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and lives.”
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“Watkins brings people together, articulates the direction we need, and is one 
of the best voices we have for bringing faith into public life.”

— Jim Wallis, President and Founder of Sojourners

“Come and feast at the banquet prepared for you from the beginning of the 
world.  ‘You’ means everyone, no exceptions...Sharon Watkins has prepared 
a veritable  banquet—come and taste—and a tender invitation to come and 
feast.”

— Katharine Jefferts Schori, Presiding Bishop and Primate, The Episcopal Church

“Readers will be inspired by the way Watkins puts sinewy fl esh on an old 
adage: ‘God did not tell the world to go to church, but God did tell the church 
to go into the world!’”

— Jim Winkler, General Secretary and President, National Council of Churches

“Watkins shows how discipleship, solidarity, and radical love are the new 
watchwords not just for ecumenism but for all authentic Christian witness 
today.”

— Rev. Dr Olav Fykse Tveit, General Secretary, World Council of Churches

The fi rst woman to lead an American mainline denomination, Sharon Watkins 
serves as General Minister and President of the Christian Church (Disciples 
of Christ). Featured as one of the “50 Powerful Women Religious Leaders” 
by the Huffi ngton Post, Watkins preached at the National Prayer Service in 
Washington, D.C., on the day after President Barack Obama’s fi rst inauguration, 
and is a member of the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches. 
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How do we take the liberating gospel of Jesus to the world today? 

National religious leader Sharon Watkins says it involves uniting 

around justice, mercy, and openness. What really matters “is the 

relationship with a living, loving God, a God who calls us to love each 

other, to create communities of care and equipping for wholeness, so 

that the love and hope we know through our relationship with Christ 

can truly be carried from our doorsteps to the ends of the earth.”



“Sharon Watkins is one of America’s great reconcilers. In my time in 
the White House, I saw firsthand how Sharon’s witness for Christ in 
the wider world knit both her own denomination and the country 
closer together, and helped us focus on the issues that matter most. 
Now, with Whole, we have a powerful blueprint for unity that each 
of us can apply in our own areas of influence. This book is a gift; it 
will change organizations, and lives.”

— Joshua DuBois, Author of The President’s Devotional,  
and former head of the White House Office of Faith-based 
and Neighborhood Partnerships

“There are leaders within the church that everyone should be 
listening to and engaging. Sharon Watkins—who leads the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ)—is always near the top of my list. Her 
deep passion for helping Christians live out their faith in ways large 
and small, the great wisdom she offers from decades of ministry, and 
the powerful vision she paints of what it means to be one of Christ’s 
disciples in the kind of world we live in—whether or not you belong 
to her denomination—makes this book a must read. Watkins brings 
people together, articulates the direction we need, and is one of the 
best voices we have for bringing faith into public life.”

— Jim Wallis, President and Founder of Sojourners

“Come and feast at the banquet prepared for you from the beginning 
of the world. ‘You’ means everyone, no exceptions. Turn in here and 
join the feast, and bring your neighbor with you. Sharon Watkins 
has prepared a veritable banquet—come and taste—and a tender 
invitation to come and feast.”

— Katharine Jefferts Schori, Presiding Bishop and Primate,  
The Episcopal Church



“The day I picked up this book to read on a flight made that journey 
one of my most enjoyable and fruitful recent trips. Sharon Watkins 
weaves together, in continual vignettes, stories about Jesus, stories 
about congregations stretching from Enid, Oklahoma, to the Congo, 
and stories about those who have given hope to others by trying to be 
faithful disciples. These words are a reminder of who we are, and who 
God calls us to be as the church. Its poignant examples and insightful 
wisdom will refresh you, just as Sharon Watkins’s ministry continues 
to do for so many.”

— Wes Granberg-Michaelson, Adviser for Ecumenical 
Relationships, General Secretary Emeritus, Reformed Church in 
America

“Here is a powerful expression of how Christians express God’s 
unconditional love to bring wholeness to God’s world, not only in 
good times but in times of disaster, famine, political oppression, and 
mortal danger. Disciples will especially welcome this account of their 
own response to Jesus’ call, but all readers will be inspired by the 
way Watkins puts sinewy flesh on an old adage: ‘God did not tell the 
world to go to church, but God did tell the church to go into the 
world!’”

— Jim Winkler, General Secretary and President, National 
Council of Churches 



“In this engaging primer on the Christian life, Sharon Watkins shares 
stories that reveal the myriad ways we encounter God in our lives. 
She shows how discipleship, solidarity, and radical love are the new 
watchwords not just for ecumenism but for all authentic Christian 
witness today.”

— Olav Fykse Tveit, General Secretary, World Council of 
Churches

“It’s a different kind of book than I expected. I thought it would be 
a scholarly presentation on the meaning and content of the ‘identity 
statement’ of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). But what 
I encountered was a book that begins and ends with personal stories 
and vignettes centered upon the key concepts that give us our identity 
as a faith community. And from those stories, I found myself being 
invited to reflect upon my own experiences around the Table, being 
welcomed, and finding wholeness and unity. The power of this book 
is not so much in its teaching, but in its invitation to share our stories 
of faith!”

— Robert Welsh, President, Council on Christian Unity
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Introduction

We are Disciples of Christ, a movement for wholeness
In a fragmented world.

As part of the One Body of Christ,
We welcome all to the Lord’s Table as God has welcomed us.

~Disciples of Christ Identity Statement~

When the President of the United States asks a favor, it’s hard 
to say no.

Q Q Q
The phone call came during a silent retreat. But seeing the 

number, from Washington, D.C., I went ahead and answered. It 
was an invitation—a surprising one—asking me to preach at the 
National Prayer Service on the day following the inauguration of the 
President.

It would be a Christian service with interfaith sensitivities, I 
was told. The congregation would consist of “the nation,” with all 
its diversity. And I would be the first woman ever to preach at this 
service, which had a tradition going back to the inauguration of 
George Washington.

I tried to treat the assignment like any other sermon, steeping 
myself in prayer and scripture. In this case, I also dwelled in the 
hymnody and patriotic songs of our nation. But really, what is the 
source of common authority for a congregation of every faith and 
no faith? What is the appropriate religious word for a civic occasion? 
And who am I to preach to the President? (Not mention the Cabinet, 
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the Congress, the Supreme Court, and half of the religious leaders 
in Washington!)

On the day of the service, it did not feel like “any other” sermon. 
My husband and I boarded a special bus early with other participants 
in the service, some of them almost as famous as the President 
himself. At the National Cathedral we went through metal detectors. 
Colleagues said they were lifting me in prayer. I responded to one, 
“That’s good, because this is too big for me.”

We waited a long time while the many worshipers arrived and 
went through security. Time enough for nerves to fray, palms to 
sweat, breath to shorten.

Eventually the moment came to line up for the opening 
procession. We started walking into the back of the Cathedral toward 
the aisle. My knees were quaking just a little…

The architecture of a cathedral intends to draw the eye upward. The 
vast height and the curve of the arches all speak of the transcendence 
of God. My eyes lifted to the top of the sanctuary walls. Magnificent 
colors of stained glass shone next to fainter colors projected there by 
the brilliance of the morning sun streaming through the windows on 
the opposite side. The prelude music swelled toward its transition to 
the processional hymn. I took a deep breath.

And then…
I had a physical sensation as if some force of nature had breathed 

in, gently drawing out of me all that was nervous and anxious. 
I literally felt it all flow away from me up toward the heights of 
the cathedral, seemingly pulled by a gentle but insistent Spirit. I 
remembered: We are here to worship! God is in this place.

In that cathedral, designed to awe worshipers by the transcendence 
of God, I felt instead the gentle presence of God as close to me as my 
very breath, accompanying me in that moment as in every moment 
of my life. I whispered a prayer of gratitude and stepped forward to 
preach.

Q Q Q
In one sense, a prayer had landed me in this situation in the 

first place. In early summer 2008, Senator Barack Obama had just 
wrapped up his party’s nomination for president. His staff invited 
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forty or fifty Christian leaders to spend an afternoon in conversation 
with the candidate. They asked me to offer the closing prayer.

Over the course of those few hours, the conversation covered 
topics of profound disagreement among those present. At times the 
tone of the conversation grew tense as persons spoke from the heart 
and challenged the assumptions and assertions of other speakers.

In closing, we gathered around the senator to lay hands on 
him and ask that the Spirit of God be with him, his campaign, and 
with all of us in the weeks ahead. Praying, we turned away from our 
differences and faced together toward God’s presence and love. The 
sense of the room stilled and calmed into a feeling of blessing.

Months later, I am told, when it came time to select the 
preacher for the national prayer service marking President Obama’s 
inauguration, the staff remembered that time of prayer earlier in the 
summer. Hoping also to add to the history of the weekend by calling 
a woman to preach at the inaugural prayer service, they invited me.

Q Q Q
It was not my first time to stand as the “first woman.” In July 

2005 also, my knees were quaking but my spirit steady as I prepared 
for installation as the General Minister and President (GMP) of the 
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), the first woman to serve in 
this role as leader of my denomination.

I knew that I had a big job on my hands. My first move was to 
invite other Disciples to pray with me daily for the mission of the 
church. Ten thousand people signed up to be daily prayer partners 
through “10,000 Disciples Praying” (affectionately known in our 
office as 10kDP).

With the intercessors hard at work, the next call went out to a 
group of people who could help the Church begin thinking about 
where we found ourselves at that precise moment and where God 
might be calling us next. This “visioning” process involved people from 
across the life of the Church and was chaired by the Rev. Dr. Cynthia 
Hale, founding pastor of Ray of Hope Christian Church in Atlanta.1

Perhaps the best thing that came out of our visioning was a new 
identity statement. As a church, under the leadership of General 
Minister and President Richard Hamm,2 we had already answered 
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the question, “What are we to do?” with a mission statement 
incorporated into a document called the “2020 Vision.”

Our mission
Is to be and to share the Good News of Jesus Christ,
Witnessing, loving and serving,
From our doorsteps to the ends of the earth.

We had also described our vision:

To be a growing, faithful church marked by
True community, deep spirituality and a passion for justice.

But the 21st Century Vision Team felt strongly that there was 
a prior question to answer. That question was, Who are we? Why 
is there a Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) at all? Within the 
whole family of God, what is our particular Disciples identity?

As we shared our understanding of our own history and way 
of being, we remembered that, at our core, the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) emerged as a Christian unity movement. 
Historically, we held that a united church would offer a contagious 
witness to the world. It would, in effect, “sell itself ” by its visible witness 
of love. The particular embodiment of that unity vision changes with 
the cultural and historical context. Yet always at our heart has been 
the conviction that all are welcomed among Disciples. We celebrate 
lay leadership. We do not bar anyone from the communion table. 
“Unity is our Polar Star,” we say, and we know that radical diversity is 
what makes unity in Christ mean something. Our vision team’s quest 
for the identity markers that precede vision and mission had led us to 
our core historical value of unity for the sake of the world.

We discovered, much to our distress, however, that in our time 
many Disciples could no longer articulate our core value of unity. 
The term “unity” itself had lost luster through its association with 
the specific and now dated unity efforts of previous generations. We 
looked for a way to state our conviction that would work for twenty-
first–century Christians. We arrived, finally, at a succinct statement 
that has been embraced by Disciples across the United States and 
Canada.
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We are Disciples of Christ, a movement for wholeness in a 
fragmented world. As part of the one body of Christ, we welcome 
all to the Lord’s Table as God has welcomed us.3

Q Q Q
In the inaugural sermon, I had fifteen minutes to make my 

point. I wanted to say something authentically Christian, but also to 
communicate beyond a Christian audience to society at-large. I chose 
as the key text for my sermon a biblical passage in which Jesus sums 
up his message in one word: love. I reminded my listeners that what 
we nurture in life, good or bad, will grow and flourish. In the end, 
Christians, Jews, Muslims, and others in the audience told me it had 
been an important word.

Given that, in many ways, this experience inspired me to write 
this volume, I have included the full manuscript of the Inaugural 
Sermon, titled “Harmonies of Liberty,” as an appendix to this work. 

In the following chapters, I will expand on those fifteen minutes and 
further reflect on Jesus’ call to his followers to love God and neighbor.

The key words of our Disciples identity statement present 
the jumping off point for my thoughts. Vignettes from my own 
experience within the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) will 
help sketch what these words mean to me, as well as indicate what 
the identity statement tries to capture for Disciples and others in this 
twenty-first–century world. Rather than providing a thick description 
or comprehensive theological discourse, this collection of stories and 
reflections serves to point in a general direction. In order to follow 
the chronology of my own faith experience, I will start at the end 
of the statement and move toward the beginning: table, welcome, 
wholeness, movement, and Disciples of Christ.

I write in part for the Disciples Church itself, to help pull the 
meaning of our identity statement out from the inarticulate muscle 
memory of our community that causes us to act in particular ways 
without always knowing quite why. I argue that we are a community 
of faith that makes particular sense for the twenty-first century—a 
church whose time has come—with a message and a way of being 
that can work for this time. I also point out that, for the message to 
resonate fully, we need to clean up our act.
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I write in part to non-Disciples to introduce a branch of the 
Christian family that is not as well known as some others.

And I write for anyone who might be interested in a way of being 
in the world that involves deep spirituality, true community, and a 
passion for justice for the sake of the world and its future. I write for 
those seeking hope that humanity can live together with our diversity 
as a cherished gift. In a word, I write for those seeking wholeness.

This book grows out of my experience and reflection as a lifelong 
member of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), as an ordained 
minister for thirty years, and as General Minister and President in the 
middle of my second six-year term of office.

Q Q Q
In many ways, 2005, the year of my first election as GMP, seems 

like another era. Our world is changing so rapidly that from one 
year to the next we can find ourselves facing challenges of a whole 
new variety. In the church we may feel like Abram and Sarai in the 
Bible; in Genesis 12, they started out at the call of God with no 
roadmap, no GPS, no known destination. We, too, are confronting 
issues different than any of our predecessors could have imagined. 
For an institution like the Church, responding to such rapid change 
can be daunting.

In the end, particular institutional forms can change. What really 
matters for followers of Christ is the relationship with a living, loving 
God, a God who calls us to love each other, to create communities 
of care and equipping for wholeness, so that the love and hope we 
know through our relationship with Christ can truly be carried from 
our doorsteps to the ends of the earth.

Sharon E. Watkins
Indianapolis, Indiana
January, 2014
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How do we take the liberating gospel of Jesus to the world today? 

National religious leader Sharon Watkins says it involves uniting 

around justice, mercy, and openness. What really matters “is the 

relationship with a living, loving God, a God who calls us to love each 

other, to create communities of care and equipping for wholeness, so 

that the love and hope we know through our relationship with Christ 

can truly be carried from our doorsteps to the ends of the earth.”




