and you.
That’s how public education for all people began in Scotland centuries ago. That’s
how members of our congregation have helped start so many social service
programs to meet needs in our community. As we bear witness to God’s grace in the
needs of our time, we make a statement of faith as lasting as any historic confession
of faith, like 1967 or Belhar on our bulletin cover.
I think it’s a lot like this artistic expression made by our member and friend, Dave
Johnson—many pieces of wood bonded together, embossed with the symbol of our
Presbyterian Church (USA). The grains and stained finish is beautiful … cut in the
shape of a football – still working out what the profound meaning of that is, exactly!
Dear friends, the heart of our Presbyterian way of faithfulness is to lift up the voices
and empower the gifts of all people, all as holy, beautiful, valuable—each of us like
a little piece of wood, all of us together made one in faithfulness.

Today, Angela and Brian have agreed to offer their voice. When I asked them to
consider doing so, here’s what I said. Think of a meaningful experience in life,
shaping your perspective on faith and our world, reflecting a core value by which
you try to live. Could be work related, personal hobby, any other way we participate
in society and maybe glimpse holy purpose. Maybe share a story about what
happened, and why it struck you. No need for great dogmatic theological points, but
if that’s part of your experience, fine. Really the question is: where’s God in it all?
And how do you feel inspired to serve faithfully in our world, to embody the way of
God in Christ, to make Living Faith real.
The Holy Spirit may have lead them in a completely different direction! I’ve come
to expect that in Presbyterians who all think for themselves! Remember friends, it’s
all about love … and they probably need to feel your love about now! So beam your
love this way as we receive inspiration from their reflection!

Angela Van Heest:
I have a daily ritual that not all parents get the luxury of having. I get to leave work
at 3, come home, switch the laundry, put away some dishes, and then walk a couple
of blocks to our neighborhood elementary school to pick up my kids. Hands down,
it’s the best part of my day. We re-fuel on hugs, chat about all of the happenings of
Kindergarten and Second Grade, and kick stones down the sidewalk. Often,
someone will be out walking their dog and, if that’s the case, I’m bound to get two
arms around my waist, a chin buried into my hip bone, and legs hiked up against my
own with a tiny voice saying, “keep me safe!” This from the girl who desperately
wants a dog of her own. Who only checks out dog books from the library. Who has
already identified a leash embroidered with candy corn designs to purchase for said
dog. It’s what she wants the most and it’s what she fears more than anything. A

few weeks ago as we approached our doorstep on one of these walks home, the
next-door neighbor’s dog began barking loudly and with wings on her feet and
Jackie Joyner-Kersee in her limbs, my daughter high-tailed it down the sidewalk in
the opposite direction. I fiddled with the key in the lock and, in one of my notably
lower points of parenting, shouted after her “Hey, you can’t live your life in fear or
you won’t really have a life!”. This required a lengthy apology.
I believe in spaces that cultivate courage. These spaces evolve from safe spacesspaces of love and warmth and belonging- and then they push us to the edge a bit
further. My first encounter with this was within my family of origin. My childhood
was spent in a small farming community just outside of Saginaw, Michigan. We
lived a mile from my paternal grandparents’ farm in one direction- a space for
wildly expansive games of hide-and-seek with cousins, tree-climbing until knees
and elbows were skinned bare, and coming inside when the sun set. Three miles in
the other direction were my maternal grandparents whose property backed up to the
church we all belonged to- equally great for its games of hide-and-seek. Our lives
revolved around both the growing season of the farm and the liturgical calendar of
the church year. And when I say that we were at church all the time, it’s no
exaggeration. It was an every Sunday thing, and because my siblings and I went to
parochial school, it was also an every Thursday thing. Toss in various holy days
and other events and you’ve got yourself a second home. Though most people
would find this to be overbearing, I was actually an easy sell when it came to
church. The music, the Scripture, the art, the chance to participate in community
life as a family- it was a safe space for me. And I find that God has always pushed
me forward through the stories of those I admire; those I’m connected to in real life,
or those I’m only able to access through books. Grade school introduced me to the
life of Francis of Assisi, who became a guiding light to me in the transition from the
safety of childhood to the courage that young adulthood demands, particularly in his
love for the poor and for the natural world.

When I left home as a first-generation college student, I made my choice for a
university based on the church I had been to while visiting my older brother at
school one weekend. It was a place in which I knew my faith would grow in its
authenticity and where I could see myself serving for a number of years, and I did.
It was in my second year of school that my mom introduced me to the life of
Dorothy Day, an American journalist and activist who helped to develop a
movement that is still going strong to this day. I was born in the same year that
Dorothy Day died, and though not much of a believer in fate when it comes to
numbers, I felt very much a passing of a sort of spiritual baton at the time. Through
her example and the lives of those around me, I was given the space to take steps in
allowing adventure and purpose to blaze a trail for me, instead of a secure career
and a lucrative salary being the prime motivators. Within the context of my faith
community, I was able to mentor, tutor, build homes, work in shelters, welcome
immigrants, travel through Latin America, and discover Jesus’ path of non-violence
and simplicity. It was the risk-taking, life without boundaries sort of phase that
every 20-something-year-old dreams about and likely the one that could be a bit of a
nightmare to their parents.
During graduate school, I immersed myself in the words of Oscar Romero, a man
whose faith became more upfront and vocal as the atrocities committed in El
Salvador started to claim the lives of his companions. The world lost Oscar Romero
and Dorothy Day in the same year and I’d like to read a quote from a sermon he
gave some months prior to his assassination. “What a terrible thing to have lived
well off, with no suffering, quite tranquil, quite settled, with good connectionspolitically, economically, socially- lacking nothing, having everything. But those
who for love of Christ uproot themselves and accompany the people and go with the
poor in their suffering and become incarnate and feel the pain as their own, they will
secure their lives”. He goes on to say, “At this moment, I beg your forgiveness for

not having shown all the fortitude that the gospel asks of us; for having confused
you at times by softening the message of the cross, which is hard. I am glad that the
church is persecuted precisely for its preferential option for the poor and for trying
to become incarnate on behalf of the poor. And I want to say to all the people, to
rulers, to the rich and powerful: If you do not become poor, if you do not concern
yourselves with the poverty of our people as though they were your own family, you
will not be of service to society”. These words took it up a notch for me when it
came to cultivating courage and provided even more of a path as I began finding my
place in adult society.
Now the thing is that if you hold to this course for several years, you eventually
keep running into Aaron Van Heest. Because when your life was being rearranged
by a book on Dorothy Day, his was being altered by a book on Mother Teresa.
When you were working in a 1-room school house in the Dominican Republic, he
was just across the border working in an orphanage in Haiti. The list goes on. A
couple of months before he was to leave to spend a year in Zimbabwe, he asked if I
would go to Lake Michigan with him for an afternoon. After walking a while, we
stopped at a heap of rocks to sit and look out at the water. Having not even one
ounce of tact about me when it comes to romance, I asked him point blank what his
intentions were in asking me there and he said, “I’m hoping you’ll still be around
when I come back to the States”. We have a shoebox crammed full of letters to
show for that time apart. With love and support from others, we’ve had the freedom
to take some risks, try new things, and live according to a common calling. There
have been times when we’ve gone after things whole-heartedly and fell flat on our
faces and we’ve only now come to a point in which we can talk about them with
some amount of gratitude.
When we first showed up here to this church, Aaron was carrying 2-year-old Maya
in his arms and I had 2-week-old Rosa in mine. We were sleep-deprived, a bit

disheveled, and maybe even feeling perplexed as to how to live out our faith in this
new vocation called family life. Thank you for embracing us, for loving our kids,
and allowing us to work alongside you in this encouraging space. I’m happy to be
building up a place for both my kids and yours to explore, to be loved, and to grow
in courage to serve their families and communities. I do find church to be the best
community in which to have my assumptions challenged, my biases revealed, and
my commitments tested. I can’t say that I’ve been convinced of much via Facebook
memes, Twitter feeds, bumper stickers, or yard signs, but I’ve had significant
changes to my point of view occur through steady relationships between those with
whom we share a common covenant and a common table. You have been the story
that has moved me forward into this new stage of life. Because of who you are, and
because of what I’ve seen you do within our community.
Life at this stage looks a lot different than what I had imagined. We live in a
middle-class neighborhood with two cars, a fenced-in backyard and more food,
clothing, and household items than we truly need. And though I believe we’re
doing what we need to be doing at this moment, I ask you to keep me accountable to
my calling in Christ. If I start treating this place as just another civic organization or
some sort of club in which I hold membership; if I shrink back from being
vulnerable in our relationships to one another or if I seem to be trying to grasp at
more for myself and less in generosity towards others, I hope that you’ll shake me
by the shoulders a bit. You may even need to approach me unapologetically, and
say “Hey, you can’t live your life in fear, or you won’t really have a life!”

Brian Nederveld:
My name is Brian Nederveld and my partner Roland Prevost and I have been
worshiping with you here at FPC since January of 2014, and we are grateful for the

warmth with which you have welcomed us into this family. I was raised in the
Reformed Church in America, and grew up in Jenison, Michigan, a town which
many remark seems to have a church on every corner. My father’s extended
(Dutch) family has a long faith tradition in the Reformed Church, and my mother, of
German descent, was raised a Methodist. I make this point because although I was
raised in the RCA, my experience was somewhat tempered by my mother’s nonDutch sensibility. My religious upbringing was in no way unique to my
community, and as such, I had no way of appreciating how special, but also how
homogenous it was. There is not a time I remember when Jesus was not a part of
my life. Church and Sunday School every Sunday; prayers before meals and at
bedtime. “Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. In the
morning when I wake, help me live for Jesus sake.”
One of the oldest things I have, given to me as a child by my Grandma Nederveld is
this little New Testament Bible. “The B-I-B-L-E, yes that’s the book for me. I
stand alone on the word of God, the B-I-B-L-E.” This is my Sunday School pin,
with links added representing seven years of perfect attendance, and for three
summers I spent a week at Camp Geneva, an RCA church camp in Holland,
Michigan (put on name tag). The closest I came to a mountain top religious
experience as a kid was always the last night of camp during the Consecration
Service, when, holding candles, we recommitted our lives to Christ.
We had Wednesday night Catechism at church, and in 1974 our youth group, called
the “Tweenagers.” made a film, the theme of which, coincidentally was stewardship.
In 1977, when I was 15 (about the age it would be expected) I joined church by
confession of faith. My Dad was an Elder.
I’m giving all this background simply as a way to illustrate how black and white my
world was as a child/adolescent. This is HOLY, this is a SIN. This is RIGHT, this

is WRONG. These people are saved, these people are going to hell. It’s comforting
to have all the right answers. But about at this time something else started bubbling
closer to the surface which really threw a monkey wrench into all this certainty. “I
think I like guys. I mean I really think I like guys!” “Well that won’t work at all!”
1 Corinthians 6: 9-11: from the NIV Bible we used at church: “Do you not know
that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither
the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor
homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor
swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were. But
you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord
Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.”
There it is. Right there in the Bible. And the Bible is the inspired infallible word of
God. How can one refute that? And so from late high school and through most of
college I wrestled with my first true crisis of faith. I certainly didn’t seek out or ask
to be gay. Why is this my “thorn in the flesh?,” as Paul puts it. How am I supposed
to react? Maybe it’ll pass eventually, when I meet the right girl. There was a lot of
“poor me” at this time.
In April of 1985 an article appeared in HIS magazine, a Christian magazine my
home church gifted college students with a subscription to, entitled “The Great Gay
Debate.” It was a debate between Jeff Ford for Intervarsity Christian Fellowship,
and Dave Antongiovanni for the Gay and Lesbian Community, and was subtitled
“Homosexuality: Right or Wrong.” This was just what I needed to know, and I
ordered the taped recording of the debate. When it arrived, I listened eagerly and
intently, hoping to glean any insight I could. What I got was a first glimmer of
hope. The revelation that conversations like this were happening, and the first
indication that translations of the Bible through the centuries may have been colored

with different religious agendas. Homosexuality wasn’t even a word when the Bible
was written. Someone chose to translate the original text this way.
Even though black and white now started to blend more into gray, and as I became
more aware that they existed, I sought out ways to connect with other gay
Christians. The first was through a group affiliated with the Catholic Church called
“Dignity.” I also tried the Metropolitan Community Church, but just didn’t feel
comfortable with what I will term their “loosey goosey theology.” I loved (or
maybe rather felt comfortable with) the religious tradition with which I was raised.
There was also this nagging voice in the back of my head which said that maybe I
was being led by Satan to rationalize sin so I felt better. So, as I continued to attend
the Reformed Church, I made an unconscious, and yet wholly conscious decision to
separate my life into two parts. Church Brian, and what I’ll call other Brian.
Church Brian was an involved and faithful part of the body, but he avoided any
discussion of a personal nature. The problem was that, because of this wall I had
erected, I really ceased to grow and thrive in the Spirit of Christ. Sing in the choir?
Sure! Lead congregational singing? Why yes! Play handbells? You bet! Small
groups or Bible study? I don’t think so. Who knows where conversation may go?
And so it continued. For years! 10 of those years Roland dutifully attended church
with me, even though I don’t think he fully understood why I was playing out this
charade.
As the church Roland and I were attending started its decline towards what would
ultimately be its demise, it became clear that this was the push out of the RCA nest I
so desperately needed. Plus, I was so tired of waiting for the Reformed Church to
make any kind of a bold progressive move on the LGBTQ front. At every General
Synod for the past few years, an overture would be presented which addressed full
inclusion in the RCA for LGBTQ members, but it seemed to always be tabled
pending further review, etc. “We love our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters, but

cannot fully accept them into this body of Christ.” Blah, blah, blah. I was just sick
of waiting around for them to do SOMETHING! In October of 2007 Roland and I
attended the world premier at the Actors’ Theatre in Grand Rapids of a work by
Stephanie Sandberg called “Seven Passages: The Story of Gay Christians.” It
consisted of several scenes recreating actual interviews conducted in Grand Rapids
with gay Christians who related how they were mistreated by the church. The title
of the play is a reference to the seven Biblical passages most often cited to condemn
homosexuality, and it was a very powerful play.
When Roland and I started to consider joining First Presbyterian, we proceeded with
a degree of caution. I felt more comfortable with the traditional worship style, but
we had misgivings about whether the denomination, and this church was really as
welcoming and gay-friendly as it purported to be. We met with then Associate
Pastor Mary Van Andel to have that conversation, and left feeling reassured,
although I did shed a few tears at the realization of actually leaving the RCA.
Family tradition and all.
I find it no coincidence, but instead divine providence that as I was at long last
attending a church openly with the man I loved, the Presbyterian Church USA, and
therefore this congregation was entering into a dialogue about the sanctioning of
same-sex marriage. Roland and I attended the classes held after worship where
thoughtful discussion took place, and all opinions were considered. I had yet to
learn of the Presbyterian tradition of due process, but what I found myself thinking
over and over again was, “Who are you people?” This was not even a discussion I
ever though I would be a part of in a traditional denomination. After the FPC
session voted unanimously in favor of same-sex marriage, I knew we had made the
right decision to become a part of this loving body of Christ.

We recently attended Fourth Presbyterian in Chicago, and the guest minister was
Brian Ellison, who is Executive Director of Covenant Network of Presbyterians,
which is a non-profit group doing education and advocacy work, seeking unity and
the inclusion of LGBT people in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A). In his sermon,
entitled “Aliens, Citizens, and Breaking Down the Wall,” he talked about speaking
the truth in love. Part of me involuntarily winced when I heard that phrase, because
to me, the connotation had always been, “I love you, but what you’re doing is sinful,
and it is my duty as a Christian to point that out.” I always pictured myself on the
receiving end of that scenario. But Reverend Ellison interpreted the concept
differently. In Christian love, be bold to name injustice in the world. Speak out
against hate and intolerance.
Being able to worship and live openly has provided new growth in my spiritual life,
because the blockade I had put up has been irrevocably smashed. As one new
member of First Pres. Recently said, with this church, I got back a feeling I hadn’t
felt in a very long time. Amen!

