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Rev. Dan Collison Opening Remarks for the Board of Ordered Ministry 
 

Monday, June 18, 2018, 5pm 
 
Board of Ordered Ministry and colleagues of the ECC, 
 
I have been asked to reflect on the suspension handed down to me by the ECC. I will 
frame my thoughts in terms of my background, acceptances, grievances, and 
wonderings. 
 

Background 
 

To help you appreciate my pastoral concerns and work at First Covenant, let me share 
a small portion of my background. I grew up on a county-owned dairy farm in 
Coopersville, Michigan, where my family lived in community with 60 adults with 
disabilities. In our daily life of chores on the farm, meals together, and attending church, 
I experienced the joy of bringing Shalom to those who were developmentally disabled, 
mentally ill, or physically disabled and requiring technical assistance to live day to day.  
 
I also experienced my community’s social exclusions in places like sporting events, 
malls, MacDonald’s restaurants, but most profoundly in local churches. “Larry’s singing 
is unintelligible and out of tune,” “Henry made googly eyes at a parishioner,” “Bobby and 
Cory are two men and they hold hands.” The first two churches eventually arrived at the 
same point saying to my parents: “I’m sorry, but your people just make others too 
uncomfortable. You need to leave.” 
 
The third church did accept us. Although, it was pastored by a woman, which was 
against my parent’s beliefs at that time. Over some months, whether or not my parents 
supported women in ministry became irrelevant because this particular woman pastor 
and that particular church provided our quirky community the kind of God given 
embrace it deserved—an embrace that accepted each person on their own terms and 
not seeking to change who they were. No, my parents taught me that the Christian and 
social justice goal was to provide the Shalom of Christ through a deep sense of 
belonging and mutuality as we moved through the world together.   
 
Life in that community was demanding, and yet fulfilling and whole. So, it is no wonder 
that right out of college my wife Holly and myself chose to continue that lifestyle and for 
several years owned and operated a small foster care home with six men in Southwest 
Michigan where we continued to encounter the same paradox of joys and exclusions on 
a day to day basis. Moving to Minnesota 20 years ago and taking an associate pastor 
call at a very large, upper class, homogenous church was a huge change for us and 
came to feel as if we left something precious behind. That something was restored 
when we were invited to pastor First Covenant Church Minneapolis through its critical 
redevelopment.  
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We found new life and a fresh wind of the Holy Spirit as we were introduced to a wider 
circle of women and men, children to seniors—who were caught in similar spirals of 
exclusions as our friends with disabilities and also reaching for the embrace of 
community and certain protections in day to day life. Every day, and every Sunday in 
worship, First Covenant wrestles with the painful narratives surrounding gender 
equality, racial righteousness around our multi-cultural identities, yet another American 
generation systemically oppressing black and brown bodies of color, particularly men of 
color through mass incarceration, and the travail of New Americans and resettled 
families—including the impact of such profound policy failures as that which separates 
children from their parents at our southern border. 
 
And, I cannot begin to describe in enough detail how despondent I get on some days 
that First Covenant needs to provide shelter and food every night of the year for 50-60 
adults who face homelessness because of the convergence of generational poverty, 
ever-widening income disparities, and the fact that our society gave up housing those 
facing mental illness more than a generation ago. 
 
These are a few key parts of my background that has brought us to this moment and 
this meeting. And, now to some key acceptances.  
 

Acceptances 
 

• I accept that there are much better ways to motivate hundreds of ordained pastors to 
show up for the Ministerium Annual Meeting and pay their annual dues! And, yet I 
am grateful that so many have chosen to invest in being together as I believe 
wholeheartedly in the big ideas of the Covenant.  
 

• I accept that you, the leaders, are seeking to be wise and discerning in this moment 
and seek the good of the entire body. And, that trying new initiatives such as 
“Embrace” is a beginning of our conversations around sexual identity. And, I accept 
that this meeting and this moment is much larger than those of us in this room. 

 

• I accept that my love for the community at First Covenant Church and the Christian 
witness of the many LGBTQ church members, leaders, staff, and their allies, has led 
me over several years to a point of personal conviction that disagrees not only with 
the Covenant’s stated position on sexual identity but also, in the strongest way, with 
the methods elected leaders are utilizing against pastors and churches who are in 
disagreement with the policy. 

 

• I accept that in regards to this meeting and our primary topic of sexual identity—the 
ECC stands at a crossroads that is difficult for everyone and we have all arrived 
today with very real grievances.  
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Grievances 
 

• I grieve that this proceeding is happening. I have long thought that the ECC was 
unique and fit my call to ministry with its six affirmations and generous framing which 
historically held the body together when other denominations separated. 
 

• I grieve for the conflict that has continued over the recent years in the Northwest 
Conference. I was invited by the leadership of the Northwest Conference to bring 
healing and hope to an at-risk, historic congregation, and through the early 
redevelopment process was well supported. When I began ministering to beloved 
LGBTQ believers and listening to their stories and believing them as to who they 
were, everything changed. For this reason alone, I have been continually punished.  

 

• I grieve that I have lost my friendship with Mark Stromberg, my Superintendent, a 
former member of First Covenant, an early mentor as I entered the Covenant, and a 
leader for which I wrote a letter of recommendation prior to his appointment to 
becoming Superintendent. I was initially taken aback when I went to Mark seeking to 
be open and transparent and to organize conversations and learning about LGBTQ 
matters and was told unequivocally that, “We are not going to even begin this 
conversation, because when people have conversations about human sexuality, 
they tend to change their minds.” 

 
As time has moved on, I have come to better understand and have a measure of 
empathy for the nearly impossible dynamics that Mark has to navigate across 
pastors and churches in the Northwest Conference and with competing generations 
of people who have spent time at First Covenant Minneapolis.  

 
Mark—I have heard reports from multiple Covenant pastors over the last four years 
where they said to me that they were warned by you that I was “a wolf in sheep’s 
clothing and someone not to be trusted under any circumstances.” And, elected 
leaders of First Covenant have documented conversations with you where they 
quote you as saying that my removal was imminent and necessary, and the potential 
collapse of the community of faith was also necessary collateral damage in order to 
reclaim the building and sell it to start other churches.  
 
Mark—I have felt great pain from these and other actions that have been deeply 
injurious. And, with the help of spiritual directors, counselors, mentors, and the ever-
kind and wise leaders at First Covenant—I have forgiven you even as some of the 
same posturing continues to today, and I will continue to forgive you and hope for 
the day when we can restore at a minimum, a professional collegial relationship.  

 

• I grieve that some of you here today may have been led to believe that I have been 
unwilling to submit to authority. I have submitted to leadership authority for years 
taking every meeting requested of me, going through a Midwest Ministries full 
psychological assessment, writing reflection papers and attending nearly every 
regional and national Covenant meeting and retreat.  
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• I grieve that the same grace-filled willingness to disagree is given to pastors and 
churches who practice ministry outside of other ECC positions such as infant 
Baptism and women in ministry, and yet this grace is not extended to me or First 
Covenant. How can a denomination grounded in pietism as far back as the 1600s as 
a way of life do all of this to one another?  
 
I have been taught, and have given my ordination vows to the commitment of 
pietism that places its focus on a way of life more than a system of beliefs or 
doctrines.1 The Covenant taught me that the Christian walk is less about what we 
think about God, and more about how we relate to God and what we do in God’s 
name. As a missional pietistic people, it is my hope that this board will show grace 
and not take punitive actions on an area that is not essential to faith. 

 
All of these questions lead me to conclude with “wonderings”.   
 

Wonderings 
 

• I have wondered if resisting this board’s suspension of my standing on this one 
policy matter, and being open and public about this conflict is a just response. This 
has caused me to reflect on my Freedom in Christ. I was taught that Covenant 
Freedom comes with responsibilities and the need to honor the dignity of all people, 
lay and ordained. Including various minority voices and opinions. This must include 
the minority opinion who have been speaking out for nearly 25 years that the 
adopted policy on human sexuality was not the best approach for a pietistic people 
of God bound to the gospel in relationship to the people they serve.  
 

• I have wondered if any of you here have experienced the transforming power of 
Christian, openly LGBTQ individuals awakening to Christ, choosing to live obedient 
lives of holiness and walk in the same life changing relationship with Jesus as 
heterosexual believers. Like Rachel and Danielle Mercurio with Rachel being long 
connected to the Covenant Church in Dassel, Minnesota. I wish I could convey to 
you the miracle of the Sacrament of Baptism in their lives and how with each 
baptism of their two children the family rifts began to mend as they increasingly saw 
one another as both different and the same—loved and included in the family of 
God. At the second baptism the entire family, including grandparents worshipped 
together at First Covenant and I had the privilege of swapping dairy farm stories with 
the farmers of the group.   

 

• I wonder what to do with the hundreds of personal phone calls, emails, and letters of 
encouragement that I have recently received from Covenant people young and old, 
far and wide, historic and new, ordained and laity. They say such things as this 86-
year-old Covenant woman who wrote to me “When did we forget about the works of 

                                                      
1 There are several references to this sentiment in the book The Pietist Option: Hope for the Renewal of 
Christianity by Christopher Gehrz and Mark Pattie. Intervarsity Press. 
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the New Testament: “Whosoever will, may come?” Or, the sentiment from an openly 
gay, lifelong Covenant man: “When I came to First Covenant it was the first time that 
I believed God just might actually love ME.”  

 
Or, Reverend Paul Burdick, past chair, Pacific Northwest Conference Ministerium:  

 
Dear Dan, 
  
You probably don’t remember me, but I am the person who literally stood behind 
you and prayed over you when you were ordained.  It was my hand that rested 
on your head during that service in Detroit.  I have been following, with interest 
and prayer, the struggles you are facing with the Covenant.  In the midst of that 
struggle I want affirm the faithfulness you show to the ordination vows you took 
that day in Detroit as well as the faithfulness you continue to show to the Lord to 
whom you gave those vows.  In a world that so desperately needs to hear good 
news, you and your congregation are embodying the gospel of Jesus.  Although 
the protectors of the Covenant institution sadly see it otherwise, you truly are 
following the heartbeat of God.  Please know you are not alone in your 
struggles.  The prayers and hearts of many are supporting you.  We are praying 
God’s blessings and strength for you as you continue to walk this path which you 
began back in Detroit during that summer of 2013.  
  
Grace and hope to you, as well as the continued of love of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
  

• I wonder: Do these voices, and the voices of the emails and petitions circulating 
widely belong in the Covenant?  I believe they do, and it is my prayer that you, the 
leaders, believe so, too.  

   
Thank you for your leadership and may the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be what 
helps us all through this moment of travail. 


