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ABSTRACT 

GARRETT DAVID WOLF 
A STORY TO TELL: A STUDY ON THE IMPACT OF PEACEFUL STORYTELLING 
WITHIN LITURGICAL WORSHIP 
Under the direction of Greg DeLoach, D. Min. 
 

The contemporary American Christian setting is often described as a secular age, where 

the religious is often sequestered to specific places, people, and times. The sacred is regularly 

thought to be secluded to sanctuaries as opposed to something present and accessible 

everywhere. To counter the secular liturgies in which people are regularly immersed, the church 

must discover ways to help move people towards envisioning a different story. Our public 

worship gatherings are the primary places liturgy can be used to practice, rehearse, and envision 

our entire lives as being wrapped up into God’s story of reconciliation, redemption, and 

restoration of all things.  

By reimagining the liturgical element of passing the peace, this project explores how the 

story of God conveyed in liturgical public worship connects with the lives of parishioners. The 

research involves a qualitative method and uses a focus group consisting of eight laity from King 

of Kings Lutheran Church, who might be moved to seeing the sacred more in their daily lives. 

This project analyzes how liturgy can be reimagined to act as a tool within our public worship 

gatherings and church to shape and orient people towards the movement of God in bringing 

shalom to earth. Over a two-month period, interviews were used to evaluate the impact on the 

participants before and after each shared their testimony of experiencing the peace of Christ in 

their life during the passing the peace portion of a weekly public worship gathering. 

 The conclusion of the project is that the focus group members who participated in the 
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project were able to envision the sacred more in their daily lives because of their participation. 

While this research project did not enable them to define liturgy as the work of the people, their 

participation did immerse them more discernably into the story that public worship conveys. 

Finally, for future church development, this research project encourages exploring how liturgy in 

a variety of forms can help guide people to envision themselves in the rich story and sacredness 

of God’s presence everywhere.
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CHAPTER ONE 

A LITURGY BEYOND ORDINARY 

 In 2011, I left the corporate world to serve as the Youth and Children Minister at a local 

Baptist church in Northern Virginia. In 2018, after ministering there for over six years, I received 

another call to serve as a Mission Developer at King of Kings Lutheran Church in Fairfax, 

Virginia, within the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA). In this role, I am 

supporting the revitalization of an existing congregation while beginning and developing another 

campus named King of Kings Dulles South.  

Amidst my journey and denominational transition, one thing I have come to really 

appreciate is the intentional use of liturgy in Lutheran worship. According to the ELCA, 

liturgical worship is “a way of talking about the centrality of those things that God has given in 

order to bring us to faith and form us for love toward neighbor.”1 The structure of worship is 

intended to proclaim a story found within the elements of gathering, Word, peace, Communion, 

and sending. This beautiful pattern is a gift, constantly retelling the stories of our faith, and is 

meant to become so ingrained in us that we ultimately become a part of the story it proclaims in 

the world. However, throughout my pastoral experience, I have found many parishioners have 

little understanding of the purpose of liturgy and what it is meant to convey. Those familiar with 

it often understand liturgy to be more of a worship “checklist” rather than the work of the people 

 
1 Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. “Worship Formation & Liturgical Resources: 

Frequently Asked Questions: ‘What is the Pattern of Worship?’” 
https://download.elca.org/ELCA%20Resource%20Repository/What_is_the_pattern_of_worship.
pdf?_ga=2.100668548.447247124.1645994272-1355389008.1643649752 (accessed February 
27, 2022). 
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gathered to embody the story of the Good News of Jesus Christ in the world. Nevertheless, I do 

not believe the parishioners are to blame for their lack of understanding. Rather, I believe the 

Church is more at fault, as it has been ineffective at conveying how liturgical worship is meant to 

embody, shape, and merge our individual stories with that of the universal story of the Good 

News of Jesus Christ in the world. Over time, this has resulted in the sacred becoming 

compartmentalized into what many perceive as a secluded religious realm, spaces completely 

separated from daily life. What I aim to do in this research project is to investigate the possibility 

of our daily embodiment of the sacred through a renewed application of passing the peace within 

liturgical worship. 

Ministerial Context 

King of Kings Lutheran Church is a 50-year-old congregation and member of the ELCA 

located in Fairfax, Virginia. In 2019, the church began the development of a second campus in 

neighboring Loudoun County, utilizing a missional community approach to church expansion. 

This approach emphasizes creating mid-sized missional groups that develop and share monthly 

liturgies together, such as gathering regularly for communion, community, and co-mission. 

Liturgy, in this sense, is a tool used to create regular rhythms and practices that help train the 

ways participants live and interact in the world. Some of these habits include regularly meeting 

to celebrate in worship, reflect upon God’s Word, share meals with one another, support each 

other in prayer and deeds as a church family, serve the local community, and discuss how we see 

God at work in the world in which we live. 

However, as with many congregations, the introduction of COVID-19 had a significant 

impact on the progress of King of Kings Dulles South (KKDS). The development of missional 
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communities, including the creation of liturgical practices, relies heavily on building 

relationships and the ability to gather to share various aspects of life together. This became 

painfully difficult to implement during a pandemic where many people entered into periods of 

isolation and quarantine, as well as took appropriate precautions to separate themselves from 

communal spaces. While our community transitioned to a digital environment, over time, we 

found it did not provide the same ideal opportunities for personalness and connectivity that we 

desired. 

As of September 2021, KKDS began gathering weekly on Sunday mornings at 10:00 AM 

in the cafeteria of Goshen Post Elementary School. This local space provides us a way to 

establish a regular presence within our community as well as incorporate a weekly in-person 

public gathering into the life of our congregation. Today, our average attendance at these 

gatherings is around twenty-five to thirty people. In addition, we continue to maintain our digital 

presence by streaming our gatherings online via Facebook Live.  

Statement of Problem 

 James K. A. Smith describes the landscape surrounding contemporary American 

Christianity as a secular age where religion is relegated to specific places, people, and times.2 

Church is where people go, or something people do rather than being something people regularly 

are. The sacred is often thought to be confined to sanctuaries as opposed to something present 

and accessible everywhere. Vocations are interpreted as exclusive to paid clergy rather than a 

divine calling for everyone. Ordinations make it seem like those who work for the institutional 

 
2 James K. A. Smith, How (Not) To Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor (Grand Rapids: 

Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2014), 19-33. 
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church are the only ones that are selected for sacred work. Christians are often called to live a 

radical life that is set apart from the world, which implies the ordinary parts of life are mundane 

and have little significance. No longer is the Church viewed as an active community in the world 

for the sake of the world. As a result, it appears the Church is being shaped more by 

contemporary culture rather than by God. Overall, society has created two distinct and separated 

worlds, the sacred and the secular, by which people find their lives are divided.  

In addition, the ways American Christianity has shaped its worship practices often 

exacerbate this sacred-secular divide. Worship is talked about as if it only occurs for a sixty-

minute time period in a specific building each week and is disconnected from ordinary life. 

Many people seem to just go through the motions of worship with little understanding of the 

larger story the liturgy is designed to convey. Worship is often described as a service, implying it 

is more like an exhibition presented by a select few rather than a community participating in 

practices meant to shape their entire perceptions of reality. Over time, our church buildings have 

become stages, vocations have become career ladders, and people have become spectators 

seeking the best performance.3 The Western church must reflect on how it and its worship 

practices have been shaped by the secular age, if it is to navigate and narrate a new story. This 

includes reimagining and regularly participating in rituals designed to break down the walls of 

the secular and sacred divide in which many are engrossed. 

 
3 Jeffrey M. Jones, “U.S. Church Membership Falls Below Majority for First Time,” Gallup 

Political News, March 29, 2021, https://news.gallup.com/poll/341963/church-membership-falls-
below-majority-first-time.aspx (accessed February 27, 2022). 
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James K. A. Smith, in his book, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and 

Cultural Formation, describes worship as “our immersion in practices and cultural rituals that 

fundamentally shape who we are.” He describes how worship liturgy needs to train our hearts 

and minds as disciples by putting our bodies through a regimen of repeated practices that “aim” 

our various loves toward the Kingdom of God.4 Worship must be communal and composed of 

rituals that reinforce an active and vibrant Kingdom of God breaking into everyday places, 

spaces, and life. Overall, if public worship gatherings are to remain one of the most regularly and 

heavily attended activities of the Church, then it needs to reshape and reorient people to 

encountering the sacredness of everyday life. 

Project Goals 

This project’s first goal was to encourage parishioners to see liturgy as the work of the 

people and envision themselves immersed in the story worship conveys. Its second goal was to 

enable participants to move beyond our cultural sacred-secular divide by seeing the active 

presence of Christ in their everyday lives. Stories of experiencing the peace of Christ in the 

world, shared by parishioners during the liturgical act of passing the peace in worship, were 

expected to foster a connection between the sacredness of worship and the sacredness of 

everyday life. By reimagining the liturgical element of passing the peace, this project researched 

how the stories conveyed in liturgical worship connected with the daily lives of parishioners. It 

reflected on the question, “How did sharing a story of encountering the peace of Christ in the 

 
4 James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Publishing Group, 2013), 25-33. 
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world, a place typically thought of as secular, reorient people to seeing the sacred within 

everyday life?” 

Volunteers were given expectations for their participation in the project, including the 

requirement to share a testimonial story during passing the peace in a public worship gathering 

of KKDS. The testimonials had to be about a time they experienced the peace of Christ in their 

lives. I did not provide instructions on how they had to share their stories. Through the 

interviews, participants shared their understanding of worship, liturgy, passing the peace, and 

their definitions of sacred and secular before and after they shared their stories. I analyzed all the 

interviews to evaluate how their participation impacted their understanding of liturgical worship, 

as well as if it moved them towards seeing the sacred more in their daily lives. 

What is at Stake? 

In his book, Moving the Equator, Robert Nash, Jr. proposes that God called humanity to 

be fruitful, multiply, and diversely fill the earth in order to become mutual blessings to one 

another in the future. Yet, what continues as the greatest sin of God’s people, especially the 

modern church, “has been to view the church as the focus of God’s mission in the world, rather 

than to understand the church as one primary means of God’s accomplishment of that mission 

and purpose…A majority of churches focus on their own growth as institutions and not on the 

development or transformation of the neighborhoods in which they reside.”5 Instead, the church 

must recognize its failure to pay attention to what God is doing in the world, outside the walls of 

 
5 Robert Nash, Jr., Moving the Equator: The Families of the Earth and the Mission of the 

Church (Macon: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, 2020), 51. 
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the institution and apart from the confines of what we identify as the church, if it aspires to 

participate in God’s movement and mission of shalom.6 

Likewise, if I fail to use what I learn while doing this project, the identity of our church 

and what many consider sacred will remain confined within the walls of the institution. God’s 

work will continue to be perceived as isolated to what the world defines as religious. 

Parishioners will continue to live fragmented and segregated lives, failing to discover how the 

peace of Christ is present through their regular interactions, meetings, thoughts, meals, and 

moments. In addition, our public worship gatherings will be a place where only a select few 

voices testify to the divine experiences that we all encounter in our day-to-day lives. People will 

continue to be shaped more by cultural liturgies of the world rather than spiritual liturgy, the 

work of the people within public worship. Over time, worship could lose its intended impact, 

which is to immerse people into the story of Christ’s active presence in their lives, and their 

incarnational mission to extend it to the ends of the earth.  

Additionally, many of our church community will fall short in seeing the sacred in the 

places and spaces the world typically defines as secular. Our public worship might miss out on 

an incredible way to remind and prepare the congregation to envision the story of God’s 

salvation happening in our homes, neighborhoods, networks, and society. Our church could 

remain a body that solely exists for itself, only recognizing peace at the altars we create rather 

than the altars God is present at throughout all of creation. Instead, the story of God must be 

 
6 Ibid., 51, 98. 
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proclaimed individually, communally, and publicly. This is what humanity was created for, is 

meant to experience, and is sent into the world to joyously proclaim.  

Potential Significance 

One significant outcome of this project is that of inspiring an examination and rethinking 

of our overall public worship liturgy by our laity to more effectively orient, shape, and reinforce 

our sacred work in the world. We imagine liturgy as a way to become a reconciled and 

reconciling community locally and throughout God’s creation. Through the stories shared by 

laity, we may envision how our peace at the altar is never separate from our peace in all aspects 

of life. As stories are shared about experiencing divine peace, it may inspire others to bear 

witness and testify to their own encounters. This project could help lead the church to become a 

community of individuals who continually share and proclaim how the peace of Christ reveals 

itself in our lives both inside and outside of the typical confines of our sacred walls. Our 

community could become a group of people working to tear down the barriers causing our sacred 

and secular divide. The findings may encourage reimagining other aspects of church and worship 

liturgy as well. Over time, this revised and intentional missional focus would shape the way our 

congregation lives and witnesses by moving from trying to “bring people to church” to encounter 

the sacred towards becoming the church in the sacred places where they already are.  

Ideally, this revised and intentional missional focus will shape the way they live and 

allow them to witness the sacred in the places they go, the people they encounter, and even in 

themselves. The liturgy of our weekly public gatherings could even become more like daily 

habits of worship for the community as a whole. People could begin their day with a word of 

thanks and praise. Throughout the day, they might discover aspects of their lives, such as their 
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motivations or actions that fall short of being Christ-like. As a result, they might be moved 

towards confession and remain open to the gift of God’s grace, forgiveness, and assurance 

regarding what was confessed. Similarly, they may readily recognize and respond to an 

opportunity to be present with another person who is looking for someone with whom to share 

their joys and sorrows, or seeking some form of validation, discernment, or clarity. There could 

also be an opportunity to reflect on the Word individually or in community with others. As they 

eat, they may find themselves nourished by the presence, hospitality, friendship, and 

conversation of another. Maybe they will even discover some things that help them become 

better followers in The Way of love. They could end their day by offering a token of gratitude or 

praise as they understand themselves to be blessed by the divine throughout their daily routines.  

In essence, the liturgy of public worship could begin to positively reshape the liturgy of 

our daily lives, and vice versa, as we seek to witness and embody God’s desire for shalom as 

active, alive, and fulfilled. Then, strengthened by this realization, we will testify to God’s 

ongoing presence, redemption, restoration, and reconciliation of all things. Overall, we will 

become a church community whose lives bear witness to the story of God’s peace for the world.  

Research Methodology 

This project was achieved with the assistance of eight participants from our King of 

King's community, comprising about 25% of our current public worship attendees, over a two-

month period in the fall of 2021. Volunteers were parishioners who actively participated in the 

life of King of Kings and were above the age of thirteen. One participant was from our Fairfax 

campus, while the others were from our Dulles South campus. Participants heard of the project 

via an invitation extended within our weekly church-wide newsletter (Appendix B). Seven of the 
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participants contacted me to volunteer for the project, after which I set up a date and time for a 

semi-structured initial one-on-one interview. I personally invited the remaining participant. I also 

sent all the participants the IRB Informed Consent Form and Explanation of Research (Appendix 

D) via email to review. 

During the initial interview session, I shared the details about participating in this project 

(Appendix C). I also reviewed with them the IRB Informed Consent Form and Explanation of 

Research and explained in detail what the two-month project required. I verbally verified their 

agreement to participate in the project, as well as watched them sign the IRB Informed Consent 

Form and Explanation of Research document if they had not already provided me with a signed 

copy. Upon their agreement to participate, I conducted a semi-structured individual interview 

with each of the eight participants using the same set of questions (Appendix E). In addition, the 

week before each participant was scheduled to share their story in public worship, I individually 

contacted them to verify their readiness and provided any assistance as needed.  

Each participant shared a five-to-six-minute story of encountering the peace of Christ in 

their life during a public worship gathering. This storytelling replaced the regular liturgical 

element of passing the peace within our order of worship (Appendix F). One participant shared 

per public worship gathering over the span of a two-month period. Our Sunday morning 

gatherings were also simultaneously streamed to our Public Facebook page via Facebook Live. 

As is our custom, our worship gatherings encompassed both traditional and adapted elements of 

ELCA liturgy. For instance, our confession sometimes includes objects or physical movement. 

Our profession of faith is modeled on the Apostle’s Creed but uses more contemporary language. 

Our prayers are publicly spoken. Our homily is dialogical, including a discussion. Therefore, the 
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transition from a spoken passing the peace to laity sharing a story of peace fit well within the 

participatory nature of our public worship gatherings. 

After each participant shared in public worship, I conducted another semi-structured 

individual interview to assess how the experience influenced their previous understandings of 

worship, liturgy, sacred, secular, and the role of stories in the practice of their faith (Appendix 

G). Then, after all the participants had shared, I scheduled and conducted a semi-structured 

group interview. During the group interview, the participants inspired additional thoughts and 

responses from one another. The group interview also helped assess the potential impact this 

project had on the participants’ understandings of worship, liturgy, sacred, secular, and the role 

of storytelling (Appendix H). 

All interviews were conducted using Zoom Videoconferencing software free of charge. 

Additionally, Zoom’s recording feature was utilized to record a digital copy of each interview. 

The files were stored on my personal, password-protected computer. Our public worship 

gatherings either occurred indoors at Goshen Post E.S. or outdoors at Meadow Glen Park, both 

located in Loudoun County, Virginia. Each public worship gathering was also streamed online 

via Facebook Live and can be viewed at https://www.facebook.com/kofkdullessouth/videos until 

they are removed by Facebook. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 Many limitations and delimitations emerge with a qualitative project of this nature. For 

instance, describing the presence of Christ is subject to individual expression and poses 

challenges when analyzing individual participant responses. In telling their stories, personal 

biases of peace, sacredness, and secularity might have unconsciously influenced the project. The 
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five-to-six-minute timeframe each participant had to tell their story may have placed limits upon 

their selection and ability to craft and share their story. However, the desire was not to infringe 

on any other element of our public worship gathering. The self-selection process of the 

volunteers may have impacted the potential of having a diverse subset of laity with varied 

thoughts on liturgy, passing the peace, and worship.  

Delimitations of this project included each participant being someone who was already 

regularly participating within the life of the church. Also, they had to be able to comprehend the 

evaluation methods of the project and be capable of operating Zoom videoconferencing software. 

In addition, I only evaluated the impact of reimagining passing the peace with our public worship 

gathering. No other liturgical worship elements were altered during the project. The research 

methods of this project were limited to two one-on-one interviews per participant and one group 

discussion. Additionally, the project was also limited to the eight King of Kings laity, who 

participated in every aspect of the research.  

Terms and Definitions 

The working terms and associated definitions for the research project include the following:  

• Church – the gathering of people to share in the ministry of Christ in the world. 

• Liturgy – A term derived from the ancient Greek term λειτουργία, seen as the "work of/for 

the people” in proclaiming the Good News of Jesus Christ.  

• Passing the Peace – A regular act of reconciliation, an announcement of grace one makes 

to another in worship as a summary of the gift given to us in the liturgy of the Word and 

Sacrament. 
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• Sacred – The spaces humanity experiences God at work in the world, renewing and 

reconciling all things for the sake of all things.  

• Secular – The spaces in the world where God is not found or experienced by humanity. 

• Shalom/Peace – A wholeness or completeness, as an outgrowth of the peace Christ 

brings, found within God’s promised renewal and reconciliation of all things. 

• God’s Story – God’s overarching mission of bringing shalom to earth. 

Assumptions 

This qualitative project involved the collection of data from participants about their 

perceptions. As a result, some assumptions were made to adequately assess the impact the 

project had on the participants. The parishioners had to engage in public worship enough to be 

shaped by the liturgy. The laity also had to be able and willing to craft their experiences into 

stories that, when shared, adequately portrayed aspects of encountering the peace of Christ in 

everyday life. In addition, the interviews had to be able to sufficiently evaluate the impact this 

project had on the participants, as well as help provide an appropriate conclusion. Also, there is 

the assumption with this project that, in the end, people will still want to be an integral part of the 

church community and that sharing stories of peace will result in the deepening of 

congregational community, inspiration, and liturgical development.
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CHAPTER TWO 

HOW WE IMAGINE AND PRACTICE OUR STORY 

Human beings have a natural inclination towards tales and narratives that help create 

order. Neuroscience confirms humanity is hardwired to look for patterns amid our often-chaotic 

lives. The ability to recognize schemas is connected to a human brain’s automatic desire to turn 

data into a pattern or rule. When that happens, neuroscientist Daniel Bor says, “near-magical 

results ensue. We no longer need to remember a mountain of data; we need to only recall one 

simple law.”1 Therefore, humanity often utilizes stories to help contrive, convey, or confirm the 

things they have come to believe. Through the sharing of stories, people can learn about others, 

express shared truths, form a unified identity, explain mysteries, and communicate what it means 

to have faith in something beyond the limits of their existence.2  

In his book, Sapiens, Yuval Noah Harari expresses the power and potential that stories 

can have on the world. “Much of history revolves around this question: How does one convince 

millions of people to believe particular stories about gods, nations, or limited liability 

companies? Yet, when it succeeds, it gives Sapiens immense power, because it enables millions 

of strangers to cooperate and work towards common goals.”3 This power includes helping teach, 

 
1 Daniel Bor, The Ravenous Brain: How the New Science of Consciousness Explains Our 

Insatiable Search for Meaning (New York: Basic Books, 2012), 147-150. 
 
2 Herbert Anderson and Edward Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals: Weaving 

Together the Human and the Divine (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2019), 18-19. 
 
3 Yuval Noah Harari, A Brief History of Humankind (New York: Harper Collins 

Publications Inc, 2015), 37. 
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learn, influence, and pass on sacred experiences and beliefs to one another. Stories challenge 

humanity to learn and live with the complexities and contradictions found throughout life, 

helping them make sense of the world. People do not comprehend their lives as disconnected 

events, rather they view them in terms of an ever-evolving web of stories. It is like a 

documentary miniseries still being filmed. In essence, to be human is to be part of a story.  

At the same time, humanity is also being molded and formed by the cultural stories in 

which they live. Ideologies are constantly being influenced by the lifestyles, traditions, 

technologies, and beliefs within which people regularly operate. Ultimately, stories have the 

ability to create community and shared values that often point towards a group's desire and 

perception of what an ideal life looks like.  

For Christians, stories help reframe their lives in light of God’s Story. Their relationship 

with God is to be regularly demonstrated through the stories their lives display, including how 

they interact with others, the habits in which they participate, their successes and failures, and the 

perspectives they share with the world. However, if their lives are to be fully integrated into 

God's Story, then they need to be regularly reminded of and shaped by it rather than the divisive 

narratives often found within this present evil age.4 

The Old Story in a New World 

Likewise, James K. A. Smith indicates that individuals and societies are narrative 

animals. Humanity defines who they are, what they do, and how they fit into the larger world 

based on the stories they see themselves within. As a result of the current secular age, the 

 
4 Gal 1:4. All Scripture references will be from the New Revised Standard Version, unless 

otherwise noted. 
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landscape surrounding contemporary American Christianity has drastically changed the cultural 

story. In this age, religion is often relegated to specific situations, settings, and people groups, 

often including the Christian understanding of church. Most religious searches begin with a 

massive misperception by people attempting to identify sacred places, sacred time, and 

seemingly sacred actions that then leaves the overwhelming majority of life perceived as secular. 

People are told to look for God in specific places and in particular events, usually those overseen 

by clergy. Therefore, this initial search inevitably limits and confines God to a very small subset 

of their lives.5 The majority of individuals find themselves stuck in this infantile stage, within an 

immanent framework that has little in the way of transcendence to help them define meaning, 

purpose, and their participation in a much larger and more comprehensive story.6 Overall, 

American Christianity has been influenced to create two distinct and separate worlds, the sacred 

and secular, by which people find their lives divided.  

At the same time, American Christianity is in the throes of a postmodern reformation that 

is pushing or challenging many of the core traditions and truths about what it means to be the 

Church today. In a globalized world of pluralism and subjectivity, many cling to anything that 

can remain constant, simple, and easy. The nostalgia surrounding the Christendom model of 

Church as an industrial-institutional machine designed to make disciples off a conveyor belt of 

in-house programs still holds significant appeal. This model is often centered around centralized 

 
5 Richard Rohr, “Religionless Christianity,” May 24, 2015 https://cac.org/religionless-

christianity-2015-05-24/ (accessed November 7, 2021). 
 
6 James K. A. Smith, How (Not) To Be Secular, 19-33. 
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power, uniformity, and a form of privatized salvation behind the church doors. 7 Therefore, 

Christians search high and low for programs and activities that will attract and encourage 

outsiders to become insiders. Those on the inside know the “secret sauce” while those on the 

outside are typically not good enough, knowledgeable enough, worthy enough, or perfect enough 

to participate yet. Faith becomes more about understanding certain doctrines, performing specific 

tasks, and the conformity of others. If one wants to experience the sacred, then one must enter 

the gates of the church first. These complexities continue to place limits on and confine the 

resurrectional and transformational presence of Christ to within the walls of the Church.  

As a result, people often neglect to see God at work anywhere else in the world. Instead, 

they get wrapped up in competing narratives of scarcity, security, and survival. These 

perspectives teach people to compete with their neighbors and use others to achieve their desired 

ends. Their story becomes one that forces them into self-serving actions as they seek to climb 

over one another to survive. In his book, Flourishing, Miroslav Volf indicates how survivalism 

must be tamed so it will be less likely to rob people of their humanity by making their moral 

lives subservient to their material ones. Christianity has the power to be an agent of 

reconciliation and reformation, making the world more humane by ensuring it is working for the 

well-being of all the earth’s inhabitants. The initial step towards this is to regularly reorient what 

humanity perceives as their ordinary and secular lives by directing them towards envisioning 

 
7 Miroslav Volf, Flourishing: Why We Need Religion in a Globalized World (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2015), 58. 



 

18 
 

how all aspects of their lives might come into alignment with a more extravagant, sacramental, 

and transcendent story.8 

Only then will one see the work of forgiveness, mercy, grace, and redemption at work 

everywhere in the world. Public worship then becomes an opportunity to rehearse what one will 

practice daily. As one confesses, receives assurance, praises God, passes the peace, and gathers 

at the table, they are constantly invited to participate in ways that challenge the status quo of the 

world. They are then sent back into the world to live, witness, and experience that which they 

have already rehearsed. That is how the perceived barrier between the sacred and secular begins 

to crumble. Then, people might find themselves asking questions like: Is this really excluded 

from God? God, do you love even this? God, can you help me to love this, too?9 By asking such 

questions, people can begin to imagine just how all-encompassing God’s Story is, and that is 

when the greatest opportunity for growth and transformation occurs.10  

If American Christianity is going to remain relevant, the Church must grapple with and 

navigate these new uncharted waters by narrating a new story that incorporates the truth of 

subjectivity, embraces diversity, and envelops people into a much grander and more transcendent 

story. In her project, Telling The Old, Old Story To A New, New World: Community Storytelling 

 
8 Ibid., 47-51, 73-78. 
 
9 Alison Kirkpatrick, “Honoring All Four Domes of Meaning,” in Oneing: An Alternative 

Orthodoxy, The Cosmic Egg, Volume 9, Number 2, (Albuquerque: The Center for Action and 
Contemplation, 2021), 29-33. 

 
10 Richard Rohr, “Introduction,” in Oneing: An Alternative Orthodoxy, The Cosmic Egg, 

Volume 9, Number 2 (Albuquerque: The Center for Action and Contemplation, 2021), 15-18. 
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As Post-Modern Worship, Cathy Ann Cook asks the question, “Does this postmodern era spell 

the end of a clearly defined image of God?” While this secular age casts doubt on the notion of 

absolute truth, does it also spell the end to one all-encompassing meta-narrative and a defined 

story of God? Her research shows that, when woven together, our diverse individual tales from 

different cultures, perspectives, and people can form a larger tapestry of God’s Story. She 

describes how the church needs to shift from a passive role as storytellers to the active role of 

story receivers. The church must stop trying to love God and instead start regularly sharing 

people’s accounts of how they are already loved by God. In her project, she describes how the 

old, old story can be reimagined and retold through the art of diverse storytelling in public 

worship, helping people to engage a re-formed world.11  

Likewise, in his book, Moving the Equator, Robert Nash, Jr. encourages Christians to 

enter into dialogue and conversations with every family of the earth in order to share what we 

have learned about God through Christ. The Church does so by representing one family amongst 

all the various families of the earth, knowing that no family bears or possesses the whole truth of 

God’s interaction with humanity alone. Too often, the church dialogues with others while 

holding a conviction that the understanding they proclaim is the sole truth about God. This 

violates Jesus’s way of humility, vulnerability, acceptance, and love. Rather, every culture and 

religion can be the source of a profound understanding of God. Thus, Christians are affirmed in 

their truth as they bear witness to its way of life and the confidence they have in it as they share 

 
11 Cathy Ann Cook, “Telling The Old, Old Story To A New, New World: Community 

Storytelling As Post-Modern Worship” (DMin diss., Drew University, 2002), 3-6. 
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the love and hope it offers to all the families of the earth.12 In this way, the story of God becomes 

a beautifully complicated and entangled web of perspectives, cultures, and worldviews. Each 

describes what it means for their family to exist and believe in something far beyond itself. As 

various people groups share their stories of divine encounters, humanity becomes connected to a 

wildly inclusive and vulnerable community of otherness, difference, solidarity, and mutual 

blessing. Humankind becomes what God intended from the beginning, where everyone has a 

chapter and a living story to tell.13 By choosing to honor and receive the gifts of others and by 

generously giving of themselves, humanity can grow in empathy and confidence together, 

knowing that everyone is part of a much larger transcendent story. It is then that humanity will 

be able to truly imagine God’s all-encompassing love and desire for all life to flourish together 

peacefully both on earth and in heaven.14 

Scripture as Story 

The Bible can be thought of as one large metanarrative consisting of numerous stories 

and experiences shared by the people of God. In the book Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals, the 

authors identify this as a form of narrative reciprocity. This is when a reciprocal relationship 

exists that creates a shared narrative, mutual connection, and joint purpose. Humanity often uses 

this as an attempt to bridge the chasm between God’s Story and the human story. For example, 

 
12 Nash, Moving the Equator, 236. 
 
13 Gen 1:28. 
 
14 Barbara C. Otero-Lopez, “Giving Freely and Receiving Graciously,” in Oneing: An 

Alternative Orthodoxy, The Cosmic Egg, Volume 9, Number 2, (Albuquerque: The Center for 
Action and Contemplation, 2021), 41-46. 
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how people interpret the Biblical stories will either enhance or diminish their belief in God and 

God’s intentions for humanity.15  

In the text that follows, I expand upon my interpretation of various Biblical stories and 

how they convey God’s desire for all of creation to live and flourish in peace. This is what I 

believe to be God’s intention for humanity and the world. The most impactful story will be the 

incarnation of Christ, who is the ultimate testimony to God’s desire for the well-being of all 

creation. This belief serves as the foundation for this research project, and the following 

theological themes and Scriptures will help undergird this perspective. 

Biblical Understanding of Peace 

The modern understanding of peace can vary drastically from person to person. Some 

people view peace as the absence of violence, war, or conflict. Others might describe peace as an 

act of reconciliation that brings about a resolution between parties. Still, other people might 

describe peace as the ability to live comfortably, without anxiety or stress. The idea of peace is 

typically linked to a subjective level of security, safety, or affluence. While these various 

definitions of peace all have merit, they also present a very reductionistic view of the Hebrew 

Bible and New Testament understanding of peace.  

The word peace, or its derivative, is found in the Protestant Bible at least 258 times.16 

Most of those appearances show up in the writings of the psalmists, prophets, Gospels, and in the 

 
15 Herbert Anderson and Edward Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals, xix. 
 
16 Bruce M. Metzger, NRSV Exhaustive Concordance: Includes the Apocryphal and 

Deuterocanonical Books (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1991), 953-54. 
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epistles of the New Testament. Within these passages, the word for peace is usually the word 

shalom in the Hebrew Bible and eriene in the New Testament Greek. While these words 

incorporate the modern definitions of peace, such as those discussed previously, they often refer 

to a much more universal state of well-being for all things, and most notably that of salvation.17 

Hebrew Understanding of Shalom 

In his book, Living Toward a Vision, author Walter Brueggemann references the 

covenant of shalom God makes with Israel in Ezek 34:25-31: 

I will make with them a covenant of peace and banish wild animals from the land, so that 
they may live in the wild and sleep in the woods securely. I will make them and the 
region around my hill a blessing; and I will send down the showers in their season; they 
shall be showers of blessing. The trees of the field shall yield their fruit, and the earth 
shall yield its increase. They shall be secure on their soil; and they shall know that I am 
the LORD, when I break the bars of their yoke, and save them from the hands of those 
who enslaved them. They shall no more be plunder for the nations, nor shall the animals 
of the land devour them; they shall live in safety, and no one shall make them afraid. I 
will provide for them a splendid vegetation so that they shall no more be consumed with 
hunger in the land, and no longer suffer the insults of the nations. They shall know that I, 
the LORD their God, am with them, and that they, the house of Israel, are my people, 
says the Lord GOD. You are my sheep, the sheep of my pasture and I am your God, says 
the Lord GOD.18 
 
In this passage, shalom occurs when people dwell at peace in all their relationships: with 

God, with self, with fellows, with other creatures, and with nature. Being at peace in just one 

aspect of a person’s life is insufficient, according to this image. Some might be at peace with 

their neighbors yet find themselves miserable in their own poverty. Therefore, God’s vision of 

 
17 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, edit. George Kittel, vol. 2. (Grand Rapids: 

Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1976), 413-16. 
 
18 Ezek 34:25-31.  
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shalom is much more all-encompassing. It is being at peace in all the relationships one has 

within their physical, ecological, social, economic, and political structures.19 Everything is in a 

state of well-being and under the sovereignty of the Lord. Consequently, everyone and 

everything is flourishing as they were intended at creation. People and places are not only bound 

to God, but to one another in caring, nurturing, and loving mutual relationships. Shalom is the 

divine intentionality of everything and everyone moving towards wholeness, joy, peace, and 

salvation. 

In his book, Shalom: The Bible’s Word for Salvation, Justice, and Peace, author Perry 

Yoder breaks down the understanding of shalom into three different categories. First, shalom 

refers to the universal material and physical well-being of people or a situation.20 For instance, 

these words of the prophet Jeremiah to the exiled Jewish community living in Babylonian 

captivity would have been astonishing to hear after the humiliating defeat of Israel: 

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into 
exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat 
what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, 
and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply 
there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into 
exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. For 
thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Do not let the prophets and the diviners 
who are among you deceive you, and do not listen to the dreams that they dream, for it is 
a lie that they are prophesying to you in my name; I did not send them, says the Lord. 21  
 

 
19 Walter Brueggemann, Peace: Living Towards a Vision (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2001), 

13-15. 
 
20 Perry Yoder, Shalom: The Bible’s Word for Salvation, Justice, and Peace (Newton: Faith 

and Life Press, 1987), 12-15. 
 
21 Jer 29:4-9. 
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In these verses, the Lord tells the exiled Jews in Babylon to build homes, develop lives, 

plant gardens, and establish families within this foreign territory. In doing so, they are to pursue 

the welfare of the city. In Hebrew, this translates to desiring shalom for the entire city. For, as 

they seek the shalom of the city, they will discover their own shalom, as well. The prophet was 

sharing how the Lord wanted these exiled Jews to work towards the welfare of everyone, even 

amidst their own captivity. As a result, a more stable social order would develop, allowing 

everyone’s physical and material needs to be met. It is a striking picture of God’s desire for 

shalom because it recognizes that there will always be vulnerable and ostracized people in a 

world of vengeance, violence, and human victory. The path back to a peaceful way of life, even 

after the repeated crises, traumas, and deportation, is to desire and participate in the welfare and 

well-being of the entire community. There can never be a privatized understanding of God’s 

shalom. One must always work towards the good of the entirety, so there is mutual freedom from 

such things as scarcity, brokenness, danger, disease, violence, and poverty.22  

This dovetails with the second category of shalom, that Yoder details, involving justice 

and righteousness. Just as much as shalom refers to being at peace in all relationships, one can 

measure the absence of shalom within the world by the desperate pleas for righteousness and 

justice within it.23 For instance, the words from Isa 32:16-18 express how righteousness and 

justice are clearly linked to God’s desire for shalom: 

 
22 “Introduction to Prophetic,” The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve 

Volumes, vol 6 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001), 792-96. 
 
23 Yoder, Shalom, 12-15. 
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Then justice will dwell in the wilderness, and righteousness abide in the fruitful field. The 
effect of righteousness will be peace, and the result of righteousness, quietness, and trust 
forever. My people will abide in a peaceful habitation, in secure dwellings, and in quiet 
resting places. 
 

Righteousness recognizes that things are not the way they ought to be within the world. Justice is 

what will make things right in order to provide rest, habitation, security, quietness, and extended 

peace for the world. God’s righteousness and justice are what will deliver the downtrodden from 

domination and bring the outcasts into community. Shalom does not exist until justice and 

righteousness have their place to make things right in the eyes of the divine.24  

Around the same time, the prophet Jeremiah also pleaded for God’s people to exercise 

justice, mercy, and compassion: 

Thus says the LORD: Act with justice and righteousness and deliver from the hand of the 
oppressor anyone who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the 
orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place. For if you will indeed obey 
this word, then through the gates of this house shall enter kings who sit on the throne of 
David, riding in chariots and on horses, they, and their servants, and their people. But if 
you will not heed these words, I swear by myself, says the LORD, that this house shall 
become a desolation.25 
 

This text sets forth the demand to act with justice and righteousness or endure the consequence in 

either life or death. To choose wisely is to act in ways that allow everyone to flourish. To be 

complicit with oppression and violence will be to condemn the house of Israel and others to 

devastation.26  

 
24 “Introduction to Prophetic Literature,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, 264-67. 
 
25 Jer 22:3-5. 
 
26 “Introduction to Prophetic Literature,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, 739-46. 
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Many other prophets would express indignation at the sight of oppression and dearth of 

compassion of God’s people, accounting for the absence of shalom and the lack of hope for it in 

the future. Shalom is a desire for life-giving relationships between God, people, and the earth so 

everything will flourish together. Righteousness, justice, and shalom go together as a unified 

amalgamation. They rely on one another and God’s active efforts of bringing peace to the 

world.27 The prophet Isaiah declares how the Lord will “appoint Peace as your overseer and 

Righteousness as your taskmaster”28 for the people of God. Righteousness and justice are the 

measuring sticks of shalom. 

Yoder says the third and final major use of shalom surrounds morality and ethics.29 God 

desires peace and calls God’s people to join themselves to the efforts for shalom through their 

actions. Even minor individual practices of peacemaking have significance and relevance for 

making shalom a reality. Shalom cannot exist unless mutual compassion, empathy, and love are 

shown towards one another. Efforts must be made to look for overlaps in the mutual desires for 

peace amongst humanity as they walk in truth, integrity, love, and respect towards each other. Ps 

37:37 describes a person of shalom saying, “Mark the blameless, and behold the upright, for 

there is posterity for the peaceable.” Here, people of shalom are described as being preserved for 

security and salvation because they are honorable and above reproach.  

 
27 David P. Gushee and Glen Harold Stassen, Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in 

Contemporary Context (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2016), 310. 
 
28 Isa 60:17. 
 
29 Yoder, Shalom, 12-15. 



 

27 
 

To join the effort of shalom is to be innocent, without guilt, and work courageously and 

actively for justice and peace, both individually and corporately. It is to remove deceit and 

hypocrisy from the world, and to promote the respect, dignity, and sacred worth of every living 

thing. Ethically, shalom demands answers to modern-day challenges such as the following: How 

can the richest nation in the world have one in three kids living in poverty?30 Can shalom exist 

when, for the sixth time in seven years, the number of hate crimes in the United States increased, 

propelled by rising assaults on Black and Asian victims?31 Can shalom occur when four in ten 

Americans, more than 135 million Americans, are living in unhealthy levels of ozone or particle 

pollution?32 Will the hope for shalom ever come through the abuse of power, neglect, or 

violence? It is not until serious issues like these, and the underlying death vices upholding them, 

are eradicated, that God’s prophets will stop crying out for shalom33 An all-encompassing ethic 

of love is what will lead to peace. 

 
30 Christopher Ingraham, “Child Poverty in The U.S. is Among The Worst in the Developed 

World” Washington Post, October 29, 2014, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2014/10/29/child-poverty-in-the-u-s-is-among-
the-worst-in-the-developed-world/ (accessed February 27, 2022). 

 
31 David Nakamura, “Hate Crimes Rise to Highest Level in 12 Years Amid Increasing 

Attacks On Black And Asian People, FBI Says” Washington Post, August 30, 2021, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/hate-crimes-fbi-2020-asian-
black/2021/08/30/28bede00-09a7-11ec-9781-07796ffb56fe_story.html (accessed February 27, 
2022). 

 
32 American Lung Association, “State of the Air 2021: Key Findings” 

https://www.lung.org/research/sota/key-findings (accessed February 27, 2022). 
 
33 Clifton Clarke, “Shalom Justice” Fuller Theological Magazine, Issue 009, 2017, 26-31. 



 

28 
 

Walter Brueggemann beautifully captures these challenges the world poses against 

shalom as he notes: 

The central vision of world history in the Bible is that all creation is one, every creature is 
one, every creature is in community with others, living in harmony and security toward 
the joy and well-being of every other creature…Shalom is the well-being that exists in 
the very midst of threats – from sword and drought and wild animals. It is well-being of a 
material, physical, historical kind, not idyllic ‘pie in the sky,’ but salvation in the midst of 
trees and crops and enemies – in the very places where people always have to cope with 
anxiety, to struggle for survival, and deal with temptation…Shalom is the end of 
coercion. Shalom is the end of fragmentation. Shalom is the freedom to rejoice. Shalom 
is the courage to live an integrated life in a community of coherence. These are not 
simply neat values to be added on. They are a massive protest against the central values 
by which our world operates.34 
 
In summary, shalom speaks to the human need and hope for mental, physical, and 

spiritual well-being. It speaks to the quality of one’s mutual relationships and to the communal 

moral and ethical behavior of humanity.35 It depicts the way things were intended to be in the 

beginning and the active divine efforts to get back there. It is the music that indicates all of 

humanity is living in harmony.36 The prophet Micah said it best when he told God’s people “to 

do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”37 God’s people continue to 

witness this in the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth and the stories found in the New 

Testament. 

 
34 Walter Brueggemann, Peace, 15, 24. 
 
35 Perry Yoder Shalom, 12-15. 
 
36 Clifton Clarke, “Shalom Justice,” 26-31. 
 
37 Mic 6:8. 
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Incarnation of Peace 

For the two centuries prior to the birth of Jesus, Israel was perceiving God as uninvolved 

and withdrawn. There were fewer prophets, and many of the ancient writings reveal little sense 

of God's active presence in the world. Concurrently, Israel was experiencing moral corruption, 

foreign occupation, relentless injustice, and a severe lack of peace.38 This is the setting in which 

the incarnation, through Jesus of Nazareth, occurs. In The Message, John 1:14 says, “The Word 

became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood.”39 The presence of God comes to 

physically dwell with God’s people and bring light and life to the world. In Luke 2:14, this 

moment is announced by an angel and “a multitude of heavenly hosts praising God and saying, 

‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!’” The 

heavenly hosts sing of peace. They praise the shalom God gives to all through the redemption, 

reconciliation, and restoration of all things in Christ. On earth, peace is with all people with 

whom God is pleased, as Immanuel has come to dwell amongst them.40 Shalom is physically 

present on earth. 

Peace as Incarnational 

What has been evident throughout the discussion of shalom thus far is that humanity has 

a part to play in the witnessing and enacting of it in the world. Jesus gave the greeting of peace 

 
38 David P. Gushee and Glen Harold Stassen, Kingdom Ethics, 96. 
 
39 Eugene H. Peterson, The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language (Colorado 

Springs: NavPress, 2002). 
 
40 Fred B. Craddock, “Luke,” Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and 

Preaching (Louisville: John Knox Press, 2009), 36. 
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particular significance on the lips of His disciples when he sent the seventy-two into the nearby 

towns to visit, heal, and eat with those they met.41 The greeting of “Peace to this house!” given 

upon entering a home was not a mere wish but an extension of the gift of peace they themselves 

had experienced in Christ. The gift was then either received or rejected by those living within the 

household that the disciples encountered. In this context, peace is portrayed as an entity or state 

of salvation that can be transmitted, received, or returned. The way Jesus sent these disciples out 

identified them as capable of witnessing, conveying, and even extending the peace of God to 

others via the Holy Spirit. Rather than the disciples trying to determine to whom God’s shalom 

should be transmitted, they became the method of communication in which God’s peace was 

proclaimed to anyone open to receiving it. What remained was whether those in the home would 

experience God’s shalom as restoration or as judgment. What’s important about this story about 

the disciples is how it applies to followers of Christ today. Contemporary disciples are capable of 

bearing witness to the blessings found in the extension of the peace of Christ.42  

In the Beatitudes, found in the “Sermon on the Mount” in the gospel of Matthew, Jesus 

describes God’s ongoing presence with humankind as the Kingdom of God.43 Blessedness is 

promised to those who participate in this in-breaking kingdom of Christ on earth. The beatitudes 

teach practices intended for humanity in order to participate in God’s way of gracious 

 
41 Luke 10:5, Matt 10:13. 
 
42 Joel B. Green, The New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Gospel of 

Luke (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1997), 414-15. 
 
43 Matt 5:1-12. 
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deliverance from the sinful patterns in which humankind often gets stuck. Matthew 5:9 says, 

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.” As one participates in the 

life of a peacemaker, they become children of God being delivered from the sinful patterns such 

as anger, insult, hostility, and enmity. They also find blessing knowing God’s deliverance is alive 

and active in the world.44 This work continues in and through the followers of Christ today as 

they act as peacemakers in the world in which they live. 

Likewise, in the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to 

you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let 

them be afraid.”45 Jesus does not keep this peace to himself, but seeks out, embraces, makes, 

practices, and bestows it upon his disciples. To be a disciple of Jesus then is to embody the same 

life and ministry of Christ. It is to recognize that one is sent into the world to encounter God’s 

peace in everyday places and people. One is no longer in the world for God, rather God is in one 

for the world. To be a disciple is to, by the grace of God, participate in the sacramental nature, 

bringing wholeness and healing to situations where conflict and separation are present.  

Yet, being a disciple also recognizes this is not the peace the world presents. People often 

lose their way when they try to derive peace from this world. The world often says to do 

something or identify in a certain way to attain peace. Yet, while there might be peace for a 

moment, it will fade when the next hardship, desire, or trend comes along. The only peace that 

lasts is from God, which leads to a love expressed in authentic relationships, in real communities, 

 
44 David P. Gushee and Glen Harold Stassen, Kingdom Ethics, 24-25. 
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and oriented towards complete restoration. It’s a peace that transcends all human 

understanding.46 Peace acts as a spiral, leading humankind around and upward together into 

spaces never before imaginable. This is the good news, which is not just a message about some 

platonic place called heaven. Rather, it is a proclamation about God transforming the very 

experience of the current world, leading humanity to resonate the experience of shalom back into 

it. It is entering into a peaceful dance with the Creator of all and living in light of the salvation 

God brings. 

In John 20, Jesus is with his disciples on the other side of the crucifixion. They are locked 

in a room out of fear when Jesus appears in the middle of them, saying, “Peace be with you. As 

the Father has sent me, I am sending you. And with that, he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive 

the Holy Spirit.”47 Jesus echoes the sentiments he expressed just a few days earlier to the 

disciples, however now that he is resurrected, his work is about to be inaugurated in a new way. 

The risen Lord’s initial gift to these frightened and isolated disciples is his peace. He graces them 

with shalom through his presence, love, forgiveness, favor, and blessing. However, the peace he 

bestows is also one of extension. Just as Jesus was sent to inaugurate shalom in the world, he 

sends his followers with the gift of the Spirit to extend God’s love and grace to the ends of the 

earth. His disciples are to recall the breathtaking promise of Jesus, that whoever receives the 

ones he has sent are actually receiving Christ himself, and the person who receives Christ is 
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actually receiving the One who sent Christ.48 The disciples are sent, just like Christ, to participate 

in this messianic mission that proclaims God’s love to the world and offers peace to everything 

within it. Overall, the first thing the resurrected Jesus does for his disciples is granting them 

peace. He then sends them to bear witness to this peace that extends outward into all the world. It 

is the extension of salvation. 

One of the most significant ways the disciples can proclaim this Good News is to follow 

in the tradition of God’s people, who orally passed down the stories of God’s desires and 

promises. In this way, the story of God’s faithfulness, love, mercy, grace, and peace was passed 

from one generation to the next.49 Jesus followed in this same tradition and sent his followers to 

do likewise, saying, “Go into all the world and proclaim the good news to all creation.”50 To 

proclaim the good news is to boldly share the story of God’s reconciling love and shalom to the 

world. One of the essential vocations for God’s people is to become storytellers of God’s love, 

presence, and peace. Just as the Word became flesh, Jesus sends his followers to envision His 

body, as God’s people, still living, breathing, and working together to bring peace unto all the 

earth. Since the beginning of this movement, one of the primary spaces this regularly occurs is 

when the followers of Jesus gather for communal worship.  

 
48 John 13:20. 
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Worship Is Rehearsing God’s Story 

Telling stories is what the followers of Jesus did as they formed the early church. 

Professor Michael White shares how these early followers continued this tradition while 

Christianity developed: 

It’s rather clear from the way that the stories develop in the gospels that the Christians 
who are writing the gospels a generation after the death of Jesus are doing so from a 
stock of oral memory, that is, stories that had been passed down…Storytelling was at the 
center of the beginnings of the Jesus movement…as they were trying to keep the memory 
alive, and more than that, trying to understand what Jesus meant for them. That’s really 
the function of the story telling. When we recognize it as a living part of the development 
of the tradition, we’re watching them define Jesus for themselves. At that moment, we 
have caught an authentic and maybe one of the most historically significant parts of the 
development of Christianity.51 
  

As these early followers of Jesus dispersed from Jerusalem, they would continue sharing the 

story of Jesus, circulating it in new ways, places, and amongst people who had never heard it 

before. Eventually, more followers would join the movement and start local churches where 

people could gather for worship, praise, teaching, ministry, and more. The church became a 

place of public testimony that presented people with opportunities to be enjoined, enriched, and 

brought into the community and the Gospel story.  

Worship gatherings brought people together to learn of their shared identity as God’s 

beloved. They empathized and connected with one another through the spiritual experiences they 

also shared. Their stories communicated the divine encounters of peace each discovered as Christ 

was both received and relayed to others in their daily lives. In modern-day context, Anna Carter 

 
51 Michael L. White, “The Story of Storytellers: Importance of the Oral Tradition” 

Frontline, April 1998 https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/ religion/story/oral.html 
(accessed October 17, 2021). 
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Florence calls this “Godtalk.” Within our lives people are to have an active conversation with 

God as a partner in our midst, speaking with God in all places and in every situation. In doing so, 

people shall come across divine experiences and discover opportunities to testify and pass them 

on to others. Similar to the stories found in the Gospels and of the early church in the book of 

Acts, as others listen to these Godtalk stories today, they too might be enjoined into it, 

transitioning “from seeing to understanding, and maybe even believing themselves.”52  

Likewise, the public worship gatherings of Christians today, and the liturgy they entail, 

need to be designed to proclaim the Gospel story in the modern context. James K. A. Smith, in 

his book, You Are What You Love, describes worship as “our immersion in practices and cultural 

rituals that fundamentally shape who we are.”53 Smith argues that worship liturgy, defined as the 

work of the people, has the potential to dismantle worldly narratives and reorient how people 

view themselves and God in the world. It must point towards and draw people into how the story 

of God is being revealed in the world, doing so in a way where its significance does not get lost, 

forgotten, or neglected. A ritual cannot become more important than the story it conveys, nor is it 

to be so diluted that it loses its meaning and importance. Rather, the liturgy of public worship 

gatherings must continuously engage and honor the evolving narratives of the ordinary lives of 

people in order to remain formative, relevant, constant, and true to God’s Story. Liturgy must 

 
52 Anna Carter Florence, Preaching as Testimony (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 2007, Kindle Edition), 1066, 1221, 1551.  
 
53 James K. A. Smith, You Are What You Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit (Grand 

Rapids: Brazos Press, 2016), 23-25. 
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engage what Karl Rahner defines as the “liturgy of the world” as the people begin to see all their 

lives as liturgical, involved in sacred work.54  

Each element of worship can be an active conversation with God, from the call to 

worship to the benediction. One of the most significant moments of the worship gathering is the 

Eucharist and the story it proclaims. Through the blessing and exchange of elements, done in 

remembrance of Christ, the presence and peace of Christ is passed on to the people in a tangible, 

wholistic, inclusive, loving, and unified way. The community participates in the Eucharist to 

remember how they are all called and sent to be who nourishes them. Rather than the Holy Meal 

being proffered as a prize for members, or those who have met certain standards, the Eucharist is 

to act more like a leveling field for all people. It recognizes every person as God’s beloved as 

well as their need for salvation. It proclaims the story of how God’s desire for shalom was 

accomplished through Christ and how it continues to be received and passed on as a gift of grace 

through faith. Every person belongs and is loved for their very human nature, regardless of any 

obligation or work. The Eucharist is meant to be a microcosm, summarizing at one table what is 

true in whole: we are equal in dignity, we all eat of the same divine food, we are all one in 

Christ. Jesus continues to “eat with sinners,”55 just as he did when he was physically on earth. 

Through Communion, humanity is both reconciled and nourished by Christ, as well as sent to 

imitate the gifts they have received.56 This is the power of the story behind one liturgical element 

 
54 Herbert Anderson and Edward Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals, 18-19; 159-60. 
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found in Christian worship, and the Church needs to reimagine other liturgical elements to be so 

bold in proclaiming the Good News again and again.  

Just as God sends Jesus to make peace with the world, Jesus sends the Spirit to continue 

the mission in, through, and around us. The Spirit is constantly bringing shalom, wholeness, into 

the world by mending, healing, redeeming, and making all things new. Therefore, followers of 

Jesus are called to witness and join this beautiful work that continues to be unveiled on earth as it 

is in heaven.57 Public communal worship gatherings are to be places where diverse people 

participate in liturgical practices designed to rehearse, shape, nourish, proclaim, and prepare one 

another to share in this call. Worship becomes a communal proclamation of how God’s beautiful 

and loving story of reconciliation and renewal continues to unfold everywhere in the world. Our 

entire lives are to become sacramental in nature. 

Sacramental Theology 

In the Lutheran tradition, there are two sacraments: Holy Baptism and Holy Communion. 

A sacrament is defined as something Jesus commanded us to do, uses a physical element, and is 

connected with God’s promise, the Word of God, which gives faith. A sacrament is a means of 

grace, a vehicle God uses to drive home God’s love and favor in our hearts and world, and where 

Jesus is present. The elements that are used in Christian sacramental theology (bread, wine, and 

water) remind us that God uses the ordinary stuff of life to communicate something of God’s 

loving presence among us. There is nothing magical about these elements, but when connected 

by faith and Word, the Spirit works in mysterious ways. The elements point to a larger reality 

 
57 David P. Gushee and Glen Harold Stassen, Kingdom Ethics, 96-97. 
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and presence that is beyond our physical sight. These practices remind us that we are not just to 

receive sacraments, rather we are to become them, as well. Through the use of ordinary things, 

mixed with faith, we become the Body that is drawn into the mystery of God’s saving love that is 

constantly at work in the world.58 Sacramental living then, is a way of seeing all creation as the 

means by which we can encounter the grace of the living God and the peace found in the 

presence of Christ. While God exists outside of creation, the Spirit of Christ is simultaneously 

and constantly meeting us in and through it.59 Therefore, what is to prevent anyone from seeing 

every aspect of life as a means of experiencing the grace of God? With this perspective, life is a 

sacred existence where God is constantly at work bringing shalom into the world. Communal 

worship gatherings then become an opportunity for all to proclaim this work, both within our 

public worship and outside of it, as we begin to bear witness to the work of Christ in all things 

for the sake of all things. Life, connected to the Body of Christ, becomes sacramental. 

In her book, A Royal Waste of Time, Marva Dawn identifies what a thriving congregation 

must embody in our postmodern, post-institutional, and pluralistic world. She says,  

The Christian community must deliberately be an alternative society of trust and 
embodied faithfulness to our story and its God. Rather than becoming enculturated and 
entrapped by the world’s values of materialistic consumerism, or narcissistic self-
aggrandizement, of solitary superficiality, and of ephemeral satisfaction, members of 

 
58 Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, “Worship Formation & Liturgical Resources: 

Frequently Asked Questions: What is a sacrament for Lutherans?” 
https://download.elca.org/ELCAResourceRepository/What_is_a_sacrament_for_Lutherans.pdf?_
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2022). 
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Christ’s Body must be Church by [living into] the simple life of hospitality, willingness 
to suffer for the sake of others, communal vulnerability, and eternal purpose.60 
 

Our liturgical worship needs to be participatory, dialogical, diverse, missional, and speak of the 

many tales of God’s beautiful work regularly occurring to reflect what it means to be members of 

Christ’s Body as the Church. Rather than liturgy being viewed as tedious routines without 

meaning, it becomes rituals that enfold people into the sacredness of everything that gives life. 

We are to practice what we receive in Christ, peace in the world, and tell our story through 

worship, proclaiming the Good News of the Gospel to all. 

Passing the Peace in Worship Liturgy 

In the Gospel of Matthew, during the “Sermon on the Mount,” Jesus uses an illustration 

to stress the importance of reconciliation between people. He says, “So when you are offering 

your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something against you, leave 

your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come 

and offer your gift.”61 Each person is to be at peace with all others prior to offering their gift 

before God. In the first century, the only altar at which an offering could have been made was at 

the temple in Jerusalem. While teaching from a hillside in Galilee, Jesus was exemplifying a 

worshipper who had traveled some eighty miles to Jerusalem with an offering, and yet left it 

there to make the week-long journey to Galilee and back to Jerusalem just to make amends with 

another before daring to present the offering at the temple. The point of Jesus’ illustration is to 
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emphasize the importance of being in right relationship amongst God’s people, lest any offering 

that is given to God will be done so in vain.62 

From this illustration is derived a small, but meaningful liturgical element in early 

Christian worship gatherings called Passing the Peace. Its practice in the early church was 

recorded in the Didache, a first century Christian writing offering authoritative instructions on 

matters of moral conduct, liturgy, and church organization. Within this teaching, the Christian 

community is encouraged to “come together on the Lord’s Day, having first confessed your sins 

so that your sacrifice may be pure. Anyone who has a quarrel with his fellow should not gather 

with you until he has been reconciled, lest your sacrifice be profaned.” 63 This describes the 

reconciliatory peace found in Christ through neighborly confession that began as a regular 

practice within the Christian community and public worship. This tradition and the significance 

of reconciliation, being at peace with another, has been carried forward into many public 

Christian worship gatherings today. Passing the peace is intended to be representative of the 

reconciling work taught to Christians through the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Christ. 

It is a summary of the gift given to followers of Jesus in the liturgy of the Word made flesh and 

only possible in and through Christ. Therefore, passing the peace is meant to be a ministry, an 
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announcement of grace one extends to another as they pass to each other exactly what they are 

saying: the peace of Christ.64  

However, in modern worship, the act of passing the peace can sometimes look more like 

a simple moment of hospitality as one extends a friendly hello to those nearby. In the ELCA 

worship formation handbook, passing the peace is described as the moment when the presiding 

minister offers the words, “The peace of the Lord be with you always.” The congregation then 

responds by saying, “And also with you.” Afterward, parishioners are invited to “share the 

peace” with one another. Sharing the peace of Christ, however, is supposed to be far more than a 

sociable handshake, a ritual of friendship, or a moment of informality.  

Like the early disciples, who witnessed the incredible work of the Spirit in their midst, 

passing the peace is more than an acknowledgment of another. It should be an act of 

reconciliation and renewal, a reminder and extension of the ongoing work of Christ in our lives. 

Passing the peace is an announcement of grace one makes to another, a summary of the gift 

given to us in the liturgy of the Word and Sacrament. Peace is an outgrowth of our prayers and 

serves as a sign of our baptismal unity as children of God. “In whatever manner an assembly 

shares the peace, the pastor or other leaders are wise to consider the “what, why’s, and how’s” of 

this exchange and to find opportunities for teaching the meanings of this practice in worship and 

its connection to our everyday lives.”65  
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Passing the peace is a step towards putting the teachings and stories of Christ into action 

as the people are sent to greet one another in worship and the world. As we proclaim peace to 

one another, may we all discover and be reminded of the active presence of Christ within our 

lives, and not just in the places to which it has been traditionally confined. The followers of 

Christ are called to embrace and reflect this peace throughout their lives, mimicking the words of 

the Apostle Paul found in Phil 1:2, “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ.”66 In liturgical worship, this small, but meaningful act of proclamation serves as a 

cornerstone among the Word, Meal, and sending portions of the story which it proclaims. It 

acknowledges the active work of salvation occurring through God’s movement of shalom in our 

world, even in the most ordinary of places and things. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the biblical narrative of God’s peace, found through God’s active presence in the 

world, is deeply woven into Scripture and the stories of God’s people. It was proclaimed by the 

Hebrew prophets, witnessed through the ministry of Christ, and given to God’s people in the 

power of the Holy Spirit through the ages. Followers of Christ are called to live incarnationally 

as they extend the gift of peace to their families, neighbors, communities, habitats, and world.  

The goal of this project is to reinforce that mission, encouraging parishioners to see 

passing the peace as the work of the people, through the overarching narrative of God’s Story. 

People need an opportunity to proclaim the Good News of Christ’s peace discovered and 

witnessed in their lives as a part of public worship. It testified to how a heavenly peace can still 
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be found in what many perceive as the ordinary, secular, or mundane moments of life.67 In this 

way, Christ can be thought of as present in everyone we meet, everywhere we are called to go, 

and in everything we might discover along the way. The goal of sharing stories of peace by 

congregation members during our public liturgical worship is to ultimately chip away at the 

chasm between the sacred and secular worlds in which our lives are often divided. It is more than 

a simple gesture. It is a proclamation that God is actively present in our world, and we are 

blessed to bear witness to and proclaim that God’s work of salvation still occurs around, in, and 

through our lives today! 

 
67 Douglas R.A. Hare, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE CONTEXT FOR KING OF KINGS LUTHERAN CHURCH 

Our Mission Is To Be A Safe Place For Everyone To Explore Faith, Live Beyond Labels,  

And Find Deep-Rooted Community. 

King of Kings Lutheran Church developed this mission statement in 2018, aspiring to be 

the kind of church where anyone can find love, acceptance, and belonging while exploring what 

it means to have faith in God in community. By living beyond labels, we can empty ourselves of 

the divisive and stigmatizing terms that society often imposes upon us and others in order to 

jointly realize our Godly citizenship as God’s chosen and beloved. Our desire is to be a deeply 

rooted community, both in God and in the love and service of our neighbors. Under God’s 

guidance, our church hopes to help our community, neighbors, and world flourish in unity. We 

are a people of all ages and sizes, colors and cultures, abilities and gifts, physical and mental 

challenges, believers and questioners. We believe that “in Christ, all are one.”1 Our church 

community is committed to pursuing justice for all and rejects discrimination and racism in any 

form. Collectively, we are a people who represent and welcome all sexual orientations, gender 

identities, and gender expressions. Together in Spirit, we journey to explore faith and embody 

what it means to love one another as we worship, celebrate, grieve, rejoice, renew, and discover 

our God-given call to serve others.2 

 
1 Gal 3:28 
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The History of King of Kings 

King of Kings Lutheran Church and Preschool is a congregation that officially became 

part of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) on June 13th, 1971. However, the 

vision for King of Kings started a few years earlier when a mission developer was sent to 

Fairfax, Virginia, by the Virginia-Maryland-Delaware Synod. His goal was to “find Lutherans to 

build a church with.” After knocking on countless doors, he eventually gathered ten families to 

begin King of Kings and started meeting in the local firehouse on Sunday mornings. Then, in 

1979, they received a generous donation of farmland at the intersection of John Mosby Highway 

and John F. (Jack) Herrity Parkway. Here, they purchased two doublewide trailers to place on the 

property and regularly met in them for the next decade.  

After significant growth, the congregation built its first building in 1989 that housed a 

sanctuary and education wing. That original mission developer would pastor the congregation 

the first twenty-eight years of King of Kings until his retirement in 1992. Following him would 

be another pastor that would serve the church for the next twenty-two years. It was under his 

leadership that the church exponentially grew to an average Sunday morning attendance of four 

hundred at its peak in 2005. The building underwent three expansions, including adding a 

fellowship hall, sanctuary expansion, and the addition of a preschool. As the suburbs surrounding 

Washington, D.C. expanded, so did King of Kings.  

However, since then, King of Kings has been in a slow but progressive decline. Nine 

years after their peak attendance and following the retirement of their second pastor in 2012, 

Sunday morning attendance had declined by almost fifty percent by the conclusion of 2014. In 

addition, the congregation had accumulated a significant amount of financial debt from the 
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numerous building expansions and their maintenance, over expenditures, and declining 

membership. 

After a couple of years under the leadership of an intentional interim pastor, King of 

Kings would call their current pastor, the Reverend Lynn Miller, in 2014. As she was looking for 

a home to purchase in the area, she would drive through the emerging suburbs of the adjacent 

county. About a twenty-minute drive from the Fairfax location of King of Kings, Loudoun 

County was experiencing immense development, and Pastor Miller’s eyes were opened to the 

potential expansion of King of Kings into this bustling frontier. Furthermore, some members of 

King of Kings were already commuting from this area because the next closest ELCA 

congregation was another twenty minutes away. As a result, Pastor Miller began casting a vision 

to capitalize on the 50th anniversary of King of Kings by starting a new faith community, King 

of Kings Dulles South, located in Aldie, Virginia. She diligently worked with the local Synod, 

drafted a proposal, and prepared the congregation for the opportunity to create a second campus 

in this newly growing suburb of Washington, D.C., in 2021. 

Today, King of Kings Fairfax is around three hundred members. Prior to the pandemic, 

the average Sunday morning attendance was approximately 125 people. The youth and children 

ministry has about twenty-five to forty students regularly participating in their activities. Most of 

the families have a religious background but come from a wide variety of former Christian 

traditions. The congregation is predominantly Caucasian, with a median age of forty-eight. The 

church is known for its strong music programs, special needs ministry, homeless ministry, 

spiritual formation practices, and preschool. Recently, King of Kings began renting out their 

sanctuary space to a Korean Christian Church on Sunday afternoons. Other organizations rent 
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facility space, as well, including multiple addiction groups, Scouts of America, and other 

community organizations. 

The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) was formed in 1988 and is 

currently the largest Lutheran church in North America. It is in full communion with several 

other Christian denominations, including the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), the Reformed 

Church in America, the United Church of Christ, the Moravian Church, the Episcopal Church in 

the United States of America, and the United Methodist Church. Together, these churches 

recognize the authority of each other’s clergy, their performance of the sacraments of 

Communion and Holy Baptism, and the members of each denomination are free to worship in 

the others.3 In addition, the ELCA is a member of The Lutheran World Federation, composed of 

over seventy million Lutherans amongst 142 denominations in seventy-nine countries all over 

the world. Collectively, the ELCA is called to walk alongside others, grow the church, and do 

God’s work of restoring and reconciling communities everywhere.4  

The ELCA is a very broad denomination and contains groups of socially conservative to 

liberal factions with differing emphases on various topics such as liturgical renewal, confessional 

Lutheranism, charismatic revivalism, moderate to liberal theology, and social activism. A Pew 

Research study conducted in 2014 shows how the political ideology within the ELCA is 

 
3 ELCA Website, “Full Communion Partners” https://www.elca.org/Faith/Ecumenical-and-

Inter-Religious-Relations/Full-Communion (accessed February 24, 2022). 
 
4 ELCA Website, “Where We Work” https://www.elca.org/Our-Work/Global-

Mission/Where-We-Work (accessed February 24, 2022). 
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estimated to be 32% Conservative, 41% Moderate, 24% Liberal, and 3% Unclassified. However, 

the ELCA does incline itself towards a more progressive theology. Some of the churchwide 

decisions that portray that include: 1) affirming and ordaining women in ministry since 1988, 2) 

affirming and ordaining people in the LGTBQIA+ community since 2009, and 3) in 2019, 

becoming the first sanctuary denomination, declaring that walking alongside immigrants and 

refugees is a matter of faith.  

Today, the ELCA is one of the largest Christian denominations in the United States. In 

2015, Pew Research estimated that 1.4% of the U.S. population self-identifies with the ELCA. 

The Church is predominantly white (91%), at least a 3rd generation citizen, primarily from the 

baby boomer generation, and is mostly located across the northern regions of the United States.5 

As of December 31, 2020, there were 3.3 million baptized members in the ELCA amongst over 

8,900 congregations that are organized within sixty-five synods in nine geographic regions.6  

Currently, King of Kings is part of the Metropolitan Washington, D.C. Synod, which has 

seventy-seven congregations located within and around our nation’s capital. As of 2017, twelve 

of those congregations were considered growing, thirty-five were considered stable, and thirty 

were considered declining due to having less than fifty people each Sunday. As a result, the 

Metro D.C. Synod launched a New Connections campaign as an effort to connect with three 

thousand new people over the next three years. This included the development of three new 

 
5 Pew Research Center, “Religious Landscape Study: Lutherans in the Mainline Tradition” 

https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-family/lutheran-family-mainline-
trad/ (accessed February 24, 2022).  

 
6 ELCA Website, “ELCA Facts” https://www.elca.org/news-and-events/elca-facts (accessed 

February 24, 2022). 
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churches, one of which was King of Kings Dulles South. As part of the New Connections 

campaign, the Metro D.C. Synod pledged financial support towards the development of King of 

Kings Dulles South for its first three years.  

The Beginning of King of Kings Dulles South 

In 2018, with a vision and promised resources, King of Kings called me to serve as a 

mission developer. In this role, I was to help revitalize the mission of King of Kings Fairfax and 

begin the development of a King of Kings Dulles South (KKDS) in Loudon County. My first 

year of service was spent building relational trust with the Fairfax congregation and starting the 

process towards ordination within the ELCA. I spent significant time re-branding the digital 

presence of King of Kings on social media, live streaming, and their website. 

In addition, I helped re-cast the vision for the development of KKDS. Part of this vision 

was to develop a church community where “None’s” and the “Done’s” might find a safe place of 

belonging and faith exploration. These groups of people represent those who have no affiliation 

with a religion and those who consider themselves done with institutional forms of religion. As a 

result, we developed our current mission statement and revised our vision statement and core 

values. Our vision statement, “Discovering our Call in Community,” embraces a sense of 

discernment while affirming our united call to a higher purpose. Our core values express the 

culture and ethos we hoped to create within KKDS, including curiosity, community, and 

compassion.  

We also used this time to familiarize ourselves with a missional community approach to 

church expansion. This model emphasizes mid-sized groups of people gathering regularly in 

specific spaces to help express the Good News in their lives, community, and neighborhoods. 
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They do this through their practices of communion (centering themselves on God), community 

(sharing life with each other), and co-mission (being sent to serve the world). The liturgy, 

defined as the rhythms and rituals of the community, is designed so the people intentionally grow 

together in discipleship, worship, service, mission, rest, fellowship, etc. The goal is to see the 

places we live, work, learn, and play to be blessed by God’s people participating in God’s 

mission.  

Our missional community model also utilizes a polycentric leadership model. This is a 

collaborative and communal approach that empowers a wide spectrum of leaders. It removes the 

sole dependency on a single person or pastor and instead relies on a diverse and gifted team of 

leaders who share the responsibility for the church.7 In 2019, KKDS started with a five-member 

leadership team, who began to pray, imagine, and discern where God was leading us to begin our 

first missional community. Today, our leadership team consists of six members who continue to 

use their distinctive abilities and viewpoints to lead our community diligently and faithfully. 

At first, the missional community of KKDS started at a local restaurant, where we met 

once a month on a Sunday morning for brunch and faith-based conversation. As attendees 

gathered around tables, we distributed conversation starters and question prompts to encourage 

discussions. To conclude, we had a brief recap and benediction. This continued for four months 

until the restaurant politely, but unexpectedly, let us know they needed the space for their 

expanding regular clientele. 

 
7 JR Woodward, Creating a Missional Culture: Equipping the Church for the Sake of the 

World (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2012), 55-57. 
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We ended up transitioning into the fellowship hall of a county-owned senior center on 

Sunday evenings. For the next nine months, we experimented with our monthly church liturgy by 

hosting various types of gatherings on each Sunday of the month. Some of these gatherings 

included spiritual formation, family events, story-telling nights, worship gatherings, or dinner 

church. On the whole, this was a wonderful time of discovery that enabled us to learn about 

developing a vibrant and well-rounded church culture offering diverse opportunities for spiritual 

growth and fellowship in community.  

Nevertheless, over time we discovered that Sunday evenings posed a significant 

challenge for many of our families with school-aged children. As a result, our leadership team 

decided to make a transition back to Sunday mornings, beginning Easter Sunday, 2020. Our plan 

was to begin meeting in the cafeteria space of a local elementary school, Goshen Post E.S., in 

Aldie, Virginia. However, the worldwide pandemic would shift our gatherings to be completely 

online via Zoom and Facebook Live for the months ahead. 

As with many congregations, the pandemic had a significant impact on the development 

of KKDS. Missional communities rely heavily on building personal relationships and the ability 

to meet together regularly. This became extremely difficult to do during a pandemic that 

constantly forced people into isolation and politically polarized our region. While our transition 

to a digital environment was necessary, it did not provide the ideal connectivity, camaraderie, 

and community.  

Eventually, in the fall of 2020, we began gathering in-person every other Sunday at 

Goshen Post E.S. On Sundays, when we did not meet in person, we remained completely online. 

This continued until our leadership team decided to gather every Sunday at Goshen Post E.S. in 



 

52 
 

the fall of 2021. Today, our average attendance is around twenty-five to thirty people in person, 

and we continue to maintain our digital presence by streaming our gatherings via Facebook Live. 

Our Journey Along The Way 

 As we began to gather weekly at Goshen Post E.S., we knew that we wanted to sustain 

the diversity of our worship experiences for our community. To date, we have been successful in 

offering a variety of formats. For instance, presently, we host a Brunch Church every fourth 

Sunday of the month, and weather permitting, we meet for worship outdoors in a pavilion 

overlooking a nearby pond. Additionally, we host an Expressions of Worship gathering quarterly 

where we visually or physically worship God, including through contemplation, spiritual 

formation practices, music-based performances, and creating artwork.  

 On occasion, we also host a gathering we call Cross Connections. These are opportunities 

meant to strengthen relationships among various aspects of faith, curiosity, culture, and 

community. This might include deepening our fellowship internally by celebrating our graduates, 

veterans, fathers, mothers, or teachers and students. On other occasions, these gatherings are 

intended to create connections beyond our community by partnering with other organizations to 

hear about the incredible work they are doing to contribute to the overall good of the world. In 

the past, we have partnered with a local food pantry, soup kitchen, mental health organization, 

LGTBQIA+ advocacy group, Lutheran children’s camp, humane society, and homecare network 

as well as the administration of Goshen Post Elementary School. In 2020, King of Kings helped 

start the Dulles South Neighborhood Closet, an independent non-profit organization helping 

recycle and provide clothing to anyone in need locally. These connections introduce and 

encourage our attendees to participate in ways that love, nurture, and care for others. 
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 Outside of our Sunday morning gatherings, we began volunteering one Saturday a month 

from March through November at a local non-profit farm that has over one hundred fifty acres 

completely designed and dedicated to the support of the food insecure. Volunteers, including us, 

help the farm produce and donate over 145,000 pounds of fresh produce and protein to food 

distribution agencies.8 This has become a vital and important part of the liturgy for KKDS as we 

get our hands dirty while spending time in fellowship and working to serve those in need.  

 Our church also began a hiking community that meets once a month. During our hike, 

our group will pause for a brief devotion that often incorporates physical embodiment or a 

breathing exercise as prayer. This group has been a life-giving way for our community to 

regularly venture outdoors and experience spirituality amidst God’s creation, especially during 

the pandemic.  

King of Kings has also partnered in several ways between the two campuses, such as 

joint worship gatherings, book studies, church-wide picnics, care for others, mission trips, and 

our recent 50th anniversary celebration. Early in 2022, King of Kings became a Reconciling in 

Christ (RIC) congregation. Together, this joint journey helps us discover what it means to ensure 

the welcome, inclusion, celebration, and advocacy for people of all sexual orientations, gender 

identities, and gender expressions. In addition, we committed to work for racial equity and to 

eliminate discrimination of any kind. 9 These collaborative opportunities have created unity and 

 
8 The JK Community Farm Website, “About The JK Community Farm” 

https://jkcommunityfarm.org/about/ (accessed February 24, 2022). 
 
9 Reconciling Works Website, “Who We Are” https://www.reconcilingworks.org/about/ 

(accessed February 24, 2022). 
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fellowship across our campuses as we seek to support one another and love our surrounding 

community. 

Our Locale 

Loudoun County is about forty-five miles west of Washington, D.C., in the suburbs of 

Northern Virginia. As of 2021, Loudoun County was the number one county in the country for 

median household income at $142,299, a ranking it has sustained for over ten years. Contributing 

to that is a highly educated workforce and one of the lowest unemployment rates in the region. In 

addition, Loudon ranks fourth in the U.S. News & World Report for the healthiest community 

nationwide, based on health factors such as length of life and quality of life, behaviors, clinical 

care, socioeconomic status, and physical environment. 10 It is also ranked as the safest county 

within the national capital region in a survey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau that reported 

97% of Loudoun residents feel safe in their neighborhoods; 95% feel comfortable in Loudoun’s 

downtown and commercial districts, and 89% feel safe overall.11 

Loudoun is also the fastest-growing county in Virginia, with more than thirty new 

residents joining Loudoun County every day. This has led to a population increase of over 30% 

since 2010. Contributing to its growth is its proximity to Washington Dulles International 

 
 
10 Dan Burrows, “The 10 "Real" Richest Counties in the U.S.” Kiplinger, 

https://www.kiplinger.com/real-estate/603232/the-real-richest-counties-in-the-us (accessed 
February 27, 2022). 

 
11 Loudoun Economic Development, “Loudoun County Sets the Standard on Safety and 

Peace of Mind” https://biz.loudoun.gov/2021/07/30/loudoun-county-safety-and-peace-of-mind/ 
(accessed February 27, 2022). 
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Airport (IAD), numerous major high-tech employers, and being home to some of the largest data 

center markets in the world. It is estimated that about 70% of all daily global Internet traffic 

travels through Loudoun County thanks to the numerous global industry leaders that call it home, 

such as Amazon, Verizon, Google, Facebook, and Salesforce. 12  

Given the demand for workers with advanced degrees in often highly specialized 

industries, it follows that Loudoun residents are well educated and frequently foreign-born. It is 

estimated that nearly one in four Loudoun residents were born outside of the U. S. and more than 

a third speak a language other than English at home.13 Based on recent historical trends, 

Loudoun County will most likely become a minority-majority county within the next decade.14 

This diversity has also contributed to the assortment of faith traditions and pluralism within the 

county. While Christianity remains the predominant religion, one study conducted in 2010 

estimates that more than 60% of the population considered themselves to have no religious 

affiliation.15 

 
12 Benjamin Freed, “70 Percent of the World’s Web Traffic Flows Through Loudoun 

County” Washingtonian, September 14, 2016, https://www.washingtonian.com/2016/09/14/70-
percent-worlds-web-traffic-flows-loudoun-county/ (accessed February 27, 2022). 

 
13 Dan Burrows, “The 10 "Real" Richest Counties in the U.S.” Kiplinger. 
 
14 Loudoun County Department of Finance and Budget, “2020 Decennial Census: Race and 

Hispanic or Latino Ethnicity in Loudoun County, Virginia” October 12, 2021, 
https://www.loudoun.gov/DocumentCenter/View/167158/Race-and-Hispanic-or-Latino-
Ethnicity (accessed February 27, 2022). 

 
15 Association of Religious Data Archives, “County Membership Report: Loudoun County” 

https://www.thearda.com/rcms2010/rcms2010.asp?U=51107&T=county&Y=2010&S=Name 
(accessed February 27, 2022). 
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The enormous amount of development, population growth, and diversity have created a 

lot of significant changes in a very short timeframe. These changes can especially be witnessed 

in the Dulles South region of Loudoun County, where KKDS has its second campus. This region 

is primarily set within two zip codes: 20152 and 20105. Goshen Post E.S. falls within zip code 

20105, where the total population has increased by over 900% since 2000. During that same 

time, the number of households increased eightfold, increasing the population density per square 

mile significantly.16 Major residential development continues to take place with large densities of 

single-family and townhome communities. Accordingly, the median age of the population 

dropped almost ten years as more families with children moved into the area.17 Due to the 

enormous population growth of children within our zip codes, the county has had to build six 

new schools within the last ten years, Goshen Post E.S. being one of them. Furthermore, the 

diversity of the population within these two zip codes has changed drastically, as well. 

According to the U. S. Census Bureau, in 2000, the White population accounted for close to 80% 

of the population, whereas today, that population only composes 48%.18 Overall, our county and 

zip codes have experienced drastic change and growth over the last two decades, and the trends 

are expected to continue.  

 
16 USA.com website, “20105 Zip Code Historical Household and Family Data” 

http://www.usa.com/20105-va-population-and-races--historical-household-and-family-data.htm 
(accessed February 27, 2022). 

 
17 USA.com website, “20105 Zip Code Historical Household and Family Data.”  
 
18 U.S. Census Bureau, “ZCTA5 20152 Populations and People” 

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=ZCTA5%2020152%20Populations%20and%20People&ti
d=ACSDP5Y2019.DP05 (accessed February 27, 2022). 



 

57 
 

Contextual Challenges 

KKDS faces several contextual challenges, with many of those related to the worldwide 

pandemic. Attempting to develop a new church campus utilizing a missional community model 

that relies heavily on personal relationships during a time of fear, isolation, disease, and constant 

anxiety has been enormously challenging. The pandemic has caused tremendous hardship and 

strain on many families as they were forced to navigate a constantly changing environment. That 

coupled with the socioeconomic transformation of Loudoun County has created a sense of 

people being in constant transition. As a result, many residents are seeking ways to find stability 

and normalcy by reducing newness. This poses a challenge for a church campus that is just 

trying to establish a presence in an unfamiliar way with a small number of participants.  

 In addition, finances pose a significant challenge. Amidst the pandemic, the additional 

funding from the New Connections campaign of the synod ended. Therefore, currently, the 

combined two campuses of King of Kings do not have any additional sources of funding and are 

still grappling with the financial debt accrued from previous historical expenditures. While the 

church was able to benefit from public-private partnerships funding during the pandemic, King 

of Kings will require growth in order to sustain its current operating budget in the future.  

 The diversity of Loudoun County and the recent political climate have also posed a 

source of immense difficulty. Living within the shadow of Washington, D.C., and with many 

residents working for the government, the initial lens through which many people view the world 

is a political one. Loudoun County has been the focus of several controversial national headlines 

recently due to topics like critical race theory, refugee resettlement, mask-wearing, and gender 

equality. In addition, the images from the terrorist attacks on the Pentagon from September 11, 
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2001, still haunt the minds of longer-term residents. The result is a very polarizing and tribal-like 

climate, where pockets of prejudice, anger, hate, and racial tension often simmer underneath the 

surface.  

The affluence of the residents also lends itself to an extremely competitive culture, 

including prevalent judgmental and social comparisons. Neighbors very easily flip between 

being seen as friends or rivals. Similarly, status is often highly coveted, measured by the 

accumulation of possessions, titles, and power. With that comes a demanding work life balance 

as people typically have long commutes, are overextended, and enjoy very little free time. The 

schedules of the children usually guide and influence the calendar of the entire family.  

Unfortunately, while Loudoun boasts the highest median income in America, studies 

show how it has some of the most lackluster charitable giving in Virginia. The typical U.S. 

household donates 3% of its income to charity, yet Loudoun residents typically only donate 

1.9%, despite their substantial prosperity. Many factors most likely contribute to this. Newly 

settled residents are often more inward-looking, focused on household systems, commutes, job 

satisfaction, and personal quality of life. Typically, residents living in homogenous 

socioeconomic communities often give less because they do not encounter or regularly see the 

need. Loudoun also has an extremely high cost of living, and many have accrued significant debt 

from student loans, family obligations, and owning multiple homes.19 Overall, author Bryant 

 
19 Amaarah DeCuir, “The Numbers Behind the Faces of Loudoun: A Meta Analysis of Our 

Community’s Social Sector Landscape,” https://communityfoundationlf.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/04/Profiles-of-Loudoun-April-2019.pdf (accessed February 24, 2022). 
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Myers, poses this relevant question, “In a modern West that is wealthy and less religious, what is 

the mission strategy for the rich and secure?”20 

Contextual Opportunities 

Some of the contextual challenges presented also pose some potential opportunities for 

KKDS. For instance, with the large numbers of family households moving into the area, it makes 

sense to build and develop vibrant children and youth ministries. Children can often be the 

lifeblood of a congregation and engaging them can also lead to building relationships with their 

parents. KKDS also meets in an elementary school with numerous children, families, and staff to 

engage. While we have been contributing in several ways to help support the school 

communities, such as providing gift cards for identified families for the holidays, delivering after 

school snack “backpack buddies” for children, and hosting appreciation days for the 

administration and all staff, additional opportunities may present themselves in the future. 

While diversity can present a challenge, it also offers an opportunity to build bridges by 

learning from and growing with one another. Partnering with other churches and organizations 

has the ability to expose KKDS members to the diversity of religious groups, beliefs, and 

beneficial organizations within our local neighborhoods. Recently, we celebrated a Cross 

Connections gathering with a relatively new soup kitchen, whose director is Hindu. As part of 

our celebration, we incorporated some readings from the Vedas as a way to understand her 

beliefs and why she felt led to secure a kitchen and food truck that provide freshly prepared 

 
20 Bryant Myers, Engaging Globalization (Mission in Global Community): The Poor, 

Christian Mission, and Our Hyperconnected World (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 
205. 
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meals to anyone in need. There are many ways we can seek to break down the polarization and 

tribalism presented within our region.  

The wealth of Loudoun’s residents often covers up a lot of the emotional, mental, and 

physical stressors. People may feel as though they need to present their best selves in public. 

KKDS offers a space where people can find authentic, vulnerable, and real community. It is 

exhausting trying to display a false reality every day, and, coming out of a pandemic, people are 

starving for healthy, life-giving, and holistic relationships. There is a chance to offer neighbors a 

safe place for them to be themselves while being enriched through generous friendships, loving 

compassion, and mutual care.  

Interestingly, a lot of the residents describe themselves as spiritual even though they 

indicate “None” on surveys inquiring about their religious status. Many consider themselves 

done with organized religion but are still willing to engage the divine and discuss faith with 

others. KKDS is in a great position to connect with this population and present opportunities for 

spiritual growth. Missional work within our community often reveals that several residents have 

a limited view of the Bible. Their knowledge is often restricted to whatever they learned as a 

child or to what they read on the Internet. KKDS intentionally strives to create the culture, 

environment, and community to help people wrestle with faith openly and authentically with 

others and then apply what they discover to their daily lives. 

Finally, while the needs of the community are often concealed, KKDS has found some 

healthy ways to bring them to light so they can be recognized, addressed, and restored. Our 

Cross Connection partnerships have met with many local organizations that are serving and 

caring for a wide variety of populations. Author Frederick Buechner, in his book Wishful 
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Thinking, shares how “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the 

world's deep hunger meet.”21 As we recognize the deep hunger surrounding us, perhaps we will 

discover additional ways God is leading KKDS and others to fulfill our mission. We have an 

opportunity to not only help people discover how God calls them to contribute to the overall 

good of society, but to actively participate in that work repeatedly as partners. Participation 

within our community can even help counter the fast-paced, status-driven, and competitive ways 

of life in which Loudoun residents are typically engrossed.  

Research Methodology 

 In light of these challenges and opportunities, the goals of this project are to help 

encourage parishioners to see liturgy as the work of the people and envision themselves 

immersed in the story worship conveys. I also hope to enable participants to move beyond our 

society’s sacred-secular divide by seeing the active presence of Christ in their everyday lives. 

These goals are a step towards helping our church create a culture and environment that will aid 

in people seeing themselves immersed within a completely different tradition. They will find 

themselves living within God’s Story. 

As a result, what follows is an explanation of a qualitative research project that explored 

and reimagined the liturgical act of passing the peace with a group of laity at our Dulles South 

campus of King of Kings. This project will analyze how the experience of crafting and sharing a 

story of peace in a liturgical public worship gathering impacted the participants in light of the 

desired goals. I expected to learn how the crafting and sharing of personal stories of encountering 

 
21 Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Seeker's ABC (San Francisco: HarperOne, 

1993), 118-19. 
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the peace of Christ within liturgical worship may help shape people to discover the sacred in 

their daily lives. If they anticipate finding the peace of Christ in the world, then they might be 

more inclined to identify the sacred in the places society often deems secular. Consequently, the 

hope is for parishioners to realize and appreciate how the story and sacredness of liturgical 

worship regularly reforms them to experience the presence of Christ in their everyday lives. 

Plan for Evaluation and Reporting Findings 

The research data was collected and analyzed to look for common threads and themes 

within the responses of the participants to assess if there were any shifts in their understanding of 

concepts such as worship, liturgy, sacred, and secular. The first interviews analyzed the 

participants’ initial understandings, and the next two interviews evaluated if any changes had 

occurred because of the project. Useful research literature related to this project included 

Qualitative Research by Tim Sensing22 and Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice23 by Mary Clark 

Moschella. Moschella’s methods of data coding were useful in analyzing and interpreting the 

interview responses as well as gauging how a researcher might influence the conversation. In 

addition, these resources were particularly helpful in crafting a volunteer consent form, 

understanding quality survey questions, and assessing the results. Altogether, this qualitative 

research process explored how sharing a story about the peace of Christ in liturgical public 

worship may create a connection with the sacredness of ordinary life. 

 
22 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of 

Ministry Theses (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2011), 180-236. 
 
23 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice (Cleveland: The Pilgrim 

Press, 2008), 141-236. 
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I plan to share my findings with the staff, church council, and Dulles South leadership 

team of King of Kings Lutheran Church. The results of the project will help evaluate the 

participatory nature of our worship liturgy, the story it conveys, and the impact it has on the daily 

lives of the participants. This report will also be available to the participants, as well as any 

member of the church body. In addition, I’d also like to author a book in the future, exploring the 

potential creative energy found in postmodern liturgical public worship, as well as the overall 

role liturgy plays in the life of the church. This project furthered my understanding of the 

purpose of public worship, as well as the use of liturgy to shape and mold people towards God’s 

mission of shalom for the world.  

Ongoing Influence 

I intend to use this project as a starting point to assess how public worship liturgy, and the 

story it conveys, reorients parishioners to their sacramental presence within Christ in the world. 

If liturgical storytelling can be used as a spiritual practice to help parishioners see themselves as 

participants in God’s unfolding realm on earth as it is in heaven, then it could become an integral 

part of our ongoing public worship. In addition, the findings may inspire rethinking other aspects 

of liturgical worship to help reorient laity to their sacred work in the world. While this project 

has a limited focus on passing the peace, there’s potential for it to expand into other areas of 

ministry, as well. In addition, this project utilizes oral storytelling as its form of communication, 

but there are many other artistic ways to convey a story and our participation in the realm of God 

within public worship, such as dance, painting, music, and poetry. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

EXPERIENCING THE PEACE OF CHRIST 

This project explores how the sharing of personal testimonies during passing the peace in 

public worship gatherings by various community members will impact their understanding of 

sacred and secular, as well as assess the intention behind liturgical worship to immerse people in 

the active story of God in daily life. What follows is a description and analysis of this project, 

beginning with the initial individual interviews of all eight participants, followed by a review of 

their post-worship individual interviews, and concludes with a report on the Group Interview. 

The individual interviews are presented one question at a time with the responses from the eight 

participants included in the analysis. The group interview information is examined as a 

facilitated conversation and includes responses from the participants, as well. The final analysis 

of the project based on my evaluation of the data collected will then be summarized.  

 I began each individual interview by reviewing the IRB Informed Consent Form and 

Explanation of Research and provided an overview of the process, timeline, and the expected 

involvement of each participant throughout the project. I also reminded each participant that I 

would be recording each interview using Zoom, but the recordings would remain within my 

personal files on my password-protected laptop. In addition, I informed them that I would be 

taking notes during the interview, which might lead to them being quoted within the project 

report. However, each participant would remain anonymous throughout the entire project. 

Therefore, all participants will be identified as a ‘participant,’ and the pronouns used will be 
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they, their, and them. Finally, per university requirements, all the materials discussed above will 

be stored at Mercer University for three years after completion of the research project. 

Pre-Storytelling Interviews 

 The following is a description and analysis of questions that were asked during the initial 

interview process. The first question I asked each participant was, “What role does worship have 

in your life?” My intention was to get an understanding of what each person considers worship 

as well as the role it plays in their life. Immediately, several participants jumped to the idea of 

worship as the weekly public worship gathering King of Kings has on Sunday mornings, 

including many referencing worship as church. One participant described how “worship is when 

we go to church with family.” Worship was identified as the place where they find comfort, 

conversation, prayer, and belonging. However, one participant expressed how they considered 

worship more of their informal times of conversation, prayer, and connection to what is beyond 

them. Similarly, another participant referenced worship as a practice they do throughout the 

week, whether it was reading, singing, taking a walk, or praying. Another participant shared how 

they considered worship as everything. On the whole, the responses were very mixed. The most 

common words that appeared throughout their responses included church, prayer, and God. 

Several expressed the importance of worship. One participant described worship as “constant 

and mandatory in my life. I need it. I want it. I seek it.” Many of the reasons that worship was 

described as vital included the feelings that worship provided to the participants. “It’s when life’s 

distractions are kind of taken away, and I'm able to just really spend a little clear time with God 

during the prayer.” “If I don’t worship, it is like I am just kind of floating out there. Worship is a 

chance to connect with family and others who are seekers on this journey.” “Having that 
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relationship with a higher power is very comforting. It's a really good feeling.” “Worship is my 

main drive for everything.” In the end, the consensus definition of worship seemed to be a place 

where people connected with God and others through methods that brought them comfort, 

goodness, joy, encouragement, self-improvement, peace, and gratitude. That place was 

predominantly referred to as “church” and often referenced our Sunday morning public worship 

gathering.  

 The second question I asked each participant was, “What connections do you notice 

between worship and what you love?” The intention of this question was to gain a deeper 

understanding of how worship, as defined by the participant, connects to what or whom they 

love in life, and vice versa. The answers to this question varied drastically from physical 

activities like weightlifting to our ability to come together to sing, learn, or pray. I really enjoyed 

how one participant rephrased this question saying, “I think what you're saying is what are the 

parts of life that really give life?” Many responses to this question centered around family, 

friends, and loved ones. In times of loss or caregiving, worship allowed them a way to connect, 

find peace, be given strength, and even discover joy amidst their grief. “Worship is being with 

the people you love as well as those who you might find hard to love on occasion.” One 

participant described how worship can be done in isolation but will lose its meaning if the 

isolation is prolonged. Another common thread everyone expressed was how public worship 

connects them to their love of being with others. They love the communal aspects of praying, 

singing, grieving, learning, and simply being with people. One quote that aptly describes many 

of the responses to this question was, “Worship points you in the direction of God, and it points 

you up and out towards those things that God loves.” 
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 The first request I made was, “Describe some or your favorite aspects of worship.” My 

intent was specifically to discover what they enjoyed about public worship. If worship was able 

to connect them to God and people, what explicitly did they feel were some of the most 

significant elements? Almost every aspect of our liturgical public worship gathering was listed 

by at least one participant as their favorite aspect. This included the announcements, music, 

Lord’s Prayer, Eucharist, Scripture lessons, children’s time, homily, and post-homily discussion. 

The only elements of our typical liturgy that were not mentioned included the confession and 

assurance, offering, dismissal, and, ironically, passing the peace. Almost all of the responses 

touched upon the existential aspect of public worship, such as the feelings and emotions the 

different parts of the liturgy often evoke. One participant commented about the “sense of 

community [found in worship]. There’s an understanding that it's more than just you and God, 

but you are sharing these moments with other people.” Another participant shared, “A lot of 

[music] conjures up things from another time, which just can really bring back things and move 

you.” Reflecting on the participatory nature of our public worship gatherings, one participant 

said how they love “the openness of worship. It's also one of the scary parts of it, too. It’s 

opening yourself up and sharing some of your deepest feelings with other folks.” In addition, 

worship was described as a space that helps one center themselves. “Today, there's so much that 

we do that we race from one thing to the other, and we really don't stop to think. To have a space 

at least once a week to kind of sit down and think things through…a little more deeply, and then 

kind of reflect on it in the next couple of days, I think is good.” Finally, two comments suggested 

how worship connects us to something beyond ourselves. “It’s making those connections with 

the afterlife,” and “The presence of God is my favorite part of worship.”  
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 The fourth question I asked each participant was, “What significance does worship have 

in the way you live out your faith?” I wanted to discover how public worship impacted the ways 

in which the participants perceived themselves following Jesus in their daily lives. The dominant 

theme throughout many of the responses included the teaching and preaching during public 

worship gatherings. This was especially true if it connected with something going on in their 

own lives. One participant shared, “meaningful worship connects, and then challenges me to go 

forth in a certain way. It either brings me peace about a direction that I seem to be heading, or it 

calls me up on something, calls me up on where I might be falling short, what I need, or where I 

need to go.” In addition, another participant shared that if worship “touches something that I'm 

already involved in, in some way, and then gives me some direction, or pushes me forward, or a 

reason for joy, or a reason for looking deeper into what I could be doing,” then it impacts their 

faith. “I think the reflecting on the Scripture passages helps me put in context my behavior, my 

attitudes, my thought processes, and say, ‘Am I living what I want to be living, and is it reflected 

in how I am?’” During this project, the sermon series was reflecting on the intention of God’s 

diversity, and one participant shared how any “teaching related to diversity and valuing others, 

valuing everyone…pushes you in that direction. It is beneficial to all human life because [all life] 

has value.” One participant mentioned how public worship reinforces their desire for outreach 

and evangelism. They shared how meaningful it was during an awful period in their life and their 

desire to bring in additional people so they might share in their joy. For the most part, public 

worship was most often expressed as a place where people expect to be taught and have it impact 

their lives in Godly ways. 
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 Next, I asked each participant a set of questions, including “What comes to mind when 

you hear the word liturgy? Is there anything you appreciate about liturgy? Are there things you 

do not appreciate about liturgy?” My goal was to understand how people defined the word 

liturgy and based on their response, understand what they like or dislike about it. The responses 

to the first question ranged extensively, but most of the participants defined liturgy as a script or 

framework for a public worship service. Examples of liturgy included everything from the 

teachings, repetitive statements, dialogue, declarations, and responses, to the Gospel lesson. One 

participant said that liturgy is “what the service is going to consist of, who it is going to involve, 

and what the theme will be about.” This seemed to come the closest to the actual definition of 

liturgy as the work of the people. The responses each participant shared regarding their 

appreciation or dislike of liturgy also varied significantly. Some people enjoyed the 

repetitiveness and traditions that a more formal liturgy establishes, while others expressed a 

distaste for having such a scripted or formalized order of public worship.  

One of the more unique conversations involved the former vocation of one of the 

participants as a nun. In this role, they described liturgy as a way of life. It did not speak to them 

as much, however, because it felt so disconnected from the outside world. They continued to 

describe how the liturgy found within KKDS, including our monthly hikes, volunteer work, and 

other activities give more life to the liturgy of public worship. “If it was just, ‘Oh, here's where 

we go on Sunday,’ then we don't connect at all with the people.” Rather, because there is 

additional time spent with the people, “then coming to the liturgy or coming to the service has so 

much more meaning.” In essence, they were able to communicate one of the core ideas behind 

this project simply based on their participation in the life of the church already. 
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 My sixth inquiry was, “What does the ritual of passing the peace mean to you?” My goal 

was to understand what significance they thought the liturgical element of passing the peace has 

in a public worship gathering. Responses to this question varied significantly, especially due to 

the impact of COVID 19. During the pandemic, our practice of passing the peace in public 

worship consisted of looking around at one another and saying hello from a distance. 

Consequently, one participant noted, “I do not think that [passing the peace] has meant as much.” 

Along the same lines, another participant shared, “It isn’t a meaningful part of the service, 

because you aren’t really connected to [another person] before or after.” However, some 

participants reflected beyond our pandemic conditions, and many shared how passing the peace 

is an opportunity summarized by one as, “Go out and greet your neighbors around you, and let 

them know ‘I'm glad to see you.’” One participant described the passing the peace as “sharing of 

the love of God and the sharing of love of one another with those around you. It’s recognizing 

that I’ve got this great group of people surrounding me here that I have a relationship with, and 

here we are going to start worship together.” Likewise, two other participants described how 

passing the peace is an opportunity to share God with those around you. “It’s kind of reminding 

everyone that God is there with you.” “The only source of peace is actually from God, so it is 

God within and passed on to other people, so that God is within them. It's a well-wishing.” 

Largely, the responses were very diverse and included some deeper and more theologically 

supported thoughts than I anticipated; however, the primary response was one of greeting and 

saying hello to one another.  

 The seventh question I asked participants was, “What role do stories have in your faith 

and life?” Since the project included the sharing of a testimony during passing the peace in a 
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public worship gathering, I wanted to get an idea of how each participant understands the 

importance of storytelling as a part of their faith. As expected, everyone described storytelling as 

very influential and significant in their lives and faith. Many called stories essential. One person 

shared how Biblical “stories just speak to God's power and God's ability, being in control of 

everything because [God] created all of it. Sometimes relating [ancient] Scripture to today's 

times is really important.” Another shared how “hearing about other people's faith and how a 

particular [event]… helped them get through a particularly difficult time, helps me relate to a 

particular facet of faith. As you learn what things influenced their life, you try to integrate other 

people’s stories into yours.” A constant theme was how stories help them understand their faith, 

saying, “[Faith] stories are beneficial, because, ultimately, stories generally indicate that God 

values people and God is present…That can also ring true in testimony, as well.” Likewise, 

another participant shared how stories “really get to the heart of things. They are more than just 

chit-chat as they develop connections and provide meaning to [life].” Predominantly, it was 

obvious that stories, whether they are Scriptural, testimonial, or conversational, have a 

significant role in the lives and faith of each participant. 

 The next set of questions helped provide an understanding of how each participant 

defined the terms sacred and secular. The first question was, “What does the word sacred mean 

to you, and could you describe some things that you consider sacred?” The objective was to 

identify how each participant perceives something as sacred in their life. The words many of the 

participants used to define sacred included: God’s presence, set aside, valuable, important, 

special, unapproachable, beyond reproach, top secret, and unaltered. The examples they provided 

of sacred things included worship practices, church, shared values, prayer, money, family, 
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vacations, happiness, memories, and health. Each participant expressed various things as sacred 

because, whether they were tangible or intangible, they had significant meaning or value to them. 

For instance, one participant described a moment when, “I was praying in earnest to feel God's 

presence, and I feel like, literally, God came to me in that room in a more physical feeling way 

than some of my other prayer times. That to me was a really sacred situation.” 

Several participants also defined the Eucharist as sacred, because it is “something to be 

protected because of its importance, and carried forward, so that others get a chance to witness it, 

to participate in it.” Another participant shared how the “netting or structuring of people, clergy, 

and congregations” is something sacred. However, two participants referenced all of life as being 

sacred. One said, “It is being in God’s presence. You find [sacredness] in a person that you 

encounter with a certain presence about them or a walk in the woods, prayer, meditation, etc.” 

Likewise, the other participant described “how you treat others” as sacred. In general, the 

definitions of sacredness expressed a variety of things to which each participant placed immense 

importance and, apart from two participants, it was often relegated to a particular time, thing, 

ethic, experience, or moment. 

 I followed up that question by asking each participant, “What does the word secular 

mean to you, and could you describe some things that you consider secular?” The two 

participants that saw all of life as sacred immediately shared how they do not view much of 

anything as secular. One mentioned that if they had to define secular, they’d identify it as “the 

nuts and bolts of life…but is still under the purview of God.” Likewise, the other participant 

shared how they “see both the sacred and the secular under God…I have a hard time defining the 

difference because I see them running into each other. The secular is where I live…it’s where a 
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lot of people live, but it's not any less sacred.” Given these responses, it affirmed these two 

participants were already starting within a sacred framework for all of life, which ties into one of 

the primary goals of this project. As a result, this project cannot move them towards a counter-

cultural worldview they already have. However, it might deepen or reinforce their 

understandings. Some of the other participants did not have a clear definition of secular, and 

others described their jobs and everyday life such as paying bills, music, and political and civil 

societies as secular things. One participant described how secular is anything “that is without, 

necessarily, the influence of religion” or “out of the realm of the church.” Another described 

secular as “things that are outside of faith.” These are very contemporary definitions of secular 

and one of the interpretations of terms this research project will endeavor to change or influence. 

The hope is for this project to help them discover a much narrower definition of secular and a 

much broader definition of sacred.  

  I ended up asking one additional question that is not included in the Initial One-On-One 

Interview Questions found in Appendix E. I felt clarification was needed to show if worship 

influenced the participants’ definitions of sacred and secular. Therefore, I asked each participant, 

“Has worship played a role in how you define sacred and secular?” The responses helped refine 

some of the earlier responses. For instance, some participants considered if something they had 

previously thought to be secular could be included in a public worship gathering, a space many 

thought of as sacred. One participant described how the setting helped define whether something 

was sacred or secular. Similarly, another participant shared how sacred and secular are more 

subjective and open to interpretation than they originally thought. Another participant shared 

how their definition of sacred had become narrower over time as it relates to things that are 
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untouchable, unchangeable, or ritualistic. In contrast, they shared how “almost anything can be 

wrapped into worship, I feel like you've done a good job of teaching us that…You taught us 

church isn't just where you are Sunday mornings, church can be anywhere, and so, I think, it 

definitely plays into [what is considered] sacred.” Likewise, this complemented another 

participant's response, “I believe that if you basically set the church apart from the main [life], 

you're going to have this strong sense of behaving one way in church and going away and doing 

whatever you want otherwise. There must be kind of a healthy look at the connection between 

the sacred and the secular. Why not be who you are in both situations?” From their responses, it 

became clear that just by posing this question, it began to help each participant start to think 

critically about and possibly be open to redefining what they considered sacred or secular.  

 My final question to each participant was, “Is there anything else you would like to say 

based on our conversation?” Many of the participants did not have any additional questions or 

comments that pertain to the analysis of this project. Many questions pertained to the timeframe 

of sharing their story in an upcoming public worship gathering. Overall, the interviews provided 

a solid understanding of how each participant defines worship, storytelling, liturgy, passing the 

peace, sacredness, and secularity. They opened the door for each participant to think critically 

about liturgy, worship, and how they define sacred and secular. Also, the individual responses 

identified how two of the participants already perceive all of life as sacred. As a result, the 

starting point for these participants is beyond the typical and current cultural sacred-secular 

divide, which is connected to one of the goals of this project. Therefore, I hope to assess whether 

this project reinforces or changes their beliefs in any way. 
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Post-Storytelling Interviews 

 After each participant had an opportunity to share a personal story in a public worship 

gathering while passing the peace, I followed up with a one-on-one interview via Zoom within a 

week. The list of  questions I used to conduct the interview is shown in Appendix G. The 

following report is a description and analysis of the questions asked during the interviews with 

each participant. 

 The first request I made to each participant was, “Describe your experience crafting and 

sharing the story of passing the peace in worship.” I wanted to get an understanding of their 

overall experience sharing their story in a public worship gathering. All of the participants 

described it as meaningful, and they were glad they had the opportunity. Almost all the 

participants described how their selection of a story brought back a flood of fond memories and 

emotions. Many of the stories involved a place of suffering amongst the participants, but it was 

at that point when God met them amidst their grief in a profound and unique way. One 

participant described how sharing their story was “relieving as well as liberating. It was 

comforting when I looked out into the people that were there at worship to just see how, on their 

faces, you can tell, I felt that they were feeling for me and what I experienced. They were happy, 

I think, for the peace of Christ in my story, on how I came to realize how Christ gave me peace 

through [my experience].” Another participant described how crafting and practicing their story 

leading up to their sharing is what fed their spirit the most. They were constantly reminded that 

week how God had been present in their life through rehearsing and preparing to share their 

story. Each participant was not only grateful to share their story within public worship, but for 

the experience of remembering what the ongoing peace of Christ feels like.  
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This led to the next interview question, “What significance, if any, did preparing to share 

your story of peace have on the rest of your week (Monday – Saturday)?” My intention was to 

understand how a public worship gathering in which they shared might affect or shape the daily 

lives and routines of the participants. What was significant about many of the responses was how 

each participant spent time reflecting on their personal story of peace. They expressed how 

preparing to share their story made them remember God’s presence and peace at a specific time 

within their life. Many of the participants shared how, during their weeks, they were thinking 

about how often they might forget or neglect God’s presence, which is constantly with them. 

One participant shared that whenever they were stressed that week, they remembered the 

Scripture verse they planned to share as part of their story, and they felt a sense of peace come 

over them. Another participant said, “It was on my mind every day, just basically refining [my 

story], but also just reliving the experience I had gone through…with people in my family and 

friends. But being quiet and just stopping and listening and experiencing, which is actually what 

I did while writing down my thoughts.” Another participant expressed how this exercise forced 

them to pause and be present in the moment saying: 

That's right. That's how I did this. I stopped for a while. I've always thought that you get 
busy, and you stay busy, and you put yourself out there, and sometimes it needs to be the 
exact opposite. So as every day went on, I actually felt a little more at peace with 
[slowing down]…I actually read my Bible a lot more. 

 
Another participant shared how preparing to share their story provided “added thought to what's 

important to you, what brings you peace. You obviously think about, how do I achieve that better 

in my life? [You] give it more thought… afterwards.” Similarly, another participant said, “for a 

good week, I didn’t listen to music [while driving]. I would just reflect on my story, and how 
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Christ granted me peace.” One participant made a comment that preparing to share their story 

“made me think of people more as valued by God and trying to present that God is with them.” 

The impact of sharing their stories forced them to re-engage a divine experience in their lives and 

brought those feelings of well-being, mindfulness, and peace into the present. It is as if all the 

participants had engaged in ‘Godtalk’ throughout their weeks because of their preparation.  

 I followed up that question by asking, “What about the opposite? Did your Monday-

Saturday have any significance on your Sunday worship gathering experience?” My intention 

was to see how their lives outside of public worship impacted their experience within it. One 

participant commented how they carried the weight of the world’s crisis into worship with them 

that Sunday morning, including thoughts about Afghan refugees, hurricanes, wildfires, and 

flooding. However, sharing their personal story of peace was an immense reminder that “God is 

still in control.” In addition, another participant shared why they got so emotional sharing their 

story. In sharing their story, they’d felt the release from carrying a long-term burden with them 

that had stood in the way of their relationship with God. They were reminded of their faith and 

how God continues to be with them. Another participant shared how significant their Sunday 

experience was because of the larger connection they felt to others. They mentioned how they 

felt like, “I don't really know the people. I don’t know anybody. I know people through [my 

partner], but it's beginning to feel like, well, I know people that I can just go up and talk to now. 

So, it was a significant step forward for me in terms of feeling at home.” For the most part, 

people expressed a deeper connection to God, to worship, and with the people in attendance that 

morning.  
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 The next question I asked each participant was, “Could you describe your understanding 

of passing the peace again?” This was asked to help analyze how their perception or 

understanding of passing the peace had changed since our initial conversations. Overall, the 

general perception of passing the peace amongst the participants changed significantly. It went 

from being a simple greeting or friendly gesture to the building and revering of relationships that 

exist throughout our lives, especially with God. One participant shared how passing the peace is 

“valuing the idea that God is with you and them and reinforcing that thought.” Another 

participant said, “It is reaching out to others around you in your physical community, and kind of 

acknowledging each other and supporting each other.” Likewise, another shared how: 

You don't necessarily know what the person that you're looking at, making eye contact 
with, or waving to, or smiling at, or whatever, you don't really know what's going on in 
their lives at the moment. It could be that they really need many people recognizing them, 
and validating them, and just being there for them. I think through passing the peace, you 
develop that fellowship. It's not just a friendship. It's really a fellowship of Christians 
under God. 
 

Another participant mentioned how passing the peace is expressing “through my words what I 

have experienced, and how I found peace” and letting someone else know that “everything's 

going to be alright.” It is acknowledging “that there is a higher power, or higher being, that is 

sending you a message.” That message is, “God is with us. It is passing that realization, faith, or 

hope, on to another person.” Finally, another participant likened passing the peace to the 

tradition of namaste. “It is the spirit of Christ in me greeting the spirit of Christ in them.” 

Overall, I witnessed the definition of passing the peace move closer towards that of experiencing 

shalom amongst many of the participants. They sensed that there was more to this one liturgical 

element and how this one aspect of worship expressed a story in itself. Passing the peace was the 
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expression and experience of goodness, acknowledgment, value, faith, and fellowship with God 

and others. 

 I was curious and so questioned each volunteer, “Why did you feel that story of passing 

the peace was the one to share?” Largely, most participants said they knew almost immediately 

which story they were going to share. In the words of one participant, “there are certain events in 

your life when you go, and you [experience] peace. You sense it. This is the one that came to me 

most strongly.” Many of the participants expressed a similar feeling, including how their story 

was one of the more meaningful experiences of their life and when it felt right. One participant 

shared how “all the experiences, when it comes to my faith and my belief in Christ, in God, and 

the afterlife, that's the only one that I could think of that was positive. It was a negative thing 

initially that happened to me, that turned into a positive.” Another person expressed how their 

story was “literally a turning point in my life when someone passed their peace on to me 

unexpectedly and at a time [that] I needed it most.” Most interesting about these responses was 

how each participant knew their story had to reflect something good. Their words expressed how 

healing, joy, and peace were present when they experienced something “as it ought to be.”  

 To help assess the project’s impact within worship, I also asked, “What significance or 

meaning do you think crafting and sharing a story of passing the peace had in worship?” Many 

of the participants expressed how their shared vulnerability brought a more personal and deeper 

connection amongst them through telling their stories. One participant mentioned, “there was a 

part of me that was shared with them, and maybe they are more comfortable talking with me 

now.” In addition, another participant shared how personal testimonies express “how deep faith 

runs and how it really directs their lives. It gives you an additional connection to them, or it gives 
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you an additional feeling of strength to be surrounded by so many faithful followers. I think in 

my case, it's also given me an idea of who I can turn to when I am in a situation of need, either 

for emotional support or just prayer support.” Similarly, another participant expressed, “I think 

anytime that you can bring something personal, something that you have found that has helped 

you, it plants a seed.” This idea of a seed speaks to the untapped power and potential a story can 

have within public liturgical worship and of our encounters with the divine in our daily lives. 

Likewise, one participant shared, “I think [the stories] speak to the truth that God and Christ are 

real.” 

 The next set of questions helped determine if the participants’ definitions of worship, 

liturgy, or passing the peace changed because of the project. I asked them, “How did this 

experience influence your understanding of worship? Liturgy? Passing the peace?” Ironically, 

most participants said that their definitions did not change significantly. One participant shared 

that this new element just seemed like “a natural part of the culture of the church to build 

community.” Another participant continued their thoughts on how worship, liturgy, and passing 

the peace were all about “planting seeds” of change and newness. Through this, we’ve all 

“learned how God is present and how God is known in various ways in people’s lives. It's a new 

understanding, but it's also a reminder - we should be constantly looking for opportunities to 

share our stories, to share our faith, to actually share the peace that we get from having Jesus, 

God, and the Holy Spirit in our lives.” Another participant expressed how they can envision 

liturgy more than just a routine because it is “deeper than that, by sharing moments where we've 

experienced God's grace in our lives.” Similarly, another stated, “There are many ways to 

celebrate God, and Jesus, and all that good that happens in the world and has been done in the 
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world. This is just one more way through personal storytelling.” In addition, one participant 

shared how they “always knew about these stories. I just didn't realize that I had a story that was 

relatable to the other stories in the Bible.” While most of the participants stated their definitions 

of these words did not change, their responses communicated differently. It appeared that some 

of the participants had their understandings of worship, liturgy, and passing the peace broadened 

because of this project. One participant aptly expressed what I sensed in most of the responses, 

saying, “There are many different ways we can worship. This, for me, is just kind of a 

continuance of that.” 

 Attempting to assess one of the project’s goals, I asked each participant, “How did or 

could this experience influence your understanding of sacred and secular?” Once again, many of 

the participants expressed how their understanding of sacred and secular did not change 

significantly. One participant did modify their definition of sacred to include things they 

considered valuable and cannot be replaced, such as family and loved ones. However, two 

participants did share how this experience made what they had previously perceived as sacred 

and secular more nebulous. One of them stated, “There is more of an overlap of the spiritual life 

invading into our secular life.” The other participant shared how: 

There’s kind of a blurring of the lines now. [The sacred] can be something in our regular 
lives or our ‘secular lives’ where you're helping someone out who's in need, or you're 
going to [volunteer] on a community farm, helping them produce food that's going to 
feed people…So, I guess the old understanding of it had a very clear dividing line, but 
you know, that isn't necessarily the case anymore, at least in my opinion. 
 

These two participants expressly stated how this project helped change the way they understood 

sacred and secular. Previously, there was once a clear division between these two worlds, but this 

project has helped create a space where the sacred is and can encroach on what they previously 
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perceived as secular. As indicated in the pre-interviews, two of the participants already 

understand all of life to be sacred, however, both expressed how this experience reinforced and 

deepened that belief. 

 The final set of questions I asked each participant included, “Was this a meaningful 

experience for you? Would you do it again? Would you suggest others do this? Why or why 

not?” By and large, everyone said they would share a testimony again. They expressed how 

meaningful it was to not only share their stories but to hear the stories of others. One participant 

concluded, “I think one significance is that every one of the stories is going to be unique, and yet 

all of the stories, I think, will bring us to the importance of realizing God as our resource for 

peace.” Another person shared how hearing the stories of others helped “me realize I wasn’t 

alone in my experience. To hear their stories just reinforced that there is a higher being, there is 

an intervention, God and Christ, if you have that faith and belief.” Another participant expressed 

how “the peace of Christ [is] something that has occurred to you [and] that you really truly can't 

explain, but you do have a story to tell about it, that maybe is relatable, and it is mine to share.” 

Finally, one participant offered that “whether we are valued, whether we consider ourselves 

storytellers, whether our stories may seem a little disjointed, our stories of God speak to how 

every person is valued, and I think they are important to hear. All should be given the 

opportunity to tell their story.” At the end of the individual interviews, many participants 

continued to articulate why they and others should participate in this experience. They expressed 

how this project communicated God’s provision, the dignity of all people, the significance of 

being in fellowship, and our need to proclaim and listen to one another’s stories because within 
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them is found God’s desire for peace. Predominantly, the participants expressed and experienced 

God’s desire for shalom collectively.  

Concluding Group Interview 

 The group interview occurred after all the participants shared their testimonies of peace 

during a public worship gathering. All participants were able to meet online via Zoom, but one 

participant had to leave the group interview early due to a prior commitment. The point of the 

group interview was for each participant to share their individual responses with each other and 

potentially learn from their shared experience. However, the format of the group interview 

quickly morphed into more of a conversation between participants as they responded to one 

another. I continued with this format while occasionally directing the conversation towards the 

Group Discussion questions found in Appendix H. Below are parts of the conversation and an 

evaluation of the discussion. 

The most common theme throughout the entire group conversation was connection. 

Initially, the participants conveyed how they felt more connected to one another and the 

congregation because of their participation in the project. One participant shared how, “…a lot of 

times we rub elbows with a lot of people at church, but we don't really hear where some of their 

faith comes from until they share their own testimonies.” Another participant reflected how there 

is “something really great about seeing other people make themselves so open and vulnerable. 

You know it's kind of trusting within the group to be able to share such a personal story.” 

Likewise, another participant shared, “When I hear these personal stories, I feel like I can relate 

more, and it's more relevant to me. I feel like I'm more engaged in listening to those stories in 

worship.” Two participants, who are not official members of King of Kings, but are active within 
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our church community, shared similar sentiments. One said, “even though I'm not an official 

member of the church, I feel like I'm an official member now just by sharing my story and 

hearing all of your stories, too. I feel more connected to all of you than I do to the Catholic 

Church that I officially belong to.” In addition, another participant shared this profound thought, 

“I feel [this experience] also gives us strength of connection moving forward, so for any kind of 

future needs, any kind of future joys, it gives us that…family feeling amongst our congregation. 

Someone else’s joys have become even more so my joys, as well, and someone else’s peace.” 

Overall, the participants expressed how their individual stories became communal stories that 

created a connection and established deep bonds within the community. Your story became our 

story through our communal worship, as each participant vulnerably shared how they 

experienced the peace of Christ in their life.  

 I followed up this discussion by asking, “Did this renewal or revision of passing the 

peace in our worship liturgy develop any connections beyond our typical Sunday morning 

experience?” My intention was to allow the participants to express how they found themselves 

engaging their faith and seeing the sacred beyond our traditional public worship gatherings. One 

participant shared, “I actually saw how difficult it is to make liturgy meaningful to everyone 

because of how they pursue God and how they seek [God] is so different.” Another participant 

shared how their understanding of liturgy was starting to shift: 

Instead of going through specific ceremony or motions, you're sharing something of your 
own thoughts, your own day, your own ‘where you are’ at that moment, you know the 
crises you might be facing, or just issues in your life. You're sharing something personal 
of you, and I think that's what people want in a community, right, it’s that vulnerable and 
authentic sharing. 
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Many of the participants were nodding their heads in agreement with this response. Along these 

lines, another participant expressed the journey they had experienced with KKDS thus far: 

I used to think of church [in a] very Catholic fashion, which is it's Sunday morning and 
you're inside this really elaborate church. I think you’ve challenged us to think about it 
differently, and church isn’t necessarily a place. It's getting together and doing things 
together. Now, I think that the [liturgy] is how we get to know each other better. Like our 
hikes and harvesting together, it’s having the conversation with each other while we're 
doing the work. 
 

Another participant added to this response by saying: 

Worship doesn't have to be once a week for an hour. Worship can be every day of the 
week by yourself personally. For me, after I experienced my story passing the peace, I 
felt more connected. I felt I was talking more to God and Jesus and my mom and 
everyone else that has a personal connection with me that is no longer here on earth. You 
know, I felt like, why do I have to wait until Sunday at 10:00 o'clock or 8:00 o'clock to go 
to church to have more of a connection with those people? Why can't I do it anytime of 
the day, any day of the week? That's what really had an impact on me after sharing my 
story. 
 

Overall, the participants were communicating how their experience within public worship were 

impacting them outside of it. They found themselves coming together to share something 

personal from the liturgy of their daily life and expressed it in public worship. Liturgy had 

shifted from a simple checklist or order of public worship into something like an ongoing 

conversation with other people while they did things together inside and outside of the typical 

Sunday morning worship gathering. In addition, passing the peace became something that 

influenced the relationship one participant had with God as they found themselves regularly 

talking with God and Christ outside of public worship. The idea of worship expanded, from 

being just a weekly hour-long gathering, into something that can be done and experienced every 

day. One participant fittingly stated, “Throughout the rest of that week, after hearing someone 

else’s stories, I was kind of looking for those moments with God more frequently in the coming 
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week. It kind of heightened my, I don't know what the term is, but I was looking for those 

moments more frequently than I think I would have, had I not heard those stories.” The story that 

liturgical worship conveyed was influencing the way people found themselves engaged in their 

faith during their day-to-day lives. The participants may not have perfectly defined liturgy as the 

work of the people, but they certainly envisioned themselves immersed in the story that public 

worship conveys.  

 At this point, I asked about the influence this project may have had on their 

understandings of sacred and secular. One participant shared how, in the past, they felt distant 

from corporate religion saying: 

[I had] a feeling of just [being] alienated from church, in general, but just to be able to 
share with people and have that connection to your life outside, was very profound. What 
I tend to do is a lot of me and God. My daily life is about me and God, but this is a 
chance to share in a deeper level outside in community with others. 
 

What they were expressing was the former division they felt between their daily life and church 

life. Previously, they felt more sacredness outside of the church. They experienced God more in 

their daily life rather than in public worship gatherings of the church. However, this experience 

brought back that connection between the sacredness of daily life and public worship. Another 

participant reflected on how the entire life of Jesus was sacred: 

Jesus didn’t just stay in one place or show up at a certain time. He [was with] so many 
people from different walks [that] we don't even know about all of them, but He would 
listen to their stories [and tell his own]…The women that he encountered, the children, 
the lame, I mean you can go on and on. He accepted everything all the time, morning, 
night. I just keep thinking in terms of outside the church. That's what I want to be able to 
do, not just at 10:00 o'clock on Sunday morning. When I leave here, Monday morning, 
Friday night, whenever, wherever, however. I just believe that we need to be more like 
Jesus was. 
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All the participants were in nonverbal agreement by nodding their heads. One participant 

concluded that prior to this project, their definitions of sacred and secular were “very 

delineated…secular was outside of these bounds and sacred was inside. I think as we moved 

through this, it is showing us that maybe those lines are much blurrier, certainly, than I thought 

they were before.” It is clear from these responses that this project succeeded for most of the 

participants to move beyond our cultural sacred-secular divide by seeing the active presence of 

Christ in their everyday lives and in public worship. The blurring of the lines between the sacred 

and secular is confirmation that at least some of the participants were moved to begin seeing the 

sacred in the places the world often defines as secular. 

 Towards the end of our group conversation, I asked everyone, “Would participate in this 

project again?” All participants either agreed by nodding their heads or giving a thumbs up. One 

participant shared, “I just feel like I have a greater connection with all of you now just through a 

single story that you shared…and the power of that story.” The theme of connection that began 

our group conversation ended up concluding it, as well. Overall, the participants successfully 

shared how this project deepened and strengthened their connection to one another, to God, to 

public worship, and to seeing the sacred in their everyday lives. After thanking them for their 

involvement in the project, I ended the conversation.  

Liturgical Worship as Work of the People 

 The first goal of this project was to encourage parishioners to see liturgy as the work of 

the people and envision themselves immersed in the story worship conveys. In assessing whether 

this project achieved this goal, I decided to break it into two separate but united subgoals. The 

first subgoal examines if participants saw liturgy as the work of the people. The second subgoal 
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assesses if they saw themselves immersed in the story of liturgical worship. I begin by analyzing 

the first subgoal.  

While I do not think this project helped parishioners specifically define liturgy as the 

work of the people, I do think it helped the participants critically think about the role liturgy has 

in their lives, within public worship, and in the church. The difficulty in defining liturgy is 

understandable as it is not a word many are familiar with unless they have regular involvement in 

public worship practices, development, or ideas. As I mentioned at the very beginning of this 

project, I see the failure to understand liturgy as more of a breakdown of the Church and its 

neglect to inform parishioners of its importance. As a result, I did feel the need to define liturgy 

as the work of the people towards the end of our group interview. I did not want the participants 

to leave this project without understanding how beautiful and formative liturgy can be within the 

church, public worship, life, and society. Prior to sharing the definition, none of the participants 

had identified liturgy as the work of the people.  

However, after I shared the definition, I think it gave some of the participants a chance to 

think of liturgy from a different perspective. One participant mentioned: 

I think you’ve challenged us to think about it differently, and church isn’t necessarily a 
place. It’s getting together and doing things together. Now, I think that work with the 
people is how we get to know each other better. Like [volunteer work]….is also about 
having conversation with each other while we’re doing the work. 

 
After hearing the definition of liturgy in conjunction with the project, this response infers how 

this participant began thinking about how our church has a monthly liturgy. It includes activities 

throughout the month such as nature hikes, volunteer projects, devotionals, sharing meals, and 

communal worship. This monthly liturgy is designed to direct the lives of the participants 
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towards a holistic journey of discipleship that involves their minds, bodies, and spirits. The time 

spent together through the month creates a fellowship of those following in The Way of Jesus. 

Another participant shared, “I feel like [work of the people] kind of helps add to the atmosphere, 

just by showing our outer works [as some of the] best stuff for our lives.” In essence, liturgy, as 

the “stuff” that we do, has the ability to shape and contribute to some of the best “stuff” abundant 

life has to offer.  

In the end, while this project did not specifically lead people to define liturgy as the work 

of the people, I do believe it did open the participants to the concept of liturgy as something 

beyond their former understanding. In the pre-interviews, liturgy was referenced as the 

teachings, repetitive statements, dialogue, declarations, responses, or Gospel lesson. Even before 

I shared the definition, one participant expressed liturgy as planting a seed. Surmised in this 

definition is the ability of liturgy to birth, shape, and grow something new. Likewise, liturgy 

developed into something that does not just occur within public worship, but throughout the 

church and in their daily lives. They began to view liturgy as something that can define who they 

are as a people.  

The second subgoal was whether the participants saw themselves immersed in the story 

of liturgical worship. I believe this goal was successfully met to an extent. I asked each 

participant whether sharing a story of peace during worship impacted the rest of their week. 

Many of the participants expressed how their Sunday morning experience had a direct impact on 

the rest of their week. In addition, many of the participants shared how hearing stories from other 

people also affected them throughout the week. They felt more deeply connected to the lives of 
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one another, and they also felt more rooted in their faith by praying, reading the Bible, talking 

with God, and reflecting upon where God has been present in their lives. 

One participant shared how they listened to all the Facebook Live recordings of the other 

participants’ stories during the week prior to their sharing and immediately felt a deeper 

connection to their own faith and worship. This same participant also shared how for a few 

weeks, they did not listen to music during their commute to and from work. Instead, they just 

remembered how Christ had granted them peace. They talked with God, former saints of their 

lives, or commuted in silence. Another participant shared how reliving their experience of peace 

reminded them to slow down, pause, pray, and enjoy the present moment. Still, another 

participant expressed how the Bible verse they were planning to share as part of their story was a 

constant help to them throughout the week when they felt stressed or anxious. Additionally, one 

participant shared how just reflecting on this one story, about experiencing the peace of Christ, 

made them consider and recognize the continuous presence of God throughout their life. It was 

obvious that the story of liturgical worship was helping the participants engage with God’s active 

presence in their daily life. 

Ultimately, public worship is intended to express the ongoing work of God’s salvation in 

the world. It is a story that is conveyed through our praise, music, confession, assurance, prayers, 

Word, Eucharist, thanksgiving, and in the lives of God’s beloved people. Each participant had a 

role in proclaiming this story by sharing their own testimony of shalom. It became clear that 

when a person becomes invested in proclaiming this story through one element of liturgical 

worship, then the story takes on greater significance in their daily life. In essence, they became 

immersed in the story of salvation that the work of the people proclaims through public worship.  
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However, I started off by saying this goal was met to an extent. This is because I am not 

sure of the long-term effect this had on the day-to-day lives of participants. Liturgy is meant to 

be repetitive, so it continually shapes the lives of the people for the long term. This project was a 

short-term experience, and one-time experiences often quickly lose their impact. While I remain 

hopeful of the long-term influence this project has on the participants, I believe its initial impact 

will fade over time if it is not sustained. Parishioners will need a variety of ongoing, intentional 

opportunities to be personally involved in leading portions of our liturgy in public worship and 

other gatherings. Much like a drama, worship liturgy must be rehearsed and repeated so its 

performers can continue to believe, participate in, and proclaim the story. After analyzing the 

data, I believe the participants successfully saw themselves immersed in God’s story found 

within liturgical worship. 

Breaking Down Barriers 

 The second overall goal of this project was to enable participants to move beyond our 

cultural sacred-secular divide by seeing the active presence of Christ in their day-to-day lives. I 

believe this goal was successfully met as several participants expressed how the line between the 

sacred and secular became a lot more blurred than it had been prior to the project. Although there 

was no clear delineation, I believe this project was able to ‘move the needle’ for many of the 

participants to see the sacred breaking into the spaces and places typically defined as secular 

based on current culture. I interpret the lines being blurred in a similar way that the Celtic 

tradition expresses ‘thin times’ or ‘thin places.’ Author Timothy Joyce expresses it this way: 

[It is] to sense the passionate presence of God in all of life. It is to find God in the 
ordinary events of life, love, eating, working, playing…It is also to perceive that time and 
place do not separate us from what we ordinarily do not see and sense. The ancient Celts 
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believed that the other world was always close to us and became apparent in the ‘thin 
times’ and ‘thin places’ in which the veil that usually obscured them was lifted.1  

 
In essence, in that place or time, the veil between heaven and earth became so thin that it almost 

disappears, and God’s beauty glimmers through. They are the instances in our lives when the 

gates and walls, which attempt to hold back the glory of shalom, become so weak that the shroud 

between the sublime and earthly becomes translucent. These are moments of Transfiguration, 

when the in-credible realm of God bursts through to be witnessed, felt, absorbed, and admired. 

At the same time, two of the participants initially shared that they see all of life as sacred. 

Since moving towards this perspective was part of the intention of this project, they did not 

significantly add to the overall assessment of the cumulative positive change seen in the 

participant group. However, both participants did express how their participation in this project 

deepened and strengthened their beliefs. As a future follow-up, I would like to discover what 

initially helped them get to this perspective in their own faith journey because it is not one that I 

have found many people share or live accordingly.  

 Initially, many of the participants did not have a very clear understanding of sacred and 

secular, which in hindsight makes sense. Our modern culture shapes us to believe we are all 

living within a very secularized world, and these words have very religious connotations to them. 

This explains why many of the participants described sacred as a structure, experience, or 

something set aside, valuable, important, unapproachable, unaltered, and special. The words 

participants used to describe secular included their jobs, everyday life, music, politics, and civil 

 
1 Timothy Joyce, Celtic Christianity: A Sacred Tradition, a Vision of Hope (Maryknoll: 

Orbis Books, 1998), 154. 
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society. A couple of the participants provided the standard definition of secular as something 

“that has no religious significance” or “is outside of faith.” My goal, however, was to help them 

move beyond what society dictates as sacred and secular towards discovering how the presence 

of Christ can be found in even the most ordinary and mundane places, making them sacred.  

During the Post-Interviews, I discovered that several participants researched the 

definitions of sacred and secular on their own. By familiarizing themselves with these words, 

they began to understand what things they consciously or unconsciously placed into each 

category. While many of the participants expressed how their definitions for sacred and secular 

had not changed, I do believe the project challenged them to consider what places, things, and 

activities they defined as either sacred or secular. One participant shared how “There is more of 

an overlap of the spiritual life invading into our secular life.” Another said: 

There’s kind of a blurring of the lines now. [The sacred] can be something in our regular 
lives or our ‘secular lives’ where you're helping someone out who's in need, or you're 
going to [volunteer] on a community farm, helping them produce food that's going to 
feed people…So, I guess the old understanding of it had a very clear dividing line, but 
you know, that isn't necessarily the case anymore, at least in my opinion. 

 
These two participants expressly stated how this project began to change the way they perceive 

what is sacred and secular.  

One of the participants expressed this same sentiment during the group conversation, and 

I noticed that many of the other participants nodded in agreement. I asked another participant to 

share why they agreed. Their response brought the life of Jesus into perspective. They reflected 

how his life, which they inferred as being sacred, was spent regularly with the people. He dined 

with them, shared stories with them, listened to their needs, taught them, healed them, and shared 

life with them. A lot of that happened “outside the church and that’s what I want to be able to 
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do.” Their response implied how they often considered church the event they attend once a week, 

but the life they witnessed in Christ was so much broader than what many consider church today. 

Like Jesus, there is a desire to move towards seeing everything they do as sacred. It’s a 

perspective that is moving towards seeing the active presence of Christ in their day-to-day lives. 

While I do not feel every participant explicitly expressed a shift towards seeing the 

presence of Christ in their day-to-day lives, I do believe the divide between what each participant 

identifies as sacred and secular is no longer as clear-cut. Their participation in this project helped 

them recognize the presence of Christ outside many of the things they initially described as 

sacred, which resulted in them no longer seeing the secular in the same way. While their 

testimonies were not an initial component of the assessment, they all expressed how each one 

experienced the peace of Christ in the world. One discovered it as they were able to spend some 

time with a loved one before they joined the saints of heaven. Another found peace while taking 

a prayer walk on the shoreline of a lake. The lyrics of a song brought another participant peace 

during a challenging season of their faith. Still, another found peace in the conversations and 

encouragement with a friend during a time when they felt distanced from God. One member 

shared how a Scripture verse constantly encouraged them and even provided another peace when 

they shared it with a friend. Another person described how they are not completely at peace with 

one aspect of their life, but they have continually experienced moments of clarity and 

understanding along the way. Someone else shared a story of finding peace through a birthmark 

described as an “angel’s kiss.” Finally, the father of another participant had unexpectedly joined 

the saints of heave the week prior, and yet they incredibly testified to how they still can witness 

the peace of Christ in their life. Altogether, the variety of beautiful ways in which these 
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participants experienced the peace of Christ testifies to incredible ways God is present in all of 

our lives, as well as how God is continuing to bring peace into the world. That alone is a witness 

to the sacredness of all life.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

TO WHAT END DOES OUR LITURGY POINT? 

In their book, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals, authors Herbert Anderson and Edward 

Foley point out how humanity often utilizes stories to help design, express, or substantiate the 

things they have come to believe. These narratives help define how they perceive themselves, 

others, and the universe in which they live. People then express these worldviews by 

participating in ways and practices that depict their particular orientation to the world.1  

However, author James K. A. Smith describes how humanity does not just create these 

ideologies in a vacuum. They are significantly shaped by the liturgies already surrounding them. 

All kinds of cultural rhythms and routines act as rituals that function as pedagogies that are not 

simply things humanity does. Instead, they do something to humanity. They unconsciously affect 

and viscerally reshape their desires, narratives, and identities.2 For instance, Smith shares how 

the liturgy of “consumption induces in us a learned ignorance. In particular, [the liturgies] do not 

want us to ask, ‘Where does all this stuff come from?’ Instead, they encourage us to accept a 

certain magic, the myth that the garments and equipment that circulate from the mall through our 

homes and into the landfill simply emerges in shops as if dropped by aliens.”3 His point is this 

consumeristic ideology that many U.S. citizens find themselves living within is intentionally 

 
1 Herbert Anderson and Edward Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals, xix. 
 
2 James K. A. Smith, You Are What You Love, 22-31. 
 
3 Ibid., 32. 
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made invisible. Companies do not want their consumers to recognize how this way of life is 

unsustainable and selfishly lives off the backs of those in the majority of the modern world. The 

American way requires such massive consumption of natural resources and cheap labor that it is 

impossible for this way of life to be universalized. It is the opposite of God’s shalom.4 Rather, 

what the liturgy of the American dream points toward is an individualized and privatized version 

of a good life that is vastly different than what God’s shalom demands. 

 Therefore, this project was like taking a liturgical audit of our lives. Americans find 

themselves immersed in a considerable number of liturgies both knowingly and unknowingly. 

However, unlike corporations, we want God’s Story to be fully visible by proclaiming, 

practicing, and witnessing it everywhere that life can be found. This project challenged the 

competing liturgies of what James K. A. Smith describes as our secular age that defines, 

relegates, and confines what many consider to be sacred.5 Without being challenged, it will be 

extremely difficult for Christians to visualize the sanctity of anything outside of what 

contemporary culture defines as sacred. Instead, we must discover and rehearse ways that 

temporarily remove, reset, and reform us to be people living within an otherworldly story. This 

regular immersion is critical if we are to see our entire lives as something consecrated and 

commissioned for more than a temporal reality. That is what this project reinforced. Through the 

reimagination of one liturgical element in worship, these participants were able to envision 

themselves living a more sanctified existence within God’s Story. 

 
4 Ibid., 53. 
 
5 Ibid., 53-55. 



 

98 
 

Critiquing the Story 

While my conclusion points towards the success of this project, there are a few things I 

would consider revising or amending. Seven of the eight participants volunteered to participate 

in the research project by responding to my electronic invitation, and I asked one additional 

person to be a participant. By virtue of inviting people to participate, the majority of the 

volunteers self-selected themselves, possibly because they were willing and comfortable enough 

to take part. Perhaps, this was because they were more at ease with public speaking, trusted me 

enough, or recognized my need for people to volunteer. Conversely, there are probably many 

reasons some potential participants did not express interest. For example, they may have felt 

insecure about public speaking, they are shy, or maybe they are just more private people. While 

there could be innumerable reasons why someone may not have volunteered, it might have been 

helpful to offer a more open-ended or broader invitation. I could have personally invited more 

individuals to participate or changed the invitation in a way that could have eased potential fears 

or concerns. Potentially, this may have added to the diversity of participants more than a system 

dependent upon willing volunteers. Fortunately, the group was fairly representative of the 

diverse ages, genders, family arrays, employment statuses, interests, and religious backgrounds 

of the current KKDS laity. 

Part of the research analysis also involved asking participants to define words with 

religious implications as an attempt to assess the impact of this project. In the beginning of this 

research project, however, I recognized how James K. A. Smith perceives North Americans as 

living in a secular age where the religious realm is being squeezed into smaller and thinner 

places. Perhaps, this is why it was initially perplexing for some participants when asked to define 
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the words liturgy, secular, and sacred. Rather than asking participants to define these religious 

terms, it might have been better to ask questions such as: What do you consider the work of the 

people in worship? Where do you see God today? Where don’t you see God today?” Where do 

you see yourself in God’s Story? Although, part of the intention of this research project was to 

push back against the notion that society is living within a secular age by investigating how 

people define terms with a religious context. Therefore, by asking participants to define terms 

like sacred and secular, it inevitably piqued their interest. Many of them researched the 

definitions on their own time and began to think about the implications of those definitions 

critically. Perhaps this aided in achieving the objectives of this research project. 

 Additionally, I would not have asked as many questions during the interview process. 

Some questions such as, “What role do stories have in your faith?” helped provide data 

regarding the project but were not as pertinent in assessing the overall goals of the project. Also, 

one of the interview questions was a little confusing to some of the participants. “What role does 

worship have in your faith?” could have been changed to, “Is worship meaningful to you and 

why?” This question could have elicited clearer responses as well as have provided a little more 

detail on how worship plays a role in the lives of the participants.  

 I also wonder if conducting individual interviews was necessary for assessing the project. 

Instead, it might have been beneficial to utilize a questionnaire for each participant to complete 

rather than conducting individual interviews. A questionnaire may have provided participants 

more time to think about and process their responses to the questions I asked rather than sharing 

immediate feedback within a one-on-one interview. Also, the responses from a questionnaire 

might have reduced the possibility of human bias in analyzing the responses and increased the 
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potential anonymity of the participants. On the whole, I feel the individual interviews did allow 

for a more refined and personal individual assessment of the project, but it created an 

overwhelming amount of data to transcribe, review, analyze, synthesize, and recount. 

A Connection Was Made 

Throughout all the individual post-interviews and the group interview, by far the most 

common word expressed by all the participants was connection. Everyone verbalized this word 

in one form or another by sharing how connected this project made them feel to God, to their 

daily faith, to worship, and to one another. Throughout the interview process, I felt a greater and 

growing connection to the people, their lives, and our journey together. Part of what created this 

connection was the shared vulnerability, authenticity, and empathy elicited as their stories were 

expressed within the liturgy of public worship.  

Often, when we hear the story of someone else, we attempt to place ourselves in their 

shoes. We try to feel their lived experience and envision how that person felt encountering 

certain people or situations. In doing so, we imagine a part of life we never had to personally live 

while making a connection that allows our hearts to be open to the painful, fearful, or even 

joyous experiences of another. This occurred in this project in such a deep way that together we 

can never again unknow or unfeel what we have now experienced.  

Through this project, we came to see how we are all truly interconnected and 

interdependent rather than separate or distinct from each other. An outgrowth of participants 

individually sharing stories of encountering the peace of Christ in public worship was that we 

listened, learned, empathized, and loved one another through these and subsequent gatherings. 

Eventually, our stories started to weave together and strengthen until we began to recognize them 
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as united within God’s Story. The movement that occurred during this project was the initial 

hoped-for outcome, yet it was an even more beautiful journey than anticipated.  

Our public worship gathering became an opportunity to remind us, each and every week, 

that we can know God’s peace, simply because God has done everything possible for us to 

experience it and share it with others. There is nothing that escapes or is removed from God’s 

mission of shalom, and God has called, commissioned, and equipped us to behold it and pass it 

on to others. The result is the ‘thin spaces’ and ‘thin places’ of this world become so prevalent 

and commonplace that our perception of any aspect of life which does not radiate the divine 

becomes less and less. By and large, this project has been an amazing process that has 

strengthened our congregation by deepening our feelings of belonging to one another and to 

God’s mission of bringing shalom to earth.  

In the end, not only did the liturgical rhythms and practices constantly remind the 

participants of God’s presence, but they validated how they saw themselves and God within the 

world. They began to understand how society often influences our lives, leading us to believe a 

false narrative that we are living within a secular age. Instead, participants witnessed how one 

element of liturgy could be used as a counter-cultural influence, moving us toward the realization 

of the sanctity and sacredness of everything that has life. This is the most significant impact this 

project had on the ministry of KKDS and me personally. It helped us imagine how we can use 

liturgical practices to help form who we are as disciples of Jesus so that we can go back into the 

world, trained by and filled with the ways of Christ, and bear witness to God’s Story breaking 

into the spaces and places in which we dwell.  
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A Liturgy for the Future 

One of the overarching emphases of this project was researching how liturgy can be a 

counter-cultural movement that reminds and reinforces seeing ourselves as part of God’s Story 

within our public worship gatherings. As a church, we need to keep developing and reforming 

our liturgy that regularly immerses our community into this ongoing movement. It needs to feed 

our imaginations and identities as God’s chosen and beloved, so it shapes the ethos of our homes, 

jobs, communities, and lives. Liturgy can help us to imagine even the smallest moments of life as 

being charged with eternal significance. Just as Christ found intention and purpose in the 

smallest of habits, such as sharing bread and wine with his friends, we too must create healthy 

and meaningful habits to remind us of our participation within God’s Story. As James K. A. 

Smith notes, “A liturgy is more powerful than a map…it tells a story through the participation of 

its people.”6 

One of our most common liturgical practices at KKDS is our weekly public worship 

gathering. This research project took one of the smallest elements typically found within it, 

passing the peace, and reimagined it so its intention might seep its way into our daily lives. 

Ultimately, our congregation began to seek and be strengthened through their shared experiences 

of the peace of Christ in the world. As a result, we need to be open to, as well as pursuing, 

additional ways we can discover and be reminded of the blessings found within the story our 

worship conveys, including those yet to be conceptualized. How can our rhythms and rituals 

 
6 Ibid., 61. 
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continue to be counter-formational practices that confront the unwholesome liturgies in which 

we find our lives typically immersed? 

There may be additional ways our testimonies of God’s presence and activity in our lives 

and those of others can be shared within our liturgical worship gatherings. Each time we see 

others be led towards justice, equality, mercy, kindness, forgiveness, humility, joy, 

reconciliation, or love, we witness the peace of Christ being passed to another. How might we 

envision the peace of Christ as the substance of salvation on earth and the currency of God's 

grace in the lives of everyone? Perhaps, our stories should not be limited to just what we have 

experienced, but also proclaim the peace of Christ we have witnessed in or through others.  

Likewise, if rethinking one element of our worship liturgy helped transition our 

community towards seeing themselves as part of God’s Story, then what other practices might 

further this movement? We must imagine other rituals and habits that can help us counter the 

cheap and familiar liturgies of consumption, hate, prejudice, supremacy, inferiority, polarization, 

resentment, isolation, privatization, secularization, narcissism, and self-righteousness. We must 

continue to develop creative and concrete ways that move us into the extraordinary and profound 

liturgies of generosity, love, equality, service, humility, hospitality, mercy, connectedness, 

mutuality, sacredness, sacrifice, redemption, restoration, and reconciliation.  

Our intention is to continue to share our stories during Passing the Peace, as well as to 

reimagine our other traditional liturgical elements of worship. Looking forward, KKDS would 

benefit from exploring such questions as: Should we revise our Confession as a means of 

recognizing how we ought to live in the world but often fall short? In what ways could we utilize 

our Assurance as a way to reaffirm our forgiveness through Christ, so we are encouraged to 
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forgive others? Does our Children’s Time express the simplicity and elemental ways of sharing a 

Christlike welcome to others? How might our Prayers not only lift up our shared individual 

worries and burdens, but also speak to God’s communal blessings and peace? In what fresh 

ways could the Word be proclaimed so it both convicts and graces us with the story of salvation? 

How could we ensure celebrating the Eucharist is a ritual that affirms Christ's ongoing presence 

as God with us? How might our practice of generosity and Offering encourage the use of our 

time, talents, and resources towards the abundant and ongoing work of social justice, equality, 

well-being, and freedom? In what ways do our Music and Benediction remind us to “Follow 

Christ, Live Faithfully, and Serve Others?” In addition, perhaps a moment of silence is needed to 

honor the mystery of listening to the Spirit or as a way to express our yearning and desire for the 

Sabbath.  

Furthermore, while this research project focused on a verbal proclamation of the peace of 

Christ, there are countless other ways and means to proclaim our encounters with peace within 

our community. In telling their stories, some of the participants brought objects with them to 

share how they were reminded of and felt God’s presence through them. Another participant 

sang as part of their proclamation of peace, sharing how the lyrics brought them serenity in a 

period of anguish. Just as in our Expressions of Worship gatherings, which seek to engage us in 

diverse ways to praise and revere God, perhaps people might be willing to share a story through 

painting, sculpting, contemplation, poetry, drama, and dance. Passing the peace can be expressed 

in as many ways as Christ is made known to us in our own lives. Overall, this project has helped 

spur our imaginations regarding how our public worship practices, and even our overall church 
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liturgy, can further dismantle the stubborn idea that there is any part of our lives untouched by 

and disconnected from God’s Story. 

Continuing to Pass the Peace 

 At the end of this project, everyone felt as if we had just experienced something profound 

and life-giving, but we were unsure how to sustain it. Both the project participants and our 

KKDS leadership team, some of which were participants in the project, felt the practice needed 

to continue. However, our community is still small, and it did not seem feasible for congregants 

to publicly share a story of peace every single week. Instead, we decided to offer an open 

invitation to anyone to share a story of peace through our weekly newsletter and public 

announcements. Although, as of January 2022, nobody has volunteered to share another story. 

While people recognize the significance of this revised element of public worship, it appears 

many are still hesitant to volunteer. On the other hand, this does not preclude some of our 

original participants from sharing other stories in the future. As a result, I plan to periodically 

personally invite others to share their testimony once a month in hopes of sustaining the impacts 

of this project in the future. I also want to stress that passing the peace can be done in a variety of 

ways. It does not need to remain within the sphere of storytelling.  

Due to its impact, we made a change to our weekly liturgy immediately following the 

conclusion of this project. Previously, the invitation of peace was begun with my pastoral 

greeting, “The peace of Christ be with you,” followed by the congregation’s response, “And also 

with you.” Now, when someone shares those words, I invite the congregation to turn to a 

neighbor and share a recent moment when they experienced the blessing and peace of Christ in 

their lives. My hope is that passing the peace will develop into more than just an opportunity to 
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say hello or see a neighbor in public worship. Instead, it will regularly be a time when they relate 

an experience of the sacred, encountering the peace of Christ in their day-to-day lives.  

The intention is that this practice will organically occur as they meet in other settings, as 

well. This mirrors Matt 18:20, in which Jesus says, “For where two or three are gathered in my 

name, I am there among them.”7 In practice, our public worship gatherings will continue to 

impact the lives of the congregation Sunday through Saturday and vice versa. The hope is to 

reinforce the goals of this project so it has a long-term positive effect on our community, and the 

veil between the sacred and secular continues to grow more translucent. 

Since the inception of KKDS, another part of our monthly church liturgy has been a 

worship gathering we call Brunch Church. Every fourth Sunday of the month, we gather for a 

potluck breakfast where everyone congregates around tables to share in life and faith-based 

conversations. This is modeled after the life and ministry of Jesus as he constantly was coming 

from, going to, and sharing meals with others. My desire is that the congregation relates to how 

this gathering is really an expression and expansion of the Eucharist, one of the core practices 

found within our traditional liturgical public worship. During Brunch Church, a similar form of 

communion occurs as we gather with diverse people to share in the food that has been collected, 

broken, blessed, and distributed. Just like in the Eucharist, through Brunch Church, we are 

nourished in mind, body, and spirit. The presence of Christ is felt, expressed, and made known 

through this one aspect of our regular church liturgy, which causes us to wonder, “In what other 

ways could we expand upon the stories that our liturgy proclaims in the future?” 

 
7 Matt 18:20. 
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In addition, by drawing a connection between the sacredness of the Eucharist to that of 

Brunch Church, perhaps we can also draw the connection to the sacredness of the meals that 

extend into our homes, offices, neighborhoods, networks, and coffee shops. Through this one 

practice, we could be constantly reminded of the presence of Christ in the spaces and 

conversations that the world often deems secular.  

At the same time, I do want to acknowledge that sometimes passing the peace does not 

necessarily mean we are completely and fully at peace. Occasionally, there are periods in our 

lives and faith when it may be difficult to recognize or feel the peace of Christ. Like Jacob, who 

wrestled with the divine, sometimes even amidst our struggles and difficulties that can often 

make us feel alienated or distant from God, we can still encounter instances of heavenly 

blessing.8 Passing the peace does not mean we have to be entirely at peace with the 

circumstances or our situations, but within them, perhaps we discover a level of peace that rests 

on the promises and faithfulness of the Almighty. One story, shared by a participant during this 

project, testified to this understanding as they continue to contend with an ongoing aspect of their 

life, but shared how they have found peace along the way.  

Likewise, I am writing this conclusion while a potential war develops between Ukraine 

and Russia. Witnessing the current and fearing the potential violence makes me wonder, “God, 

where are you in the midst of such tragedy and brutality? Where is your shalom breaking 

through?” I am reminded of the countless Psalms and writings within the Hebrew Bible where 

God’s people constantly grieve or lament what seems like the absence or silence of God amidst 

 
8 Gen 32:22-30. 
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extreme trials and tragedies. As a result, during this invitation to share the peace of Christ with 

others, it will also be important to acknowledge that some weeks will be difficult and challenging 

to experience an all-encompassing peace. Therefore, if someone has had a rough time 

encountering divine peace that week, instead of greeting another with a story of shalom, it may 

be an opportunity to pray for the presence of Christ to be made known. We might pray for God’s 

mercy, justice, grace, humility, love, and peace to roll down like a mighty river from the waters 

of heaven. Maybe then, amid our prayers and petitions, we can experience glimmers of 

assurance, promise, and hope for peace. 

Perhaps, this is also what Jesus was referring to when he warned his disciples to stay 

awake!9 As followers of Jesus, we are to be alert and watchful as to how the realm of God 

continues to break forth on earth, even despite our current trials, tribulations, and competing 

cultural perspectives. We trust in the promise that one day God “will wipe every tear from their 

eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things 

have passed away.”10  

Until then, we must be willing to regularly immerse ourselves in practices that declare 

and remind us of God’s Story. The power of God is at work through liturgical practices intended 

to routinely shape us to encounter the sacred in everyday life. To embody this movement is to 

imagine all the potential seeds that can be planted as reminders of God’s shalom breaking forth 

and providing abundant life to all. This is the goal of building a faithful liturgy that shapes and 

 
9 Mark 13:34-37; Matt 24:40-44, 25:1-13. 
 
10 Rev 21:4. 
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forms people to see God constantly working to redeem, recreate, renew, and restore all things. 

This does not just happen on Sunday mornings, but in all spaces and places that are desperate for 

life. What a beautiful thing it is for us to be immersed in ongoing practices that retell how we are 

all a wonderful part of God’s Story.  

Therefore, it is essential for King of Kings to continue to imagine how our worship and 

congregational liturgy can move everyone towards witnessing the sacred encompass every aspect 

of our lives. If our public worship is like a rehearsal, then our daily lives are where the drama of 

God unfolds. Such a role is vital in a community where people find themselves shaped and 

challenged by debilitating liturgies that will eventually fail them or others. Instead, we must 

continue to be drawn towards seeking out and participating in God’s shalom through our shared 

experiences, tales, and adventures. In them, we will form deep connections to our faith in God, 

amongst one another, and within our surrounding community. For the church to survive and 

thrive in the future, it will be necessary to provide a counter-cultural liturgy that genuinely 

proclaims, “Peace be with you!” 

Ultimately, this project conveyed a story in itself. It reminded us that we are all part of 

and responsible for a much grander narrative. We, who experience peace with God, are called to 

extend this peace back into the world. Our liturgy and public worship must find fresh yet 

repeatable practices that convey the ancient teachings, blessings, and saving grace of Christ, 

revealed within God’s Story. This will have an essential role in seeing King of Kings Dulles 

South flourish, as well as for God’s people to experience and share shalom amongst all creation 

in the future. 
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APPENDIX B 

PARTICIPANT INVITATION SCRIPT 

The following will be included in any introduction of the project to potential participants: 

“As part of earning my Doctor of Ministry degree, I’m conducting research on the role of 

worship liturgy in our lives. I’m looking for 4-8 participants who can commit to: a one-on-one 

45-60-minute interview at a convenient time via Zoom, speaking for 5-6 minutes during a future 

worship gathering, a second 45-60-minute one-on-one interview via Zoom at a convenient time 

following the worship gathering at which they shared their testimony, and a final 60-75-minute 

group discussion via Zoom with all participants after everyone has spoken. In writing this 

research, I plan to keep all participants anonymous as best as possible. Specifically, I am 

reaching out to anyone who is an active, young adult or older participant within our King of 

Kings Dulles South community and who will be able to attend our upcoming worship gatherings 

over the next two months. Thank you for your consideration, and I am looking forward to 

hearing from you soon.” 
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APPENDIX C 
 

THREE MONTH PROJECT TIMELINE 
 
Week 1 – Send out invitations (Appendix B) to the congregation to recruit volunteers to 
participate in the project. 
 
Weeks 2-3 – Receive responses and schedule one-on-one interviews with each volunteer. 
 
Weeks 3-4 – Host a 45–60-minute semi-structured one-on-one interview with each volunteer. 
Each interview will consist of explaining the project expectations, reviewing the project consent 
form (Appendix C), and conducting the initial project interview (Appendix E) 
 
Weeks 5-10 – Conduct 60-minute Sunday morning worship gatherings (Appendix F) where 1-2 
volunteers will share a 5–6-minute story of encountering the peace of Christ in everyday life. 
The Wednesday prior to a volunteer sharing in worship, I will contact them to verify their 
readiness to share.  
 
Weeks 11-12 – Conduct a 45-minute semi-structured one-on-one interview (Appendix G) with 
each volunteer after they have shared in worship to assess how the project impacted them. 
 
Week 12 – Conduct a 60–75-minute semi-structured group interview (Appendix H) with all 
volunteers to assess group transformation.  
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM AND EXPLANATION OF RESEARCH 
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APPENDIX D 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM AND EXPLANATION OF RESEARCH 
 

A Story To Tell: A Study On The Impact Of Peaceful Storytelling Within Liturgical Worship 
Rev. Garrett D Wolf, M.Div. 

Garrett@kofk.org 
 
 
A research study is usually done to find a better way to treat people or to understand how things 
work. You are being asked to participate, because you are an active participant within the life of 
King of Kings Dulles South Lutheran Church, and you are at least 13 years of age. This project 
will take place within the public worship gatherings of our community. In total, this project will 
have 4-8 participants from the King of Kings Dulles South community. 
 
In this study, I want to find out more about the role of worship liturgy in our lives in defining 
sacred and secular spaces in our lives. You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to 
do so. It is up to you if you want to participate. You can choose not to take part now and change 
your mind later if you want. Your decision will not be held against you. You can ask all the 
questions you want before you decide. 
 
I expect that you will be in this research study for two months, during which there will be 2 one-
on-one interviews and one group interview. If you agree to join this study, you will be asked to 
participate in a 45–60-minute one-on-one interview via Zoom that will occur immediately 
following this consent form. In addition, I will provide you some initial guidelines for a 5–6-
minute story you will be asked to share during an upcoming public worship gathering for King of 
Kings Dulles South on a Sunday morning. While I will provide some initial guidelines, you will 
be in charge of sharing your own testimony during the worship gathering. Afterwards, you will 
be asked to participate in another 45-60 one-on-one interview via Zoom. All participants will be 
asked to share in an upcoming worship gathering. Once all participants have shared, you will be 
asked to participate in a group interview amongst all participants via Zoom. Upon the conclusion 
of that meeting, your participation will end. Each individual interview and the group discussion 
will be recorded (upon your consent) using Zoom. The worship gatherings will be streamed via 
Zoom and/or Facebook Live. This will help the interviewer remember what has been shared or 
talked about when they’re writing their report. The interviewer will be taking notes about what 
happens during the meetings and may quote you in his report. 
 
During the interview times, if you need anything to remain confidential, or if you want to be sure 
your name, voice, picture, or video footage is not associated with you, you can say so. The 
interviewer can tell your story without naming you in the story. And for the written published 
pieces that come out of this research, you can choose the name you want to go by. It can be your 
own first name, or you can choose a name and be anonymous in the research. This way, you can 
share your experiences without worrying that someone will find out what you’ve said.  
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The interview is completely voluntary. If there are questions you don’t want to answer or things 
you don’t want to talk about, this is absolutely fine. Should you want to end the interview for any 
reason, we will do so immediately. It is up to you. I want to make sure things are comfortable for 
you during the research.  
 
There is nothing bad that will happen to you during this project, but there are some risks. You 
will be asked to share a personal story during a future worship gathering. If you do not feel 
comfortable, you can decide not to participate at any time. You can skip any questions you do 
not want to answer, and you can stop at any time.  
 
Efforts will be made to limit the use of your personal information, including research study 
records, to people who have a need to review this information. We cannot promise complete 
secrecy, but we will work to keep your name and other information private. While the 
interviewer can keep your identity anonymous in all reports, he cannot hide your identity from 
the other participants with whom you’ll be sharing a group discussion with. However, I think it 
will be to everyone’s benefit to share your voice and hear others’ voices, as well.  
 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, about the research, you can talk to the primary 
researcher on this project – Garrett Wolf (garrett@kofk.org / 703-401-2487). 
 
This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you believe there is 
any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB Chair at (478) 
301-4101. Per university requirements, all materials discussed above will be stored at Mercer 
University for three years after completion of the study. Following the fulfillment of this time 
period, all written materials will be destroyed and/or permanently deleted. 
 
You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to your 
satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate in this 
research study.  
 
Please check all that apply:  

� You can use my first name to identify me. 

� Please use a pseudonym and keep my interview confidential. 

 
___________________________________________ _______________  
Signature of Research Participant  Date 
 
 
___________________________________________ _______________   
Participant Name (Please Print)    Date 
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__________________________________________      _______________              
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent             Date  

__________________________________________ 
Assigned Pseudonym (if applicable)   
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SEMI-STRUCTURED INITIAL ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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APPENDIX E 
 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INITIAL ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

1. What role does worship have in your life?  
 

2. What connections do you notice between worship and what you love? 
 

3. Describe some or your favorite aspects of worship. 
 

4. What significance does worship have in the way you live out your faith?  
 

5. What comes to mind when you hear the word liturgy? Is there anything you appreciate 
about liturgy? Are there things you do not appreciate about liturgy?  
 

6. What does the ritual of passing the peace mean to you? 
 

7. What role do stories have in your faith and life?  
 

8. What does the word sacred mean to you? Could you describe some things that you 
consider sacred? 

 
9. What does the word secular mean to you? Could you describe some things that you 

consider secular? 
 

10. Is there anything else you would like to say based on our conversation? 
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APPENDIX F 
 

PUBLIC WORSHIP GATHERING LITURGY 
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APPENDIX F 
 

PUBLIC WORSHIP GATHERING LITURGY 
 

PRELUDE 
 
WELCOME & GATHERING WORDS 
 
CONFESSION and ASSURANCE 
 
CENTERING SONG    
 
FIRST READING 
 
SHARING WITH CHILDREN 
 
SHARING IN PRAYER 

 
SHARING OF FAITH (as you feel led) 
 
SHARING IN PEACE    
 
GOSPEL READING 
 
HOMILY & DISCUSSION 
 
DIALOG 
 
WORDS OF INSTITUTION     
 
LORD’S PRAYER 
 
INVITATION TO COMMUNION  
 
COMMUNION SONG  
 
OFFERING OF GIFTS 
 
PRAYER OF THANKSGIVING 

 
BENEDICTION 

 
    DISMISSAL  
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APPENDIX G 
 

SEMI-STRUCTURED POST ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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APPENDIX G 
 

SEMI-STRUCTURED POST ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

1. Describe your experience crafting and sharing the story of passing the peace in worship.  
 

2. What significance, if any, did preparing to share your story of peace have on the rest of 
your week (Monday – Saturday)?  

 
3. What about the opposite, did your Monday-Saturday have any significance on your 

Sunday worship gathering experience? 
 

4. Could you describe your understanding of passing the peace again?  
 

5. Why did you feel that story of passing the peace was the one to share?  
 

6. What significance or meaning do you think crafting and sharing a story of passing the 
peace had in worship?  
 

7. How did this experience influence your understanding of worship? Liturgy? Passing the 
peace?  
 

8. How did or could this experience influence your understanding of sacred and secular? 
 

9. Was this a meaningful experience for you? Would you do it again? Would you suggest 
others to do this? Why or why not? 
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APPENDIX H 
 

SEMI-STRUCTURED GROUP DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
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APPENDIX H 

SEMI-STRUCTURED GROUP DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 
1. Take a moment to individually describe your experiences preparing for and sharing 

during passing the peace in worship. How might you relate to one another’s experiences?  
 

2. How did this experience influence your understanding of worship? Liturgy? Passing the 
peace?  
 

3. What impact, if any, did this experience have on your own faith?  
 

4. Describe once again the meanings of sacred and secular? What significance, if any, did 
this experience have in shaping your understanding? 
 

5. How, if at all, did listening to one another’s stories of encountering peace make you think 
about the rest of your week (Monday – Saturday)?  

 
6. What significance, if any, does worship have in shaping the rest of your week? Do you 

feel your opinion has changed based on this experience? Has your opinion of worship 
playing a role in what you love changed? Why or why not? 

 
7. Do you see storytelling as a practice we should continue in worship? Why or why not? 

 
 


