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Radical Hospitality: A New Vision of Christian Unity
Barbara Brown Zikmund
My theme for this lecture is 'radical hospitality'. In a few minutes I will I share a story about how this phrase has expanded the identity of the Untied Church in Christ in the United States in recent years. First, however, I want! to say something about my scripture text from Ephesians: 

And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near; for through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God. (Ephesians 2:17-19 NRSV) 

The authorship of this letter is disputed. What is clear, however, is that the author has a message about transformation. Earlier in that letter to the Ephesians (in chapter two) the text says bluntly, 'you were dead', but God who is rich in mercy, and loves us has made us alive together. By grace we have been saved; it is not our own doing; it is a gift from God. Christ came and proclaimed peace to those who were far off and peace to those who were near. Therefore because of Christ we are no longer strangers and aliens. We are citizens and members of the household of God. 

I chose this text because to me it tells the story of Christian unity and what it means to be a united and uniting church. It is a statement about the ecumenical movement. It declares that God is rich in mercy and loves us, making us fully alive in unity. We have been saved by God, because Christ came and proclaimed peace to those who were far off and peace to those who were near. It was not a selective peace given to one camp or one 




party. By implication it is a universal peace, and in that peace we are bound together. We are members of the household of God. Not the household of the Methodists, or the Roman Catholics, or the Congregationalists, or the Orthodox, or the Presbyterians, or the Baptists, or the Reformed. Our community is not defined by whether we are near, or whether we are far off. We are members of one household through the gift of the Spirit-the household of God. 

I am a historian of the United Church of Christ in the United States, a blend of several quite distinct ecclesiological traditions. We are a product of various denominations and movements in American history. Our histories produce tensions that continue to haunt our life together. Yet we insist (when we get our priorities straight), that we are 'one' under the leadership of Jesus Christ (head of the church). We say this in our Basis of Union, in our Constitution, in our life together. There are no bishops, no political overseers, and no academic heads. We read scripture in the light of the good news of Christ's life, death and resurrection. When the church gathers its task is not to figure out what the people think or believe or want (it is not a democracy); nor is it to listen to and follow decisions made by elders (it is not governed by elected representatives or presbyters). When the United Church of Christ gathers (as one Puritan writer put it) the people come together to 'discern the crown rights of the redeemer'. We seek to measure everything by what we believe God in Christ has called us to do and be. 

The United Church of Christ (as does the Uniting Church in Australia) orders its common life using·· a blend of free church ecclesiology and representational authority. We say that when Christians (the saints) gather in faithfulness (with or without clergy), even in their flawed humanity, they are a true church under the headship of Christ. At the same time we also know that the church and its leadership are not created by us. The church is God's creation, never simply a product of our 'gatheredness'. These two views of the church are .very different. One view sees the church in terms of soul liberty and human response guided by the Holy Spirit, the other view sees the church in terms of God's call and rule. 

Caught in this tension between human liberty and Divine rule, we are forever asking questions. What are the understandings of church that bind us together and keep us apart? What is our operational ecclesiology? How can we recognize in thankful humility the gift of Christian unity we already have? And how much of our ecclesiology are we willing to change to share that gift of unity more fully? 

If Christian unity is a gift, it is often hidden. How can we uncover it, listen to it, and risk more on behalf of unity? We cannot destroy Christian unity, it is already ours. It is a gift from God. As the Ephesians text says, '[Jesus] came and preached peace to you who were afar off and peace to 



Uniting Church Studies 

those who were near; for through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. We all have access in one Spirit. So why are we so worried that we will define it wrong, lapse into heresy, cultivate apostasy, or otherwise sully God's gift. God forgives us before we stumble. Like Peter we need to remember that God is asking us never to call 'unclean', what God has called 'clean'. 

Unfortunately, to call the church the 'household of God' is ambiguous in Christian history. In the Greco-Roman culture a 'household' was considered a microcosm of society, even of the cosmos. 
The father husband, master ruled his household to preserve harmony and please the ancient gods. 
Evidence suggests that earliest Christians rejected traditional hierarchies found in Greco-Roman household codes and upheld radical egalitarian relationships. Unity in Christ Jesus meant that there was neither Jew nor Greek, slave or free, male or female. Christian households were n longer dominated by male fathers and husbands and biblical texts indicate that women often presided over Christian households. Unfortunately, in some of the late New Testament letters, such as Ephesians, the hierarchy of the household codes was reasserted and earlier messages about equality forgotten. Gradually patens of patriarchy were' re-established, undermining the radical message of Christian unity. 

As the centuries went by political and family systems changed sometimes in spite of Christian teachings and sometimes because of Christian teachings. Today modem concepts of citizenship and egalitarian understandings of family increasingly support inclusive views of the church. Christians have been claiming the idea of 'household' as important metaphor for the church-envisioning the Christian community gathered around tables nurtured by habits of radical hospitality. Christ, we say, is the one who leads us beyond those we call mother, sister and brother. Christ brings down the dividing walls of hostility. Christ invites us to participate in a new radically egalitarian household of God. J 
The earliest united and uniting church in modem history is often said to be the 'Church of the Prussian Union', begun 1817 in northern Germany when a Prussian prince called upon Lutheran and Reformed Protestants to stop arguing and warring with each other. The German Evangelical Synod, rooted in that Church of the Prussia Union, is one of the four traditions that came together to form the United Church of Christ in the United States. They were German immigrants, who settled in the Mississippi river valley in the 1840s and who were already deeply committed to Christian unity. They became part of the Evangelical and Reformed Church in 1934 and then one of the traditions that came together in the United Church of Christ 
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in 1957. Their experience with church union is one of the hidden histories of the UCC. 

When people try to define a 'united and uniting church', it is not easy. 

Sometimes it is easier to say what a united or uniting church is not. There are five ways we can distinguish united and uniting churches negatively. 
First, united and uniting churches are not family reunions-such as bringing Scandinavian Lutherans together with German Lutherans, or in the United States reuniting Southern Presbyterians with Northern Presbyterians (divided since the Civil War). United and uniting churches are not made up of churches that are healing old geographic divisions, or arguments about slavery, ministry, or baptism. Recent 'church unions' in the United States often have been reunions, bringing groups back together that had split in the past, overcoming differences that were linguistic, cultural and historical, rather than doctrinal. 

Second, united and uniting churches are not voluntary associations or umbrella organizations-such as the World Council of Churches or an agency like Habitat for Humanity. They are Christian churches with sacramental resources that nurture Christians, through worship, education and mission. United and uniting churches have intentionally left their denominational homes, and opened themselves to new possibilities. The analogy of marriage is useful here. A bride and a groom bring all that they are to their new family, but their new family is more than what they bring. It is a new thing. In marriage they are not merely 'living together', they are creating a new family, letting go of past baggage and assumptions. Like marriage, church unity is more than informal consensus, well meaning fellowship, or cooperation; it requires commitment that does not wallow in the past, but builds upon the past to create something new. 

Third, united and uniting churches are not an accident. They are intentional faith communities created after years of effort, setbacks, concrete decisions and actions. They emerge as expressions of a theological vision. They are also practical, created to enable Christians to use limited resources wisely. The gestation period for new united and uniting churches is years and even decades. The histories of these churches are peppered with bitter arguments, serious set backs and even legal actions. They stimulate fights about what is essential and what is not essential. Church union is a struggle, some would say a miracle. It requires forgiveness, and humility, along with a stubborn conviction that Christian unity is a gift (already received) that must not be denied. 

Fourth, united and uniting churches are not simply an amalgam of historic pieces and practices. Something happens when Christians from diverse traditions come together to form a united and uniting church. The church they create is 'more' or 'different' than the sum of the various parts. Even as traditions are preserved and blended, united and uniting churches 
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create and celebrate new ways of being the church of Jesus Christ. Today, thirty years after the formation of the Uniting Church in Australia, most of you know that people in local congregations are no longer Congregational, or Methodist, or Presbyterian. They are part of a 'new thing'. 

I have always been moved by the language in the Preamble of the Basis of Union of the United Church of Christ in the United States that says denominations exist not for themselves, but as parts of the whole Church 'within which each denomination is to live and labor and, if need be, die.' That is a powerful idea. The call to Christian unity is a death (Whic1' involves grief), but it is also a resurrection. We all know that in many areas of life many things must die in order for new forms to emerge. That s nature, and that's not all bad. 

In a united and uniting church parts of the past are going to die, and it ~s not helpful when people spend energy trying to maintain earlier tradition~, because excessive preoccupation with the past keeps them from tapping the new energy released in a united and uniting church. As a 1981 report from a world wide consultation of united and uniting churches states, '" uniting church discovers its own identity as it receives the heritage of various traditions and forms them into a diversity that is not simply 'reconciled' or 'comprehensive', but creatively integrated, a diversity which is able to learn from and incorporate a wider variety of traditions. 
'2 

Fifth, united and uniting churches are not international bodies. 

Although Christianity knows no national boundaries, united and uniting churches have thus far been expressions of particular ecclesiastical environments within specific nations or regions (The Church of South India, the United Church of Christ in Japan, the United Reformed Church in the United Kingdom, and the Uniting Church in Australia.) Uniting churches blend ecclesiastical diversity, but they also live within specific national and regional cultural boundaries. In many cases they find themselves on the edges, not at the centre of their societies. When the seventh consultation of United and Uniting Churches met in the Netherlands in 2002, it named several important insights and affirmations related to location. United and Uniting Churches recognize that 'authentic unity must directly address the issues that divide the human family' in particular settings (e.g. racism in the United States, casteism in India, closure to refugees in Europe, and disparity of wealth in the Philippines). Any United and Uniting Church that simply 'concentrates on traditional questions of faith and order without relating them to these issues of human division is responding only in pmt to the gift and command of unity in Christ.' The gospel needs to be incarnate in each place, even as it 
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transcends every culture. United and uniting churches manifest catholicity by their adaptation to diverse local settings, coupled with a global vision expressed in 'intentional, intense relationships with churches in other cultures' .' 
It is all well and good to explain what a united and uniting church is not, but it is more difficult for diverse communities of Christians such as united and uniting churches to discover, name and claim what they are. Churches are like families. They have generations. At anyone time there are usually four generations in a church. There are grandparents, parents, children and grandchildren. Those who shaped the ancestor traditions are grandparents and great grandparents. Parents are those who took new risks to create and support the prevailing church identity. Children are those who try to be responsible and maintain what they have inherited, but sometimes they falter. Grandchildren are often not there. The claim of the church on them has faded. They are not hostile, they are simply absent. This may be an overgeneralization, but thinking this way is helpful. 

In my United Church of Christ, grandparents are lauded, the parents are respected, children are tired and grandchildren are wondering (if they are even thinking about it). Two months ago the United Church of Christ had its fiftieth anniversary General Synod. We talked a lot about the 'grandparents'. A small group of 'denominational parents' were there, who had been youth delegates or young adult stewards at the Uniting General Synod in 1957. Basically, however, the children ran the show. 

The most encouraging aspect of General Synod was the participation of over 1,000 grandchildren. Several years ago the anniversary committee recognized the need to involve young people. Special recruitment and leadership made it happen. The young people were not 'wondering', they were there-asking questions and keeping us honest. 

One of the reasons they were there relates to recent efforts by the United Church of Christ to assert its identity in a more intentional way-to help church members and the public move beyond defining ourselves in terms of where we came from (Congregationalists, Christians, Reformed and Evangelical). During the past few years we have gained more clarity about whom we are now, not simply what merged with what to create a united church.
In 1999 the UCC General Synod passed a resolution entitled, 'On Name Recognition' . It argued for spending money to enhance the name recognition of the United Church of Christ 'for the purpose of membership growth and new church starts at the local church level'. The resolution complained that UCC congregations were frequently misidentified as part of the 'Church of God', or 'Church of Christ'. The resolution stated that 
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something needed to be done so that 'the American people will know who we are and be more receptive to local churches' attempts to grow and offer their theology and services to the community'.4 [UCC General Synod 22 Minutes, 210]
The implementation of that resolution has been controversial and exciting. In 2002 national UCC leadership developed a plan. A special financial campaign was launched to raise funds for what they called the 'Still Speaking Initiative', or the 'God is Still Speaking Campaign'. 
I 
During our fifty year history the United Church of Christ has tried numerous ways to define itself. In the 1950s we said that we were a 'united and uniting' church inspired by Christ's prayer 'that they may all be one'. In the 1960s and 1970s we said that we were a 'just peace' church committed to overcoming racism, violence and oppression. By the .mid 1980s we adopted an 'open and affirming' resolution, inviting congregations (and other parts of the church) to go on record as places where no one's baptismal identity or call to ministry would be decided because of his or her sexual identity. Twenty years later about 10 . of UCC churches have publicly declared that they are 'ONA' (Open land Affirming), but many more congregations have quietly opened their doors to gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender persons. In the 1990s we said that we intended to be a 'multi-racial, multi-cultural church', yearning for the day when our congregations might more fully reflect the diversity of Pentecost. Around 2000 we became more sensitive to persons with disabilities, declaring that we are a church 'accessible to all', regardless of physical or mental abilities. 

The new 'God is still speaking' campaign is further expanding our self image. When we say that we worship a 'still speaking God', we remember the words of separatist/Congregational Pastor John Robinson to the Mayflower Pilgrims in 1620. We strengthen this stance with a slogan based on a statement by comedian Gracie AlIen (wife of George Bums). We say 'Don't ever place a period (you would say 'full stop'), where God has placed a comma. ' 

There have been two target audiences in our identity campaign. First we make our pitch to the public, creating a more accurate picture of the United Church of Christ and distinguishing it from others. Second, this campaign is an effort to strengthen the self image of UCC members. Many UCC members are relatively new to the denomination; they do not know how to explain their church (even to themselves). 

What does it mean for us to say that we are a church that believes 'God is still speaking?' Wilson Yates, former president of United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities, writes: 



Radical Hospitality 




25 

‘The formulation [God is still speaking,], brief and succinct, is foremost a creative forging of images that gives shape to an aspect of our understanding of God ... Four words: 'God' and a verb, 'is', the location of action; 'still', and the action itself, 'speaking', followed by a comma. The words imply a past-if God is still speaking, we can assume God has spoken in the past, speaks in the present, and, by implications that follow from both the verb and the comma, will speak in the future, for the future is indicated by the comma and is being created by the actions of the present. And the word 'speaking' points to the active presence of God and to the possibility of dialogue between God and the human community ... [I]t engages us in asking such questions as, 'Who is the God who is still speaking?' 'Where will God speak?' 'How do we prepare ourselves to hear God?' It is a simple, imaginative statement that, once it has entered into our thoughts, becomes a marker that leads us into our theology and our spirituality, and that invites us into authentic dialogue with God. The statement's theology, then, is not new; it is pmt of the church's tradition. What is new is the statement's formulation of that theology in such an imaginatively simple and direct way that it is given to us with a freshness and immediacy, inviting us to explore new experiences.' 




There is one other part to this story surrounding our efforts to air two thirty second advertisements on national TV. The first ad (known as the bouncer ad) shows two tough guys screening people as they enter a church, just as bouncers decide who gets admitted to entertainment venues. A few seconds into the ad it is evident that the bouncers are only allowing able bodied white heterosexual people into the church. They are turning all others away. The pictures fade to the words, 'Jesus didn't turn people away. Neither do we. The United Church of Christ.' 

A second commercial, known as the 'Steeple' ad shows a little girl with hand motions saying the rhyme 'Here's the church, here's the steeple, open the doors, and see all the people.' Other people appear as the phrase 'all the people' is repeated. Finally the words, 'The United Church of Christ: No matter who you are or where you are on life's journey, you're welcome here.' 

Probably some of you have heard about what happened when the United Church of Christ tried to purchase time to air these ads on national television. NBC and CBS (two major national networks) refused to show 
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them, deeming them too controversial. They said that the commercials implied that other religions were not open to all people. Soon the United Church of Christ was on the evening news. People were shaking their heads asking, what's controversial about saying everyone is welcome? Instead of getting what we were ready to pay for, a few thirty second ads, UCC commercials appeared on the evening news (free advertising). Talk about luck. TV and radio commentators interviewed church leaders, local pastors and average workers. Newspaper articles made the media look foolish. And people who knew nothing about us took notice.
This experience with advertising and unexpected publicity has be n a wake up call for the United Church of Christ. Previously few UCC members had thought very much about their identity, and most of them found it difficult to explain the United Church of Christ. Now, however, we have a created new framework for our identity. Theologians might say that we have a new ecclesiology. We now define the United Church of Christ as a 'welcoming place'. Instead of explaining how historic groups merged to create the United Church of Christ in 1957, we are now talking about our commitment to bring various types of people together now'(in 2007). We say we are a church that offers an 'extravagant welcome'. We say that we are committed to 'radical hospitality'. We say, 'Don't ever place a period (full stop), where God has placed a comma.' We find this way of thinking and speaking uplifting. We are proud to be part of our church and we now wear 'commas'. And when friends and neighbors see our commas, or ask about our commas, we have a better understanding of who we are. 

In the United Church of Christ it is an ongoing challenge to understand what it means to offer radical hospitality. Members of Pilgrim United Church of Christ in Carlsbad, California, were recently tested. Were all people welcome? At a church meeting in May 'a convicted sex offender told the stunned congregation that he'd been convicted twice, that he'd served his time, and that he now wanted to join their church as a way of reintegrating into society.' The congregation struggled with this situation and in the end developed and approved a new Safe Church Policy. The policy includes a number of measures to make the church safe for children and it also makes it possible for registered sex offenders to take part in the life of the congregation as long as they agree to appropriate measures designed to protect children in the congregation. This was not an easy decision. Nevertheless, the majority of the members reaffirmed their conviction that 'all are welcome'. Radical hospitality is serious business.6 

Radical hospitality is difficult. In 2005 the United Church of Christ General Synod was pushed to consider its stance on sexuality and 

Radical Hospitality 



27 

marriage. In 1972 an association (which is the local body that determines who will be ordained) made a dramatic decision-ordaining an openly gay man to the Christian ministry. Some parts of the United Church of Christ applauded this action, others were deeply troubled. Over the past thirty-five years the United Church of Christ has lived with this ambiguity (even as official procedures for authorizing ministry have endorsed the leadership of all persons regardless of sexual orientation). In recent years issues of ministerial status and its relationship to baptism, or homosexuality have become less and less divisive. Members and congregations are still in various places on these questions, but more and more of them are comfortable with disagreement. We have learned that our unity does not depend on agreement; it depends on God. 

Our common life has been further tested and stretched during the past three years around the issue of marriage. In our country there have been legal challenges raised by homosexual couples around marriage. Long standing same gender partners have been denied many legal, medical and inheritance rights automatically granted by civil law to married persons. 

Without going into the legal issues, suffice it to say that a resolution was brought to the General Synod of the United Church of Christ in 2005 asking that the Synod endorse 'equality in marriage'. During the months leading up to General Synod there were forums and information sessions to help delegates and local congregations understand the resolution. 

In our system (our polity) delegates are never instructed how to vote. 

The assumption is that when the church gathers in prayerful discernment the Holy Spirit will provide guidance. No one knows what will happen. In the end the resolution in support of Marriage Equality passed. However, the point I want to make here is not that this united and uniting church did a particular controversial thing. My point is that this vote pushed us to see our theology of the church (our ecclesiology) in new ways. 

We had been saying-'no matter who you are, or where you are on life's journey, you are welcome here'. Now we needed to say 'not matter who you are or what you think about marriage equality, you are welcome here'. The question was whether we believed (in humility) that committed Christians could think differently about this issue and still be part of one united and uniting church. 

Our president and general minister, John Thomas, put the case to us before the vote. He stated: 

The Synod is 'of the church,' a setting of church to be honored and respected like another setting. Yet, it must be clear in whatever action we take that the General Synod does not claim to speak for a consensus that does not exist, that it honors and respects dissenting voices and diverse perspectives, and that it will not make its position a 


matter of ultimate and  defining confessional character and thus 
church dividing. 'Jesus Christ is the head of the Church.' It is on this 
confession alone in the context of our baptism and our encounter 
with Christ at the Table, the Table, that we find our unity. The 
General Synod can offer an important word, but only a word to 
challenge, a word to teach, a word to encourage ... What will be 
crucial is that we continually recall that like-mindedness is not the 
basis of our life together in the Church of Jesus Christ, but rather the 
remembrance of our common baptism. It will also be crucial to 
remember Paul's admonition to the eye, simply because it is 
different from the hand or 
the foot, must never say, 'I have no need 
of you.' The great witness of the church his that in Christ diversity 
need not divide and unity does not require uniformity.’ 7
This is a new way of thinking about church unity. It is, I believe, the gift that united and uniting churches can bring to the ecumenical movement. In the past we have often said that we must overcome denominational diversity and resolve differences to achieve church union. Now I think that we have to go one step further-we have to live with diversity and religious pluralism inside our united and uniting churches. We have to model radical hospitality where everyone is welcome. Jesus didn't turn anyone away; neither should we. 

In 1973 when a United Church of Christ Commission on Christian Unity and Ecumenical Study and Service surveyed UCC attitudes about Christian unity, it reported that there was great 'willingness to experiment in a wide variety of ecumenical endeavors, to seek new forms and new styles, not only for their own sake, but to build greater trust, to advance the . mission and to serve the deeper needs of all humankind'. 

One of the most significant developments in the United Church of Christ ecumenical journey occurred in 1976 when, through our involvement in the Consultation on Church Union (COCU-a conversation among nine major denominations about Christian unity), we played a key role in the development of an 'Alert on the New Church Dividing Potential of Some Persistent Issues.' This so-called 'Alert' pointed out the divisive nature of four non-theological issues: racism, sexism, institutionalism, and congregational exc1usivism. Naming these four issues as 'church dividing' launched a new way of thinking about barriers to church unity, because it asserted that church union was more than overcoming doctrinal divisions. It suggested the need to blend classic 
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doctrinal issues of faith and order with expanding understandings of God's love for the whole 
world and an understanding of the church as a place of radical hospitality. From that time on 
the United Church of Christ unconsciously began to cultivate a more expansive understanding 
of 'Christian unity' rooted in who we aspire to be as a church, how we wish to live as a church, 
not merely in what we confess, or even in what we do. 

United and uniting churches in the ecumenical movement are different.

They are exploring new understandings of church. At one of their consultations, held in Colombo, Sri Lanka in 1981, representatives from united and uniting churches began to address what they called 'second generation issues'. For united and uniting churches 'these 'second generation issues' represent the continuing struggle for unity after union, an experience not always anticipated by those who led and gave guidance to the uniting process ... "second generation issues" are an encounter to live out the apostolic call by dealing with new church-dividing issues or forms of alienation and brokenness in the world, and to discover new models of church union required'. The 1981 Colombo Consultation defined united and uniting churches as those on a journey towards 'an incarnate, realized ecumenism that cuts across the barriers of confession, nationality, race, culture, sex and class'. To the United Church of Christ this made sense. It has become increasingly clear that issues of confession, nationality, race, culture, sex and class are stretching the self-image of all united and uniting churches .9
During the past twenty years efforts to deal with 'second generation issues' have significantly reshaped the ecumenical vocation of the United Church of Christ. In 1993 the UCC General Synod set forth a new way of defining 'oneness'. It called upon the United Church of Christ to become a multiracial and multicultural church 'binding in covenant faithful people of all races, ethnicities and cultures'. It stated that 'a multiracial and multicultural church embodies these diversities as gifts to the human family and rejoices in the variety of God's grace'. 1O 

Today, when contemporary UCC members and leaders think about the ecumenical vocation of the UCC, they often say that our church is a united and uniting church, a just peace church, an open and affirming church, a multi-racial multi-cultural church, an accessible to all church and a God is still speaking church. Sociologists interviewing UCC leaders about ecumenism in the late 1990s repotted that 'many executives used the same 
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concepts and terms to discuss both the theology of ecumenism and the theology of becoming a multiracial and multicultural church.' Oneness, unity and ecumenism are important to UCC leaders, but their ecumenism is 'different from the traditional ecumenism that cuts across religious divisions. '11
In this situation cynics sometimes say that the United Church of Christ is less committed to 'Christian unity', or 'doctrinal ecumenism', than it used to be. However, it all depends on what is meant by 'ecumenism'. Today, the UCC is affirming the unity of the whole human community and nurturing the human need to be one with creation. It is now deeply involved in the search for church unity by overcoming internal differences, as well as by cultivating formal ecumenical partnerships, formulae of agreement, conciliar relationships, bi -lateral conversations, full communion understandings, mutual recognition of ministries, and shared service and mission. It is already celebrating (under Christ) the 'oneness' of humanity in the midst of human diversity. Christ came and proclaimed . peace to those who were far off and peace to those who were , ear. TherEfore because of Christ we are no longer strangers and aliens. We are citizens and members of the household of God, the oikoumene (the whole inhabited earth). 

For the United Church of Christ the theological concept of 'Covenant', which was always important, has become even more central. Article III of our revised 2001 Constitution says that each expression of the church, as part of the Body of Christ, is called to 'honor and respect the work and ministry of each other part'. The various expressions of the church (covenanted ministries, synods, conferences, associations, and congregations-as well as other Christians in other denominations and traditions) exist in 'free and voluntary relationships with each other'. All of the expressions of the church extend an extravagant welcome to any who choose to bind themselves together to listen and respond to the 'still speaking God'.

Christian unity, understood this way, is radical hospitality. The word hospitality comes from the Latin hospes, which was an earlier blend of hostis (stranger) and polis or potentia (power). Through hospitality uneven relationships with strangers are compensated for and equalized. In Christian theology hospitality becomes a spiritual discipline. It has to do with an abiding sense of engaging and welcoming the other, knowing that the other can be a source of insight into the ways and will of God. Hospitality is crucial given the multifaceted presence of diversity within the unity of the body of Christ. Instead of thinking 'you can't tell me'
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hospitality looks forward to considering and learning from and with the other-living with the other. Tonalities of anticipation and humility keep pretentiousness and shallow stereotypes at bay and replace them with disciplined and hospitable openness to the gifts of insight and conviction being offered by and coming from others.12 
In 2006 the Ninth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, meeting in Porto Alegre, Brazil, captured some of the ways ecclesiologies (theologies of the church) are changing: 

We affirm that the apostolic faith of the Church is one, as the body of Christ is one. Yet there may legitimately be different formulations of the faith of the church. The life of the Church as new life in Christ is one. Yet it is built up through different charismata [gifts] and ministries. The hope of the Church is one. Yet it is expressed in different human expectations. We acknowledge that there are different ecclesiological starting points, and a range of views on the relation of the Church to the churches 

The catholicity of the Church expresses the fullness, integrity, and totality of its life in Christ through the Holy Spirit in all times and places. This mystery is expressed in each community of baptized believers in which the apostolic faith is confessed and lived, the gospel is proclaimed, and the sacraments are celebrated. Each church is the Church catholic and not simply part of it. Each church is the Church catholic, but not the whole of it. Each church fulfils its catholicity when it is in communion with the other churches ... 13 

This WCC statement was written to affirm the legitimacy of denominations, but it can also be read to uphold differences within denominations between local congregations, and even differences between members in one congregation. In united and uniting churches this is especially important, because there is often great diversity within our common life. How is it possible to claim our oneness in Christ when we disagree? How much diversity is acceptable? Is it possible to find ways to value all our members?

Within the United Church of Christ several new groups have formed in opposition to the 2005 marriage equality action of the General Synod. One group calls itself 'Faith and Welcoming Churches' (in contrast to the 
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'Open and Affirming' label used by congregations that go on record supporting equality for gay, lesbian, bi-sexual and transgender persons).Int June, at our 50th Anniversary General Synod (2005), representatives fr0111 'Faithful and Welcoming' were present and visible. They offered workshops, staffed a display table, and presented a resolution (which passed) asking that United Church of Christ congregations and members who consider themselves 'evangelical, conservative, orthodox or traditional' (ECOT for short) be valued. One leader from 'Faithful and Welcoming' reported that he experienced some scattered apathy and hostility at Synod, but mostly hospitality. The question he as ed is important, 'Does your view of the UCC's future include us?' A d the answer he heard was mostly 'Yes.' He was amazed when a young lesbian pastor spoke out in favour of the 'Faithful and Welcoming' resolution,, noting that her parents and many local churches are conservative and they do not feel welcome in UCC gatherings. He also reported his feeling that the whole General Synod seemed 'less apt to take actions and use words that alienated' .14 

. 

Radical hospitality is difficult. It calls for humility. It calls us to •• remember that unity is not something we create, it is something we acknowledge. After all we believe that Jesus came and preached peace to those who were far off and peace to those who were near, and it is through him we have access to one Spirit. 

This year the cover of the UCC Desk Calendar (one of the most popular national resources used by clergy and local congregations) shows a photo from the movie the Wizard of OZ of Judy Garland as 'Dorothy', the tin man, the lion, and the words: 

I love my church, 

because it's sort of like the Wizard of OZ, ​it's about having a heart and a brain. 

And courage! 

This quotation reminds us that early Christians were not members of 'churches', they were followers of a 'Way'. They joined a movement that was more than belief or behavior. Today we are rediscovering that being a Christian 'is a disposition, a way of living. It's about loving God with all our heart, soul, strength, and mind-and our neighbor as ourselves. It's about having a heart and a brain-and courage, in the spirit of Christ.’ l5 
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