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Chapter 1 

What We Believe Is Important 

 

The Good News of Jesus Christ is at the center of the faith and 

beliefs of Community of Christ. We are a worldwide community and are 

committed to follow Jesus, bring forth the kingdom of God, and seek 

together the revealing, renewing presence of the Holy Spirit. We offer here 

our Basic Beliefs, not as the last word, but as an open invitation to all to 

embark on the adventure of discipleship. As we seek God’s continuing 

guidance, we encourage all people to study the scriptures and think about 

their experiences as they engage in the life of the church.   

 —from Preface to Community of Christ Basic Beliefs Statement 

Most of us at some point have been asked the question “What does 

your church believe about…?” Sometimes we may have a quick answer; 

more often we have to stop and think or may even respond with “I really 

don’t know.” On other occasions we may be in conversation with a 

member of Community of Christ and realize that our beliefs on a specific 

topic differ significantly. We may also wonder how closely our personal 

beliefs align with past or present traditions of the church. We may even 

find ourselves pondering if the content of belief actually matters.   

  Life without basic working principles or deeply held convictions is 

not possible. The explorations of the scientist, the healing action of the 

surgeon, and the hope of a newly married couple are all based on core 

beliefs each holds. To “believe in” something, whether for good or ill, is 

intrinsic to human experience. Indeed, beliefs and symbols deeply form 

our perceptions of reality and structure our experience of it; they make up 

the web of meaning that gives a specific texture to human life. There is
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certainly more to living than holding beliefs; but there is not less.  

 Community of Christ has long maintained that it is not a creedal 

church. Our church does not force members to accept a rigid list of ideas. 

This important value does not mean we lack beliefs, however; for these 

are essential to our identity as a Christian church. A “belief” is a verbal 

expression of a conviction. Beliefs express understandings a community 

holds as vital to its life and purpose. They reflect in whom and in what a 

community has placed its trust. Beliefs are not only about what we stand 

for, they are about what we stand on. In other words, beliefs give the 

church a foundation; they are what grounds our identity and sustains our 

mission.        

 Scripture and Christian tradition unanimously hold that God is 

infinite. Human perception and speech, however, are finite. Therefore, 

Community of Christ has historically and consistently acknowledged that 

beliefs are our limited human attempts to speak of things that surpass our 

language and understanding. Individual and cultural perceptions always 

influence statements of belief, as well as our interpretations of them. This 

was true of the biblical writers, and it has been true of Christian theology 

ever since.         

 Community of Christ expects members of our global community to 

understand our basic beliefs in different ways. What something “means” 

will depend significantly on the context in which it is being understood. 

We recognize, and celebrate, that differences in culture, experience, and 

understanding create variety in our church. “We are many,” as one of our 

church statements affirms. And we uphold diversity as a gift of God’s 

Spirit among us. Readers will see this kind of diversity of interpretation in 

the chapters that follow. At the same time, we are also one: one in Christ, 

one community sharing a story, a mission, and an identity. The beliefs 

statement on which this commentary is based expresses our shared 

foundation, and each chapter tries to offer a compelling interpretation of 

this foundation. This book was created in hope that exploring Community 

of Christ’s public theology might aid our continued growth as a prophetic 

people who seek God’s truth for our time.  

The Basic Beliefs Statement 

 From our movement’s founding experiences in the early 1800s, the 

church has periodically needed to summarize its faith in public statements 

of belief. Joseph Smith Jr. wrote one of the first of these statements for a 

Chicago newspaper in March 1842. The statement was titled “An Epitome 
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of Faith,” and it expressed core beliefs widely held by church members in 

the 1840s. As the experience and knowledge of the church developed over 

time, that statement needed revision and refinement, and eventually even 

replacement. Revision of beliefs statements is necessary because finite 

human beings in service of an Infinite God necessarily struggle to express 

what they believe about this boundless reality.     

 The statement of basic beliefs this book comments on was 

published in 2009. While aligned with the 1968 Basic Beliefs Statement, the 

2009 statement contains significant new elements. These new elements 

help articulate the church’s present-day identity, mission, and message. 

We should expect this kind of updating, especially since more than half a 

century has elapsed between the 1960s and the third decade of the twenty-

first century.         

 Common misunderstandings often accompany statements of belief, 

and it is important to address these. Belief statements offer summaries of 

how the church experiences God’s self-revelation in a specific time and 

place. The community distills beliefs and doctrines from the divine-

human encounter. Statements of faith, as well as doctrines, do not come 

directly from God. Community of Christ has long held this to be so. 

Believers find they must speak about what has happened to them. They 

search for words to express their encounter with God, and rely on the 

resources of scripture, tradition, experience, reason, common consent, and 

continuing revelation in this ongoing process. This means that statements 

of belief can often differ in detail, both in what they say and how they 

interpret experience.       

 Furthermore, a simple statement such as “We believe in Jesus 

Christ” can mean different things to those who make this claim. There are 

many layers of meaning in this simple affirmation. Belief statements do 

not, therefore, “settle” the question of the church’s identity, nor at their 

best do they seek to restrict meaning. Rather, they point us in a direction 

we can walk together. We respond to God’s love through our commitment 

to Jesus and to each other, as we, at the same time, acknowledge that “we 

do not have all the answers. Our shared community compels us to seek 

answers by listening until we understand. We choose to move forward 

guided by love and compassion instead of dogma.”1      

 
1 “We Are One, We Are Many” Sharing in Community of Christ: Exploring Identity, Mission, 

Message, and Beliefs, 4th ed. (Independence, MO: Herald Publishing House, 2018), 70.  
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Our corporate and personal understanding of our beliefs grows 

and changes. It is guided by our experiences of the Spirit in community, 

our relationships, information, and our search for more light. In this 

journey God’s love and the divine yearning to establish the reign of peace 

and justice on earth prove to be constant. As we respond to God’s love we 

are continuously renewed. Beliefs are not the end of the journey; instead, 

they function as both the beginning of our trek and as signposts along    

the way.         

 Understanding statements of belief can be complicated. Consider 

the statement cited above: “We believe in Jesus Christ.” A question that 

comes to mind is, believe in Jesus Christ as what? Some see or experience 

Jesus as a teacher, some as a healer, some as divine savior, and others as a 

personal companion. These varying beliefs about Jesus can easily lead to 

conflict or suspicion, even though all of them find support in scripture 

and tradition. The statement clearly does not give the final word on what 

it means to believe in Jesus Christ. Rather, it points to a common center 

that can prompt varied responses. These diverse responses are not 

necessarily problematic, but point to many rich possibilities of ways to 

follow Christ. They can stimulate further thinking and application of core 

elements of the faith, and open undreamed-of possibilities in discipleship. 

These varied responses also remind us that “For now we see in a mirror, 

dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part...” (1 

Corinthians 13:12).        

 Community of Christ makes an important distinction between 

public theology and individual or local theologies. Formal statements of 

belief express the public theology of the church. Public theology is 

essential to the church’s unity, worldwide mission, ecumenical and 

interfaith work, and public presence in the complex “marketplace” of 

religions and spiritualties of the postmodern world. When one is asked, 

“What is Community of Christ about?” it would be unhelpful to say, “We 

don’t know, and it doesn’t matter.” It is also untrue. The very name of the 

church expresses certain convictions about our shared identity.  

 At the same time, a distinctive feature of Community of Christ is 

that we do not require rigid conformity to a specific list of ideas. Members 

have space to grow in their understanding of God and God’s revelation in  
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Christ, and also have the right of faithful disagreement.2 Indeed, 

Community of Christ originates in part from the principle of dissent: the 

pioneering members of the Reorganization, in the period from 1851 to 

1860 cherished their right to resist the kind of religious repression they 

experienced in Nauvoo. Community of Christ has thus always tried to 

balance the need for vibrant expressions of shared faith with the freedom 

of members to think for themselves.       

 One sees this differentiating of public from individual/local 

theologies first formally expressed in a crucial, but little read, General 

Conference Resolution from 1879. Resolution 222 makes a careful 

distinction between the church’s core beliefs, called “the plain provisions 

of the gospel” and various doctrines, scripture texts, and interpretations of 

a speculative and non-essential nature.3 The resolution makes clear that 

the church has both formal beliefs and authoritative texts, as well as 

“liberty of conscience” and great latitude for members to think, question, 

and live out their faith in personal integrity. Nevertheless, the pulpit—

which in this resolution stands for the public voice of those representing 

the church—is the place to teach the central convictions of the church, not 

private views or opinions. In the language of the 1870s, the resolution 

maintains that the public theology of the church should focus on 

advancing those convictions that relate to the salvation of hearers. In 

today’s idiom, we might say the primary public message of the church is 

to focus on those beliefs and principles that lead to a rich, healthy, justice-

promoting relationship with God’s love as revealed in Christ.  

 The church’s Basic Beliefs Statement, then, is an example of a 

contemporary public articulation of the “plain provisions of the gospel.” 

At the same time, to use the Basic Beliefs Statement in a manner that did 

violence to the consciences of members would distort its intent, as well as 

fail to align with Community of Christ’s traditions and deepest instincts.  

 Our Restoration tradition was born in a time of seeking. Many of 

our first members sought a more authentic expression of the Christian 

faith because they were dissatisfied with the claims made by churches of 

their day. Like it did for those nineteenth-century seekers, God’s 

revelation in Jesus Christ still challenges us to seek out the truth for 

 
2 A document titled “Faithful Disagreement” authored by the USA apostles was 

published in the Herald 150, no. 3 (March 2013), 21. An updated version is on the church 

web site at https://www.cofchrist.org/common/cms/resources/Documents/FAITHFUL-

DISAGREEMENT-PRINCIPLES.pdf 
3 “Standard of Authority,” GCR 222, World Conference Resolutions, located at: 

https://www.cofchrist.org/common/cms/resources/Documents/WCR-Texts-July2019.pdf  

https://www.cofchrist.org/common/cms/resources/Documents/FAITHFUL-DISAGREEMENT-PRINCIPLES.pdf
https://www.cofchrist.org/common/cms/resources/Documents/FAITHFUL-DISAGREEMENT-PRINCIPLES.pdf
https://www.cofchrist.org/common/cms/resources/Documents/WCR-Texts-July2019.pdf
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ourselves. We are called to search the scriptures, Christian traditions, our 

experiences, the best rational knowledge of our day, and the discerned 

wisdom of the wider community for deeper understanding.   

 Those who contributed to this book have courageously tried to 

respond to this same call. They present the following chapters in hope that 

they will offer fruitful ground for each reader’s personal exploration of 

our Basic Beliefs. As a commentary, this book does not try to offer final 

answers to many urgent questions; instead it gives explanations of each 

belief, provides context and challenge, and suggests how our public 

beliefs might shape our ongoing journey. The questions and activities at 

the end of each chapter will help readers explore how our beliefs point 

toward new meanings, new possibilities, and a deeper encounter with 

God. This book is an exercise in discovering what matters most in our 

lives as part of this community and in learning to voice our own 

understandings in an informed way. The authors’ hope is that this kind of 

theological work may help us all become salt and light for the world. 

Basic Beliefs and Enduring Principles 

 Closely related to the church’s Basic Beliefs are its Enduring 

Principles: Grace and Generosity, Sacredness of Creation, Continuing 

Revelation, Worth of All Persons, All Are Called, Responsible Choices, 

Pursuit of Peace (Shalom), Unity in Diversity, and Blessings of 

Community. Community of Christ offers the following explanation of the 

relationship between enduring principles and basic beliefs:   
 When people try to understand the church’s identity, mission, and message, they 

 bring different ways of perceiving reality, which leads to different questions. 

  What is the church like? Enduring Principles are the underlying truths 

 and affirmations that shape the personality of the church. Enduring Principles 

 guide how we live in our communities, families, workplaces, congregations, and 

 cultures. They describe how we experience and share the gospel and the church 

 with others.         

  What does the church believe? Basic Beliefs are the more comprehensive, 

 rational explanations of what the church holds to be true, arranged in categories 

 that are part of the broader Christian tradition. Basic Beliefs represent a 

 deepening level of inquiry about the gospel and the church.    

  We need both ways of expressing the identity, mission, and message of 

 the church…to ensure that people can explore and experience the gospel in ways 

 that are the most informing and transforming for them.4     

   

 
4 Sharing in Community of Christ: Exploring Identity, Mission, Message, and Beliefs, 4th ed. 

(Herald House, 2018), 26. 
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Basic Beliefs and Enduring Principles are different, but exist in a close, 

mutual relationship. As is clear by now, this book focuses on Basic Beliefs. 

However, while it does not concentrate on Enduring Principles, their 

influence is evident in every chapter. That is appropriate, because the 

Enduring Principles are equally part of the public theology of the church. 

Organization and Purpose of This Book 

This resource devotes one chapter to each paragraph of the current 

Basic Beliefs statement. The organization of each chapter follows a 

carefully chosen pattern. Each chapter first presents the paragraph from 

the full statement. A short introduction to the topic follows. The chapter 

then summarizes the biblical foundations of the concept. These summaries 

help us see how the church’s faith is deeply grounded in the witness of the 

Old and New Testaments, which are the foundational scriptures of the 

international church. In this way, the commentary reaffirms that God 

reliably encounters the church in the testimony of scripture.   

 This resource uses scripture to illustrate and inspire, not to argue. 

We focus on the wisdom offered by scripture because it is our primary 

witness to God’s love as revealed in Christ. We also recognize that in the 

church today there are diverse understandings of distinctive Restoration 

scriptures. Where possible we have focused on how these unique texts 

illumine our heritage as well as offer contemporary counsel to lead us 

forward. While we do not wish to promote a view of scripture that would 

be a stumbling block to our mission together, we do want to understand 

who we have been, and who we now are as a people. Community of 

Christ remains open to the unfolding revelation of God’s transforming 

work in the world and in our life together.     

 A review of how the traditions of the church have understood the 

topic follows the biblical section of each chapter. This review includes 

traditions of almost two millennia of Christian experience, as well as those 

of Community of Christ. Being in conversation with the historic Christian 

tradition is vital for Community of Christ today, as we engage 

thoughtfully and creatively with ecumenical partners. These sections on 

scripture and tradition, then, acknowledge that our movement draws 

spiritual and intellectual life from generations of faithful witnesses who 

have gone before us, and from scripture’s testimony to the mystery of God 

that perennially grounds our experience of Jesus Christ. We claim our 

unique Community of Christ heritage in this book, but also humbly look  



 

8 

 

to the faithful of all times whose witness and ministry have brought us to 

this place.          

 A section that applies aspects of the specific belief to modern-day 

discipleship follows the section on tradition. Thinking about our beliefs is 

not just a mental exercise, but a practice aimed at informing our living of 

the Good News. A short conclusion follows.    

 The whole text also assumes the essential value of reason and 

experience to the task of reflecting on our faith. Reason is careful analysis 

for the sake of understanding. Experience refers to culturally-influenced 

personal encounter with God’s love that opens us to the movement of 

God’s Spirit. Experience is perennially important in Community of Christ 

theology and in the life of the church. Each of these elements—experience 

and reason, as well as tradition and scripture—is essential for the 

important work of exploring our Basic Beliefs. If our quest to discern 

God’s will and the meaning of our faith in a specific time and place 

overemphasizes one element, or overlooks one, then our growth and 

perception as a body suffers. Therefore, this resource in its approach to 

our basic beliefs also tries to model a way of practicing openness to the 

many ways God is already seeking us.     

 Each chapter also includes a short list of resources for further study 

of the topic and a story or testimony of how the specific belief has touched 

the life of someone in their faith journey. Testimonies express how aspects 

of each belief have affected the lives of people.    

 Each chapter ends with one spiritual practice and two or three 

questions for individual reflection and group discussion. The practice and 

questions are intended to help readers explore more deeply and 

personally insights they gain from the exploration of basic beliefs. The 

practices especially remind us that theology and spirituality should be 

inseparable in the church’s life.       

 This resource has been prepared from contributions by leaders 

from our international church family. It thus represents different contexts 

of ministry and interpretation. Authors were carefully selected for their 

passions and experience in exploring and applying Community of Christ 

basic beliefs. They are all committed to the contemporary vision of 

Community of Christ. While the majority is from the United States, 

several other nations are represented. In some cases, a chapter is authored 

by more than one individual from more than one culture. The editor has 

tried to preserve the distinctive voice and style of each author while 

standardizing the overall approach.  



 

9 

 

Exploring Beliefs in a Diverse Church 

 One of the Enduring Principles of Community of Christ is Unity in 

Diversity. The writers and editor of this resource intend it to uphold the 

richness of our diversity and at the same time articulate what draws us 

together in mission. It is a mark of maturity when as a church we can 

affirm our unity in Christ and also celebrate varied interpretations of 

central beliefs. This is an opportunity to replace argument with a healthy 

exchange of perspectives in the context of the church’s shared global 

mission to proclaim Jesus Christ. As we explore our public faith together 

we can learn from each other, recognizing that we each have valuable 

insights to offer. In doing so our individual and community discipleship is 

enriched.        

 Finally, the editor wishes to share his enthusiasm for what we here 

offer to the church. If we are to have integrity as disciples of Jesus Christ, 

our words and actions—even our whole lives—must be based on sound 

yet creative understandings of God’s self-revelation in Christ and ongoing 

presence in the world. Our personal discipleship and our corporate life 

will reflect what we believe. We invite each reader of Exploring Community 

of Christ Basic Beliefs to join in the great adventure of exploring our beliefs. 

This exploration is both an individual task and a stewardship of the whole 

body. When we together seek more light and truth, our individual beliefs 

deepen, and the church becomes more faithful to its call. 

 


