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“Why do you believe God is calling you to ministry 
of Word and Sacrament in the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) and how is the Body of Christ affirming this 
call?”

Kari Olson, Candidacy Essay 

I have sensed that throughout my life God has 
been calling me to and equipping me for the ministry 
of Word and Sacrament. I began to become aware of 
this calling in high school, and as I look back, I can see 
that God has been preparing me for and calling me to 
this ministry long before I was aware of it. My father 
even saw pastoral ministry as a possible calling on my 
life when I was in elementary school. As a high school 
student, I was given a few opportunities to speak at 
youth group at University Presbyterian Church. The 
fact that the opportunity to proclaim God’s word to 
about a hundred of my peers made me more excited 
than nervous was one of my early indications that 
God might be calling me to the ministry of Word and 
Sacrament. Preaching remains a significant part of my 
sense of calling. Most of my preaching experience has 
been at Whitworth Community Presbyterian Church, 
where I served in a year-long pastoral internship be-
fore seminary. Each time I have preached, members 
of the congregation have affirmed that preaching is a 
gift God has given me and one I need to continue to 
cultivate. I also enjoy the task because I consider it a 
great privilege to be able to proclaim God’s Word and 
because preaching serves as a reminder of how ut-
terly dependent I am upon God.

During the inquiry process and my first year at 
Princeton Theological Seminary, I have sensed con-
tinuing affirmation that I am being called to serve as 
a teaching elder in the Presbyterian Church (USA). 
I have loved my first year at Princeton and believe 
that I am exactly where God has called me to be. 
My passions for Christ, ministry, and scholarship have 
all been invigorated throughout the inquiry stage. I 
have explored the possibility of pursuing a PhD and 
a teaching ministry because parishioners, mentors, 
and professors have affirmed both my intellectual and 
teaching gifts. However, after much reflection, prayer, 
and conversation, I continue to believe that God is 
calling me to serve as a teaching elder in a congrega-
tion. It is the church, its people, and its needs that 
have captured my heart in ways the academy does 

not. Furthermore, I believe I will be able to benefit 
the church as a leader who brings knowledge of the 
academy into contact with everyday life. 

I want to care for people and be with them in the 
significant moments of their lives as well as in quo-
tidian life. The pastor I interned with before seminary 
gave me the opportunity to join him on pastoral calls 
and also trusted me to visit parishioners on my own. 
After visits, he often told me that I was a good lis-
tener. I have continued to work on my listening skills 
in CPE and my colleagues have affirmed my progress 
in this area. When I consider times when I have been 
deeply listened to, I am reminded of the privilege it is 
to care for others in this way. In ministry as a teaching 
elder, I hope to continue listening well to the stories 
people share with me. 

Another reason I believe I am being called to the 
ministry of Word and Sacrament is that I deeply desire 
to be able to administer the sacraments. When I have 
had the privilege of serving communion, I found it 
humbling and deeply meaningful to be able to say to 
each person, “This is Christ’s body broken for you.” 
I am moved by the call to “interpret the mysteries 
of grace and lift the people’s vision toward the hope 
of God’s new creation,” (G-2.0501) particularly as the 
hope of new creation has become a theme in my faith 
throughout the past year. My classes at Princeton have 
opened my eyes in new ways to the cosmic scope of 
God’s new creation and the earth-shattering effects 
of Christ’s death and resurrection. When I consider 
the reality of the struggles facing the PC(USA), I find 
hope knowing that God is still in control and is still 
the One who brings new life. Friends have affirmed 
that I embody the hope we have in Christ and my 
faith has grown as I have disciplined myself to choose 
joy, gratitude, and hope in the face of apparent de-
cline, despair, and cynicism. I have also found my 
faith growing as I pray for the leaders of the church 
and especially for those pastors wearied by decades 
of ministry in struggling churches. 

 Faithfulness and obedience have been consistent 
themes in my faith and in ministry. When I served as 
a Young Life leader, I learned that I was called to be 
faithful even when I did not see any fruit from my 
labor. I believe this will continue to be an important 
theme as I serve in ministry. As the majority of main-
line churches are struggling and facing decline, my 
call is not to be “successful” or to save the church; 
my call is to be faithful and trust that God will com-
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plete God’s work. I have also been growing personally 
in my desire to be willingly obedient to serve in what-
ever ministry God calls me to.

I understand the ministry of teaching elders to 
involve proclaiming God’s Word, administering the 
sacraments, caring for the people, and discerning the 
mind of Christ in order to build up the Church. When I 
first read the definition of a teaching elder (G-2.0501), 
I was moved nearly to tears, overwhelmed by the great 
privilege of this office and the sense that this is where 
God is calling me. In all of this, I believe my role is to 
“equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building 
up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12). Jerry Sittser, one 
of my professors at Whitworth, used to teach us that 
pastors are called to the Church, and the Church is 
called to the world. As a teaching elder, it will be my 
calling to encourage and equip the members of the 
Church for their calling to serve the world.

I believe that the Presbyterian Church (USA) is the 
best place to live out my call to ministry. My faith 
in Christ has been nurtured through the ministry 
of the PC(USA) at University Presbyterian Church in 
Seattle, Washington, at Whitworth University, at the 
two PC(USA) churches I have been involved with in 
Spokane, Washington, and at Princeton Seminary. Be-
cause of the influence of these churches and schools 
in my life, I feel that God has placed me firmly in 
the PC(USA). I want to use the gifts God has given 
me to continue to serve the denomination that has 
so significantly nurtured and shaped my faith. I feel 
at home in the Presbyterian Church and I affirm and 
desire to learn more about its polity and Reformed 
theology. The Reformed emphasis on God’s initiative 
in all things, including faith, calling, and salvation es-
pecially resonates with me.

I believe that God has given me both the gifts and 
the desire to serve as a teaching elder in the PC(USA). 
This enduring desire to serve in the ministry of Word 
and Sacrament is one way I have sensed that God is 
calling me to pastoral ministry and this sense of call 
has not let go of me. When I consider the struggles 
facing the PC(USA), I cannot deny that I feel some 
fear about the uncertainty. However, greater than that 
fear is the sense that this is where God is calling me, 
the trust that God will continue to lead me, and the 
knowledge that I am in good hands and the Church is 
in good hands.

Justin Beatty, Candidacy Essay

When thinking about why I believe God is calling 

me to ministry of Word and Sacrament in the PC (USA), 
it seems as though I should begin with what I consider 
to be my most distinct call event.  During my fresh-
man year in college I was taking my paycheck from 
the restaurant I was working at to the ATM to deposit 
it after church, and somewhere in between the church 
and the bank I heard a voice telling me to be to go 
to seminary and to become a youth pastor.  I believe 
that voice to be God, and I have yet to experience 
anything since that would cause me to doubt that 
belief.  Everything that I have experienced throughout 
my seminary education, my experiences in ministry 
in a volunteer capacity, and as an intern, and even 
my experience outside of seminary, such as being a 
receptionist at a large church, has reaffirmed to me 
my belief that I am being called into the ministry.  I 
have had other experiences in my life, both before 
and after that specific event, but when I consider my 
belief in having a call to ministry, that is the single 
event that I always come back to.

There are other reasons why I believe that God is 
calling me to full-time ministry, not just that I feel like 
he specifically called me, but all of the most fulfilling 
experiences in my life have been in conjunction with 
ministry.  Part of the internship I just completed was 
to prepare and lead a Bible Study for the adults in 
that congregation, and being involved in the life of 
the folks who were coming, seeing them learn things 
about Jeremiah (the book we are studying), or looking 
at them approach the Bible in a new way and to deal 
with the preconceived notions, or other aspects of 
hermeneutic that they are bringing to the text when 
they read it has been an very encouraging.  Staying 
in touch with the kids that I worked with, both as 
an intern in Fresno and as a volunteer in Seattle, I 
have been given the opportunity to see them con-
tinue to mature and grow in their faith, which fills 
me with a sense of gratitude to God for giving me 
the opportunities to be a part of someone developing 
their own relationship with God.  I have also had the 
opportunity to develop a sense of awareness when I 
find myself in ministry opportunities that I was not 
expecting.  Just yesterday, I found myself stumbling 
into a pastoral visit in my role as a receptionist.  One 
of our homebound members called in a panic because 
she was having trouble getting her voice mail to work, 
and she was afraid she was missing important calls.  
The only way to get her to calm down was to promise 
to come look at her phone once my shift was over, 
she was very grateful, but wanted to explain in detail 
why getting her phone calls was so important, and 
her experiences with people who had started to help 
her in the past but backed out for various reasons.  
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About halfway through what was now a conversation 
I figured out what was really going on, she seemed 
really lonely and just wanted someone to validate her 
by listening to her.  It was an experience that was 
much more fulfilling than any I can remember at my 
jobs outside of the church.  Matter of fact, the most 
fulfilling experiences I ever had in my other jobs was 
when I was providing the same service of listening or 
otherwise ministering to my fellow employees.

It seems to me that being a pastor is a lot about 
listening to people, and allowing them to burden you 
with their problems.  Which, provided I have some 
boundaries, I have always been fine with, and often 
even thrived in those situations.  Whether that means 
listening to a high school student who is going though 
a difficult break-up, walking with a friend as they at-
tempt to make their way as an adult, or listing to a co-
worker who is frustrated with the politics involved in 
a large church, or burnt out from the sausage-making 
process that goes into Christmas Eve services.  To me, 
being a pastor means walking with people through 
their lives, through the difficult times, almost like 
being the tangible representation of Jesus from the 
“footprints” poem that is put up in the houses of ev-
ery Christian family around my parents’ age.  It also 
means walking with people through the celebrations 
of their lives, which is where I think the sacraments 
come in.  It is celebrating with a couple when they 
get married, and then later when they have children 
and those children begin to be baptized, it is the sol-
emn covenant that you make with the members of a 
church to walk alongside them, and to teach them.  
To make walking with the congregation your priority, 
without being encumbered with professional respon-
sibilities.  One of the primary sources of frustration 
that I currently have is that I am sometimes unable to 
be involved in ministry because I have to be at work 
instead, things like not being able to go on missions 
trips because I cannot afford to take a week off of 
work, or recently not being able to attend the Bible 
Study that I help lead for my church’s high school 
group because we did not have a full staff at the Wel-
come Kiosk and as a result I had to work on Sundays, 
when the Study takes place.

Some other things that I have learned as a result 
of pursuing my seminary education, which to me has 
always been connected with my pursuing being or-
dained in the Presbyterian Church (USA), is that I have 
learned to trust in God a lot more.  More specifically, 
it has meant trusting God by foregoing comfort and 
financial stability in the faith that I am following the 
path that God has for me.  Seminary has not always 
been fun, I enjoy learning, a lot, but it has been a bit 

of a struggle for me as the only remaining member 
of my circle of friends who still has homework, and 
not being able to join them on the weekends because 
of that, or experiencing having to push through with 
finishing homework even though I am exhausted and 
would love nothing more than to go to bed, or to just 
sit down in front of the television and tune out.  Those 
things, while pretty insignificant in the scope of ev-
erything that is going on in the world, represent the 
sacrifice of some comfort, or at least being able to do 
some of the things I want to do.  Likewise, sacrificing 
getting a full-time job that makes a good amount of 
money and instead burying myself in tens of thou-
sands of dollars in student loan debt without a firm 
plan as to how I am going to pay it all off requires a 
certain amount of faith.  Faith has kind of been a ne-
cessity to spend the countless hours and dollars that I 
have on my seminary education.  I am not sure if this 
is indicative of how my faith has grown throughout 
this process, as I knew exactly what I was getting into 
when I made the decision to attend Fuller Northwest 
as opposed to someplace like Princeton where schol-
arships are much more available.  I would posit that 
it was, however, indicative of a conviction that this 
is what God wants me to do, and faith that God will 
provide for me.

One thing that I have learned about myself through 
the process of getting my MDiv is that I really enjoy 
theology.  I really enjoy reading Calvin and Barth, and 
trying to discern how their words would translate into 
our modern context.  I understand that saying that 
presents the question of whether or not it would be 
better to forego going into the ministry and instead 
continuing with my education, but I disagree.  It is 
important for people who are interested in theology 
to be a part of the church, to make sure that sound 
doctrine and good debate, is present in the life of the 
church.  I also believe that it is important for as many 
intelligent minds as we can get to be involved in daily 
ministry in the Presbyterian Church (USA), who can 
keep perspective on the issues that currently face the 
church and not allow themselves to get swept away 
by the rhetoric that currently leads the church more 
than anything else.  To that end, working towards or-
dination has instilled in me a deep sense of apprecia-
tion that I am planning to enter into a special group of 
people, one which goes back hundreds of years, and 
which can trace its spiritual ancestors back thousands 
of years.  The prospect of being a part of that grand 
tradition is one that I find singularly appealing.
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