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Summary Report of the Appreciative Inquiry into Our Worship Life at St. Mary’s 
on behalf of the Vestry
The vestry of St. Mary’s named two high priorities for the year at its February 2010 retreat: one, to review of our worship life with a view towards enhancement and improvement, and two, to improve the street signage of our campus.
  To achieve the first goal, the Vestry, working with the Worship Committee, organized a program of Appreciative Inquiry events, planned and led by the Rev. Dr. Ted Cole, Jr., Carolyn Long and Ann Lovejoy.

Appreciative Inquiry is an approach to organizational development that brings out what is best in people’s experience, what gives them life in their experience of the organization.  Appreciative Inquiry connects individuals in conversation with one another and with larger groups about their best experiences, their values and their hopes and dreams for the future.  We adapted Appreciative Inquiry to fit three settings: a four-hour session on Saturday, October 9, 2010 and two Sunday morning Adult Education Hour sessions on January 16 and 23, 2011.
Across these three settings, 45 parishioners participated, ranging in age from our older youth to our senior elders.  Regular attendees from the 9 am and 11:30 am services took part, with the majority of participants being from the 9 am service.  Following is a narrative summary of this Appreciative Inquiry process into the worship life of St. Mary’s.

Parishioners of St. Mary’s described their best experiences of worship, and their experiences manifest five broad features.  First, best experiences of worship engage people in meaningful ways in their movement through the human life cycle, forming them in Christian values and understanding.  Second, best worship experiences often help people in a time of need with prayerful support and a sense of being part of a caring faith community or family.  Third, best worship experiences connect people with a larger community and with the broader Christian tradition.  Fourth, best worship experiences are often learning experiences, and provide people with an opportunity to put their new learning to use.  Lastly, best experiences went beyond people’s comfort zone in a safe community, trying a new form of worship while feeling cared for and supported.
In response to the question, “What keeps you coming back?” parishioners lifted up and named seven broad features of our worship life at St. Mary’s.    They are learning; fellowship & community with diverse people; familiarity and a feeling of safety; spiritual connection with Christ; worship as a marker of the beginning/ ending of the week; our music offerings (both the 9 am Choir and the 11:30 am Praise Singers); and progressive church trends (e.g., married clergy, women clergy, diversity).

As the conversations and sharing about St. Mary’s worship unfolded across the three sessions, these broad features of our worship life manifested in each of them.  The broad features give us a picture of St. Mary’s as a faith community that is open and accepting but with a definite identity grounded in the worship tradition of the Episcopal Church, even if not clearly identified as such.  Consider our experience of worship connecting with the human lifecycle (experiences of birth, growth, marriage, aging, death), of worship’s pastoral and caring quality, of how it connects us with tradition and with the community beyond the church, the way we bring reason into our worship and how we form and call forth the ministry of all people.  All of these broad features find expression in our Episcopal Book of Common Prayer and in the Anglican tradition of worship generally.
Hopes for the future of our worship together at St. Mary’s reflect a sense of general satisfaction with our present practices and people’s experience of them.  None of the hopes and dreams offered was radical or transformative.
  Many of the hopes as they were articulated involved weaving more of our lives into the positive values and experiences shared about worship, and forming more and deeper relationships with one another.  Four broad categories capture well the tone and content of the expressed hopes for the future: welcoming, openness & acceptance; activities that bring generations together; social activism & community outreach; and connecting worship more to our lives.

The next steps for this Appreciative Inquiry are first, presenting to the vestry the named hopes for the future for their evaluation for allocation of resources and energy to make actionable in the coming year.  Look for a statement for their chosen goals in the near future.  Second, the continued review of the results of this Inquiry with a view towards its ongoing accuracy and relevancy for St. Mary’s both in its current constitution and as it aspires to be.  Look for online resources and for follow-up sessions in the coming year to continue this conversation.  
In closing, the overall tone and content of the best experiences, values and hopes suggests another concept from the academic world called “communities of practice”.  This model of organizational development describes people with shared values and interests forming groups that engage in an intentional process of action and reflection, seeking to build relationships of mutual care and respect while striving for learning and excellence.  This model resonates with the practices of Jesus of Nazareth, who called the disciples, taught them, formed them as a community, empowered them for ministry, and sent them forth into the world to proclaim and manifest the kingdom, which is to say, calling new people to teach, form and empower them.  What practices and community is Jesus of Nazareth calling us to do and be today?
We believe…
We believe that God is calling us 
to grow and deepen our relationship 
with God in Christ Jesus, 
by becoming an ever more actively 
inviting, inclusive, and multicultural 

community of faith, 
intentionally intergenerational 

from infant to elder, 
always reaching out to those within 
and outside our community,
with many small group opportunities

 in which to share and live our faith.

St. Mary’s Vision Statement 
adopted by the Vestry in 2002 
and revised in 2006.
� Work towards this second priority is on-going, led by an able committee appointed by the vestry.


� It should be noted that donuts & Jesus Java were also listed as things that keeps folks coming back.


� One possible exception is the introduction of Chuck E. Cheese style ball pit in the sanctuary, offered by one of our youth.





