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Katie Little: 

 

Good morning, everyone.  My name is Katie Little, and I joined St. Andrew in November 

of 2013.  Before joining, I had never been a member of a church.  Although I attended a United 

Church of Christ church with my grandmother when I was in elementary school and an 

Episcopal church briefly with my mother when I was in 8th and 9th grade, I considered myself an 

atheist and at times an agnostic for about 30 years of my life.  During that time, I never felt I 

needed or wanted to go to church, and I viewed Christianity with great intellectual interest, but 

nothing more.  

What changed?  I did not have any sudden conversion or epiphany.  Instead, the change is 

probably best described as a process of recognition, specifically a recognition about the nature 

and importance of community, about the need that humans have for each other and of their 

generosity in helping each other. 

All through my life I have never doubted in the capacity of people to be kind.  That 

doesn’t mean that I thought that everyone is good or that good always prevails, it just means that 

I have always been struck by the kindness that people have shown to me and the kindnesses I’ve 

witnessed.  I was lucky in finding my community in school, and for that reason, once I got to 

college, I never really left.  I never thought of this belief about people and communities in 

religious terms; I never thought of it in terms of faith.  When I thought about faith I thought of it 

as feelings that other people had and that I did not have, that faith was personal and individual, 

and that because I didn’t have it, I wasn’t the sort of person who went to church.   

When we moved to Colorado eight years ago, I found the move very difficult and 

unsettling.  I left a lot of friends and colleagues behind in New York.  We left behind family that 

was close by, or at least closer by.  We left behind a neighborhood in which I felt comfortable 

and to which I felt I belonged:  the moms at the playground, the neighbors I had gotten to know, 

the chatty guy who ran the deli.  In addition to the disruption of the move, I had new feelings of 

isolation.  My workplace did not provide me with either the friends or the collegiality that I 

expected, or that I was used to. Quite the opposite, in fact.  My job, which had once, before 

moving here, been a source of lots of good things, including nurturing, became instead a source 

of pain, an ongoing experience of ostracism. 

I felt sometimes as if my husband, myself, and our children had been shipwrecked; we 

were clinging together in a vast emptiness, and so I began to look for ways in which we might 

feel more at home.   



When I first thought of going to church, it was really as more of a refuge from worry, a 

place to go where I at least could hear different kinds of conversations, about love and struggle 

and being human, and where people made it a point to speak to welcomingly, where I could 

bring Daisy and Charlotte, where my husband could feel, at least partially at home, since he was 

raised Presbyterian, where, quite simply, we were included.  As I attended St. Andrew, my 

perspective began to shift.  I started to recognize that the belief I had always had about kindness, 

was, in fact, my faith.  Maybe I’d been Christian all along. 

One of my favorite biblical passages is in Matthew 25 about the day of Judgment. This 

passage has recently appeared in our church in relation to the new commitment to Social Justice.  

I came to it many years ago in my academic work on medieval Christianity:   it is the biblical 

source of the seven works of mercy, discussion of which appears often in sermons and in stained 

glass windows. 

What I love about this passage is that the process of recognition includes confusion and 

uncertainty.  When, at the day of Judgment, Jesus tells some of the people that they have fed 

him, clothed him, and visited him, they are confused, and they ask when they did those things. 

And, he tells them that when they helped someone who needed it, that that person was him.  

They didn’t recognize Jesus or what they were doing at the time; he has to tell them. I also love 

what the story tells about faith:   the people’s faith is in the doing of the deed.  They didn’t think 

first:  oh I love Jesus; therefore, I must help people.  Instead, they thought I must help this 

person, and that feeling was, in fact, their recognition and love of Jesus.   

For me there is no faith without community.  The church provides the space, both 

physical and figurative, in which people come together, the time within which we pray for 

others, the organized activities for donating our time and the baskets for our gifts to the larger 

community. When I attend services or meet with the Worship Committee or the Deacons, I am 

part of a community, part of something bigger than myself.  St Andrew is a community invested 

in kindnesses large and small, and I am grateful to be a part of it.  

 

Rev. Jacqueline Decker Vanderpol: 

 

Part of my faith story is the exact opposite of Katie’s.  She chose the Church, not just 

God.  And my family chose to leave the Church, but not necessarily God.  I was 10 or 11 or so 

when my parents looked around at those sitting beside them in the pews, at those serving 

alongside them on committees and thought, “I’m not sure that your Sunday self bears a striking 

resemblance to your Monday – Saturday self, and if we’re going to get our three young kids up 

and out the door on a Sunday morning [and let’s be honest, my siblings and I weren’t exactly 

willing participants], then we want to be bringing them around people who are encouraging us on 

this spiritual journey.”  Feeling like they weren’t getting much of that at church, they stopped 

going to church.  This is a grand simplification of what happened.  But just as I cheered their 

decision when I was 10, I don’t fault them now.  If I’m being honest, I’ve never doubted God, 

but I have a lot of doubts about the Church. 

And in those moments when I really want to divorce God from the Church, I repeat to 

myself the mantra: “a long obedience in the same direction.”  It sounds immensely unsexy, 



doesn’t it?  Which is the point.  The phrase originally comes from Nietzsche and was borrowed 

by Eugene Peterson as the title of one of his books.  In the book, Peterson writes: “There is a 

great market for religious experience in our world; there is little enthusiasm for the patient 

acquisition of virtue, little inclination to sign up for a long apprenticeship in what earlier 

generations of Christians called holiness.” And I must admit even when I don’t feel like it, the 

Church is a great place to apprentice in the patient acquisition of virtue.   

It's one of the things I admire most about Katie’s faith that, in her words, she goes to 

“church to build the space to have the feeling.”  “Very often we don’t feel like [worshipping 

God],” Peterson wrote, “and so we say, ‘It would be dishonest for me to go to a place of worship 

and praise God when I don’t feel like it.  I would be a hypocrite.’  [The truth is Christians] don’t 

worship because we feel like it.  Feelings are great liars.  If Christians worshiped only when they 

felt like it, there would be precious little worship….  We live in what one writer has called the 

‘age of sensation.’  We think that if we don’t feel something there can be no authenticity in doing 

it.  But the wisdom of God says something different: that we can act ourselves into a new way of 

feeling much quicker than we can feel ourselves into a new way of acting.  Worship is an act that 

develops feelings for God, not a feeling for God that is expressed in an act of worship…. 

Worship doesn’t satisfy our hunger for God – it whets our appetite.  Our need for God is not 

taken care of by engaging in worship – it deepens.”  

But it’s not just our feelings for God that deepen with a long obedience in the same 

direction. We start to notice, as this strange passage from Ephesians puts it, that brick by brick 

God is taking down the wall that separates us from each other, from those who seem so different 

from us.  Then, in need of stones to build a holy sanctuary, God doesn’t use the pile of 

abandoned bricks, but looks to us to join together and become the dwelling-place for God.  

It’s a precarious choice, on God’s part: to trust us to show up, whether we feel like it or 

not, and do the risky work of being the Church.  It’s hazardous work, Peterson reminds us 

because, as he says, “There is nothing I am less good at than love.  I am far better in competition 

than in love…, far better at getting my own way. And yet I decide, every day, to set aside what I 

can do best and attempt what I do very clumsily—open myself to the frustrations and failures of 

loving, daring to believe that failing in love is better than succeeding in pride.” Amen.   
 

 


