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“RAISING THE SPIRIT:

CREATING EFFECTIVE RITUAL”

Worship/Sunday Services Workshop

Fall Gathering, CUC – BC Region

North Shore Unitarian Church

November 5, 2005, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.

May Partridge

Outline: “Raising the Spirit: Creating Effective Ritual”

9:00  Who’s Here? What Are Our Hopes for the Day?

· introductory exercise 

· 9:25 Chalice-Lighting

· 9:30 What Is A Ritual?

· small-group discussions and whole-group answers 

9:45 What Do Rituals Do? 

· small-group discussions and whole-group answers

· 10:15 Break

· 10:30 Creating Effective Ritual: “Raising the Spirit”
· small-group discussions and whole-group answers
12:00 Lunch

· 1:00 Planning and Practicing Your Ritual

· development and practice of rituals in work groups

2:15 Break

2:30 Performing Your Ritual

· presentation of, participation in and evaluation of work groups’ rituals

3:45 Final Questions, Comments, and Workshop Evaluations

4:00 Closing

What is a ritual?

Form groups of two to five people. Spend five minutes in your group discussing possible answers for this question. You may each want to make notes, or you may want to choose just one person to write down the group’s response. In any case, chose someone who will speak for your small group when we come back together as a whole. 
Here are some words for us to think about:
· ceremony, celebration 
· recurring, patterned behavior

What do rituals do?
Again, form small groups of two to five members. This time, focus on the process of rituals (what appears to be happening in them), rather than simply the definition. Again, you may want to take your own notes of the discussion, or appoint a note-taker for the group – but do choose someone who will speak for the group

· Here are some words for us to think about:

1. honour
· enact, dramatize

· transform 

· “eternalize”

Creating Effective Ritual: “Raising the Spirit”

Planning:

(a) Begin with two questions. They are:

1. What are the meanings we want to connect with and evoke? 

2. What are the kinds of actions congregations can share in that dramatize these meanings and invite commitment to these specific values?

· “BE INTENTIONAL. Worship is more than clever elements. It must be based on a solid idea, have an articulated purpose, and be presented with a sense of unity flowing through its elements.” Adapted by The Rev. Brian Kiely from The Rev. Mark De Wolfe, Goldmine UU Leadership School for Youth and Young Adults
Group Exercise: Form groups of two to five people. Using the theme “caring and sharing in our communities,” take ten minutes to brainstorm possible activities a congregation might perform together that would dramatize or “act out” this particular set of meanings.  When you have your list, ask your selves an additional question: Which of these activities particularly invites personal commitment?

Come back to the whole group and share your ideas. Take notes on what you hear.

I. Creating Effective Ritual: “Raising the Spirit” continued

· (b) Create a draft script for your ritual. (This will likely be a 20 to 25 minute activity at the centre of your Sunday service – you can use rituals that have already been developed, but almost always they need to be modified for your circumstances – Capek’s flower communion is an example.)

1. Think and walk through all the steps necessary to lead the congregation through the activity you have designed.

2. Be particularly careful to visualize, and as much as possible, actually experience what the individual members of the group will think and feel as they move through the activity.

3.    Modify the script as necessary until you have an activity that is appropriate 

· 
       and clear in direction, as well as intention.
· (c) Find or create the other necessary service elements that will “fit” and create “flow.” It may help to think of these as “mini-rituals” that build and extend the central significance of the main activity. Or you can think simply of these as steps in developing the mood and raising the kind of energy you want overall, as well as ways of “grounding” that energy so that participants leave the service committed, but focussed. 
Some of these elements are:

1. Opening/Closing words

2. Chalice-lighting

3. Music, singing, chanting

4. Stories/Readings/Responsive Readings

5. Offering

6. Meditation/Prayer

· Always think about mood and the energy level you want to build; then think about how you will use time and timing. Think about words, but think even more about feeling and pace. Then create your order of service.
III.    Creating Effective Ritual: “Raising the Spirit” continued 

3. Group exercise: Form another group of 3 to 5 people. Using the flower communion as an example of a ritual, look together to see hoa you might revise the words for the Flower Communion Prayer and the Consecration of the Flowers (see Readings 723 and 724 in Singing the Living Tradition) so that they still

1. evoke a strong sense of community 

2. commit congregational participants to real sharing of friendship and appreciation of everyone’s contribution to the community

enact sharing and caring as universal values across human time and place
4. Think out how you would design and manage the actions (what people do) in the actual communion so that the same goals are met.

(d) Practice, practice, practice!  

Nothing falls flatter than a ritual that doesn’t work; that is, it doesn’t resonate with meanings common to the group, it doesn’t elicit commitment, and it fails to evoke a sense of  “ the eternal in everyday.” 

But much of the spirit you seek to raise can also be killed by confusion – yours or the congregation’s. So you must walk through all the motions (the leaders’ and the congregations’) enough times that you are absolutely clear what you are doing at every step along the way. And you must also be sure you are giving the necessary, clear direction that the congregation needs at every stage for full participation.

To succeed with ritual as the central activity of a service, you must be:

1. committed

2. confident

3.   practiced

· Group Exercise: In the group formed in the last exercise, list the skills you would need in order to do a flower communion in the manner you have developed earlier. Devise ways in which these skills can be practised; then consider how you might practise the ritual itself.
Come back to the larger group with a spokesperson who will describe your version of the flower communion and how it would be done, including practice. 

Worksheet on Flower Communion

II. Planning and Practicing Your Ritual
5. Group Activity:  In groups of three to five people, chose one of the following occasions for ritual in a Sunday service: 

6. Earth Day

7. the Yule

8. your congregation’s birthday, or

9. any other theme you may wish to develop 

You will need a theme, in any case. Ritual is profoundly intentional; it has purpose: to honour values, transform our orientation to them, and place us within processes larger than ourselves.

Using whatever theme you have decided on, develop the kind of ritual you would like to perform. You will need to produce a working script – this does not need to be “letter perfect,” but sufficient to act as a reasonable guide for those leading the ritual.  

When you have worked out a script to follow, find the props you will need to support the mood you want to create and to enact the central meaning of the ritual. (We will have a number of common worship aids on hand, but in some cases, you will need to be even more creative, by substituting for or miming the use of objects you may need.)

Practice the ritual. Pay attention to timing, both in the sense of how long you will need to take overall, and in the sense of pacing – how quickly, or slowly, certain actions need to be performed. Remember, as a general rule, faster actions raise energy, while slow movements lower it. 

Be ready to lead your ritual with the whole group. And to receive and give feedback. You will also provide evaluation for the other groups who perform their rituals. Together we will be able to develop and refine our rituals so that we can take them back to our home congregations and offer them as the central activities for a Sunday service!

III. Performing Your Ritual

By turn, your work group will lead the larger group in the ritual you have now developed. All of us will then fill in the evaluation sheets provided (you may want to take an extra one home to copy and help you in developing other rituals in your congregation). 

We will then take a few minutes to share what we wish from our evaluation sheets, so that we all benefit from our various experiences of the ritual – whether as leaders or participants. You may wish to take notes.

IV. Workshop Evaluation

Copies of the CUC’c workshop evaluation form will be distributed. Please fill one in and place in the large, brown envelope that will be circulated also.

Your feedback is most welcome. Thank you for coming!

VII.     Closing

Evaluation of Ritual Design and Experience
This form is designed to help you evaluate your experience with a particular ritual, as it might be offered as part of a Sunday service.

1. As you experienced it, what was the meaning of the ritual?

2. Did you feel affected or changed in any way by your participation?

3. Did this ritual connect you to some larger significance of life? If so, how did it do that?

4. What were the parts of the ritual that worked particularly well? Not so well? Suggestions about these?

5. What might be some considerations to keep in mind if this ritual were to be performed in a congregational setting, as part of a larger service?

