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Abstract
This project explores a process for cultivating a community’s missional
imagination, using an adaptation of the Circle of Faith-in-Action by Jerry WindleyDaoust and Lorraine Kilmartin.1 God chooses to use us as part of the divine mission to
restore the world to what it was created to be. Local community leaders who meet
regularly to discern what God is already doing in their community and world can find
creative and faithful ways of participating in God’s redemptive mission. Moving
repeatedly through the Circle of Faith-in-Action can help leaders develop greater
Awareness of the people and situations around them, do practical and theological
Analysis of what is happening, and respond through Action that not only meets short-term
needs but addresses long-term development of health and flourishing in their
communities. By the work of the Holy Spirit, their actions result in a new situation that
bears developing new awareness and analysis, leading to further action for the sake of
God’s reign. The Circle of Faith-in-Action becomes an upward spiral. As people are
seized by the power of the gospel, they discover imaginative ways to engage with the
reign of God which is already renewing our broken world, through Jesus Christ. They
develop the ability to see the world not only as it is but as God is shaping it to become.

1. Jerry Windley-Daoust, and Lorraine Kilmartin, Living Justice and Peace: Catholic Social
Teaching in Practice, 2nd ed. (St. Mary's Press, 2008), 78-79.
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Chapter 1: Origin of Ministry Question/Experiment
Ministry Setting
After serving two churches in Michigan, I returned with my family to my home
state of Iowa to be the associate pastor of a church in Story City. The town and county
are named after Joseph Story, a Supreme Court Justice in the 1800s. Story City is a small
town of 3400 people in central Iowa on Interstate 35, just 10 miles north of Ames (home
of Iowa State University) and 45 miles north of Des Moines, Iowa’s capital and largest
metropolitan area. Proximity to larger cities helps Story City’s economy. The town is
bounded by the interstate and a railroad, with the Skunk River greenbelt running through
the middle. It’s surrounded by mostly flat, fertile fields with some of the richest, deep
black soil in the world.
The area’s economy is heavily dependent on agriculture; the grain elevator for the
local Farmers’ Co-op towers over the landscape. Iowa was not as affected by recent
recession as other areas of the country, but people remember the farm crisis of the 1980s.
Folks in the community tend to be economically, politically, and religiously conservative.
Story City has some light industry, including printing, machine tooling, building truss
assembly, livestock trailer manufacturing, and wind turbine servicing. Dozens of turbines
nearby take advantage of steady winds which make Iowa a leading producer of wind
energy. Story City has a thriving downtown comprised of mostly locally-owned
businesses including a small grocery store and several antique shops. Near the interstate
there are a few hotels, gas stations, and several restaurants (both locally owned and chain
franchises) near a neglected, struggling outlet mall. A sign invites travelers to explore
downtown with the words, “Story City: A Story to Tell.” A local church uses that line
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(adding the phrase “…the story of Jesus and his love”) as the introduction to their longrunning weekly radio broadcast where they have people share their faith stories.
The town’s residents are mostly white and middle class. More expensive homes
cluster around the golf course and a new development near the interstate; a few lower
income apartments and a trailer court occupy other corners of town. Ames and Des
Moines have much more diverse populations and employment opportunities. Story City
shares an excellent school system with Roland, a slightly smaller sister town five miles
away. The area was settled primarily by Norwegian immigrants; they celebrate that
heritage with our Scandinavian Days celebration each summer. Story City also hosts a
storytelling festival each year.
Immanuel (Norwegian) Evangelical Lutheran Church is the second largest of the
six churches in town. Like several other congregations in the area, Immanuel is
associated with LCMC (Lutheran Congregations in Mission for Christ). This network of
conservative congregations is a fairly recent addition to the landscape of Lutheran
acronyms; LCMC was started in 2001 and has grown to over 900 congregations around
the world, with only six full-time staff. (For more about LCMC’s history and mission,
visit www.lcmc.net.) Immanuel’s brick sanctuary and education wing sit on the town’s
main street, just a block from the downtown businesses. The congregation recently
celebrated its 115th anniversary as a congregation. For over thirty years, Immanuel has
had two pastors, a full-time youth director, and other support staff. The senior pastor
recently retired, leaving me as a solo pastor while the congregation’s Transition Team
helps discern next steps. An emeritus pastor in the congregation agreed to serve as a
Visitation Pastor during the transition.
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Immanuel’s church musicians lead active kids’ choirs and our Senior Choir. The
congregation has a strong history of sending and supporting short-term and long-term
missionaries to Haiti, Spain, India, and many other countries. It also cultivates close
partnerships with Bethany Life Communities (elder care facilities in Story City started by
local congregations 100 years ago—the previous senior pastor’s wife is the chaplain) and
Riverside Bible Camp, which is located two miles north of town. Some church members
farm or own their own businesses; others work in the school system, at Bethany Life, the
Co-op, or other local companies. Others are employed at ISU or other workplaces in
Ames or even Des Moines. Most of them chose to live in Story City for the small-town
life, good schools, and proximity to family. Immanuel members are very involved in the
community, serving at the local food pantry, the volunteer Fire Department, Bethany
Life, Judge Story Theatre Troupe, and other places. The kids in Immanuel’s youth groups
and Sunday School keep their families very busy with athletics and other activities. Many
members have lived in the area for the majority of their lives, and have lots of family
close by. They tend to keep their faith to themselves and don’t often talk about it outside
worship and Sunday School. However, some are learning how to stretch themselves to
share their faith stories and see themselves as missionaries and servants in the community
and their workplaces.
Each Sunday for the past several months, people have taken turns in worship
bringing an object from home or work in “the Story BAG,” sharing what it means for
them and how it connects with their faith. The stories have been inspiring and thoughtprovoking. Over the last two years, Immanuel’s Deacons have led Mission Challenges
where volunteers were given $50 bills and asked to do something creative with other
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people to make a difference for the sake of God’s kingdom in the world. It was
tremendous to see all the ways they were inspired to participate in God’s mission, both
locally and globally. The Mission Challenges have encouraged people to see everything
they have and are as gifts entrusted to their care to be used to bless the world around
them.
Story City and Roland have an active ministerial association. The churches
partner with each other for prayer, worship, youth events, and servant opportunities. The
past two years they have held local Hunger Fights for Meals from the Heartland, which
packages food for hungry people around the world. The congregations have good
relationships and close cooperation with each other, the school system, and local
government and businesses. Both Story City and Story County are updating their
Comprehensive Plans to guide the growth, development, and redevelopment of our area
for the next 15 to 20 years. This seems like a serendipitous time to deepen the missional
engagement of Christian leaders in the community.

The Doctoral Candidate
I grew up as a Lutheran pastor’s oldest son, but never considered pastoral ministry
until my senior year of college. In 1995, I graduated from Luther College in Decorah, IA
with a B.A. in English with a writing emphasis, and minors in Religion and French. I also
pursued my interests in theatre and music by taking drama courses and voice lessons, and
singing in choirs. My experiences with a Christian Outreach team and a group of students
exploring full-time ministry eventually led me to enroll at Luther Seminary in St. Paul,
MN. During my time there, I participated in a Genesis to Revelation J-term class with
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Craig Koester and a Crossways seminar with Harry Wendt which inspired me with the
full narrative sweep of God’s redeeming action in Scripture. While on internship in
Cresco, IA, my supervising pastor and I studied Generation to Generation by Edwin
Friedman together, which introduced me to how family systems theory can help make
sense of the tangled storylines in families and congregations.1 In Cresco, I also
participated in a group of local leaders and citizens called Community Builders, which
sought to develop assets in area youth, using materials from Search Institute.
During my senior year back in St. Paul, I took a seminar on extemporaneous
preaching led by Jerome Larson, a recent D.Min. graduate. His “process preaching”
approach intrigued me; it focused on structuring and rehearsing the sermon around a
central theme or storyline with as few notes as possible so that rather than just being read
from a page, the words came from the heart.2 I graduated from Luther Seminary in 1999
with a Master of Divinity degree. I worked at a car dealership for a year while serving
two small rural parishes in Minnesota.
In 2000, I became an associate pastor in Alpena, MI. While there, I participated in
a year-long Clergy Seminar on Family Systems with Larry Foster, who had studied with
Edwin Friedman. We applied the teachings of family systems theory to cases from our
own families of origin and ministry settings. It helped me gain a greater sense of how the
theory I had studied could help me develop a less-anxious presence and better selfdifferentiation as I engaged my own family and the families of my congregation.

1. Edwin Friedman, Generation to Generation: Family Process in Church and Synagogue (New
York: Guilford Press, 1985).
2. Larson, Jerome, “Process Preaching,” Preach Freely, accessed March 14, 2017.
http://preachfreely.blogspot.com/.
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In 2004, I took a solo call at a small congregation in East Jordan, MI. I met my
wife Sarah; we had two children, and I began my D.Min. studies at Western Theological
Seminary. In 2011, we moved to Story City, IA, where I have served at Immanuel
Lutheran first as an associate pastor and now, after the senior pastor retired recently, as a
solo pastor while the congregation and I figure out our next steps together.

Candidate’s Program Trajectory
During my time in East Jordan, MI, I felt led to continue my growth as a pastor by
diving deeper into some areas of study that I had always found compelling. I entered
Western Seminary’s Doctor of Ministry program because it gave me the opportunity to
design my own learning units and final project, with the support of a cohort, supervisor,
and mentors. I phrased my Learning Goal as: “I want to develop a discipline of growing
in my role as a Christian storyteller and coach who beckons people into God’s unfolding,
transformative story in our community and world.” My learning units gradually took
shape as a web of connections between God’s story and our stories. I planned forays into
narrative preaching, biblical drama, narrative theology, family systems, and the missional
church conversation. I envisioned these units helping me explore how the Holy Spirit
shapes and directs our congregation as a community of storytellers participating in God’s
reign.
In my first learning unit, which focused on narrative styles of preaching, I
benefited from the wisdom of David Buttrick, a preaching professor from Vanderbilt.
David and his wife summered at a lake cottage just a few miles down the road from us,
and he regularly attended our church when they were there. It was a little intimidating to
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preach with David in the pews. I had him critique a couple of my sermons, which was a
humbling but helpful experience. I interviewed him, and used his book Homiletic as one
of the forms of preaching I explored.3 A response team of people in my congregation
helped me evaluate how the narrative sermons I preached came across to them.
Serendipitously, I also had the opportunity during that time to attend Rob Bell’s
conference “Poets Prophets Preachers” in Grand Rapids. He asserted that “where and
how you begin the story and where and how you end the story shape and determine what
story you’re telling.” He pointed out that Genesis 1-2 and Revelation 21-22 depict a
garden and a city filled with gardens, creation and creation renewed. “Sin needs to take
its proper place in the story,” Bell argued, “as a temporary disruption of God’s good
creation.” The biblical story is ultimately about God renewing, restoring, and reconciling
all things. Bell asserted that “a sermon, then, is the continuing insistence that through the
resurrection of Jesus a whole new world is bursting forth right here in the midst of this
one and everybody everywhere can be a part of it.”4 Tracing the rise, ebb, and flow of
narrative styles of preaching and experimenting with them myself helped me discover
more deeply how the sermon can function as a transformative art form.
In my second learning unit, I explored the fairly new discipline of performance
criticism. I directed a group of people from my congregation who re-enacted three wellknown stories from the book of Daniel. In his article “Drama and the Sacred” in
Touching the Altar, Tom Boogaart argues that many of the narratives in the Hebrew
Scriptures are written like dramas. They are divided into scenes which use dialogue

3. David Buttrick, Homiletic: Moves and Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987).
4. Rob Bell, “Poets Prophets Preachers” (Grand Rapids, 2010).
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between the characters to introduce, develop, and resolve a conflict. “The conflict always
touches upon God’s work in the world, and the story seeks to draw the hearers more fully
into that work.”5 Professor Boogaart has his students memorize and act out scenes in the
original Hebrew. One of his students, Travis West, (now an assistant professor at
Western), says in chapter two of his Th.M. thesis, Performance Criticism of the
Narratives in the Hebrew Bible: “Performance can help recover a sense of the
imagination by giving the biblical texts bodies, voices, movement, pacing, facial
expressions. In short, performance enables a written text to become ‘living and active.’”6
Doing dramatic analysis and performance of biblical texts helped deepen our
congregation’s engagement with the stories of Scripture.
My third learning unit explored the discipline of narrative theology. One of the
major voices in this area was Hans Frei. In The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, Frei drew a
connection between the rise of the novel in England, which blurred the lines of fact and
fiction with its realistic narrative style, to scholars’ neglect of looking at the Bible as
narrative.7 He argued that the Bible should be read narratively, with an emphasis on
typological or figural interpretation, as was common early in church history. 8

5. Thomas Boogaart, “Drama and the Sacred: Recovering the Dramatic Tradition in Scripture and
-Worship,” in Touching the Sacred: The Old Testament for Christian Worship, ed. Carol M. Bechtel
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 42.
6. Hebrews 4.10; Travis West, “Performance Criticism of the Narratives in the Hebrew Bible,”
Biblical Performance Criticism (2009): 29-30. Accessed February 15, 2017,
http://www.biblicalperformancecriticism.org/index.php/2011-08-26-20-28-44/articles-mainmenu37/student-papers/58-performance-criticism-of-the-narratives-in-the-hebrew-bible/file
7. Hans M. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteeth Century
Hermeneutics (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1974), 124-154.
8. Typological interpretation of the Bible involves seeing a correspondence between an Old
Testament “type” that prefigures and is heightened or fulfilled in a New Testament “antitype”. cf. Adam
and Christ in Romans 5.15-21. “Figural interpretation establishes a connection between two events or
persons in such a way that the first signifies not only itself but also the second, while the second involves or
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Interestingly, I found that Charles Campbell, a preaching professor at Duke Divinity,
used Frei’s work to give a thorough critique of the narrative preaching movement I had
studied in my first unit. He argued that narrative homileticians often focus primarily on
sermon plot and form and the response it evokes. “‘Story’ cannot save or empower us,”
he declared. “Rather, it is God in Jesus Christ, whom the biblical narratives identify, who
saves and empowers. Character, not plot, is primary.”9
In Christ, God entered our storied world and made a decisive shift in the plot.
Now the Holy Spirit carries the story forward through faithful people. We are made in
God’s image; our Lord is center stage, and we are there with him. As Harry Wendt from
Crossways International says, “The biblical narrative indeed reveals God’s divine drama.
The more we study that drama, the more we learn that we humans do not merely watch it
happen. We are all on stage, participating in it.”10 Studying narrative theology reinforced
and deepened my sense of how the biblical narrative shapes our life and faith, worship
and witness. As individuals woven together in the community of faith, we are to live our
lives in the light of the future-oriented story of God’s action in Christ. We have been
created in God’s image. In Christ, our sinful self is put to death and a new person is
raised to life. While we wait for God to renew all creation, we are called to use our
creativity in service to God’s redemptive mission.

fulfills the first.” Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, Tr.
Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), 73.
9. Charles L. Campbell, Preaching Jesus: New Directions for Homiletics in Hans Frei's
Postliberal Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 172.
2005), 5.

10. Harry Wendt, Praying Like Jesus the Messiah (Minneapolis: Crossways International,
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When my family and I moved to a new community and congregation in Iowa, my
fourth learning unit helped me connect with their shared faith stories and identity. I led
groups of people through a process of drawing out and sharing their Spiritual Family
Trees, using a book by that title by Barbara Wendland and Larry Easterling.11 The
authors weave together family systems theory, genograms, and faith testimonies to help
people reflect on how their spiritual ancestors and experiences have shaped their faith
journeys. I gave a workshop on the basic elements of family systems theory (drawing on
the work of Edwin Friedman, Murray Bowen, and Peter Steinke) and then facilitated a
Spiritual Family Trees leaders’ group. Most of the participants went on to lead their own
groups through the process. Exploring our spiritual family trees together helped us learn
each other’s faith stories better, even those who thought they already knew each other
well. It helped me get to know the spiritual background of staff and other key leaders in
the congregation. I also was given opportunities to share the process with staff at
Riverside Bible Camp and a group of nursing home activity directors. A few months
later, I led another group in the congregation through Storyline by Donald Miller, which
helped people sketch the “subplot” of God’s grand story that they are writing with their
own lives.12 Using the Spiritual Family Trees and Storyline workbooks made me curious
about what a similar process might look like for local community leaders to develop
deeper engagement in God’s mission in our community.
Just as Spiritual Family Trees helped me get to know the stories of individual
people in our church, my fifth learning unit, Sketching the Missional Story of a
11. Barbara Wendland and Larry W. Easterling, Spiritual Family Trees: Finding Your Faith
Community's Roots (Alban Institute, 2001).
2012).

12. Donald Miller, Storyline: Finding Your Subplot in God's Story (Donald Miller Words, LLC,
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Congregation, helped me get to know the heartbeat of Immanuel Lutheran and how we
have affected the wider community over the years. During the congregation’s 115th
anniversary year, I dug into Immanuel’s history and created a large timeline of major
events in the life of our congregation, community, and world. Using insights and
Appreciative Inquiry questions from Finding Our Story in the Narrative Leadership
Collection by the Alban Institute and Mark Lau Branson’s Memories, Hopes, and
Conversations, I led Sketching Our Story events and interviews that got people reflecting
together about who we are as a church.13 I then crafted a Missional Biography of our
congregation that highlighted what God has been doing in and through us over the years,
and what specific mission God might be sending us into next. Branson asserts that “The
work of pastors and other leaders is this: bringing a people together around texts (their
own stories, biblical stories, the stories of the church’s context) so the congregation can
become more available to the narrative of God’s reign. Every church needs continual
conversion; a helpful way to understand conversion is to see it as adopting a different
narrative.”14 As James Hopewell writes in Congregation: Stories and Structures,
“Narrative can be a means by which the congregation apprehends its vocation…A
healthy congregation, like a healthy family, is one that understands and tells its
stories…To ignore story, or to treat it lightly, is to miss a major way by which a

13. Larry A. Golemon, ed., Finding Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational Change
(Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010). Rather than using a problem-solving approach that focuses on
what is wrong, Appreciative Inquiry focuses on what is positive and working. It assumes that wisdom for
ministry resides in the people. Proponents of Appreciative Inquiry believe that human social systems move
toward positive images, so their approach focuses on “generative and creative images that can be held up,
valued, and used as a basis for moving toward the future.” Mark Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes, and
Conversations (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004), 38.
14. Branson, Memories, 54.
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congregation may come to terms with its identity and calling.”15 Our Sketching Our Story
events helped us verbalize a little of our shared story of what we’ve seen God doing in
and through our congregation.
Another essential piece of my fifth learning unit involved diving into the
missional church conversation that was launched by the publication of Missional Church:
A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America. This seminal work of The
Gospel and Our Culture Network popularized the term “missional” and expanded a
conversation that began with Bishop Lesslie Newbigin’s reflections on the missio Dei
(mission of God). The conversation has since grown in many directions and gained
traction in a variety of Christian churches. As Darrell Guder notes in the first chapter,
“mission is not merely an activity of the church. Rather, mission is the result of God’s
initiative, rooted in God’s purposes to restore and heal creation.”16 The gospel is God’s
good news for all the world: the in-breaking reign of God in Jesus Christ.
N.T. Wright asserts that “genuine Christian hope, rooted in Jesus’ resurrection, is
the hope for God’s renewal of all things, for his overcoming of corruption, decay, and
death, for his filling of the whole cosmos with his love and grace, his power and glory.”17
Years earlier, Mortimer Arias wrote, “The kingdom of God, announced by Jesus, is
multidimensional and all-encompassing. It is both a present and a future reality. It has to

15. James F. Hopewell, Congregations: Stories and Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1987), 193. Cameron Harder notes that “Churches that have life-transforming ministries are churches that
structure opportunities for people to know each other and to know their communities.” Cameron Harder,
Discovering the Other: Asset-Based Approaches to Building Community Together (Herndon, VA: Alban
Institute, 2013), 2-3.
16. Darrell Guder, ed., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North
America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 4.
17. N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the
Church (New York: HarperOne, 2008), 269.
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do with each individual creature and with the whole of society…It implies a total offer
and a total demand. Everything and everybody has to be in line with it.”18
The kingdom of God is opposed to the kingdoms of this world, which are based
on power, control, and violence. Jesus said, “My kingship is not of this world; if my
kingship were of this world, my servants would fight, that I might not be handed
over...but my kingship is not from the world” (John 18.36). God’s kingdom is certainly
for this world, but it is not of or from this world. Gerhard Forde notes that “the attempt to
synthesize the rule or kingship of Christ with that of this age and its ambitions will be
disastrous and ultimately destructive.... The Gospel of Jesus Christ simply cannot be
synthesized with the causes of this age, however grand or just.”19 In individuals, it leads
either to despair or pride; in society, it produces tyranny and oppression. Likewise, the
kingdom of God cannot be separated from the world, as if we could escape or lock
ourselves away from the world inside the church. Such separation would only abandon
the world to the adversary. For the time being, there is an overlap between the two ages;
they cannot be identified with each other or separated. Forde continues:
God’s eschatological kingdom comes solely and unconditionally by God’s power,
inaugurated by the death and resurrection of Christ, carried to faith by the
proclamation, and empowered by the Spirit. And precisely because the distinction
is absolute, we are given back this world as God’s creation in which to serve and
carry out God’s will in anticipation of God’s ultimate triumph. Thus we pray:
“Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”20
Arias proclaims that to enter into the kingdom of God “is to enter into life, full
life, abundant life, eternal life—here and hereafter, now and forever…The announcement
18. Mortimer Arias, Announcing the Reign of God: Evangelization and the Subversive Memory of
Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), xv.
19. Gerhard O. Forde, “Eleventh Locus: Christian Life,” in Christian Dogmatics, vol. 2, ed. Carl
E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 456.
20. Ibid, 458.
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of the kingdom in Jesus came not only as a restoration of life and of relationships with
God through forgiveness of sins, but also as a restoration of community.”21 God’s present
and coming kingdom transforms not just individuals but churches, communities, and
society with justice and reconciliation. The world catches a vision of new creation
through the ways our words and lives show love and forgiveness and announce God’s
reign.
During our 115th anniversary year, our congregation hosted a workshop with
Craig Van Gelder for pastors and leaders of area LCMC churches. The workshop was
entitled “The Challenge of Change: Thinking Missionally about Ministry in the 21st
Century”. Dr. Van Gelder spoke about various movements that have reshaped our
understanding of ministry in recent decades, including the purpose-driven church, the
emerging church, and the missional church. I read several of his books as part of this
learning unit. In The Missional Church in Perspective, he and Dwight Zscheile describe
several different branches of the missional church conversation and invite each of them to
go deeper.22 Two of the points they highlight from the 1998 book Missional Church
include:
The missional church needs to understand that the Holy Spirit cultivates
communities that represent the reign of God.23
The missional church is to be led by missional leadership that focuses on
equipping all of God’s people for mission.24

21. Arias, Announcing, 23.
22. Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective: Mapping
Trends and Shaping the Conversation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011).
23. Guder, Missional Church, 142-182.
24. Ibid, 183-220.
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The writers of Missional Church argue that church is not just a place where
certain things happen, a service club people belong to, or a vendor of religious services
and goods. We need a fresh hearing of the gospel, the announcement that the reign of
God is at hand, to rediscover what it means to be the church. The gospel is not just news
to be heard but a script to be performed. “The church represents the divine reign as its
sign and foretaste… (and) its agent and instrument.”25 Christian faith is not an individual
pursuit; everything is to be done with and for one another. “The church is not only to be a
distinct and peculiar community but one that nurtures the social relationships that
embody the reconciliation and healing of the world in Jesus Christ…The fullness of
Christian life in the Spirit does not spring forth without intentional cultivation.”26
Christian faith is a cultivating process that produces people who are shaped in a particular
way, through the practice of Christian community.27 As we grow in faith, hope, and love,
we naturally work together for justice and reconciliation, showing the world a glimpse of
God’s reign.
As I reworked my final project plan, I realized that my learning units had mostly
been located within my congregation, with only a little interaction with the wider
community. In all three towns where I have served congregations, I have been part of
active, thriving ministerial associations where local churches partner with each other in
worship, prayer, and ministry. I wondered how I might push my final project out into the
surrounding area and pull in local community leaders from a variety of Christian

25. Guder, Missional Church, 101.
26. Ibid, 149.
27. Ibid, 152.
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backgrounds for conversation about what we might do together for the sake of God’s
kingdom reign in Story City.
In The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to Reach a Changing World,
Alan Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk sketch the context and challenges of missional
leadership and then lay out a path for becoming a leader who cultivates people for a
missional future. “A missional church is a community of God’s people who live into the
imagination that they are, by their very nature, God’s missionary people living as a
demonstration of what God plans to do in and for all creation in Jesus Christ.”28
So how do we cultivate people’s biblical, missional imagination?
When describing the kingdom of God, Jesus often used parables about growing
things: a seed that “dies” in the ground and then produces abundant fruit; a sower who
carelessly throws seeds everywhere but reaps an enormous harvest; hidden yeast that
works its way through a large amount of flour; a tiny mustard seed that grows into a tree
where all the birds of the air find shelter (John 12.22; Matthew 13). The books of Luke
and Acts portray how the Holy Spirit turned a ragtag band of disciples cowering behind
locked doors into a rapidly growing movement of people proclaiming and living out the
reign of God in Jesus Christ. Roxburgh and Romanuk declare that “The biblical
narratives are full of stories about places and people without hope who become centers of
the Spirit’s creative, world-changing activity. This can still be the case.”29
Where is the Spirit at work today? To find out, we must listen and discern what is
happening to people in the congregation and community. We can ask what God might be

28. Alan J. Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk, The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to
Reach a Changing World (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), xv.
29. Ibid, 17.
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saying in the stories and narratives of the people around us. In what ways might God
already be ahead of us and present among people in the community? How might we join
with God in what is already happening? How could we help our town bend more toward
God’s justice and love? Roxburgh and Romanuk assert that missional leaders create
spaces and cultivate an environment for people to experiment and test out new ways of
indwelling Scripture, having conversation with each other, and engaging their community
and neighborhood. As I pondered how my final project might lean into that vision as a
natural outgrowth of my program, I developed a ministry question: “How could creating
an experimental ‘test plot’ in our community help cultivate people’s imaginative
engagement in God’s mission?”
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CHAPTER 2: Project Overview
Development of the Project
In Stormfront: The Good News of God, the authors point out that in Scripture, the
kingdom or reign of God is never portrayed as something we “build” by our efforts;
instead, we “enter,” “inherit,” and “receive” it, becoming members of God’s household.
Our lives are drawn into what God is doing in the world. Jesus’ parables of the kingdom
point out that the initiative is always God’s. Our response is merely to align ourselves
with God’s coming reign. The missio Dei is the mission of God, not our mission for
God.1 Yet God chooses to use us as part of the divine mission. Jesus told his disciples
(and by extension, all Christians): “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John
20.21). Gerhard Forde states,
The church is that body which believes and bears witness to the coming of God’s
kingdom by the power of God’s unconditional grace. Precisely in that light the
church engages in its activity in and for this world...the church cannot separate
itself from political concerns, but must look on itself as the witness to the proper
use of God’s creation and God’s law, in taking care of God’s creatures.2
The Law functions to restrain sin and evil, to accuse, and to drive us to the Gospel about
Christ, whose death and resurrection display the depths of God’s love and have launched
the new creation. As Dwight DuBois writes in The Scattering: Imagining a Church that
Connects Faith and Life, “God is working to restore the world to what it was intended to
be, and God is doing that work through us.”3

1. James V. Brownson, Inagrace T. Dietterich, Barry A. Harvey, and Charles C. West,
StormFront: The Good News of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 38-40.
2. Forde, “Christian Life”, 458.
3. Dwight DuBois, The Scattering: Imagining a Church that Connects Faith and Life (Eugene,
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2015), 103.
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I want to find ways to enable community leaders to stretch their missional
imagination for the sake of God’s kingdom rule. Jesus said, “Unless you receive the
kingdom like a little child, you will never enter it” (Mark 10.13-16). S.D. Smith describes
“holy imagination” like this: “Children see everywhere an upside-down world. Holy
imagination is a crucial capacity to help them see it right-side-up. We want to help them
appreciate the wonder and magic of the world that is and anticipate with joy the almost
entirely unimaginable glory of the world as it shall be.”4 I picture missional imagination
as discerning what God is already doing in our community and world, and finding
creative and faithful ways of participating in that redemptive mission. It involves
developing greater capacity to imagine, re-image, and “see the world right-side up.” Our
imaginative engagement with God’s mission grows when we ask new questions and take
action on behalf of God’s just and loving reign in our community and world.
As I sought to create a process that would address my ministry question, my
project supervisor Dr. Hunsberger suggested that I consider an existing process called
See-Judge-Act, which has been used in Catholic circles, especially in Latin American
base communities.5 I did some research on the See-Judge-Act model (sometimes called
Observe-Judge-Act) and found that it was first articulated by Fr. Joseph Cardijn in 1912
when he founded the Young Christian Workers (YCW) movement in Brussels. YCW
later spread worldwide in 1957 and is currently active in 50 countries. See-Judge-Act has

4. S.D. Smith, “Anticipating the Right-Side-Up World Through Imagination,” StoryWarren: Allies
in Imagination, July 2, 2012, accessed February 18, 2017. http://www.storywarren.com/anticipating-theright-side-up-world-through-imagination/.
5. Mortimer Arias describes Latin American base communities as discipleship communities of 2535 people that deal with issues of the community and society in general. “People read their lives with the
eyes of the Bible, and they read the Bible with the eyes of their lives…They hold onto the promise and the
vision of the kingdom and the challenge to search for justice, love, freedom, and dignity according to God’s
purpose.” Arias, Announcing, 107.
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been widely used both in Young Christian Workers groups and base communities around
the world as a way to bring awareness to social justice issues at local, national, and
international levels.6
As I researched See-Judge-Act farther, I found a similar model which shares
much in common with it called the Pastoral Cycle (or Circle) that Joe Holland and Peter
Henriot describe in their 1982 book Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice.7 Another
book celebrating the 25th anniversary of Social Analysis notes that the Pastoral Circle
grew out of Holland and Henriot’s experiences with liberation theology among Latin
American base communities and the earlier “See, Judge, Act” model, as well as older
Catholic social teaching.8 Holland and Henriot use four steps: Insertion (coming
alongside the people involved in the situation to hear their experiences), Social Analysis
(examining the broader picture of why it is happening), Theological Reflection (bringing
the Word of God to bear upon the situation so new questions, insights, and possible
responses emerge), and Pastoral Planning (moving toward decision and action that will
help not only in the short term but also in the long term), and then moving back to
Insertion. Holland and Henriot note that:
A response of action in a particular situation brings about a situation of new
experiences. These experiences in turn call for further mediation through
insertion, analysis, reflection, and planning. Thus, the pastoral circle continues

6. Australian Social Justice Council, “Reading the Signs of the Times,” 2011, accessed February
18, 2017. http://www.socialjustice.catholic.org.au/files/SocialTeaching/Reading_the_Signs_of_the_Times.pdf . Australian Young Christian Workers, “Young Christian
Workers: About Us,” accessed February 18, 2017. https://aycw.wordpress.com/about/.
7. Joe Holland and Peter Henriot, Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice, Revised and
Enlarged (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1983).
8. Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot, and Rodrigo Mejia, The Pastoral Circle Revisited: A Critical
Quest for Truth and Transformation (Maryknoll, NY, NY: Orbis Books, 2005), 5-10.
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without final conclusion. It is, in fact, more of a ‘spiral’ than a ‘circle.’ Each
approach does not simply retrace old steps but breaks new ground.”9
While looking at See-Judge-Act and the Pastoral Cycle, I found a third similar
model called the Circle of Faith-in-Action that Jerry Windley-Daoust and Lorraine
Kilmartin outline in their book Living Justice and Peace: Catholic Social Teaching in
Practice:
In 1971, Pope Paul VI issued A Call to Action (Octagesimo Adveniens), an
apostolic letter that called Christians “to bring about the social, political and
economic changes seen in many cases to be urgently needed” for justice. The
letter offered a three-step process for taking action—a process always guided by
“the light of the Gospel” and Church teaching. The letter suggested that Christians
need not act alone, but could act with the help of the Church, other people “of
good will,” and “the help of the Holy Spirit”. 10
At about the same time that A Call to Action was issued, liberation theology was
developing a similar approach to justice that is sometimes called the pastoral
circle or the circle of praxis. Basically, praxis means living according to one’s
beliefs, not just in private, but in a way that affects the world. You might say that
Christian praxis involves putting faith into action for the world. The approach to
doing justice that we will examine next borrows aspects of the circle of praxis and
A Call to Action. To keep things simple, we will call this approach the circle of
faith-in-action.
Awareness, analysis, action
The circle of faith-in-action involves three basic steps. Because true justice
reflects the will of God, each step of the circle is guided by faith—in particular,
by the Gospels’ and the Church’s teaching about justice.
 Awareness. Before we can work for justice in the world, we must see,
hear, and know the world in a spirit of friendship, just as God does. When
we perceive the world from God’s point of view, we are better able to
recognize the ways it can be made a better place to live.
 Analysis. The next step is to ask: Why is the world the way it is? And how
can it be made as good as God intends?

9. Holland and Henriot, Social Analysis, 9.
10. The end of the fourth paragraph of A Call to Action (Octagesimo Adveniens) declares: “It is up
to Christian communities to analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper to their own country, to
shed on it the light of the Gospel’s unalterable words, and to draw principles or reflections, norms of
judgment, and directives of action from the social teaching of the Church.” Pope Paul VI, “Octogesima
Adveniens: Apostolic Letter,” The Holy See, May 14, 1971, accessed February 18, 2017.
http://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/apost_letters/documents/hf_p-vi_apl_19710514_octogesimaadveniens.html.
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Action. Once we have answered the questions of analysis, we can act for
justice in ways that make life better for everyone.
The action people take for justice will often lead them into a deeper relationship
with the world, and therefore a deeper awareness of the world—especially if they
reflect on and pray about their action. Consequently, the process starts all over
again on a deeper level; in that way, it is less like a circle than a spiral.
The circle of faith-in-action is just one approach to bringing justice into the world.
In fact, many people did not have any plan when they started working for
justice—they had only compassion and courage. However, the circle of faith-inaction represents the wisdom these leaders have passed on to us as a result of their
experiences. That wisdom is a useful guide for those who follow in their
footsteps.11


The steps in the Circle of Faith-in-Action include developing Awareness of a local,
national, or global situation (“How does God see the world’s people, especially the poor
and vulnerable?”), doing Analysis from both practical and theological angles (“What is
needed for the people of the world, especially the poor and vulnerable, to experience
justice?”), taking Action (“How are we called to act so that the poor and vulnerable may
live in dignity?”) and then beginning the circle again with new Awareness (“How has
analysis and action deepened or changed our perception of the situation?”)12
Although each of the three models uses a similar process to ask questions and
move toward action, I appreciated the Circle of Faith-in-Action’s three easily memorable
“A-word” steps: Awareness, Analysis, and Action.13 For the sake of simplicity, I decided
to adapt that model to use with a group of Christian leaders I would gather from our
community.

11. Windley-Daoust and Kilmartin, Living Justice, 78-79.
12. Ibid, 79.
13. In addition to the authors listed above, I have discovered several other similar models. See
Appendix F.
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Adapting the Circle of Faith-in-Action: Awareness / Analysis / Action
Using the Awareness / Analysis / Action framework, as well as elements from
each of the other models, I created a series of questions to guide the group’s
conversation.14 I tailored the questions to fit our context, using language like “What story
do you think God is telling in Story City?” Ideally, the process would continue in a circle
or spiral, moving through the three steps and then back to Awareness. However, moving
through the process multiple times would likely be outside the scope of this project. I
decided to call the group Storyliving, both as a play on the name of our town and to
indicate that we are living out the interplay between the stories of our lives and
community and the grand Story of what God is doing to restore shalom in the world.15

Purpose and Desired Outcomes of Storyliving Project
The purpose of this project was to create an experimental “test plot” in our
community that would help cultivate people’s imaginative engagement in God’s mission.
This small group of local leaders, pastors, and congregational members would go on a
journey of discovering where God’s reign is growing in the community and where it is
not yet evident, using the adapted Circle of Faith-in-Action model. I intended that the
group would develop deeper understanding and connections with each other by dwelling

14. See Appendix A.
15. The Hebrew word shalom indicates full-bodied peace—not just the end of hostility, but
wholeness, well-being, harmony, and thriving, “the full prosperity of a people of God living under the
covenant of God’s demanding care and compassionate rule.” George R. Hunsberger, The Story that
Chooses Us: A Tapestry of Missional Vision (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 56. Dwight DuBois likewise
asserts that “Any understanding of the church needs to start with an understanding of God’s desire for the
world…shalom. Shalom means completeness, soundness, welfare, peace, safety, prosperity, quiet,
tranquility, contentment, and friendship. It is also used to describe peace with God, especially in the context
of a covenant with God. One English word that is missing from this list is a helpful way to sum up many of
the synonyms: harmony” (DuBois, Scattering, 2).
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in Scripture and praying together, and by engaging in conversations about our concepts of
salvation and God’s reign over our community and world. I also intended that they would
grow familiar with the steps of the Awareness / Analysis / Action model so that they
might be able to use them in their own settings.
I called the project an experiment not because I expected to conclusively prove or
disprove the model’s effectiveness but to infer an openness and willingness to continually
try new ideas and practices, understanding that they might do well or fail spectacularly, in
order to learn better ways to see, think, and act. I used the language of “cultivation” both
as a nod to similar concepts in The Missional Church and The Missional Leader and
because our community is surrounded by farms. Before widespread adoption of
herbicide-resistant crops and no-till and strip-till farming practices in our area, farmers
would draw a cultivator behind their tractors to loosen the soil and reduce weed growth
between the rows of growing crops. My hope was that our Storyliving group would
experience a similar “loosening” (breaking open of any barren, compacted thinking about
mission) and reduction of “weeds” (whatever is fruitlessly absorbing resources and
energy) in our lives so God’s mission will flourish among us. Such cultivation is
ultimately the work of the Holy Spirit, whom we invite to work in our midst as we
meditate on Scripture, pray, and discern together.
Like “cultivation,” the phrase “test plot” similarly echoes a quote from Dwight
DuBois’ The Scattering, where he describes the Holy Spirit calling us out of the world
into a community where we are cleansed, fed, and empowered.
This called-out community is meant to be an example, a demonstration plot, a
light on a hill; others are supposed to see how we live, relate, and serve, and see in
us a glimpse of God’s in-breaking kingdom (dream). But the purpose of the
gathering is not simply to make us feel good about ourselves or to look good to
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others. The people are also sent back out into the world to do for others as God
has done for us.16
DuBois mentions that his reference to “God’s in-breaking kingdom (dream)” draws on
Craig Nessan’s metaphor of “the dream of God”. DuBois goes on to say, “If we use ‘the
dream of God’ in every place that Jesus mentions ‘the kingdom of God’ or ‘the kingdom
of heaven’, then we have a better chance of understanding what Jesus was proclaiming
and demonstrating: Jesus was working to restore nothing less than God’s dream of
shalom.”17
Seed companies in our area test new hybrids by growing them in certain field
strips, or “demonstration plots”. They invite farmers to examine the health and yields of
the new varieties and consider which ones might work well in their own fields. Likewise,
I planned to test how this adaptation of the Circle of Faith-in-Action model works in a
small group with diverse Christian backgrounds and perspectives to encourage
development of communal discernment and imaginative engagement in God’s mission.18
I hoped that the group would take action, together or individually, in new ways on behalf
of God’s dream for our community. Afterward, based on the experiences and reflections
16. Ibid, 13, emphasis added.
17. Ibid, 5. In similar words, Mortimer Arias asserts: “We need to recover the capacity to dream.
The reign of God is God’s own dream, his project for his world and for humanity! He made us dreamers,
and he wants us to be seduced by his dream and to dream with him…Only a God-inspired and Godsustained hope will free us from despair and cynicism in the face of so much sin and ugliness” (Arias,
Announcing, 116).
18. Communal discernment: deciding on a path together as a group through the guidance of the
Holy Spirit. c.f. Steve Wirth, “Communal Discernment: Choosing with God in Community,” Presbyterian
Church USA, 2002, accessed February 19, 2017.
https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/spiritualformation/pdfs/communal_discernment__hh_summer_2002.pdf. The authors of The Pastoral Circle Revisited assert that “Discernment done with a
social foundation, a social purpose, and a social consequence becomes a way of sharing in God’s action in
history. But this ‘reading’ is not simply cognitive, an intellectual exercise leading to understanding. It is
also affective and effective: Affective in the sense of touching the deepest of our values and strongly
motivating our responses. Effective in the sense of organizing our responses with planning, execution, and
evaluation.” Wijsen, et al., Pastoral Circle, 16.
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of the group, I intended to create a leader’s guide that could help people in other
communities cultivate their own participation in God’s mission.
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Chapter 3: Project Plan
Storyliving Group Action Steps
I planned to invite eight to ten local Christians from a variety of backgrounds,
ages, and roles in the community to participate in the Storyliving group. I envisioned
serving as a participant-observer, facilitating the conversations and contributing my own
ideas and perspective after hearing from the others. The group would meet once a week
to share stories of where we see the reign of God in Story City and where we believe that
reign is not yet evident. We would reflect on some of Jesus’ kingdom parables and other
Scripture passages (which I would provide ahead of time) and pray together. For the time
of reflecting on Scripture, I brought together elements of Lectio Divina and the Lambeth
Study Method, both of which I had used in other settings.1 In Missional: Joining God in
the Neighborhood, Alan Roxburgh gives a helpful description of how to approach
Scripture together: “We are invited into the biblical texts not as miners crushing rock to
extract its essential minerals but as travelers ready to be surprised in ways that unfold the
unspoken assumptions in our stories, calling them into question in ways that disorient us
so that our stories of what God is doing may be transformed.”2
Before our first session, I planned to ask participants to respond to a brief survey
about their personal understandings of salvation and God’s kingdom and our expectations
1. “The four movements of Lectio Divina are lectio (read), meditatio (meditate), oratio (pray),
contemplatio (contemplate). It is usually done as a solitary practice, but in recent years several forms of
‘group lectio’ have become popular.” Luke Dysinger, “Accepting the Embrace of God: The Ancient Art of
Lectio Divina,” Saint Andrew’s Abbey, 1990, accessed February 21, 2017.
http://www.saintandrewsabbey.com/SearchResults.asp?Cat=35.
The Lambeth Study Method was introduced by the African Delegation to the Lambeth Conference of the
Anglican Church. It shares several elements of Lectio Divina. Anglican Diocese of the Great Lakes,
“African Bible Study,” accessed February 21, 2017, http://adgl.us/wpcontent/uploads/african_bible_study.pdf.
2. Alan Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood (Grand Rapids: Baker Books,
2011), 80.
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and hopes for the group. This survey would serve to “prime the pump” for our opening
discussion, getting the participants to think about and share their perspectives. The
greater part of our time together would focus on using the adapted Circle of Faith-inAction steps found in Appendix A. Since our group would meet six times, I anticipated
spending about two weeks on each step. I would adapt the schedule and questions
according to the progress of the conversations.
During our last session, I planned to lead a closing discussion about our group
process. I also planned to interview group participants afterward in order to document
and summarize what changes in awareness, perceptions, and sense of missional identity
occurred. I would note what actions were taken by the group, what new initiatives were
started, and what thoughts and suggestions they had about the process. Afterward, I
would create a leader’s guide based on the group’s experience to encourage other
communities to have similar conversations.

Agenda for Storyliving Sessions
For the first meeting, I planned to start with a welcome and brief introductions
(about a minute each), asking the participants to share their name, how long they have
lived in the Story City area, what church they attend, and what roles in community they
have or have had in the past. Next, I would have everyone give their thoughts on the first
two questions I had provided ahead of time about what piqued their curiosity about the
group and what their hopes were for our time together. I would then share my purpose
and plan for the Storyliving group, including the background for my project and some
common sense guidelines for sharing. After explaining my role as a facilitator-participant

28

and how I planned to use the notes I took for my D.Min. project, I would ask their
permission to use what they would share, redacted for confidentiality. Then I would open
in prayer. Next we would briefly reflect on the questions I had provided to explore our
perspectives on salvation and the kingdom of God.
After a brief stretch break, I would introduce the pattern we would use for
meditating on Scripture together, using a combination of Lectio Divina and the Lambeth
Study Method. Juan José Luna, one of the contributors in The Pastoral Circle Revisited,
recommends such a step: “an excellent approach might be the lectio divina, which starts
by reading the word of God and finishes by looking for planned action for transformation
according to the word of God.”3 Three people would take turns reading the Scripture,
which I would provide ahead of time. After the first reading, each person would share a
word or phrase that caught their attention. Following the second reading, we would take
some time to meditate on the passage. We would write down and then share what we
sensed the Spirit saying through the Scripture, and what questions the Scripture raised for
us. After a third reading, I would invite everyone to silently pray whatever prayers welled
up in them, and then pray aloud a brief sentence prayer as they felt moved. Next I
planned a brief time of discerning together what insights might be emerging about what
the Spirit is calling us to do and be in our community.
When about forty minutes were left, I planned to introduce the steps of the Circle
of Faith-in-Action, displaying a slide and providing a handout about the process. Then we
would begin the Awareness step, discussing two more questions I would provide in
advance about what they thought God’s dream for our city might be and where in our
community they could see that dream already taking shape. With all of the questions, I
3. Wijsen, et al., Pastoral Circle, 38.
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planned to let everyone else answer first before sharing my own thoughts. With about
fifteen minutes left, I would wrap up the conversation and distribute questions and
Scripture for our next meeting. I would invite the participants to consider with whom
they might share ideas from our conversations, while respecting confidentiality. I would
then close in prayer.
Each following session would follow a similar pattern: welcome, any
introductions needed, a brief review of our guidelines, opening prayer, dwelling in
Scripture and praying together, a short stretch break, and then working through the next
part of the Circle of Faith-in-Action. As needed, I would adapt the questions and
Scripture for future sessions based on the direction of our conversations.
At our final meeting, I planned to leave time near the end for a closing discussion
about their perceptions of the group and the Circle of Faith-in-Action process. I would
then set up times to meet with each of the participants individually for follow-up
interviews.

Logisitics
Since the people in this group all have very busy schedules, I planned to find the
best time for us to meet using an online scheduling program.4 We would meet in a
conference room at the church where I serve. Each weekly session would last about 1 ½
to 2 hours. I would provide refreshments and have instrumental music playing softly
before and after each session, as well as during a stretch break halfway through.
We would sit at three tables put together in a square. I planned to sit on one side with a
laptop and video projector to display a PowerPoint presentation on a screen. Handouts
4. http://www.doodle.com
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would be provided about the Circle of Faith-in-Action process and extra copies of the
Scripture and questions we would use, as well as Bibles, pens, and blank paper for notes.
In order to help the participants feel less intimidated and more comfortable
speaking with each other, rather than recording each session with video or audio I
planned to take thorough field notes during our time together and flesh them out
immediately afterward. On one side of the page I planned to take notes on what was said
during the sessions. On the other side I would note other important observations such as
body language and tone, silences, the order in which people arrived and left, what smaller
groups formed during breaks, what small talk people made, and so forth. I planned to
incorporate the field notes into a journal that I would keep on the Storyliving process.
When the group worked on generating ideas during the Circle of Faith-in-Action, I would
switch to taking notes on large self-adhesive sheets to post on the walls of the room.
Those notes would help keep the group’s ideas visible and facilitate summarizing past
conversations.

Evaluation Plan
The Storyliving group’s purpose was to serve as a test plot to cultivate people’s
imaginative engagement in God’s mission. I pictured several things that would have to
happen for the participants’ missional engagement to grow. We would need to develop
trust and familiarity with each other so we would feel free to converse with each other
about significant issues in our community. The conversations would have to deepen our
awareness of where God’s reign is growing and where it is not yet evident in Story City.
We would need to analyze what is contributing to the problem or getting in the way of
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shalom in the situation we chose to address. Meditating on Scripture and praying together
would help us discern how the Spirit was prompting us to respond.5 We would discuss
and choose ways to take action and join in on what God is already doing. This process
would hopefully help the participants develop familiarity with the Circle of Faith-inAction so they could use it in their own roles in the community and continue to grow in
understanding and engaging with God’s mission.
To evaluate how well we had achieved those desired outcomes, I would have to
find ways to step back from the process and see the results of our conversations. My
research in this project, rather than being quantitative (concerned with numerical data),
would be qualitative (concerned with the quality or character of the experience) and
narrative in form. Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding and inquiring into
experience through “collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a
place or series of places, and in social interaction” with the surrounding environment.6
Thus, my evaluation of the Storyliving group would also best be done in narrative form,
telling the story of our sessions together and reflecting on the results of the conversations.
I planned to function as a facilitator and participant-observer, contributing my
own reflections and perspective. Rather than administering before-and-after tests or
surveys that could be measured quantitatively, I planned to provide open-ended questions
to guide discussion in our initial session and similar questions (worded slightly
differently) for the follow-up interviews. These questions would help us explore our

5. Spirit-moved deliberation is “open conversation in which we listen for the Spirit in the midst of
communal dialogue. The Holy Spirit works through group processes—the interaction of the two or three
gathered together in the name of Jesus Christ.” Guder, Missional Church, 174.
6. D. Jean Clandinin, D. Jean and F. Michael Connelly, Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story
in Qualitative Research (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 20.

32

various perspectives on salvation and the reign of God. They would also enable me to
track possible changes in the participants’ perspectives.
As I would read and reread my field notes afterward, I would look for themes and
changes in emphasis in our conversations. One quantitative aspect of my interpretation of
the qualitative data (texts, responses, words, etc.) would be to create and compare word
clouds of the participants’ responses to the initial questions and follow-up interviews.
The size of the words in the clouds would show how often those phrases were used in
their reflections in the opening discussion and the interviews after our final session. This
would help me determine what ideas the participants emphasized in each of those
discussions.
As we discussed local situations where we saw God at work and where we
believed God’s desire for shalom was not being experienced, those reflections and stories
would create a kind of narrative mosaic of our perceptions of life in our community. As
Clandinin and Connelly note in Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative
Research, “Life, as we come to it and as it comes to others—is filled with narrative
fragments, enacted in storied moments of time and space, and reflected upon and
understood in terms of narrative unities and discontinuities.”7 Sometimes the stories we
tell about ourselves and our surroundings are intimately connected with each other, and
sometimes we share only bits and pieces without understanding the larger picture. The
authors describe a “three-dimensional narrative inquiry space” composed of interaction
(personal and social), continuity (past, present, and future), and situation (notion of

7. Ibid, 17.
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place).8 As we would interact with one another in our sessions and out in the community,
we would bring with us our sense of rootedness in place. Our group would talk about
perceptions and experiences in the past, what we saw happening around us in the
moment, and what we would hope for and work toward in the future. Clandinin and
Connelly note that “We are not alone in this space…Narrative inquiry is a relational
inquiry.”9 Some of the participants have known each other for years; others were only
casually acquainted or had not yet met. Getting to know each other on a deeper level
would be an important element of our sessions. Our perspectives and experiences of our
community would likely vary considerably. As the authors warn, “In narrative inquiry,
the distinction between fact and fiction is muddled.”10 We might not see things the same
or come to identical conclusions, but we could have conversations and see what new
insights and fruit came of them.
Another element of the project I wanted to evaluate was how well this version of
the Circle of Faith-in-Action worked in a small group with diverse Christian backgrounds
and perspectives. How would the group react to the format, the steps, and the questions?
Would the conversations result in concrete action steps to make a difference in our
community, in line with God’s redemptive mission? What changes would come about in
the participants and the community as a result of the sessions?

8. Ibid, 50.
9. Ibid, 60.
10. Ibid, 179.
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Assumptions
I intended that the participants represent diverse ages, roles, and amount of time
in the community. They also would come from a range of Christian backgrounds and
levels of involvement in their churches and the larger community. I expected that many
of them would have a traditional view of Christian mission similar to what George
Hunsberger describes in The Story that Chooses Us: a Tapestry of Missional Vision:
In most of our churches, ask what people think about “mission,” and immediately
you get responses about “people over there” in faraway places across the globe,
people who have “little or no knowledge” about Christ, among whom our
missionaries are working to bring the light of the gospel. Shift the focus by saying
“No, I mean local mission right here.” Now what you hear about are benevolent
projects for helping the poor and disadvantaged. Again you say, “But what about
evangelizing your own community?” Then the conversation shifts to the ways the
church is seeking to attract, gain, and retain new members…
“Over there, helping the poor, recruiting members”—these have become the
operational missiologies of our churches…These three dynamics of mission
function more to serve the self-assurance and self-confidence of the congregation
than they serve the world in which the congregation lives or the reign of God that
it represents.11
Immanuel Lutheran often seems to operate with these missiologies. They have a long
history of supporting missionaries in other countries; there is an entire shelf of books in
the church library devoted to foreign missions. Various local and global projects are
geared toward helping the poor; evangelism is often seen as attracting new members. I
imagined the Storyliving participants would likely come with similar ideas about mission.
I bring my own set of experiences in various congregations and communities,
including similar discussions in ministerial associations and community groups.
Clandinin and Connelly warn that “Narrative inquirers need to reconstruct their own
narrative of inquiry histories and to be alert to possible tensions between those narrative
11. Hunsberger, Story, 9.
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histories and the narrative research they undertake.”12 Thinking back through my past
conversations and experiences in this vein and how they interact with the Storyliving
group and process would provide vital perspective.

Limitations
This ministry project is bounded by a variety of limitations. First, it was limited to
the six sessions the Storyliving group would meet, approximately August 4 to September
12, 2016. The conversations would need to include time for group building since some of
the participants need to get to know each other and develop trust. As Cameron Harder
notes, “The process of building community is like a treasure hunt—it’s about discovering
each other.”13 The group would not plan to continue to meet after the six sessions are
completed, which would limit how much ongoing action and evaluation we would be
able to accomplish. I planned to shepherd our time well by having specific agenda items
for each session, keeping an eye on the clock and encouraging brevity and succinctness
while making sure everyone felt heard.
Secondly, the project was limited to the members of the Storyliving group who
were invited and agreed to participate. All of them are Christians, from various
denominations and congregations. There is no racial diversity in the group, which reflects
our small town’s general demographics. However, they represent a good range of ages
and come from different roles, professions, and circles in the community, sharing some
things in common, but also representing different perspectives.
The project was also limited to being facilitated by one leader, who also served as
12. Clandinin and Connelly, Narrative Inquiry, 46.
13. Harder, Discovering, 2.
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a participant. As Clandenin and Connelly note, “In narrative inquiry, it is impossible (or
if not impossible, then deliberately self-deceptive) as researcher to stay silent or to
present a kind of perfect, idealized, inquiring, moralizing self.”14 Since I would not have
a second leader or an outside observer to corroborate my observations and did not want to
record our sessions, I planned to triangulate my qualitative data as much as possible.
First, I would take notes at the table during our opening and closing conversations and
times of reflection on Scripture, and on large self-adhesive pages for posting around the
room during the Circle of Faith-in-Action discussions. Second, I would ask for the
participants to turn in their written responses to the questions for each session so I could
compare my notes with what they had written. Finally, I would do the same for our
follow-up interviews, with some of the questions about perspectives on salvation and the
reign of God written with similar, but not identical, wording.
This Storyliving project was additionally limited by its nature as a narrative
inquiry, which presents a certain “ambiguity, complexity, difficulty, and uncertainties
associated with the doing of the inquiry” because the facilitator and participants are “in
the middle of a nested set of stories—ours and theirs.”15 Since we live in a fairly small
town, the existing relationships between many of the participants would likely both
enhance and constrain our conversations, depending on the topic and the community
roles of the participants. Getting to know one another more deeply over the course of the
sessions would help develop greater levels of trust and deeper conversation.
Finally, the project may be limited by the natural tendency of people (participants
and facilitator) to engage in “narrative smoothing,” either by picking and choosing
14. Clandinin and Connelly, Narrative Inquiry, 62.
15. Ibid, 55, 63.
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fragments of anecdotal stories to share, using leading questions, or interpreting the
fragments in a way which minimizes undesirable storylines or results.16 Keeping that
tendency in mind and accepting the ambiguities, complexities, and difficulties of the
inquiry would hopefully help me avoid doing my own “smoothing.” I planned to have a
few other people review the questions I would provide ahead of time to the participants to
make sure they didn’t lead the discussions by the nose. Having the participants share their
various perspectives both in the Storyliving sessions and the follow-up interviews would
help flesh out the stories from more than one angle. It would also be beneficial to have
additional people review some or all of the raw data I collect (notes, written responses,
etc.) to corroborate or correct my interpretations.

16. Ibid, 181-182.
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Chapter 4: Project Implementation
Participants
I wanted the Storyliving group to be made up of eight to ten Christians from our
community, from a wide range of backgrounds. I sent invitations by email and post to a
variety of leaders in the community who are Christian. I followed up with each of them
by email, and some by phone or in person as I saw them around town. I specifically
included people from each of the Christian churches in town (two Lutheran churches,
Evangelical Free, United Methodist, and an independent Bible Faith church) plus people
with Catholic background. (There is no Catholic church in Story City; the City Council
turned down a request to build a Catholic church here several decades ago, so they built
several miles out in the country instead.) The Storyliving group had no racial diversity;
that largely reflects our town, which is mostly white and middle class. There is far more
racial and religious diversity in Ames and Des Moines.
I had excellent response from the invitees: only 3 declined; 11 said yes! I ended
up with one more than the 8-10 people I was trying to bring together, but I anticipated
that not everyone would be able to attend every meeting. The group included two married
couples; I expected that sometimes only one from either or both couples would be able to
come. Some work at local businesses or serve in roles with local government, education,
farming, or elder care; others are retired. Almost all volunteer with various organizations
in the community. Both long-time residents and newer people to Story City were
included, along with one person who lives in another town but works here. A variety of
different political and theological perspectives were represented among the group as well.
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Summary of Storyliving Sessions
Storyliving First Session: August 4, 2016
I welcomed people as they arrived and invited them to help themselves to
nametags and refreshments. The first person arrived 10 minutes early; the last one arrived
just one minute late. Only 2 of the 11 participants had to miss the first meeting due to
previous commitments.
There was good conversation as people arrived; several of them knew each other
already, and everyone seemed at ease. Once everyone was settled, I turned off the music
and greeted everyone. I thanked them for taking time from their busy schedules to be part
of the group. We did brief introductions; I went first, then we went around the circle.
Each of us learned a few new things about almost everyone. Then I had them take turns
sharing what piqued their interest and made them want to be part of the group. Afterward,
they shared their hopes and expectations for the group. Many didn’t know quite what to
expect from the experience.
I shared the purpose and plan for the Storyliving group, including how I would
serve as both a facilitator and participant. Then I laid out expectations and common-sense
guidelines for sharing and listening, respecting one another and honoring confidentiality.
Since we have a fairly large group, I asked them to be succinct in their responses. That
way, the conversation would not be dominated by just a few voices and everyone would
be able to be heard. I also told them how I would use the notes I would be taking to help
me create a leader’s guide for other groups to follow a similar process, as part of my
Doctor of Ministry final project. I assured them that I would change names and any
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identifying details. I asked if those guidelines sounded agreeable to everyone and if
anyone had any questions. Then I opened in prayer.
Our next step involved discussing the opening questions1 (which I had provided
earlier by email) about our various perspectives on salvation and the Kingdom of God
and what has shaped those convictions. I told them that I was not looking for “correct”
answers but wanted to help us hear and understand a little bit of each other’s
perspectives. For this exercise, we went around the circle in the other direction. I shared
last so as not to influence people’s answers. Many of the participants simply read what
they had written in advance, but others spoke off-the-cuff or added additional reflections,
often in response to what others had said. Some of them were better prepared with longer,
more thought-out responses. People also felt free to pass or say “I don’t know” or “I’m
not sure what I think about that” even though I had not thought to say in advance that
those were acceptable answers. I took copious notes as people shared, even though
several of them turned in their previously written responses afterward, at my request. A
few of them had apparently not written down their reflections ahead of time.
We took a brief stretch break at the halfway point. When everyone had returned to
their seats, I introduced the next exercise: dwelling in Scripture together. I had provided
the focus Scripture to everyone ahead of time: Luke 4:18-19 and 21b, the passage from
Isaiah that Jesus read in the synagogue in Nazareth at the beginning of his ministry and
his declaration that “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” I explained how
we would use a combination of two similar Bible study approaches: lectio divina and the

1. See Appendix C, Storyliving Group Initial Questions and Appendix D, Storyliving Follow-up
Interview Questions.
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Lambeth Study Method. After a first reading of the text by one of the participants, I
invited everyone as they felt led to share a word or phrase that caught their attention.
A few people elaborated a bit on why they had chosen that phrase. A few others chose
not to share. Next, someone else read the text a second time, and I invited everyone to
write down and then share what they sensed the Spirit saying to them in the Scripture or
what questions the Scripture raised for them. I had people share “popcorn style” again as
they desired. After a third reading, we prayed silently and a few people offered brief
sentence prayers inspired by the text. Some people seemed more reluctant to share during
this section of our meeting than they had during the initial questions. Perhaps they were
unused to sharing reflections about Scripture and praying out loud or simply were
uncertain about doing so in this new group. In the interest of staying on time (and perhaps
also because responses were lagging), I skipped the final part of the Bible study,
Discerning Together, knowing we would be doing more communal discernment later on.
Next, I introduced the Circle of Faith-in-Action model that we would use
throughout our sessions. I passed around handouts outlining the Awareness / Analysis /
Action process. Once I explained the model, we started the Awareness step, using the last
two questions I had sent in advance. We went around the table again, and almost
everyone shared their ideas from both questions. I shared my ideas last.
At the end of our time together, I handed out the questions and Scripture we
would use at our next session,2 and reminded everyone to respond to the Doodle.com poll
to determine when we would meet. I also encouraged them to consider how and to whom

2. See Appendix A: Adapted Circle of Faith-in-Action Questions for Storyliving Group and
Appendix B: Suggested Scripture Passages for Group Reflection and Prayer.
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they would report the “good news” we had discussed, and how they might “spread some
seeds” that week.
We had some great conversation during the meeting. There were a few long
silences during the Scripture reflection and prayer time, partly by design, but perhaps also
because some people were not comfortable with that yet. No one volunteered to lead the
closing prayer, so I led the beginning of it and invited anyone else to chime in. No one
did, so I wrapped up by lifting up all our prayers, both spoken and silent. We ended a
couple minutes early. Afterward, people cleared out quickly.
Immediately after the meeting, I went back over my notes to make them more
legible and capture anything else I could remember from the conversation in another
color. A few days later, I had my secretary type up the written notes people handed in.
Then I added my expanded notes to the document to fully flesh out the conversation.
We had trouble scheduling the second meeting; perhaps I gave too many options
on the Doodle poll. Several people only chose one of the possible times, which made it
difficult to find one that would work. They may not have realized they could choose
(Yes) to indicate that they could make a time work if necessary; some of them are not
very tech-savvy. I gave more options and sent the poll again with an explanatory email,
spoke to a few people on the phone or in person, and finally settled on an early Friday
morning (8/12) that worked for the most people.

Storyliving Second Session—August 12, 2016
I crafted the agenda for the second session, weaving the Scripture (Romans 8) and
questions into the Circle of Faith-in-Action and drafting my own responses to the
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questions. I planned to focus primarily on Awareness of difficult situations in our
community, but thought we might also begin some Analysis and Action as well, which
was reflected in the questions I gave ahead of time. The process is circular (or better yet,
a spiral that is going somewhere), so it is easily adaptable to wherever the conversation
takes us.
I set up the room in the same way, with breakfast items this time and an easel with
markers and big post-it sheets to write down people’s ideas. Even though I was well
prepared, I felt a little anxious about how the conversation would go; the rest of the
sessions would be less structured and more dependent on the ideas and actions of the
group.
Even fewer people than I expected came to our early Friday morning second
meeting. One had forgotten about another meeting he had; he arrived late but contributed
to the conversation. Another simply didn’t show up; it turned out that he was out of town
that day. Four others had said they couldn’t attend, so we only had 5 (and then 6) of us
for the conversation. They arrived in a similar order as they had for the first meeting. I
thanked them all for coming. One of those in attendance had missed the first meeting, so
we did what brief introductions were necessary. I told them that I expected we would
finish that day’s session in about an hour and a half. I went over the common sense
guidelines again and opened in prayer.
We spent time meditating on Scripture again, using the same format from the first
meeting. After the first reading, a couple people shared longer reflections on the passage,
forgetting we were to just share a word or phrase that had caught our attention. I shared
the phrase that stuck out to me, and then the others followed suit. After the second
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reading, we each took turns sharing reflections or questions the Scripture raised to us.
One person went on for quite a while. It was less of an issue with fewer people in the
group this time, but I will be sure to remind the group to be brief in future sessions so that
everyone’s voice can be heard. Most of the participants, but not all, offered a prayer after
the third reading and a brief time of silence.
After a quick stretch break, we continued where we had left off our journey
through the Circle of Faith-in-Action. I reviewed the steps with them, noting that the
process is not a straight line but a circle or spiral that goes somewhere. Accordingly, I
shared that we might spend two weeks on each of the steps, or we might go through the
steps more than once. If we did not get to all the questions, we would address them in
future sessions. The point of the exercise, I noted, was to give them a taste of the process
so they can use it in their own roles in the community.
We reviewed the bright spots in our community (places where we see the
kingdom of God at work) that we had listed the previous week to begin the Awareness
phase of the Circle of Faith-in-Action. I had written several of them on a large post-it
sheet. Then we discussed two of the questions I had supplied, both dealing with the
places of pain and brokenness we see in our community. I recorded people’s ideas on two
more post-it sheets and put them on the wall.
The guy who said he would be late finally arrived more than an hour into the
session. He apologized for not being there sooner; I had him introduce himself to the one
person he hadn’t met, and caught him up on our conversation thus far. One person
digressed on a long story about a homeless man she had helped and where his travels had
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taken him. As I expected, we didn’t get to all the questions before the session ended, so I
said we would pick up next time where we left off, beginning the Analysis step.
Only a few of the participants gave me copies of their responses to the questions
this time; others said they would bring them to the next meeting. I handed out questions
and Scripture for our next meeting. I also encouraged them again to consider how and to
whom they would report the “news” that we had discussed. People left quickly after the
meeting; many of them headed off to work.
I felt a bit disappointed that more people had not been able to attend.
Coordinating twelve busy people’s schedules is a difficult challenge. It would be easier to
manage a smaller group, but I’m glad for the depth and diversity of ages and roles in the
community represented. I wondered if it would get even more difficult to find meeting
times that work for most people as the summer wound down and the school year began. I
decided to give fewer options for the next week’s meeting to see if that would result in
more people choosing one in common. Evenings seemed to work better on the whole for
this group.
I had my secretary type up the submitted responses and the notes I had written on
the post-it sheets. Then I added my own notes, which were fewer since I had been
recording ideas up front. It meant that I had to reconstruct more of the conversation, since
I had not written as many notes at the table. I followed up by email and in person with
those who had been unable to attend. Since there was a shorter window between session 2
and 3, I called those I hadn’t heard back from the next day to verify that they could
attend. Thankfully, nearly everyone indicated they planned to be at the third meeting.
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Storyliving Third Session—August 16, 2016
We had a shorter turnaround between these sessions (Friday morning to Tuesday
night), but almost the entire group was able to meet for the third session. One participant
was unable to attend for the third time, and one other person unexpectedly did not show.
Since most people had met before, we did not use nametags.
I thanked everyone again for taking time to be there and had the one person in
attendance who had not been at the first meeting introduce herself to the few people she
had not yet met. One of the participants had written an excellent article for the local paper
on the role of churches in a community, which highlighted some of the “bright spots” we
had discussed at earlier meetings. I shared my appreciation for the article, recommended
it for everyone’s reading, and encouraged them to find similar ways of sharing what we
were learning in our conversations. Then I went back over our common sense guidelines
for sharing, emphasizing the need to keep responses brief so everyone in the group would
have the opportunity to contribute. I promised to be respectful of their time and wrap
things up within two hours.
After opening in prayer, we used our usual pattern for dwelling in Scripture
together. Following the first reading of Romans 14:17-19, I asked everyone to share just a
word or phrase that caught their attention. They all did so, going around the table.
However, after the second reading, when I let them offer insights or questions as they
wished, only a few responded. Perhaps more would have shared if we had gone around
the table again. To spur additional conversation, I asked what came to mind when they
heard the word “righteousness” in the passage. Then I did the same with “peace” and
“joy”. People shared more freely with that direction. I shared my own thoughts once
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others had spoken. After the third reading, I invited them to pray a brief prayer as they
felt led. One of the more talkative participants prayed a fairly lengthy prayer; no one else
followed suit. I resolved to try a different approach for prayer the next time to help
people feel more comfortable praying together out loud. I’ve run into similar reluctance
to pray aloud in groups in our congregation; it may be due to inexperience with
unscripted public prayer or the reserved piety of people in our mostly northern-European
background community.
We took a brief stretch break a bit early, and then moved into our Circle of Faithin-Action discussion. I reviewed the discussion we'd had at the previous sessions on the
bright spots where we see God’s kingdom at work around us and the places of pain and
brokenness we notice in our community. I asked what else we needed to include on the
lists we had created. When we started talking about what causes those problems or makes
them worse, (moving into the Analysis step) the conversation lagged a bit with people
talking mostly in generalities. To better focus the conversation, I noted that several of the
recurring threads we had discussed revolved around children in our community who find
themselves in difficult home situations. I suggested that we explore that vein further,
since it seemed to resonate with many of us. The group agreed with that direction. We
talked about possible causes and consequences of those situations, and how they tend to
be interconnected, reinforcing, and complicating. Then we reflected on what we imagine
God would want to say to those children and families, and what God wants to see happen
in their lives. Nearly everyone contributed to the conversation, except one who seemed to
be functioning mostly as a silent observer, taking everything in and sharing well-thoughtout reflections in other ways.
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At the end of our time, I told everyone that at the next session we would dig
deeper into Analysis of the situations we have selected to address and begin
brainstorming ways we can take Action individually, together, and with others to make a
difference for those kids and families. I encouraged them to consider what little
difference they could make that week in the life of someone the Spirit might be placing
on their hearts. A few people stayed a while longer to talk afterward. Only five of them
turned in their reflection sheets this time; I asked the rest to bring them the next week.

Storyliving Fourth Session—August 22, 2016
Three participants were unable to attend this session. Just as we were about to
start, one person pulled out an enormous home-grown peach and said she would like to
share something. She said that her husband had thrown down to her this peach and a few
others from a tree in their yard; when she opened another one, the flesh was fine but the
pit was rotten—it split right open. Bugs had gotten to it. “In the same way, the devil
wants to attack our seed,” she declared, referring to the next generation.
After welcoming everyone and briefly reviewing our sharing guidelines, I opened
in prayer. Then I asked everyone to share if they had been inspired to make some little
difference in someone’s life over the last week. A few of them had; others had forgotten
or had intended to and were reminded of it when I mentioned it. One of them had had an
encouraging conversation with a relative who went through heart bypass surgery.
Another had gone to a family’s house to encourage them to come to Sunday School and
kept knocking until one of the parents came to the door and thanked them because they
had all overslept. Another said she had been intentional about taking time to listen more
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deeply to people. Others resolved to call a distant family member or reach out to a new
family in church.
Next, we meditated on Matthew 6:10 and Luke 13:18-21 together, using a
variation of our usual pattern. Everyone contributed a phrase or word that stuck out to
them in the first reading. After the second reading, I invited them to write down, then
share their thoughts to some open-ended questions:
What strikes you about praying for God’s kingdom to come on earth?
What do you make of the parables of the mustard seed and the yeast?
We went around the table, and everyone contributed ideas that built on each other’s
insights. After the third reading, I suggested we use a “squeeze prayer”. We held hands
around the table; each person had the option to pray a brief prayer and then squeeze the
hand of the next person, or simply squeeze to indicate they wished to pass. Everyone
prayed; they seemed more comfortable than the previous week, and had powerful prayers
to share based on the Scripture reading. I wasn’t sure if they had become more
comfortable just by spending more time together or if the squeeze prayer technique had
helped. In any case, I resolved to repeat the same process for Scripture reflection the next
week.
After a brief stretch break, we reviewed the post-it pages we had created with the
Circle of Faith-in-Action steps over the past few weeks and added some additional ideas
in another color. The group agreed to continue our focus on children who find themselves
in difficult home situations in our community. “Children are the future of our town,” one
participant asserted. “If we’re going to continue to thrive as a community, we need young
people gradually taking over the reins. They’re the foundation.” Another added, “It’s
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heartbreaking to see kids in tough circumstances they can’t control.” I connected the
conversation to the earlier image of insects attacking the peach pit, going after the “seed”
of our future.
We began the Action step by asking the question, What might God want us to do
together (individually, as a group, or with others) to address that pain and brokenness?
We generated some initial ideas about how we could help kids in our community who are
at risk. Many of the ideas focused on listening well to them, learning their stories, and
showing that we care. One person mentioned that even in our small town the most at-risk
kids often live in home environments that are very foreign to us. I agreed, noting that
getting to know them can be a bit like cross-cultural ministry, where it takes a long time
to develop understanding and trust. We talked about changes we can make on individual,
neighborhood, and city-wide levels. We noted that everyone wants to be seen as a person
with gifts to share, not as a problem to be fixed.
I shared some thoughts from an article about how an urban church hired a “roving
listener” to talk with people in the community about the gifts they have, including what
they do well enough that they could teach others. He started bringing people with similar
gifts and interests together for conversations that led to new ministries and initiatives.
That congregation ended many popular ministries (that were actually contributing to the
community’s problems) to refocus on being good neighbors and utilizing the assets and
gifts of the people right around them.3
3. Robert King, “Death and resurrection of an urban church,” Leadership Education at Duke
Divinity, March 24, 2015, accessed February 27, 2017. https://www.faithandleadership.com/death-andresurrection-urban-church. In their book on developing vibrant communities, Peter Block and John
McKnight envision neighbors collaborating with each other: “We begin to see that the neighborhood is a
treasure chest. By opening the chest and putting the gifts together in many different ways, we multiply the
power of its riches.” John McKnight and Peter Block, The Abundant Community: Awakening the Power of
Families and Neighborhoods (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2010), 70.
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The conversation lagged a bit toward the end of the session. We had dwelt on one
question for a long while, and it felt to me like our wheels were spinning without much
traction. In the next two sessions, it would be crucial to develop a specific plan of action.
It’s easy for the conversation to drift into generalities rather than specifics. The
participants seemed tired as well; I wrapped up the conversation a little early. I later sent
summaries of the session to those who missed it.
Our Storyliving conversations have reminded me more and more of a Community
Builders group I participated in years ago when I was on internship. That group used
Search Institute’s research to generate ideas for developing assets in local youth. I
thought of sharing Search Institute’s list of 40 assets with our group. I didn’t want to
sway the group in a particular direction, but I wondered if it might be a helpful tool for
generating specific action ideas.

Storyliving Fifth Session—September 5, 2016 (Labor Day)
We had to reschedule our meeting due to unexpected conflicts. All but two people
said that Labor Day evening would work for them, but only five showed up. Perhaps I
should have sent another email reminder or called that day, especially since it was a
holiday. I had sent an email about it three days earlier, but more communication is always
better. It turned out that at least one person had not seen my emails until after the
meeting.
I very briefly reviewed our common sense guidelines for sharing and opened in
prayer. Then I asked how and to whom they had reported the ‘news’ we had discussed
the previous week. No one responded, even when I rephrased the question. Perhaps no
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one had had an opportunity to talk with others about our conversation, or perhaps it was
too intimidating a question with which to begin. I then asked how they had been led to
make a difference in the lives of others that week. One person said she had been more
patient with people on the phone who simply needed someone to listen to them. Others
had cleaned up a local park, volunteered at home football games, and helped run our
town’s antique carousel.
We used our usual pattern to dwell in Scripture together. People shared words or
phrases that caught their attention in the first reading of the parables from Matthew 13,
with little elaboration. After the second reading, we went around the circle, sharing our
impressions and reflections on the parables of the treasure hidden in a field, the pearl of
great price, and the weeds in the wheat. I took notes on the conversation, and most
everyone turned in copies of their reflections after the session. Lastly, I shared at some
length, perhaps more than needed. With fewer people, not as much had been shared, and I
wanted to bring up some things in the parables that hadn’t been talked about. I wonder if
it came across a little “preachy”; I didn’t follow my own instructions to keep responses
brief. However, the group seemed to appreciate my input. One person said, “You made it
seem so simple! I usually just take things at face value, so I hadn’t thought about that
parable that way.”
When we prayed together after the third reading, I suggested we use the “squeeze
prayer” approach again. Participation was good; everyone shared heartfelt prayers.
However, with fewer people around the three tables, we had to stand to reach each
other’s hands, even with our arms far outstretched. A better choice would have been to
gather chairs in a small circle off to one side of the tables for prayer.
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When we resumed after our stretch break, I quickly reviewed the Circle of Faithin-Action, noting that we had ended up spending two weeks on each step and were
starting to come up with specific action ideas. I took notes on large post-its as we
discussed the questions I had supplied. With fewer people than previous meetings, there
seemed to be less energy and ideas generated. People still spoke mostly in generalities;
we did not come up with many specific action ideas. I mentioned that the direction of our
conversations reminded me of Community Builders, the group I had been part of when I
was on internship. I shared a bit about the Asset Approach that group had used and
handed out the two booklets on assets I had purchased from Search Institute. I suggested
that we might find helpful action ideas in them to discuss next time.
We ended the session about fifteen minutes early. I felt a little disappointed and
disheartened afterward; I was frustrated that we hadn’t yet started putting together any
specific action steps. With our last session coming up, it put more pressure on us to nail
things down so that our conversations could result in concrete actions. Of course, we
shouldn’t expect instant results; the point of this project is to cultivate our community’s
missional imagination. Harvest comes later, in God’s timing, not ours.
Later in the week, our church custodian, who is a good friend of one of the
participants, told me that her friend was really enjoying coming to the Storyliving
meetings. Her friend had told me that herself, but it was nice to hear that she was talking
about it out in the community as well. People seemed to be finding the sessions
worthwhile. Hopefully, our conversations would start other conversations, and people
would use the Circle of Faith-in-Action (or elements from it) in their own settings.
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In response to the fifth session’s question about raising awareness about this
problem in the community, one of the participants wrote: “I know we want a quick
‘blanket fix’ but that is not possible. With information available and support from
churches and caring individuals, slowly the culture climate may change.” Sustainable
long-term change and growth takes much more than a six-week series of conversations.
The Spirit is at work among us and out in the community ahead of us. May God grant us
eyes to see it, ears to hear, and a willingness to join in.

Storyliving Final Session—September 22, 2016
We could not find a time that worked for a majority of the group in the week after
our fifth session, so I resent the Doodle poll with possible times for the following week.
All but four of the group said they would be able to attend on Thursday night, Sept. 22nd.
As I had expected, it became harder to schedule meetings as the busyness of the school
year and harvest began. For those unable to attend, I asked them to provide their
responses to the questions and Scripture so they could be shared with the group. (No one
did so.) I invited everyone to review the materials from Search Institute for ideas to serve
as a springboard for planning specific action we can take to help local youth, especially
those in difficult home situations. I sent a reminder email to everyone the morning of the
session; I had also had conversations on the phone or in person with some of the group
members during the week.
Despite my reminder email, one person forgot what time we planned to start; he
remembered when we were already an hour in, and so decided not to come. Another
person emailed me five minutes before our meeting to say he would be an hour late. That

55

left us with only four people plus me for the first hour, which was disappointing, even
though I anticipated it would be difficult to get everyone together in this busy time of
year. Perhaps we would have had better attendance earlier in the summer or in the heart
of winter, when people’s schedules here are less hectic. It probably would also have
worked better to schedule all the meetings farther in advance rather than a week at a time.
Some of the participants brought the questions and materials from Search Institute that I
had provided. One of them remarked as he came in, “I didn’t do my homework, so I’ll be
flying by the seat of my pants tonight.”
At five minutes past 7:00, when it seemed we had everyone who was going to be
there for the first hour, I welcomed everyone and thanked them for their participation in
the group. I very briefly reviewed our common sense guidelines for sharing and led an
opening prayer. Then I asked what conversations or thoughts they had had during the
week about our previous sessions. One person suggested getting people together regularly
to pray for our community. I mentioned the candlelit prayer vigil several people attended
the previous fall in front of our elementary school; I said I would bring up that idea at our
next ministerial meeting. The same person also talked briefly about prayer warriors she
knew in the community who have now passed on. She believes we are still seeing fruit
from those prayers today.
The rest of the group didn’t have much to share, so we moved on quickly to
dwelling in Scripture together. We followed our usual pattern, beginning by sharing a
word or phrase that caught our attention in the first reading of Luke 10:1-11. After the
second reading, I had everyone reflect, write down, and then share a sentence or two
about what they noticed about what Jesus did and said in that passage and how his
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instructions to the 70 he sent out might give our lives direction today. After the third
reading, we circled some chairs off to the side for prayer. Everyone participated in the
“squeeze prayer,” including one who had not prayed out loud in previous meetings.
After our brief stretch break, we moved on into the Circle of Faith-in-Action. I briefly
summarized our previous conversations and then we started going through the questions I
had given them ahead of time. I took notes on large post-its as usual; occasionally, I
returned to my seat and jotted personal notes about the group dynamics and process. Our
usually most silent member chimed in a few times, once at some length. It was great to
see him participating more freely in the group.
We discussed a variety of possible actions we could take individually and with
others to help local youth and families. Our conversation touched on many of the ideas
listed in the asset building materials from Search, but we never used the materials during
the session. I regretted that afterward, wondering if it might have helped us settle on more
specific action. However, our six-week format limited our ability to come up with shared
action, carry it out, and evaluate it together. We work in the same community, but live in
different neighborhoods, farms, and even towns, and usually move in separate circles. It
was great to bring people from all those different backgrounds together and form new
connections. Hopefully our conversations will ripple outward and result in more
engagement with God’s mission in the various interlocking circles we inhabit.
Near the end of our time together, I expressed my gratitude for how they all
carved out time from their busy schedules to be part of the group. I shared my hope that
our time together had been both a blessing and a challenge to each of them as it had to
me. I reiterated that our group experience will help me craft a Storyliving leader’s guide
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for other groups to have similar conversations that start more conversations that lead to
positive change. “Hopefully these discussions will get balls rolling in various directions
in our community, all for the sake of God’s mission,” I asserted.
I asked them what they had most appreciated about the group. One said it had
opened her eyes to what’s going on in the community, since her job keeps her inside an
office and surrounded by only a certain segment of people. She was glad to get to know people in other circles. I mentioned that it had been a goal of the sessions to bring
together Christians from a wide variety of backgrounds and roles in the community; we
certainly accomplished that goal. Another person thought we’d had good conversation
and dialogue that got things into the open. A third group member said the meetings had a
calming effect, allowing him to exhale, relax, slow down from his busyness, and think.
Still another echoed that thought, saying he often finds himself too busy, keeping him
from reflecting on what is most important.
I told them that I would call each of them to set up a time to chat over coffee
about their experience in the group. I wanted to get their further thoughts and suggestions
about the process, see what changes in perspective occurred, and encourage them to live
out the ideas we generated. I would send questions in advance for them to consider. No
one at the last meeting turned in their responses to the sixth session questions; I forgot to
ask for them, so I planned to do so when I called to set up the interviews. I plan to do
additional follow-up a few months down the road to see what actions came about as a
result of our conversations.
At the end of our time together, I encouraged people to spread the word about our
upcoming second annual Hunger Fight for Meals from the Heartland, which our
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ministerial association was hosting in the local Rec Center. I closed in prayer. People
stayed around longer afterward, seeming reluctant to leave. One person came up to give
me a hug and say, “Thanks for doing this; hopefully, we’ll get some things going in our
own settings. I appreciate all the hard work you’ve put into this. I look forward to having
coffee sometime!”

Storyliving Follow-up Interviews—September - October 2016
I made arrangements to meet with each of the participants to get their feedback on
the group experience. As usual, I provided questions ahead of time. A couple of them
brought their notes along; most of them just chatted with me about the questions. Most of
the interviews took place at their workplaces; a couple of them were at my church.
Most of the interviews lasted about 20-30 minutes; a few of them were closer to an hour
when people were more talkative. The first interview was especially encouraging; the
person had excellent reflections and thoughts, thanked me for including her, and asked
how the project was coming. I felt excited for the other interviews, many of which were
equally gratifying and insightful. Two participants were too busy with work to be able to
meet; I invited them to share their thoughts on the questions with me by email, but they
never did.
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Chapter 5: Project Analysis
Narrative Evaluation of Storyliving Steps
The Storyliving group came together quite well; I asked a wide variety of people
in our community to participate, and 11 of the 14 people I approached agreed to be part
of the group! (One ended up not being able to participate due to other commitments, but
his wife attended almost all of the sessions.) We had a good mix of genders and ages,
occupations, denominations, and political persuasions. Some had lived most of their lives
in the area, and some were fairly new to Story City.
In our opening session, we discussed what piqued people’s interest in the group
and what we hoped for our time together. Several people apparently didn’t know quite
what to expect from the group; they expressed a general interest in helping people and
making our community better, but weren’t sure what our Storyliving group would entail.
Others saw it as a chance to learn from other leaders, share what we see going on in our
community, and the impact that we can have individually and together as part of God’s
plan. Some saw it as an opportunity to be of service, learn more about our town, and even
have fun getting to know people more. Perhaps I could have laid out a clearer vision for
the group in my invitation and early communication with people. On the other hand, I
expected that the makeup of the group and the flow of our conversation would help shape
the direction we ended up taking, so I didn’t want to define it too sharply early on.
I clearly laid out common-sense ground rules and explained my own ideas and
hopes for the group in our first session. I assured them that as I wrote up my final project,
I would not share any names or identifying information. At each following session, I
briefly reminded them of our ground rules to show respect for each other and keep our
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conversations confidential. I kept our sessions to two hours or less, as promised. We
didn’t always have everyone there, which was partly due to the busy schedules of the
participants. It would have been better to set a regular schedule well in advance.
At the first session, I explained the basic format we would use: discussing
opening questions that I provided beforehand, meditating on Scripture (also provided
ahead of time) and praying together, and then walking through the steps of the Circle of
Faith-in-Action. I briefly reviewed the format at the beginning of each session and used
PowerPoint slides to display the question or step we were currently addressing. I also
went over what we had discussed at previous meetings to serve as a springboard for more
conversation. We used a combination of Lectio Divina and the Lambeth Bible study
method to meditate on Scripture together and share brief reflections. Using a “squeeze
prayer” seemed to help people move past their initial reluctance to pray out loud together.
We ended up spending about two weeks on each of the Awareness / Analysis / Action
steps in our version of the Circle of Faith-in-Action. We had excellent conversations
about where we see God’s reign at work in our community and what local situations we
believe God wants to redeem and restore. Our conversations gravitated toward exploring
ways to help children in our town who find themselves in difficult home situations. We
came up with a variety of ideas, but bogged down when it came to implementing a
specific set of actions.
In our follow-up interviews, people said that the format was thoughtfully
organized and worked well. They appreciated how I gave summaries of what we had
talked about in the previous sessions and laid out a plan for what we would do in each
session. They even appreciated the expectations and ground rules for our time together.
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“They were sometimes hard to enforce,” one person mentioned, probably referring to a
few times when one or two people dominated parts of the conversation. At points, some
people were a little more guarded in what they said, due to their roles in the community.
But overall, people contributed insightful reflections and engaged the questions and
process fully.
One of the things I wanted to evaluate was how this version of the Circle of Faithin-Action worked in a small group with diverse Christian backgrounds and perspectives.
Although our group did not have any racial or ethnic diversity (reflective of our small
town) and was intentionally restricted to Christians, it was made up of men and women in
a wide range of ages from a variety of backgrounds. Almost all the local churches were
represented, as were various political perspectives, lengths of time in the area, and roles
in the community. In the follow-up interviews, one person noted, “The diversity made it a
little challenging for people to open up at first—it takes time. People seemed afraid of
offending people with different perspectives.”
However, over the course of the sessions, the group became more comfortable
and conversational with each other. “This helped us get to know each other on a whole
different level,” one of them said. “I like interdenominational groups—it’s great to meet
with other Christians and see that we’re all in this together.” Others echoed those
feelings. “We learned a lot about people outside our usual circles. I already had deep
connections with some of them, but knew others only by name or title. It makes people
more real to you when you talk together about day-to-day issues, common concerns, and
the desires of their hearts. I thought the group was really valuable; it helped me know that
others have similar passion for making our community better.”
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Despite some initial reluctance to share, the participants quickly warmed up to
each other and engaged in the Circle of Faith-in-Action process. One of them said
afterward, “The three simple steps (Awareness, Analysis, Action) were refreshing. It
related to community, Kingdom Building, etc. It gave me something new in my toolbox.”
Others appreciated the questions we used to shape our conversations, saying that they
helped focus our time together and broaden their perspective. Another reported feeling
“engaged” in the conversation: “We rarely have those kinds of conversations in the
community; usually it’s just with people in your own circles.” Our version of the Circle
of Faith-in-Action sparked excellent conversation and generated lots of action ideas.
More time together would have given us opportunity to put those ideas into practice.
Several of the participants said they could see how they might use the Awareness /
Analysis / Action steps in their own roles in the community. They also enjoyed getting to
know one another better and talking about things that matter deeply. “The best part of the
whole thing was the conversations we had with the people around the table,” one noted.
“We probably wouldn’t have theological conversations otherwise.” Someone else said,
“It was neat to hear different perspectives, values, and opinions from people from
different churches and congregations.” Another remarked, “I learned things about people
I hadn’t known; I developed greater respect and understanding for those people. It opens
the door for working together and having other conversations.”
Specific details that they appreciated from the sessions included:




how I wrote down people’s responses on post-it pages, which helped us remember
what we had talked about before
meditating on Scripture as it was read out loud three times, which helped dig deep
into it—“I heard something new each time, like peeling back layers of an onion!”
the overlapping questions that asked similar things in slightly different ways to
get deeper into the heart of the issue
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having handouts with questions for the next session, which gave them a chance to
think about it ahead of time
meeting and getting to know a variety of people in the community more deeply
sharing ideas to improve people’s lives in our community
asking “What can we do together as part of God’s mission here?”
In the follow-up interviews, the participants shared a variety of ideas to refine the

overall scope and details of the sessions. One suggested that the group felt a little
“churchy” since it was held in a church building, and wondered if the group dynamics
would have been different in a more neutral space. Another talked about ways to help
people get more comfortable with each other earlier on: “Perhaps you could ‘soften up
the room’ a bit more at the beginning; you launched right into some deep questions right
away.” Others remarked that early on, people in the group seemed to be talking at each
other rather than conversing. “We got more conversant at the end,” one noted. Some
remembered occasional awkward silences, especially in the “popcorn prayer” time.
Going around the table with a “squeeze prayer” where people could pass by squeezing
the next hand seemed to work better. Finally, one person suggested, “You could have left
more time at the end of the sessions for tying it all together. We ran out of time
sometimes. But you also don’t want to cut things off in the middle of a conversation—it’s
a hard balance.” The Storyliving participants seemed to find the sessions worthwhile.
Hopefully, our conversations will start other conversations, and people will use the Circle
of Faith-in-Action (or elements from it) in their own settings to make a difference.

Progress Achieved toward Desired Outcomes
One of the things I hoped to achieve with the Storyliving group was to explore
our perspectives on salvation and the reign of God. The participants came from a wide
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variety of Christian backgrounds, which was reflected in the thoughts they shared when
we discussed our perspectives. In our first session, we talked through one set of questions
about what we believe; in the follow-up interviews, I asked a second, similarly-worded
series of questions so I could track possible changes in the participants’ perspectives. I
used overlapping questions to probe their perspectives from a few different angles. Since
I served as a facilitator and participant-observer, I shared my own thoughts on each of the
questions, but waited to do so until everyone else had shared first, so as not to influence
their responses. In the first session, the participants went around the circle and shared
fairly brief thoughts, mostly just what they had written to the questions I had provided in
advance, with some elaboration. There wasn’t as much conversation among people as
happened in later sessions, which wasn’t surprising.
In the follow-up interviews, most of them shared quite a bit more on the similarlyworded questions, perhaps because they had gotten to know me better and were in a oneon-one dialogue rather than talking for the first time to a large group they didn’t know
well. I appreciated the opportunity to interact more with each of them on those questions,
sharing my own thoughts and discussing our perspectives. We had some great
conversations about what salvation includes and what mission God is accomplishing
through us. I kept encouraging them to think of God’s kingdom and salvation not just in
individual and personal terms but also in broader, communal, and even cosmic
perspective.
Given the range of denominational backgrounds represented, it was not surprising
that a variety of understandings of salvation and the reign of God were voiced, some
more nuanced than others. In our initial discussion, people’s responses to the questions
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about salvation ranged from “getting to heaven” as the ultimate goal or reward and
“being born again” to being included in God’s community. Some described faith in Jesus
Christ bringing deliverance from sin and its consequences. Others used language of
rescue or restoration of relationship with God, healing of the soul. One said, “God
shelters us, comforting, caring, and giving love not just for today, but always.” When I
asked how salvation affects us as a community, they talked about sharing the forgiveness
we have received, helping others, and working together to better our community by how
we live. In my own turn, I shared that salvation is very personal, but also communal and
even cosmic in scope; it’s about God restoring and reconciling all things in Christ.
In the follow-up interviews, I asked what they thought “being saved” involves—
what we are saved from and what we are saved for.1 Some described it as an “aboutturn,” acknowledging Jesus as our Lord and Savior and following his direction. “Christ
died on a cross and rose from the dead to give us a future with him,” one declared. They
mentioned being saved from ourselves, from sin and its results: separation from God,
unrest, conflict, turmoil, hopeless grief, and evil—things that pull us down in our life and
community and keep us from cooperating with God. They talked about God saving us for
a variety of reasons: to be reconciled to God for eternity, to enjoy the beauty all around
us, to be God’s witnesses and share the gospel. “We are God’s hands, feet, and ministers,
instruments of grace,” one person said. “We aren’t rewarded for good works but we are
doing God’s work by walking in his light and trying to share faith with others.” God
“guides us in the right direction” and gives us strength and conviction to go on.

1. In his book Discovering the Other: Asset-Based Approaches to Building Community Together,
Cameron Harder suggests that if God’s mission is to save us, “Maybe instead of asking ‘Saved from what?’
we need to ask ‘Saved for what?’…What kind of future do we hope for?” Harder, Discovering, 9.
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One participant described salvation as not just a sudden change where everything
is suddenly different, but “more of a process of cooperating with God’s grace, even
through difficulty and struggle.” “It’s not just what God is doing but also us cooperating
with Him,” the same person said. Several participants spoke of how God gives different
gifts of the Spirit and different calls, all for the furthering of his kingdom on earth. Some
noted that our conversations created more questions than answers, which wasn’t a bad
thing; questions drive us to learn and grow.
In response to the questions about the kingdom or reign of God, some in the initial
discussion seemed uncertain. “We can’t get our minds around it,” one person expressed.
Some described an internal kingdom of God ruling over our hearts so that we live Godpleasing lives. Others talked about an external kingdom, a “bright and beautiful place”;
“a heavenly kingdom that will rule over the earth”. Still others spoke of the kingdom in
relational terms: love, peace, God’s presence; Jesus meeting us in the people around us.
“It will be better than we can imagine,” one said. I shared that God’s loving, just reign is
not only in heaven but here on earth, already begun but not yet in its fullness. God’s
kingdom is in conflict with the powers-that-be on earth, and will one day bring about the
end of evil and injustice, restoring abundant life and harmony through Christ. As Paul
writes, “For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to
reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making
peace through his blood shed on the cross” (Colossians 1.19-20).
During the interviews after the last session, we talked about how they saw God’s
mission in the world and in our community. Common themes included people living in
harmony and helping each other, a peaceful kingdom of love, care, and compassion, and
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an end to suffering and evil. “We have to stay open to what God is doing and showing
us,” one person said, “We don’t always listen all the time.” Another asserted, “God
created us to be in relationship with Him and each other. He wants us to make things
better in our community and around the world.”
When we first talked about where we see “God’s dream” happening in our
community, some weren’t sure. Others described a strong Christian community and good
values, with churches working together and welcoming each other. They mentioned
youth groups, local mission projects, and people helping each other in times of disaster or
hardship, and showing compassion and care for elders. One said God’s dream happens in
places you’d least expect, everywhere around us. I encouraged them to think more
broadly about God’s mission, not just about the things we are doing, but wherever beauty
is being created, truth and justice are upheld, and harmony is restored. Ultimately, God is
the one who acts in and through us for the good of other people and all of creation.
In the follow-up interviews, similar things were mentioned when we talked about
where we see God at work in our community: reconciliation and partnership among
churches, people making our town a better place and pulling together in time of need.
One person asserted that she could see God at work in people caring for others at every
level in her workplace. Another one was more skeptical, saying “I could point to bits and
pieces...But do we welcome the stranger? Or only those who are similar to us? Do we
feed the hungry and clothe the naked? To show God’s work, there has to be sacrifice.”
Still another pointed to neighborhood Bible studies, youth groups, community worship
services, and our local Bible camp, which she felt “affected the spiritual temperature of
the entire community.”
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We also talked about where we believe God weeps over our city, or where the
reign of God is least visible locally. The first time we talked about it, people mentioned
abused children, broken homes, and those struggling with addiction or mental illness.
They lamented that sometimes people “fall through the cracks”; they can’t afford the help
they need, and are afraid to ask because they fear being pigeonholed or stigmatized. Kids
are especially vulnerable since they can’t control the situations in which they find
themselves. Others described problems within the churches themselves: empty pews,
pride and self-righteousness, a lack of compassion, and isolation in a “Christian bubble”.
In the follow-up interviews, people named many of the same situations, with more
focus on the challenges facing youth and children in our community. Several noted that it
can be difficult to see the people most in need because they are good at hiding their
problems and pain. Pride, a sense of entitlement, fear, or shame can lead to covering
things up and making the problem worse. Sometimes our own fear or busyness gets in the
way; we refuse to see, notice, or act when it might make us uncomfortable. It’s easier to
tear people down than to build them up, one person lamented.
When we first talked about what we might do in response to the problems we
were identifying, the participants mentioned the importance of prayer, asking questions,
listening, and meeting people where they are. “Walk the talk. Show kindness, generosity,
and truthfulness,” one responded. Others suggested being a school mentor, befriending a
stranger, or volunteering in an unlikely situation. “Care for our neighbors. Love people.
Provide resources and compassion.” I agreed, mentioning that we can become better
neighbors and reach out in love to people with whom we normally wouldn’t associate.
Jesus told us to love our neighbor as ourselves and even to love our enemies!
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In the follow-up interviews, people had more concrete ideas to share. They talked
about specific ways they volunteer in the community and the importance of finding the
right match between their gifts and the needs around them. Some said they wanted to live
with more intentionality and awareness of people’s situations and when their own pride
or discomfort gets in the way. Others committed themselves to encouraging others to get
involved in the ministries and service organizations in the community. One simply said,
“I’ll just keep being who I am. Be candid, say what I think. Do what I do.” (Knowing this
person, that’s a good thing.) Another said, “Be an example. Try to fulfill God’s purpose
in day to day life.”
As I compared the answers people gave to similar questions about salvation and
the reign of God in the initial session and the follow-up interviews, I realized that it
would be difficult to gauge shifts in people’s perspective for several reasons. First,
though the questions were aimed at the same concepts, they were intentionally not
worded identically. Second, the dynamics of the settings were quite different: one was at
the beginning of the group’s interaction and therefore resulted in brief and hesitant
responses, while the other was one-on-one conversation after our sessions together,
resulting in longer, more in-depth reflections. Also, shifts in perspective and engagement
in mission often take place gradually, so it might not be realistic to expect dramatic shifts
in six weeks.
I noticed that the participants’ answers to the questions did shift somewhat from
the initial session to the follow-up interviews. Some of them spoke at more length and
with more confidence about their beliefs. They used more Scripture in their responses,
and had more examples of where they saw God’s reign at work around them and where
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that reign is less visible. Each of them had thoughts on how they might continue our
conversations with others. They also had more specific ideas of how they might intervene
in the situations where we imagine God weeps over our city than they did earlier in the
process.
For another perspective on the differences between people’s responses at the
beginning and end of our time together, I took the text from our initial discussion and the
follow-up interviews (edited to remove the questions, Scripture, and my own responses)
and used a word cloud generator to create pictures from the most common words.2

Fig. 1. Word Cloud from the Most-Used Words in the Storyliving Initial Discussion
2. See Appendix E for side-by-side lists of the most common words in the initial discussion and
follow-up sessions. To create the word clouds, I used the word cloud generator at
http://www.wordclouds.com
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Fig. 2. Word Cloud from the Most-Used Words in the Storyliving Follow-up Interviews

This tool helps visualize themes in a document. Four of the words used most in both the
initial discussion and follow-up interviews were “God,” “people,” “church,” and
“community,” though in slightly different order. In the follow-up interviews, the word
“people” came up more than twice as often as any other word, a significant increase. The
participants used the word 23 times in just the first question, “Describe your experience
with our Storyliving group…” and 23 more times in response to “Where do you see God
at work in Story City?” They used it to refer to people in our Storyliving group, people in
the community, and people in general. The increase in use may have been due to the way
the questions were phrased; however, it could also reflect increased awareness of the
people around them.
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Other words that went up significantly in the second list included:







“group” (probably because I asked questions about our group in the interviews)
“different” (mostly used to describe our various perspectives and groups)
“time” (used most often to talk about our time together and the gift of time)
“help” (describing things they found helpful in our sessions, ways God helps us
and how we can help others)
“talk” (both our discussions and their conversations with others)
“see” (their own perceptions, but also what God and others see)

I wonder if the more frequent use of these words hints at an increased emphasis on
observing and interacting with others. There were many more total words in my notes
from the follow-up interviews, since each interview lasted half an hour or more, while
our entire discussion on the initial questions lasted just forty-five minutes or so. Also, the
initial discussion was with (almost) all the group together, when they were just getting to
know each other. They stuck mostly to their written responses during that session. I held
the follow-up interviews with the participants individually, mostly in their workplaces,
which made them more at ease and more talkative.
The participants certainly grew in their interactions with each other over the
course of the sessions. As they got to know each other better, they became more
outspoken with their thoughts. Rather than just reading what they had written ahead of
time, they responded to each other, built on each other’s ideas, and shared stories from
their lives and what they saw in the community. They even became more willing to pray
out loud together. Clandinin and Connelly describe several negotiations that occur in
narrative inquiry: “negotiating relationships, negotiating purposes, negotiating transitions,
and negotiating ways to be useful.”3 We worked our way through each of these
negotiations as we got to know and trust each other. We discussed our hopes and

3. Clandinin and Connelly, Narrative Inquiry, 63.
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expectations for the sessions, moved together through the various steps or “moments” of
the Circle of Faith-in-Action, and came up with ideas for making a difference in the lives
of young people in difficult situations in our community.
Another outcome I wanted to see from our sessions was to encourage
development of communal discernment and missional engagement among the
participants. I found that this outcome was a difficult one to measure because our time
together as a group was limited to six weeks. In that short a window, it’s hard to judge
how people have grown in discerning and participating in God’s mission together. Even
though some of the participants knew each other from interaction in the community, a
significant amount of work still had to be done in building group cohesion and common
understanding. Our time together ended just as we seemed to be gaining some traction.
We talked about what people in our community were already doing in line with God’s
kingdom rule, discerned a desire to focus on helping children in difficult home situations,
and came up with several different ideas to try, individually or with others.
Throughout our Storyliving sessions, we discussed a variety of possible actions
we could take to help local youth and families, especially those with difficult home
situations. In response to the fifth session’s question about raising awareness about this
problem in the community, one of the participants wrote: “I know we want a quick
‘blanket fix’ but that is not possible. With information available and support from
churches and caring individuals, slowly the culture climate may change.” Sustainable
long-term change and growth takes much more than a six-week series of conversations.
Our discussions touched on many of the ideas listed in the asset building materials
I had provided from Search Institute before our final session, but we didn’t end up using
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the materials in that discussion. I regretted it afterward, wondering if it might have helped
us settle on more specific ideas of things to do together. However, our six-week format
limited our ability to come up with shared action, carry it out, and evaluate it together.
We didn’t end up creating a specific plan of action. We discussed a variety of ideas, and
several of the participants mentioned particular things they planned to do in response in
their neighborhoods, churches, other organizations, and workplaces.
One participant mentioned afterward: “Going in I believed this to be an
information gathering/sharing process. The ‘call to action’ seemed to hinder the group,
myself included. The group started to shut down when we got to action—everyone’s so
busy, and they didn’t want to get involved in another group that would come up with
something tangible to do on an ongoing basis.” However, another asserted, “We weren’t
just talking about it—people are doing things about it.”
I noted a number of new initiatives and events that happened in our community
that connected with our conversations:









Our church’s Sunday School kids assembled care kits for homeless people in our
area.
Some of the Storyliving participants and many others from our local churches,
schools, and community took part in the Hunger Fight our local ministerial
association hosted for Meals from the Heartland.
Over 50 students, families of local law enforcement, and other members of the
community gathered for a prayer vigil in front of one of our churches after the
killing of two police officers in Des Moines.
Our ministerial association is developing tools to better coordinate the assistance
they give to local people with various financial needs.
They are also looking into putting up a Little Free Food Pantry, similar to the
Little Free Libraries that have popped up around our neighborhoods, but with
nonperishable food items for when our local food bank is closed.
At the same time, our Middle School in our sister city five miles away is planning
to open a food pantry for their students and families.
Our congregation is exploring a possible daycare ministry for the community.
Local churches are expanding partnerships among our youth ministries.
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One of our Storyliving participants had a conversation with one of our school
administrators and asked, “If there’s anything we can do, would you tell us?”
The administrator gave some specific ideas of ways to help kids at the school.

It will be interesting to see what new initiatives and partnerships may arise in our
community as a result of our conversations. Several of the participants talked about ways
they are already doing things slowly, behind the scenes to make a difference as a family
or at their workplaces. They came up with ideas of how they can drive those things
deeper and collaborate with others in new ways. We work in the same community, but
live in different neighborhoods, farms, and even towns, and usually move in separate
circles. It was great to bring people from all those different backgrounds together, form
new connections, and have open dialogue about troubled spots and places of blessing in
our community. Hopefully our conversations will ripple outward and result in more
engagement with God’s mission in the various interlocking circles we inhabit.
The Spirit is at work among us and out in the community ahead of us. I pray that God
will grant us eyes to see it, ears to hear, and a willingness to join in.

Conclusions
A primary regret that I had at the end of our Storyliving sessions was that
although we discussed a variety of ways we could respond to the painful situations we
saw surrounding some of the children in our community, we did not settle on a specific
plan of action to take together, much less implement and evaluate it. We simply ran out
of time since we only had six sessions together. One of the authors of The Pastoral Circle
Revisited notes that
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Response should always be the aim of going around the pastoral circle. To the
well-known phrase from the epistle of James—‘Faith without works is dead!’
(James 3.26)—I add, ‘The pastoral circle without response is a waste of
time!’…What difference does the exercise of going around the circle make in the
lives of the people whose experience we share? If discernment is enhanced by use
of the pastoral circle, then it really does become a reading of the signs of the time,
with consequent engagement with the Lord of history in the movement toward the
kingdom of God. Linking faith and justice becomes more than a subtitle of a
book!4
Since our group did not take any specific action together and I did not discern significant
shifts in the participants’ perceptions of salvation and the reign of God, does that mean
that our sessions were a waste of time? Not necessarily. As Maria Cimperman notes in
Social Analysis for the 21st Century: How Faith Becomes Action, “Failure is your friend
and teacher…the wise person is one who takes sufficient risks and tries new ideas even if
some or many do not succeed in full or in part. The wise person has a longer vision and
sees that each effort is a piece of the movement that gets you closer to your goal.”5
In our six sessions together, we probably only spent a total of five or six hours
working through the steps of the Circle of Faith-in-Action. The rest of our time was
devoted to getting to know each other better, meditating on Scripture, praying together,
talking about our theological perspectives, and other interaction. The participants shared
afterward that they appreciated the new connections and deeper relationships they formed
and the insightful conversations we had. The sessions produced a greater awareness of
what the Spirit is already doing through us and in the wider community.
The Circle of Faith-in-Action is perhaps better suited to longer-term or ongoing
task forces. In our busy society, it can be difficult to get people to commit to an open-

4. Wijsen, et al., Pastoral Circle, 25-26.
5. Maria Cimperman, Social Analysis for the 21st Century: How Faith Becomes Action
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2015), 163.
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ended group. It was certainly beyond the scope of this project. Even groups of people
committed to a shared vision of cooperating with God’s redemptive mission can
experience challenges in implementing that vision. Josef Elsener notes this same dynamic
in the use of the Pastoral Circle, that its fourth phase (planning for response) is “the
weakest link in the method and remains much too general, usually getting lost in
generalities such as ‘something ought to be done about…’ or merely enumerating some
questions to which the plan of action has to respond.”6 Cameron Harder makes a similar
point: “Transformative public conversation, of course, requires a space for talking… But
for the talk to have the focus and intensity needed to spark real change, a more intentional
conversation structure is needed…it’s hard to carry on a consistent conversation in depth
over time.”7
Groups that want to use the Circle of Faith-in-Action more effectively would do
well to choose a very specific issue to address and bring together people with passion and
influence in that particular area. Sharing specific examples of challenges facing the
community early on would help the group drill down into the situation on which they
believe God wants them to focus. Hosting the sessions in a neutral space out in the
community could help the participants develop a stronger connection to the reign of God
at work around them. Inviting them to write down and share stories of conversations and
interactions they are having with people in the community throughout the process would
give the group’s deliberations grounding and traction. Meeting on a regular, ongoing
basis would provide an opportunity to dive deeper in Awareness and Analysis, to take
Action together, and then evaluate the action and see the changes it produced. James Hug
6. Wijsen, et al., Pastoral Circle, 52-53.
7. Harder, Discovering, 53.
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writes about the Pastoral Circle: “Since the process…is aimed at change, the end point is,
ideally, not the same as the beginning point. The ‘circle’ does not close; it gives rise to a
new experience that then must be analyzed, reflected on theologically, and then gives rise
to further action. Hence, spiral seems a more apt symbol.”8 If our group’s time together
had not been constrained to a few weeks, we could have gone much farther along the
spiral.
The Storyliving participants appreciated how our group experience brought
together people outside their usual circles to ask new questions, meditate on Scripture and
have important conversations about God’s mission in our community. The group opened
a window into conversations people were already having and actions they were taking
publicly and privately on behalf of God’s reign in Story City. It provided evidence of
how the Spirit is out ahead of us in our community.
It was interesting to note that the group experienced very little conflict over the
course of the sessions. They often seemed to agree on their assessments of the situations
on which we focused. During our discussions on theology, they at least seemed to
understand and appreciate each other’s perspectives. They may also simply have been
being polite and agreeable, as people in our mostly Northern-European descent
community usually are, at least in public situations. For at least the first couple of
sessions, many of them mostly stuck to their written responses to the questions I
provided. I also noted that some of them didn’t contribute much to the conversation at
times, which could have been because they disagreed and didn’t want to say so. A couple
of the participants said afterward that they had been rather guarded in some of their
responses due to their roles in the community.
8. Wijsen, et al., Pastoral Circle, 196.
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I am confident that the Holy Spirit will continue to cultivate the missional
imagination of the members of our Storyliving group and others around them. In
Missional Map-Making, Alan Roxburgh makes the claim that “the imagination for a new
future lies among the ordinary people of a church and in the relational networks that exist
among them and in the community.”9 He argues that the task for leaders is about “how
we cultivate environments that call forth and release the mission-shaped imagination of
the people of God in a specific place and time.”10 Cultivation takes consistent tending
over time to loosen compacted soil and reduce the weeds that compete for resources. But
even when seeds seem to disappear in the earth and change seems imperceptible, the
Holy Spirit is still at work. We can be confident and imaginative as we align our lives
with God’s redemptive mission. Cameron Harder asserts that
A community that believes God is on its side, a community that has chronicled
the history of God’s work in its midst (appreciative inquiry), a community that
has taken stock of its resources (asset mapping) is a community that knows it is
capable of choosing a future different from its present, no matter what the trend.
That confidence brings a tremendous freedom….The Bible stimulates the exercise
of a rebellious imagination. It enables us to conceive of, and work toward, other
worlds.11
The people in the Storyliving group brought their individual perspectives and
experiences of God’s work in our community to the discussion. Some shared stories of
their interactions with at-risk kids and their families. Others with less personal experience
in that area had their eyes opened to the heartbreaking situations some kids find
themselves in, even in our small community. The writers of Narrative Inquiry note that
9. Alan J. Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making: Skills for Leading in Times of Transition (San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 53.
10. Ibid, 77.
11. Harder, Discovering, 52. Harder describes asset mapping on page 35: “asset mapping helps
people discover the unexpected resources in their lives and connect them in creative ways with others.”
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“we begin in the midst of our stories, as do our participants.”12 Through this Storyliving
group, we began to connect in new ways with each other, our individual stories, and the
grand Story of what God is doing. I hope and expect that those connections will continue
to grow and develop in coming years as we interact in our interlocking circles and work
for positive change in line with God’s redemptive mission in the community.

Prospects for Future Study and Action
I envision myself leading similar Storyliving groups in our congregation and
community in the future, perhaps including our ministerial association. The following
chapter is an initial articulation of a leader’s guide that I would use to train people
interested in leading such a group. Perhaps somewhere down the road, I may further
develop the leader’s guide into a handbook for other communities to have similar
conversations, drawing on the rest of my dissertation. I will continue to share the Circle
of Faith-in-Action approach with others, including local pastors, our LCMC association
of congregations, and other organizations. Making the Storyliving leader’s guide and my
dissertation available may open doors for me to share what I have learned through
workshops or other means. Through ongoing conversations and life together, I will
continue to work toward greater collaboration among churches and other people and
organizations in the community.
I see myself on a lifelong journey of learning where I will continue exploring the
areas my D.Min. program brought together: narrative preaching and theology, reenacting
Scripture in worship and our lives, family systems theory, asset-based community
development, and God’s mission for our congregation, community, and world. These
12. Clandinin and Connelly, Narrative Inquiry, 63-64.
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areas of learning seem to serve as touchstones for me that bear returning to again and
again. I want to continue to draw together the stories of people in our congregation and
community with the Story of God’s dream for the world. As Clandinin and Connelly
note, “Narrative inquiry is much more than ‘look for and hear story.’ Narrative inquiry in
the field is a form of living, a way of life.”13
As Immanuel Lutheran moves through its time of transition, we will continue
exploring our missional identity as a congregation. Introducing the Circle of Faith-inAction to existing groups or creating new ones in the congregation could assist that
process.14 In Missional Map-Making: Skills for Leading in Times of Transition, Alan
Roxburgh suggests focusing on cultivating a core identity (our DNA). This involves
working in and with the ordinary soil of people’s everyday lives, building trust, and
helping people share the stories of their journeys so they can see the Spirit of God at
work among them. The Church is called to be a parallel culture with distinct habits and
practices that form people into a different kind of community that loves God, loves
people, and follows Jesus. Roxburgh asserts that these ancient practices are best
(re)introduced in small “demonstration plots” by leaders who live out a set of discipleship
practices including regular meditation on Scripture and prayer, practicing hospitality,
receiving the poor, and learning how the great biblical narrative connects to the stories of
their context. These new rhythms can gradually re-form the DNA of a congregation as

13. Ibid, 78.
14. However, I might consider using a different name than Storyliving for the groups, since I
recently lead a group through Donald Miller’s Storyline workbook.
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people risk discovering who God wants to shape them to be—a community that listens to
the Spirit to find out what God is doing around them and join in.15
It’s fascinating to watch what the Spirit is already doing in Immanuel Lutheran as
we lean into this exciting new season. People are stepping into different roles and trying
new ideas. The leaders of the congregation are laying foundations for restarting small
group ministry this fall. A new prayer team is coming together. Ministry partnerships are
growing stronger, and additional ones are being explored. The congregation’s yearly
Mission Challenge stretches people to think of creative ways to work together on behalf
of God’s mission locally and globally.
My D.Min. journey has given me fresh words and patterns for preaching,
reenacting biblical dramas in worship, and engaging people in ministry. It has deepened
my perception of the narrative of God’s redemptive mission. People in the congregation
and surrounding community have explored with me how the Spirit is shaping us to follow
Jesus into the lives of our neighbors next door and on the other side of the globe. This
journey has encouraged me to continue growing in my role as a Christian storyteller and
coach who beckons people into living out God’s unfolding, transformative story in our
community and world. To God be the glory!

15. Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making, 143-163.

83

Chapter 6: Storyliving Leader’s Guide
Introduction
In Missional Map-Making, Alan Roxburgh asserts that “the imagination for a new
future lies among the ordinary people of a church and in the relational networks that exist
among them and in the community.”1 As the centerpiece of my Doctor of Ministry final
project, I gathered a group of community leaders in Story City, IA to go on a six-week
journey of discussing where we saw God’s reign at work in our city and what local
situations we believed God wants to change. I called the group Storyliving, both as a play
on the name of our town and to indicate that we are living out the interplay between the
stories of our lives and community and the grand Story of what God is doing to redeem
the world. My hope was to help people become more attuned to what God is doing
around us and more creative at joyfully joining in on God’s mission on a local level.

Circle of Faith-in-Action
The process we used for our conversations was an adaptation of the Circle of
Faith-in-Action outlined by Jerry Windley-Daoust and Lorraine Kilmartin.
1. Alan J. Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making: Skills for Leading in Times of Transition (San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 53.
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The circle of faith-in-action involves three basic steps…
 Awareness. Before we can work for justice in the world, we must see,
hear, and know the world in a spirit of friendship, just as God does. When
we perceive the world from God’s point of view, we are better able to
recognize the ways it can be made a better place to live.
 Analysis. The next step is to ask: Why is the world the way it is? And how
can it be made as good as God intends?
 Action. Once we have answered the questions of analysis, we can act for
justice in ways that make life better for everyone.
The action people take for justice will often lead them into a deeper relationship
with the world, and therefore a deeper awareness of the world—especially if they
reflect on and pray about their action. Consequently, the process starts all over
again on a deeper level; in that way, it is less like a circle than a spiral.2
The steps of Awareness / Analysis / Action can be used in a variety of settings to help
facilitate conversations that move toward action on behalf of God’s mission.

Foundations
Our Storyliving conversations are undergirded by ongoing discussions about how
communities can better reflect God’s mission in the world. The bookend chapters of the
Bible, Genesis 1-2 and Revelation 21-22, describe creation and new creation: God
creating the world and then redeeming and renewing all things through Christ. The
Christian hope of resurrection means redemption of our bodies and world, not escape
from them. God’s kingdom is not a faraway place but a present and coming reality. We
are to reflect God’s kingdom rule in our life together. (To read more about God’s mission
and how we are caught up in it, see pages 12-19 of my project dissertation and the Ideas
for Further Reading at the end of the guide.)
We are called to join God’s mission by using our resources and energies to help
restore our communities and world, through the power of the Holy Spirit. In order to
2. Jerry Windley-Daoust, and Lorraine Kilmartin, Living Justice and Peace: Catholic Social
Teaching in Practice, 2nd ed. (St. Mary's Press, 2008), 78-79. For more background on this model, see
pages 19-22 of my D.Min. final project.
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build stronger communities, people need to share their stories, their talents, and their
resources with each other. Asset-based community development seeks to help people lean
into their strengths together. Two tools commonly used to build community are
Appreciative Inquiry and asset mapping. Appreciative Inquiry asks questions that focus
on a community’s strengths; asset mapping seeks to discover and link people’s resources
in creative ways. (For more thoughts on these tools and examples of their use, see pages
51, 80, and the footnotes on page 11 of my project dissertation.)

Thoughts on Group Formation, Facilitation, and Dynamics
The Circle of Faith-in-Action can help existing or new groups of people have
conversations that lead toward greater participation in God’s redemptive mission. If
you’re planning to bring together a wide range of people from the community like the
pilot Storyliving group, determine what size of group and what mix of people will work
best. Who needs to be at the table? Make sure you are involving people whose
experiences will inform and connect with the conversation. You may want to start by
gathering people with common local interests. Perhaps there is a particular cause or social
issue in the church or community that you hope to address. Make it clear from the
beginning that the group will be discerning what they feel called to do together on behalf
of God’s mission. The point of the Circle of Faith-in-Action is to take action!
Conversations with more than eight to ten people make it more difficult for
everyone to share; the discussion can easily be dominated by a few outspoken voices. If
your group is larger, you may want to break into smaller discussion groups at times to
make sure everyone is being heard. Determine what roles the leader or leaders will play
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in the group (facilitator, participant-observer, host, recorder, etc.). You may find it
helpful at the beginning of each session to remind the group of some common-sense
guidelines for sharing, such as showing each other respect by listening well to one
another, speaking succinctly so everyone has an opportunity to share, and keeping
confidential what is said in the group. Ask if those guidelines sound acceptable to
everyone and if anyone has questions before you begin.
Have the group introduce themselves to each other, including how long each
person has lived in the area and what roles each of them have in the community and their
families. Find a creative way to break the ice such as a mixer game or a fun question to
get conversation going. If you’re starting with an existing group in your congregation or
community, your initial task is simpler since the people likely know each other well
already. An excellent resource for building mutual understanding and trust is the book
Spiritual Family Trees by Barbara Wendland and Larry Easterling.3 It provides ideas for
people to draw and share the full story of their faith journey, including the people and
experiences that have most shaped who they are. You might want to begin each meeting
by having one person share his or her spiritual family tree.
Determine the logistics for the group well ahead of time: How often will you
meet? How long will your sessions last? What location would best suit your group? How
will you coordinate schedules to find the best time for the most people? Establish a
schedule far ahead for better participation. An online scheduling program or website like
www.doodle.com can be helpful. (For more specifics of how the pilot Storyliving group
handled these details, see chapters 3, 4, and 5 in my project dissertation.)
3. Barbara Wendland and Larry W. Easterling, Spiritual Family Trees: Finding Your Faith
Community's Roots (Alban Institute, 2001).
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Discerning Purpose and Vision for the Group
As your conversations begin, decide together what you want the group to focus on
or accomplish. Have everyone tell what piqued their interest and made them want to be
part of the group, or what most intrigues them about the Circle of Faith-in-Action or the
topic you plan to address. Ask them to share what their hopes and expectations are.
Communicate your own hopes and plans for the group’s time together, but be open to the
Spirit’s guidance as you walk through the steps and reflect together.
Besides the Circle of Faith-in-Action steps, what else will be included in your
sessions? How will you meditate on Scripture and pray together? For the pilot Storyliving
group, I combined elements from Lectio Divina and the Lambeth Study Method, which
was introduced by the African delegation to the Lambeth Conference of the Anglican
Church. Various versions of both of these methods are easily found online (see Ideas for
Further Reading). A simple form of reading and praying through Scripture can help the
group gain a greater appreciation of God’s mission in the world and their creative
participation in it.
Each week in our group, three people took turns reading the Scripture, which I
provided ahead of time.4 After the first reading, each person in the group shared a word or
phrase that caught their attention. Following the second reading, we took some time to
meditate on the passage. We wrote down and then shared what we sensed the Spirit
saying through the Scripture, and what questions the Scripture raised for us. After a third
reading, I invited everyone to silently pray whatever prayers welled up in them, and then
pray aloud a brief sentence prayer as they felt moved. If people in your group are not
used to praying aloud together, experiment with techniques to help them feel more
4. See Appendix B, Suggested Scripture Passages for Group Reflection and Prayer.
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comfortable. In our group, we used a “squeeze prayer” where we held hands and went
around the circle; anyone who wished to pass simply squeezed the hand of the next
person. If some in your group are long-winded in prayer, you may need to encourage
people to limit their prayers to a sentence or two.

Adapted Circle of Faith-in-Action Steps
You may find it helpful to take one or more sessions to focus on each step in the
Circle of Faith-in-Action in turn: Awareness, Analysis, and Action. For each session, craft
questions that will help your group get at the heart of the issue. In the following outline, I
offer suggested questions for each step. Personalize them to your group and the situation
you are addressing, or write your own. At any step in the process, invite the group to
suggest other questions that could help focus the conversation. The questions you ask in
each step will deeply shape your discussion and resulting action. As Cameron Harder
notes in Discovering the Other,
Questions are essentially research strategies. They outline what a congregation or
community wants to know about itself and, by implication, what its possibilities
are. Bad questions shut out critical information—or even misinform…
Appreciative inquiry tries to get at people’s stories. So the questions need to be
open-ended…Bad questions can distort a congregation’s self-image, limit its
options for action, and divert it from exploring the things that matter most. Good
questions give them confidence in themselves, open up their future, and get at the
heart of their community’s needs…
Good questions are also an effective way of mobilizing community energy…
(they) arouse the interest of people, who find themselves exploring their own and
others’ stories. In the process they will begin to formulate their own answers (to
which they are much more likely to be committed) and will begin forging
connections that can serve as the nucleus of an action team.5

5. Cameron Harder, Discovering the Other: Asset-Based Approaches to Building Community
Together (Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 2013), 92-93.
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The Circle of Faith-in-Action moves from one set of questions to another to go deeper
into the story of the situation and to find ways to respond in line with God’s mission.

Awareness
The Awareness step focuses on seeing what is really happening in the community.
What are the experiences of people in the specific situations you want to address? What
are they undergoing and feeling? How are they responding? The way that we see a
problem shapes how we will respond to it. In this process we are seeking to see the bigger
picture and to move toward action that will make a difference in line with God’s
redemptive mission. We need to see beyond our own perspectives and try to imagine how
God sees the situation. As Windley-Daoust and Kilmartin point out in Living Justice and
Peace, “Before we can work for justice in the world, we must see, hear, and know the
world in a spirit of friendship, just as God does. When we perceive the world from God’s
point of view, we are better able to recognize the ways it can be made a better place to
live.”6 Discernment is best done in community, focused on God’s Word and relying on
the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Maria Cimperman suggests: “Begin where you can create
6. Windley-Daoust and Kilmartin, Living Justice, 78.
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movement…listen to the energy and direction of the group…allow insights to evolve as
you individually and communally ‘lean into’ the issues.”7 Out of the problematic
situations you see around you, discern which one(s) need the most immediate attention by
the people in your group.
Some basic questions that you can use to begin these conversations could include:


What is going on in our community?



Where in our community do we see God’s reign flourishing?



Where do we imagine God weeps over our city?



Why is this happening?



Who is being affected? How are they responding?



Whose voices do we need to hear to fully understand the situation?

Analysis
In this step, you begin to probe more deeply why the situation is happening. What
contributes to the problem, and what consequences are people experiencing? Analysis
means more than just looking at the situation; it involves finding a perspective or
framework that provides meaning and makes sense of the different elements. As Joe
Holland and Peter Henriot note, there must be a shift “from the anecdotal to the
analytical. We must move from issues…to explanations of why things are the way they
are. To stop with anecdotes, to concentrate only on issues, obscures the comprehensive
systemic picture. If the picture is obscured, one becomes trapped in immediate, ad hoc

7. Maria Cimperman, Social Analysis for the 21st Century: How Faith Becomes Action
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2015), 150-151.
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solutions.”8 Social problems and issues are not isolated pieces but are woven together like
a tapestry. Analysis seeks to respond to the larger picture in a more systemic approach.
This step also includes reflecting theologically, asking what the issues mean for
us as Christians. How does Christian hope shape how we see the situation? What do we
believe God wants to happen? The writers of The Pastoral Circle Revisited point out:
Because our hope is rooted in God, it allows us to truly see the world as it is, to
imagine more than what we see, and to work for what we sense is possible. Hope
compels us to work to meet the world’s deep needs…Hope is also firmly
connected to prophetic dialogue…Prophets speak out when people are not living
out God’s call. Prophets participate in God’s mission, in God’s offer of life in
abundance for all. Such prophetic dialogue is desperately needed in our world
today.9
Ask yourselves what Scripture, your faith, and your values speak to the community
problem/s you have decided to address. Pray together and ask, “What story does God
want to tell in this situation?”
Some other questions your group could ask during Analysis include:


What are the underlying causes and resulting consequences of the
problems we see in our community?



What’s getting in the way of people flourishing in this situation?



What does God want to be going on in our community?



What is God’s dream for our community? Where is that dream already
taking shape, and where is it not yet happening?

8. Joe Holland and Peter Henriot, Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice, Revised and
Enlarged (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1983), 10.
9. Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot, and Rodrigo Mejia, The Pastoral Circle Revisited: A Critical
Quest for Truth and Transformation (Maryknoll, NY, NY: Orbis Books, 2005), 12-13.
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Action
The Circle of Faith-in-Action naturally leads to this step of discerning how to
respond to the situation by taking specific action together in line with God’s kingdom
mission in the world. Carl Braaten says: “The hope of the kingdom is an invitation to
work while it is day, to be active in love, to sow the seeds of the word and spread the
flame of the Spirit.”10 As George Hunsberger reminds us, “It is the reign of God, after all,
that is coming, our assurance of which creates confident and humble action.”11 As you
plan what action to take together, think through how you will organize it, but be open to
changing course along the way as needed. Maria Cimperman asserts that:
The process of choosing an action requires structure and flexibility… Structure
gives people places to direct their gifts and energies, helps us set priorities, and
reminds us of the large vision and the immediate needs… Flexibility is also
needed in planning action, as action and implementation require a continual
willingness to adapt to changing situations and the signs of the times… Flexibility
is important because trying something new nearly always involves some risk
taking…When we open ourselves to a deep change of heart…we are moved to
more deeply respond together to God’s invitation to create a kinder world.12
She also notes that “Taking even a small step is also important so that people do not feel
overwhelmed by the enormity of the issue. As one step is taken, other steps emerge.
These stories inculcate hope, and hope is a necessary virtue in dealing with most social
issues.”13

10. Quoted in Mortimer Arias, Announcing the Reign of God: Evangelization and the Subversive
Memory of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 88.
11. George R. Hunsberger, The Story that Chooses Us: A Tapestry of Missional Vision (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 24-25.
12. Cimperman, Social Analysis,152, 170.
13. Ibid, 143.
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Through prayer and communal discernment, develop ideas of how you can help
change the situation/s you feel led to address in your neighborhood.14 What might you do
together to make a difference for your neighbors in need? How will your action shine the
light of God’s love? Some possible questions to ask could include:


What action will we take to help God’s reign flourish where it is not yet
evident in our community?



What steps will our action include?



Who will we involve in these efforts?



What specific responsibilities will each person involved in the action be
given?



How will we evaluate the results and plan further action?

Follow-up Ideas
Evaluating the effectiveness of your action afterward is an important element of
the process. Make sure that you do a thorough evaluation, gathering feedback from the
people who were directly involved and affected. Their feedback will help you adapt and
fine-tune your response. If there will be repeated action steps, consider how you might
tweak them along the way to make them more effective and in line with God’s mission.
Be sure to give your group enough time to move through all the steps of
Awareness / Analysis / Action. Don’t rush or short-change the process; our pilot group
found that six sessions was not enough time to settle on a specific course of shared
action, carry it out, and evaluate it. The process may work best in ongoing groups.
14. Communal discernment: deciding on a path together as a group through the guidance of the
Holy Spirit. For more on this topic, see the footnote on page 25 of my project dissertation and Ideas for
Further Reading at the end of this Leader’s Guide.
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Ideally, you move through the entire process repeatedly, for when you reach the end of
the three steps, you come back to the beginning. By the work of the Holy Spirit, your
actions result in a new situation that bears developing new awareness and analysis,
leading to further action for the sake of God’s reign. The Circle of Faith-in-Action
becomes an upward spiral.

Closing Thoughts
Gathering people together to move through the Circle of Faith-in-Action will
hopefully foster deeper relationships in your community that move beyond being
benefactors and recipients. Mike Mather from Broadway United Methodist in
Indianapolis says “The church, and me in particular, has done a lot of work where we
have treated the people around us as if, at worst, they are a different species and, at best,
as if they are people to be pitied and helped by us.”15 By asking appreciative questions
and being good neighbors who collaborate and encourage rather than trying to “fix” or
even “serve” the people around them, their urban church has enabled new ministries to
arise in their neighborhood. In The Careless Society, John McKnight talks about the
negative impact that our “service economy” has had on our society, including institutions
(such as churches) that through their “serving” people often perpetuate dependency and
the status quo. McKnight argues:
Perhaps beyond the revolution of Christian service is the final revolution, the
possibility of being friends. Friends are people who know, care, respect, love
justice, and have a commitment to each other through time…Friends are people

15. Robert King, “Death and resurrection of an urban church,” Leadership Education at Duke
Divinity, March 24, 2015, accessed February 27, 2017. https://www.faithandleadership.com/death-andresurrection-urban-church.
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who know each other. They are free to give and receive help…(they) are people
liberated by the possibilities of knowing how to help each other.16
The gospel sets us free to live in harmony with God and each other. As we are seized
by the power of the gospel, we discover imaginative ways to engage with the reign of
God which is already renewing our broken world. Mortimer Arias asserts that “We need
to recover the capacity to dream. The reign of God is God’s own dream, his project for
his world and for humanity! He made us dreamers, and he wants us to be seduced by his
dream and to dream with him…Only a God-inspired and God-sustained hope will free us
from despair and cynicism in the face of so much sin and ugliness.”17
Dreaming with God involves developing greater Awareness of the people and
situations around us, doing practical and theological Analysis of what is happening, and
responding through Action that not only meets short-term needs but addresses long-term
development of health and flourishing in our communities. Dwight DuBois proclaims,
“the dream of God is near; it is something that is happening here and now, in this
world. In giving this ministry to the disciples after the resurrection, Jesus passed it
on to us, the church. Like Jesus, the church’s purpose is to introduce, demonstrate,
and proclaim the nearness of God’s dream—not just for our benefit, but for the
sake of all people and all creation.”18
This leader’s guide, the rest of my D.Min. project, and the small group experience
at the center of it are an exercise in developing the ability to see the world not only as it is
but as God is shaping it to become, through Jesus Christ. We get to be part of God’s inbreaking kingdom here and now, and forever in the new creation. As N.T. Wright
declares, “We must work in the present for the advance signs of that eventual state of
16. John McKnight, The Careless Society: Community and Its Counterfeits (New York:
BasicBooks, 1995), 178-179.
17. Arias, Announcing, 116.
18. Dwight DuBois, The Scattering: Imagining a Church that Connects Faith and Life (Eugene,
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2015), 7.
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affairs when God is ‘all in all,’ when his kingdom has come and his will is done ‘on earth
as in heaven.’”19 For more resources to help deepen your reflection and action together,
see the Ideas for Further Reading that follow. May the Holy Spirit guide our engagement
with the Circle of Faith-in-Action for the sake of God’s redemptive reign.

Ideas for Further Reading
To read more about God’s mission and how we are caught up in it, see pages 12-19 of my
project dissertation.
Examples of methods the Storyliving pilot group used to reflect together on Scripture:
African/Lambeth Study Method:
http://adgl.us/wp-content/uploads/african_bible_study.pdf
“Accepting the Embrace of God: The Ancient Art of Lectio Divina.”
http://www.saintandrewsabbey.com/SearchResults.asp?Cat=35
A great blog post about developing a “holy imagination”:
http://www.storywarren.com/anticipating-the-right-side-up-world-through-imagination/
An article about discerning the path ahead together with the Holy Spirit:
“Communal Discernment: Choosing with God in Community”.
https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/spiritualformation/pdfs/communal_
discernment_-_hh_summer_2002.pdf
An article that gives examples of how one congregation has become a good neighbor to
the people around them: “Death and resurrection of an urban church”.
https://www.faithandleadership.com/death-and-resurrection-urban-church
For more about that congregation’s journey, read Mike Mather’s chapter “Have
Conversations and Have Faith: Trading ‘Us and Them’ for ‘All of Us’” in Living Our
Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational Culture (chapter 6, pages 129-140).
A picture of God’s dream for our world and how we live it out as God’s people:
the introduction and first chapter of The Scattering: Imagining a Church that Connects
Faith and Life by Dwight DuBois.
An inspiring description of our hope of resurrection and new creation and what that
means for our life today: chapter 6 (“What the World’s Waiting For”, pages 93-108) and
19. N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the
Church, (New York: HarperOne, 2008), 211.
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chapter 12 (“Rethinking Salvation: Heaven, Earth, and the Kingdom of God”, pages 189205) of N.T. Wright’s Surprised by Hope.
An in-depth discussion of our calling to show the world glimpses of God’s kingdom:
George Hunsberger’s essay “Calling—Representing the Reign of God” (pages 43-73) in
The Story that Chooses Us: A Tapestry of Missional Vision. This essay can also be found
on pages 77-109 of Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North
America.
You can find all these references in the Bibliography of my project dissertation.

98

Appendix A
Adapted Circle of Faith-in-Action
Questions for Storyliving Group
Awareness: What is going on in our community? Why is this happening? Who is being
affected?


Where in Story City do we see God’s reign flourishing?



Where do we imagine God weeps over our city?



What is God’s dream for Story City? Where is that dream already taking shape,
and where is it not yet happening?



We will seek to discern the underlying causes and resulting consequences of the



problems we see in our community.

Analysis: What does God want to be going on in our community?


Each week, we will read and pray through some Scripture to help us gain a greater
appreciation of God’s mission in the world and our creative participation in it.



Out of the problematic situations we see in our city, we will discern which one/s
need the most immediate attention by the people in our group.



We will ask ourselves what our faith, Scripture, and values speak to the
community problem/s we have decided to address. We will pray together and ask,
“What story does God want to tell in this situation in Story City?”

Action: What action will we take to help God’s reign flourish where it is not yet
occurring in our community?


Through prayer and communal discernment, we will develop ideas of how we can
help change the situation/s we feel led to address in our city.



What steps will we take together? Who will we involve in these efforts?



How will we evaluate the results and plan further action?
99

Appendix B
Suggested Scripture Passages
for Group Reflection and Prayer
Jesus read from Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
(Then he said): “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”
(Luke 4.18-19, 21b)
I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will
be revealed in us. For the creation waits in eager expectation for the children of God
to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice,
but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be
liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the
children of God.
(Romans 8.18-21)
God’s kingdom does not consist of food and drink, but of righteousness, peace, and
joy produced by the Holy Spirit. For the person who serves the Messiah in this way is
pleasing to God and approved by people. Therefore, let’s keep on pursuing those
things that bring peace and that lead to building up one another.
(Romans 14.17-19, ISV)
“Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”
(Matthew 6.10)
Then Jesus asked, “What is the kingdom of God like? What shall I compare it to? It is
like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his garden. It grew and became
a tree, and the birds perched in its branches.”
Again he asked, “What shall I compare the kingdom of God to? It is like yeast that a
woman took and mixed into about sixty pounds of flour until it worked all through
the dough.”
(Luke 13.18-21)
The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid
it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field.
Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he
found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.
(Matthew 13.44-46)
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Jesus told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed
good seed in his field. But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed
weeds among the wheat, and went away. When the wheat sprouted and formed heads,
then the weeds also appeared.
“The owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good seed in your
field? Where then did the weeds come from?’
“‘An enemy did this,’ he replied.
“The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them up?’
“‘No,’ he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may uproot the
wheat with them. Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time I will tell the
harvesters: First collect the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather
the wheat and bring it into my barn.’”
(Matthew 13.24-30)
After this the Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them two by two ahead of
him to every town and place where he was about to go. He told them, “The harvest is
plentiful, but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out
workers into his harvest field. Go! I am sending you out like lambs among wolves.
Do not take a purse or bag or sandals; and do not greet anyone on the road.
When you enter a house, first say, ‘Peace to this house.’ If someone who promotes
peace is there, your peace will rest on them; if not, it will return to you. Stay there,
eating and drinking whatever they give you, for the worker deserves his wages. Do
not move around from house to house.
When you enter a town and are welcomed, eat what is offered to you. Heal the sick
who are there and tell them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’ But when
you enter a town and are not welcomed, go into its streets and say, ‘Even the dust of
your town we wipe from our feet as a warning to you. Yet be sure of this: The
kingdom of God has come near.’”
(Luke 10.1-11)
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Appendix C
Storyliving Group Initial Questions
Please come to our first meeting with your reflections on these questions.
They will shape the beginning of our time together and
help us get to know a little about each other’s faith journey and perspective.
What piqued your curiosity about this project? What made you want to be a part of the
group?
What are your hopes for our time together over the next six weeks?
What do you think about when you hear the word “salvation”? How is it connected to the
word “salve”?
How do you think salvation affects our life together as a community?
What do you picture the kingdom of God to be like? When and where does God’s
kingdom happen?
What has shaped your understanding of salvation and God’s kingdom?
What do you think God’s dream is for our city?
Where in our community do you see that dream already taking shape?
Each week, we will reflect together on some Scripture. Here is the passage we will use
for our first meeting:
Jesus read from Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
(Then he said): “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke 4.18-19, 21b)
Please take some time to meditate on and pray over this passage. Use the space below to
write down insights and questions that come to you about it.
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Appendix D
Storyliving Follow-up Interview Questions
Please think through these questions before we meet;
they will help create a leader’s guide for other groups
to have similar Faith-in-Action conversations.
Describe your experience with our Storyliving group. What did you appreciate most
about it? What did you like least about it? What would you change?
What do you think “being saved” involves? What does God save us from? What does
God save us for?
What words would you use to describe God's mission in the world?
Where do you see God at work in our community?
Where in our community do you think God’s reign is least visible?
How might you continue with other people the conversations we had?
What do you feel led to do next in response, individually and with others?
How might you use the Circle of Faith-in-Action in your own roles in the community?
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Appendix E
Lists of most-used words in Storyliving Initial Discussion
and Follow-up Interviews

(Note: word clouds generated from these lists can be found on pages 71 and 72.)
Responses to Initial Questions
20
God
18
people
14
church
13
others
12
StoryCity
12
community
Jesus
12
10
together
work
9
8
faith
8
good
7
love
6
Salvation
kingdom
6
6
things
6
better
5
Christian
5
Kingdom
learn
5
5
think
5
city
need
5
5
poor
5
kids
5
time
5
life
new
5
4
different
4
another
4
working
4
helping
4
Christ
4
place
4
salve
4
help
4
know
4
ways
4
live
4
grow
4
see

Follow-up Interviews
88
people
41
God
34
group
29
community
27
church
24
different
time
23
20
help
talk
18
18
see
17
others
17
good
14
work
need
13
13
way
12
together
11
right
11
think
faith
11
10
Christ/Christian
10
involved
needs
10
9
open
9
kids
9
life
8
school
know
8
7
opportunities
7
conversations
7
questions
7
grace
7
saves
7
care
6
conversation
6
Bible
6
saved
6
give
6
love
6
sin
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Appendix F
Comparison of Circle of Faith-in-Action with Similar Models
Circle of Faith-in-Action
 Awareness. Before we can work for justice in the world, we must see, hear, and
know the world in a spirit of friendship, just as God does. When we perceive the
world from God’s point of view, we are better able to recognize the ways it can be
made a better place to live.
 Analysis. The next step is to ask: Why is the world the way it is? And how can it
be made as good as God intends?
 Action. Once we have answered the questions of analysis, we can act for justice
in ways that make life better for everyone.
The action people take for justice will often lead them into a deeper relationship with the
world, and therefore a deeper awareness of the world—especially if they reflect on and
pray about their action. Consequently, the process starts all over again on a deeper level;
in that way, it is less like a circle than a spiral....
The steps in the Circle of Faith-in-Action include developing Awareness of a local,
national, or global situation (“How does God see the world’s people, especially the poor
and vulnerable?”), doing Analysis from both practical and theological angles (“What is
needed for the people of the world, especially the poor and vulnerable, to experience
justice?”), taking Action (“How are we called to act so that the poor and vulnerable may
live in dignity?”) and then beginning the circle again with new Awareness (“How has
analysis and action deepened or changed our perception of the situation?”) 1
See-Judge-Act
 See
o What do you know about this issue or what did you observe?
o What specific facts can you cite about this issue or experience?
o What did you learn or observe?
o How do you feel in the face of this issue or experience?
o How does it touch you personally?
 Judge
 Social Analysis:
o Why does this situation exist?
o What are the root causes? (Economic factors, Political factors, Social
factors, Historical factors, Cultural factors)
 Theological Analysis:
o What Scripture passages can help us to interpret this experience?
o How do biblical values help us to see this reality in a different way?
o What does Catholic social teaching say about this issue? What key
principles from Catholic social teaching apply to this situation?

1. Windley-Daoust and Kilmartin, Living Justice, 78-79.
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Act

o What action needs to be taken to change the situation? To address root
causes?
o If no action is clear, what additional research is needed?
o How would you transform the structures and relationships that produce
this situation?
o How can you act to empower those who are disadvantaged in this
situation?
o How will you evaluate the effectiveness of your action? 2

Pastoral Circle
 Insertion (coming alongside the people involved in the situation to hear their
experiences)
 Social Analysis (examining the broader picture of why it is happening),
 Theological Reflection (bringing the Word of God to bear upon the situation so
new questions, insights, and possible responses emerge)
 Pastoral Planning (moving toward decision and action that will help not only in
the short term but also in the long term) 3
In The Pastoral Circle Revisited, the authors suggest questions to accompany a slightly
different version of the Pastoral Cycle or Spiral:
 What is happening? (Contact)
 Why is it happening? (Analysis)
 What does this mean to us as Christians? (Reflection)
 What do we do? (Response)4
In Practicing Witness: A Missional Vision of Christian Practices, Ben Connor relates
Rick Osmer’s approach to practical theological reflection when facing a ministry crisis:
 first ask, “What’s going on?”
 then ask, “Why is this going on?”
 then, “What ought to be going on?”
 finally, “How might we respond?”5

2. Australian Social Justice Council, “Reading the Signs of the Times.”
3. Holland and Henriot, Social Analysis, 8-9.
4. Wijsen, et al., Pastoral Circle, 16-23.
5. Benjamin T. Conner, Practicing Witness: A Missional Vision of Christian Practices (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 4-5.
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Craig Van Gelder suggests a five-phase discernment process in The Ministry of the
Missional Church: A Community Led by the Spirit:
 Attending to the situation’s context in the congregation and community by asking
“What is God doing?” and “What does God want to do?”
 Asserting by testing alternative strategic choices in light of Scripture, theology,
and social science insights
 Agreeing upon a strategic course of action through communal discernment,
prayer and insight
 Acting upon the choice through implementation steps including good
communication, prayer, feedback, and adjustments
 Assessing results to see what worked and didn’t so further adjustments can be
made and the process begun again with new insights6

6. Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church: A Community Led by the Spirit
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007), 117-121.
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