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ABSTRACT 
 
 

In the early 21st century, American families appear to connect less often through home-
EDVHG�ULWXDOV�GXH�WR�LQFUHDVLQJ�GHPDQGV�RQ�IDPLO\�WLPH��LQFOXGLQJ�PXOWLSOH�µGLJLWDO�
distractions¶� This ethnographic study of twelve families evaluated the impact of 
incorporating a daily secular examen for four weeks utilizing a Godly Play® style of 
wondering. Families expressed a positive personal and familial value in adopting the 
practice according to qualitative and quantitative data analysis. It is recommended that 
future research employs a longer research period, a cohort across a wider socio-economic 
and cultural spectrum, and considers extra-familial applications for the practice. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

vii 



   
 

 1 

 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 1: 
Wisdom Wonders 

 
But when we persevere with the help of a gentle discipline,  

we slowly come to hear the  
still, small voice and to feel the delicate breeze,  

and so come to know the presence of Love.1 
 
 
 Welcome to the Wondering Together Project; a synthesis, a synergy, an 

experiment. Imagine a family coming together daily (or almost daily) to check in with 

each other using the same five questions. No fixing, no nagging, no chores. Just being 

wholly present as each member shares a bit about their day. Was the practice 

meaningful? This project looks at how a simple ritual impacted twelve families from 

across the United States. Like many of my colleagues in the art of Godly Play®, we 

know in our bones that Love is abundantly present in the circles of children with whom 

ZH�VLW��$V�1RXZHQ�REVHUYHV��WKH�µJHQWOH�GLVFLSOLQH¶�RI�OLVWHQLQJ�WR�RQH�DQRWKHU�DQG�EHLQJ�

heard is a divine invitation to experience that still small voice. That is the foundation of 

the Wondering Together experiment. 

 But there was also that moment that got the ball rolling. Perhaps you know those 

times when you observe or hear or think something that will not go away; a call that you 

cannot shake. Maybe not as awesome as a Damascus road experience but God is clearly 

OHDGLQJ�WKH�ZD\��)RU�PH��LW�ZDV�DQ�RUGLQDU\�6XQGD\��,�ZDV�IOLWWLQJ�DURXQG�RXU�FKXUFK¶V�

 
1 Nouwen Henri J M., Clowning in Rome: Reflections on Solitude, Celibacy, Prayer, and 

Contemplation (New York, NY: Image Books, 2000), 28. 
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QDUWKH[�RQ�D�FULVS�DXWXPQ�PRUQLQJ�ZKHQ�HYHU\WKLQJ�LQ�QDWXUH�ZDV�LQ�WKDW�VHDVRQ¶V�VKDUS, 

characteristic freshness. Our youngest worshippers were returning from the nursery or 

their Godly Play® circles to join their families for the Eucharist in a familiar series of 

Sunday morning transitions. I stood at the rear of the sanctuary with a grateful heart ± for 

children, for this community, for my purpose there as Minister to Children and Families.  

Unexpectedly, a distillation of sorts happened as I observed the bodies of families 

in the pews meld. Children were nestling up to their parents as they do. But there was 

more to those snuggles. Across the churFK��SDUHQWV¶�VKRXOGHUV�UHOD[HG�DQG�IDPLOLHV�

shaped themselves together into what appeared much like upright litters of puppies. Even 

teens and tweens wanted nothing more than to be burrowed into their gathered tribe. 

6RPHRQH�RQFH�VDLG�WKDW�ZH�GRQ¶W�FU\�DERut unimportant things, so why was I teary as I 

observed the backs of these families gathered in our congregation? I truly felt Wisdom 

right next to me and SKH�ZRQGHUHG��³:K\�GRHV�WKLV�IHHO�VR�LPSRUWDQW"�1R�SKRQHV�RXW��QR�

WDEOHWV�YLVLEOH�«�DQG�DOO�VHHP�WR�EH�DW�D�GHHS��FRQQHFWHG��DQG�YLVFHUDO�SHDFH�´�,W�ZDV�

2014 and this moment was my clarion call to the Wondering Together Project.  

Inspired by my unshakable sense that families were instinctively hungry for 

deeper connection, I began to speculate about how the arrival of digital technology was 

complicating things. But was that really true? And if it was, what might I have to bring to 

the table? I am grateful to Eden Theological Seminary for empowering this lay person to 

live into my capacity as a practical theologian and for giving me the freedom to recognize 

that this was not a church-based challenge but a world-based one.  

Catalyzed by that observation and my subsequent distillation of it as a doctoral 

student, what follows is an organized compilation of the process by which a small pilot 
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research project unfolded and was undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic. It was 

borne of the holy nudge to research this notion and shaped by some of my prior 

H[SHULHQFHV��RUGLQDU\�µOLYHG�OHDUQLQJV¶�WKDW�WKH�UHDGHU�PD\�VKDre. For example, I am 

steeped in Ignatian spirituality and how I value the daily examen in my own life informs 

this project. I am also a former nurse practitioner who is fascinated by neurobiology and 

concerned about how social forces like poverty, extreme stress, and digital technology are 

reshaping our brains (not necessarily in productive and healthy ways.) As a graduate of 

seminary and a chaplain, I have experienced and offered the healing balm of presence, 

often gifted as nothing more than simple, silent witness. As a longtime Godly Play® 

practitioner, the role of dependable rituals and shared narratives in a calm and care-filled 

VHWWLQJ�KDV�SHUPHDWHG�P\�SUDFWLFH�RI«�MXVW�DERXW�HYHU\WKLQJ��0RVW�LPSRUWDQWO\��DV�D�

daughter, sister, wife and mother, the unique lexicon and connection forged within a 

family ecosystem ± however and always imperfect ± is the soil in which this research is 

sown. By virtue of our shared human experience, there are places of connection for every 

reader of this project. I welcome your thoughts. 

Ahead in Chapter 2, I will offer a pertinent review of the literature that informed 

my thinking as I began this investigation and how it dovetailed with different avenues of 

my own experience. The ethnographic method that anchored the SURMHFW¶V design is 

detailed in Chapter 3. Of special import are the safeguards necessary whenever families, 

especially those with minor children, are some of your research partners. These families 

were so gracious in their investment of time and themselves in this research that I feel it 

LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�µNQRZ¶�WKHP�DV�\RX�HQWHU�LQWR�WKH�GDWD�DQDO\VLV�RI�&KDSWHU����,Q�WKH�

Family Portraits Appendix, I offer a glimpse of each family as I experienced them during 
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our time together. Then, Chapter 4 unpacks the research findings in all their complexity. I 

share the quantitative data in service to the real marrow of the research ± the narratives 

from the families themselves. As a novice researcher, there are sure to be some technical 

shortcomings in this chapter. I am grateful that the ethnographic method allowed me to 

be in relationship with these families ± qualitative data would never have captured the 

varied and stirring experiences shared through dialogue. Truthfully, I fell in love with 

each family ± their willingness to try this experiment, their honesty, and their 

commitment to one another. There was so much to mine in the narrative data that I 

IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�µGDQFH¶�EHWZHHQ�ZKDW�,�KHDUG�DQG�IHOW�LQ�WKH�IDPLO\�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�WKH�

evidence in the statistical data. In the concluding chapter, I invite the reader to join me in 

considering the next steps suggested by the initial Wondering Together Project.  

Throughout the writing of this project, one phrase was attached to my computer 

PRQLWRU�WKDW�FDPH�WR�PH�DV�,�ZURWH�WKH�SURMHFW¶V�RULJLQDO�SURSRVDO��Sacred Humility. 

Sacred because Wisdom was calling forth this work and Humility because the concepts 

are so simple, so ordinary, so humble. But in the chemistry of real families, sacred and 

humble synthesized into something worthy of our attention. Onward! 
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Chapter 2: 
Reading the Wise Ones: Literature Review & Grounding Theory 

 

 In the previous chapter, I discussed the observations and experiences that led me 

to believe that this pilot research project may be relevant in the current interdisciplinary 

discourse around supporting and fostering the emotional and spiritual health of families. 

In this chapter, I will examine the body of research and thought that compels and 

challenges me to investigate whether a simple, daily family practice may contribute to the 

well-being of its members and, perhaps, greater shalom for our world. This chapter serves 

as a dialogue between what the literature and tradition tell us and that for which 21st 

century families seem to hunger - connecting with self and one another despite the 

frenetic pace of daily life.  

I found my way toward this research through experiential and intuitive notions 

and began by reconnecting with trusted academics and theologians that I have 

encountered in my own experience. Before a career in the church, I was a registered 

nurse and nurse practitioner focusing on HIV, oncology, and hospice care. In these roles 

LQ�WKH�����¶V�DQG�����¶V��,�ZDV�grounded in the pioneering and unfolding understanding 

around mind-body research, particularly neurobiology. My sense of call to professional 

lay ministry and pastoral care emerged out of those experiences and I was onto training 

as a spiritual companion and then to seminary. 

I initially knew Herbert Anderson as my first and favorite Pastoral Care professor.  

Then I delved deeply into his considerable body of work in practical theology. In Mighty 
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Stories, Dangerous Rituals, Dr. Anderson and Edward Foley reassess and reimagine the 

value of narrative in both Christian worship rituals as well as in personalized rites for 

individuals and families outside of the corporate worship setting.2 Sr. Elizabeth Leibert 

was the program director when I studied spiritual direction and later my thesis advisor at 

San Francisco Theological Seminary. Her expertise in Ignatian discernment, spiritual 

practices, and moral injury, as well as the bibliographies from her authored articles, were 

my starting points about all things Ignatian, especially the examen. Serendipitously, I 

attended a workshop at St. Gregory of Nyssa in San Francisco that Dennis, Sheila, and 

0DWWKHZ�/LQQ�OHG�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����¶V�RQ�SUD\HU�SUDFWLFHV�ZLWK�IDPLOLHV��7KH�/LQQV�

authored some of the earliest approaches for using the examen beyond the boundaries of 

Roman Catholicism. Sleeping with Bread is their seminal text on the examen for the laity 

whether spiritual, seeking, or agnostic. Lastly, I am forever grateful to have been 

anchored and steeped in the work of Jerome Berryman whose approach to the spiritual 

companioniQJ�RI�FKLOGUHQ��*RGO\�3OD\���KDV�µOHDYHQHG�PH¶�IURP�VHOI-effacing Sunday 

school teacher and missioner of dogma to passionate advocate for nurturing children and 

fDPLOLHV�LQ�WKHLU�VSLULWXDO�MRXUQH\��%HUU\PDQ¶V�H[WHQVLYH�ERG\�RI�ZRUN, as well as the 

complementary writings of those he has inspired, have offered a particular perspective 

and focus to this research as well. These grounding thinkers were the entry points for my 

early stirrings toward this research project and pointed me to important primary sources 

and relevant research in its initial planning. 

 
2 Herbert Anderson and Edward Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals: Weaving Together the 

Human and the Divine (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2001). 
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Utilizing contemporary theological and academic resources, I have been able to 

focus the lenses by which I conceived, conducted, and interpreted this project. In doing 

so, I have made every effort to avoid the likelihood of skewing the data. This is especially 

important to note as my thesis crosses multiple disciplines, including Christian theology. 

While I am expressly committed to not evangelizing or steering toward religion of any 

kind in this research, I am conscious of my inherent biases around the spirituality of 

children and families. It is these lenses and biases that I explore methodologically in 

Chapter 3. 

Writ large, my thesis question asks how families and their individual members 

might be invited into new or additive ways to make meaning. That is the prevailing theme 

RU�³PHWD-OHQV´�IRU�WKLV�HQGHDYRU��0HDQLQJ�PDNLQJ�IRVWHUV�GHHSHU�FRQQHFWLRQ��GLVSHOV�

isolation, clarifies RQH¶V purpose, helps reveal our personal and familial agency, and, 

thereby, nurtures shalom in our wider world.  

Let me state my research question in its original form:  

If a family adopts a habit of communal examen,  
will the practice enhance their existential and spiritual lexicon? 

 
 

Here is the question, now diagrammed, with an eye to the different lenses through 

which I have chosen to distill it.  

If a family adopts a habit (Ritual Theory) of communal examen (Ignatian 
Spirituality), will the practice (Narrative Theory, Narrative Theology, and 

specifically the Godly Play® tradition) enhance (Neurobiology) their existential 
and spiritual lexicon (Family Resilience Theory)? 

 
There are places of confluence among these various lenses and, together, they 

assist me in addressing the question comprehensively but not completely. Race and 

poverty are two research areas that are addressed only tangentially as they are beyond the 
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practical scope of this literature review and initial pilot project. And, while the impact of 

digital preoccupation was my entry point in thinking about this research originally, the 

exploding body of social commentary around digital engagement required me to narrow 

my focus to the realms of peer-reviewed medical and social science which I have mined 

for relevant findings.  

In this chapter I will address the foundational lenses of why and how I approach 

this project. I consider the why to be illuminated through Neurobiology, Family 

Resilience Theory, and Narrative Theory and Theology (including the Godly Play® 

approach). I will then progress to the how disciplines that inform the shape that the 

research activity itself takes:  Ritual Theory and Ignatian Spirituality.  

 

Why?: Neurobiology 

  

 The creation and workings of our brains are marvelous indeed. The key question 

for the purpose of this project is whether adopting a regular practice of the examen 

enhances D�IDPLO\¶V�H[LVWHQWLDO�OH[LFRQ��The reasons why I posit that this pilot practice 

might strengthen D�IDPLO\¶V�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�DELOLW\�WR�HQFRXQWHU�VWUHVVRUV�JRLQJ�

forward is due, in part, to contemporary research in neurobiology. Therefore, after a brief 

overview of brain architecture and function, this section will explore pertinent findings in 

the medical and social sciences that inform my research question and highlight where 

simple, pro-active strategies may HQKDQFH�D�IDPLO\¶V�H[SHULHQFH�RI�FRPPXQDO�H[DPHQ��

These include recent discoveries about emotional self-regulation, pre-natal and early 
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childhood brain development, chronic exposure to stress, as well as potential 

opportunities for inviting positive brain changes. 

At its simplest, the human brain is a three-part organ consisting of the brainstem, 

cerebellum, and cerebrum. The brainstem is ofteQ�QLFNQDPHG�µWKH�UHSWLOLDQ�EUDLQ¶�DV�LW�

mediates our most basic bodily functions including breathing, digestion, and temperature 

regulation. The cerebellum is positioned next to the brainstem and attends to issues of 

intentional movement, posture, and balance and is a shared brain trait with all vertebrates. 

The cerebrum is the largest part of the brain and is divided into two sides called 

hemispheres and smaller regions called lobes with their own distinct substructures. The 

most specialized region of the brain, the cerebrum, is the focus of much of the current 

neurobiological research as it is tasked with speech, movement, senses, and emotions. 

Included in the cerebrum is the human limbic system which mediates our emotions and 

motivations. For the purposes of this research and in the context of a theological 

perspective, I was initially curious about pioneering neurotheologians James B. Ashbrook 

DQG�&DURO�5DXVFK�$OEULJKW¶V�VXJJHVWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�WKUHH�EUDLQ�OREHV�KDYH�EHHQ�IDVKLRQHG�E\�

a triune God with a corresponding purpose: God as omnipresent (brainstem), nurturing 

(limbic), and purposeful (cerebrum, specifically the neocortex.)3 While their proposition 

is an oversimplification of brain architecture and function, it serves as an intriguing 

summary of human brain evolution in the late 20th century as theologians attempted to 

reconcile the emerging understanding of neurobiology with theology. Current 

neurobiology recognizes that while the human brain can be understood as a sublime 

 
3 David Hogue, Remembering the Future, Imagining the Past: Story, Ritual, and the Human Brain 

(Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2003), 34. 
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product of evolution, its three parts are not discrete and have evolved in complementary 

and complex ways which we do not fully understand.4 While there may be specific 

FDSDFLWLHV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�SDUWV�RI�WKH�EUDLQ��³HIIHFWLYH�IXQFWLRQLQJ�GHSHQGV�RQ�WKH�ZRUN�RI�

WKH�ZKROH�EUDLQ�´5 The triune God-as-brain proposition of Ashbrook and Albright serves 

as a reminder that people of faith may be enticed by easy answers in their understanding 

of how God is at work in the complexity of neurobiology. It is a cautionary tale for me in 

this exploration: there are no simple answers (though I recognize the irony that my 

UHVHDUFK�TXHVWLRQ�GHVFULEHV�³D�VLPSOH�SUDFWLFH�´� 

 

Empathy, Emotions, Neurotransmitters, and Our Earliest Family Experiences 

 

The roots of our ability to manage our feelings (emotional self-regulation) are 

learned skills beginning in infancy.6 The Mindful Schools movement counsels teachers 

and students to identify an emotion early in its arrival so that one reacts less out of habit 

DQG�KDV�³PRUH�IOH[LELOLW\�LQ�DFWLRQV��PRYLQJ�EH\RQG�KDELW�DQG�UHDFWLYLW\�´7 Clinically 

known as affect naming, educators and therapists can often be overheard saying 

VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH�³QDPLQJ�DQ�HPRWLRQ��HDVHV�WKH�HPRWLRQ�´8 Sounds simple but, in practice, 

 
4 Hogue, 39. 
 
5 Hogue, 39. 
 
6 0DWLOGD�$��)ULFN�HW�DO���³7KH�5ROH�RI�6XVWDLQHG�$WWHQWLRQ��0DWHUQDO�6HQVLWLYLW\��DQG�,QIDQW�

Temperament in the Development of Early Self-5HJXODWLRQ�´�British Journal of Psychology 109, no. 2 
(December 2017): pp. 277-298, https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12266, 279. 
 

7 3DP�1LFKROOV��³6XPPDU\�RI�1HXURVFLHQFH��,QVLJKWV�IURP�WKH�:RUN�RI�'DQ�6LHJHO��0'�´�0LQGIXO�
Schools, Curricular Digital File (Berkeley, CA, 2013), "Belly". 

 
8 0DWWKHZ�'��/LHEHUPDQ�HW�DO���³3XWWLQJ�)HHOLQJV�,QWR�:RUGV�´�Psychological Science 18, no. 5 

(May 1, 2007): pp. 421-428, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01916.x, 421. 
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we pattern our emotional responses based on the bonds and modeling of our earliest 

primary caregivers. The complexity of chemicals (neurotransmitters) that mediate what, 

how, and how deeply we feel, as well as how we choose to respond, are the focus of a 

great deal of current research that includes the monitoring of certain blood chemistries, 

physical responses (blood pressure, heart and respiratory rate), as well as brain activity 

using advanced LPDJLQJ�OLNH�IXQFWLRQDO�PDJQHWLF�UHVRQDQFH�LPDJLQJ��µf05,¶���)RU�

example, Matthew Lieberman and his colleagues used f05,�WR�GHPRQVWUDWH�³«�WKH�ILUVW�

unaPELJXRXV�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�DIIHFW�ODEHOLQJ�«�SURGXFHV�GLPLQLVKHG�UHVSRQVHV�WR�QHJDWLYH�

HPRWLRQDO�LPDJHV�LQ�WKH�DP\JGDOD�DQG�RWKHU�OLPELF�UHJLRQV�´9 ,Q�OD\SHUVRQ¶V�WHUPV��

naming an emotion does lessen the burden one experiences from it. 

Neurotransmitters also play a role in how we interpret our perception of someone 

HOVH¶V�IHHOLQJV��:KHQ�ZH�DUH�DEOH�WR�LGHQWLI\�RXU�RZQ�FKDOOHQJLQJ�HPRWLRQV��ZH�SURGXFH�

increased dopamine and oxytocin in response. Dopamine in healthy emotional states 

increases our motivation and curiosity about the people and circumstances around us 

while oxytocin invites a feeling of peace and relaxation, promoting nurture of self and 

nurture of others.10  

Cortisol is a naturally produced hormone with a number of important functions in 

the body and many interactions with our neurotransmitters in a complicated interplay of 

body chemistry that impacts everything from our sleeping-waking cycles to thyroid 

function. Nicknamed the µfight or flight hormone¶� cortisol is overproduced in stressful 

situations to assist in heightening our awareness and preparing us to make quick 

 
9 Lieberman et al., 427. 

 
10 Nicholls, 5. 
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decisions when challenged emotionally or physically. Interestingly, an elevated cortisol 

level impairs the function of the better angels of our pre-frontal cortex¶V�(also known as 

our executive brain) higher ordered decision making ability in deference to the rapid life-

or-death choices to be made under extreme stress.11 When cortisol levels remain 

abnormally high in the bloodstream, it causes long-term wear and tear on our physical 

and psychological functioning called allostatic load.12 Eventually, this allostatic load 

impacts the natural rhythm cortisol has in our bodies (higher levels in the morning and 

lower levels at bedtime) and cortisol activity becomes blunted and less responsive. 

Ultimately, this blunting of cortisol levels is biological evidence of long-term exposure to 

stress. For adults, this may manifest as depression, obesity, metabolic syndrome, Type 2 

diabetes, fertility issues, high blood pressure, heart attack, dementia, and stroke.13  

High levels of cortisol due to stress are especially harmful for brain development 

in infants and children. Ongoing stressors like poverty, food insecurity, unstable or 

inadequate attachments with primary caregivers, and violence in the home contribute to 

this allostatic load. High levels of stress in pregnancy (sometimes called toxic stress) 

impact developing infants. Toxic stress may manifest as diminished brain size, behavioral 

issues, chromosomal changes, neural connection disorders, and are all health challenges 

that are seeded in utero. Additionally, cortisol and other stress hormones elevated in 

 
11 &DWKHULQH�3ULFH��³3XWWLQJ�'RZQ�<RXU�3KRQH�0D\�+HOS�<RX�/LYH�/RQJHU�´�The New York 

Times, April 24, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/24/well/mind/putting-down-your-phone-may-
help-you-live-longer.html. 
 

12 Kathleen Brewer-6P\WK�DQG�+DUROG�*��.RHQLJ��³&Ruld Spirituality and Religion Promote Stress 
5HVLOLHQFH�LQ�6XUYLYRUV�RI�&KLOGKRRG�7UDXPD"´�Issues in Mental Health Nursing 35, no. 4 (2014): pp. 251-
256, https://doi.org/10.3109/01612840.2013.873101, 253. 
 

13 Price. 
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depressed mothers often result in reduced fetal growth and put babies and mothers at risk 

for premature labor.14 These compounded traumas or µAdverse Childhood Experiences¶ 

�$&(¶V��KDYH�JDUQHUHG�D�JUHDW�GHDO�RI�research excitement and controversy in the areas of 

pediatric health, neurobiology, education, and the social sciences in the past ten years. 15  

Adverse Childhood Experiences are critical when thinking about studies such as 

mine. Researchers have developed ACE¶V tools to quantify the different degrees to which 

children have been exposed to traumatic adverse experiences.16 Acknowledging that all 

children are exposed to some degree of ACE stressors, these tools are helpful in 

suggesting which children and families might benefit from early intervention when 

prioritizing resources.17 It is no surprise that race and poverty play a heavy hand in the 

impact of ACE¶V on children.18 ACE screening instruments are recent additions in routine 

care in many school and pediatric care practices as they offer insight as to which children 

are likely exposed to higher levels of cortisol and its bevy of physical and neurobiological 

impacts. Neurotheologian David Hogue summarizes the trade-off in human brain 

evolution that necessitates our careful attention to children today:  

Because we have traded a rich repertoire of instincts for the ability to adapt to a 
wide array of environments, human beings require extensive nurturing during 
childhood and intensive mentoring and training. And beyond the practicalities of 

 
14 1DQF\�&DPEULD�DQG�/DXULH�6NULYDQ��³7KH Crisis Within: How Toxic Stress and Trauma 

(QGDQJHU�2XU�&KLOGUHQ�´�St. Louis Post-Dispatch, February 21, 2016, pp. 51-60, 
https://graphics.stltoday.com/apps/stress/index.html. 
 

15 $GYHUVH�&KLOGKRRG�(YHQWV��$&(¶V���)RU�LQIRUPDWLRQ�VHH�"Aces Science 101," ACE's Too High, 
accessed June 22, 2018, https://acestoohigh.com/aces-101/. 
 

16 Link here to investigate ACE clinical evaluation tool. 
https://www.acesaware.org/screen/screening-tools/ 
 

17 $&(¶V�WRROV�QRWH�WKDW�DOO�FKLOGUHQ�HYLGHQFH�WUDXPD�WR�YDU\LQJ�GHJUHHV��,W�LV�WKH�FRPSRXQGLQJ�RI�
trauma that aggravates and amplifies the impact.  
 

18 Cambria and Skrivan. 
 

https://acestoohigh.com/aces-101/
https://www.acesaware.org/screen/screening-tools/
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living, the need for nurture and affection is built into our nervous systems. 
Children left alone die.19  
 

The implications of childhood stressors carry over into adulthood. In one study, 

adult women survivors of trauma in their youth have been found to have dysregulated 

cortisol levels; disproportionally low levels of cortisol upon waking and abnormally 

elevated levels in the evening which result in chronic sleep pattern disturbances. 20 Karen 

Brewer-Smyth Ph.D. and Harold Koenig M.D.��WKH�VWXG\¶V�DXWKRUV��GHPRQVWUDWHd that 

women who have higher levels of perceived friendship and support, including those 

through faith-based connections, experienced a protective effect against abnormal cortisol 

function that the authors describe as evidence of resilience.21 There is also compelling 

UHVHDUFK�WKDW�VXSSRUWV�WKH�EHQHILW�RI�³HDUO\�SUHYHQWDWLYH�LQWHUYHQWLRQV´�RQ�PLWLJDWLQJ�

cortisol dysregulation in children at high risk.22 Luecken et al. examined how cortisol 

levels differed in children six years after participating in a bereavement program 

following parental loss in a randomized trial in Arizona.23 The study revealed that 

children who participated in a 12-week bereavement group at the time of their loss had 

appropriately higher cortisol responses when participating in a follow-up study six years 

ODWHU��7KH�DXWKRUV�RI�WKLV�VWXG\�FRQFOXGHG�WKDW�³«�D�IDPLO\-focused intervention for 

 
19 Hogue, 77-8. 
 
20 Brewer-Smyth, 253. 

 
21 Brewer-Smyth, 253. 

 
22 Linda J. Luecken et al���³&RUWLVRO�/HYHOV�6L[-Years after Participation in the Family 

%HUHDYHPHQW�3URJUDP�´�Psychoneuroendocrinology 35, no. 5 (2010): pp. 785-789, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psyneuen.2009.11.002. 
 

23 Luecken, 786.  The trial included one group of children and caregivers who received 12 two-
hour weekly sessions and a control group of bereaved children who were invited to participate in a self-
study program at home at the time of parental loss. 
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parentally bereaved children provided in childhood was associated with higher cortisol 

six years later relative to a FRQWURO�JURXS�RI�EHUHDYHG�\RXWK�´24 I highlight both of these 

studies as important to my thesis: if there is evidence indicating that both early 

intervention in childhood as well as friendship and connection in adulthood are impactful 

in unwinding some of the cortisol dysregulation of earlier trauma, perhaps the nurturing 

of an effective familial support practice through a simple daily ritual might serve as a 

modest step in mediating the impact of stress, to whatever degree a family experiences it.  

While a review of ritual theory follows later in this chapter, it is pertinent to note 

here that there is research regarding how rituals affect us neurobiologically. For example, 

developmeQWDO�SV\FKRORJLVW�-RKQ�'��)ULHVHQ¶V�UHVHDUFK�GHWHUPLQHG�WKDW�rituals excite both 

brain hemispheres which results LQ�³GHHS�HPRWLRQDO�H[SHULHQFHV�«IDFLOLWDWLQJ�SHUVRQDO�

integration and the feeling of well-EHLQJ�´25 This is another suggestion that family ritual 

conversation might be an opportunity to reverse the impact of µtoxic stress¶� 

 
 

The Shema 
 

Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.  
You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 

and with all your might.  
Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart.  

Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home  
and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise.  

Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead,  
and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 (NRSV) 
 

 

 
24 Luecken, 788. 
 
25 -RKQ�'�)ULHVHQ��³5LWXDOV�DQG�)DPLO\�6WUHQJWK�´�Direction 19, no. 1 (1990): pp. 39-48, 46-7. 
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Why?: 1DUUDWLYH�7KHRU\�DQG�&KLOGUHQ¶V�6SLULWXDOLW\ 

 
  
Being seen, known, and appreciated through the sharing of stories has been 

integral to the human experience. Hieroglyphs and cave paintings are evidence of this.26 

My ministry anchors me in how stories shape and sustain faith communities and I come 

to this project with a deep appreciation and wonder about how the stories we tell weave 

together our larger societal mores. The narratives we repeat mirror the people we are and 

when there is a dearth of stories, I believe individuals and societies may become 

untethered. I am curious if this daily family ritual might be a radical act of tethering. 

Our brains are hard-wired to hear stories and when we hear them again and again, 

we form deeper brain associations. Known as ³the compression effect�´�WKHVH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�

complex connections foster more complicated thinking and allow us to make more 

profound meaning each time we hear that same story. 27 Thousands of years before there 

were brain scans to prove this phenomenon, people understood this intuitively as it was 

key for their survival. If you wanted your children to know the planting rotation for your 

crops, you told them over and over as you worked alongside them in the field. Families 

were never sure who would live and who would die from one season to the next and 

needed their children to hold that wisdom to ensure dependable sow/reap patterns so they 

would not starve.28 So, too, ancient parents told their children the stories of their faith and 

 
26 0HOLVVD�0HQGR]D��³7KH�(YROXWLRQ�RI�6WRU\WHOOLQJ�´�Reporter, May 1, 2015 
 

 27 /�0��/LOO\ZKLWH�HW�DO���³7KH�1HXUDO�$UFKLWHFWXUH�RI�'LVFRXUVH�&RPSUHVVLRQ�´�Neuropsychologia 
48, no. 4 (2010): pp. 873-879, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2009.11.004, 873. 
 

28 Laurel Koepf Taylor, "The Value of Education and Enculturation," in Give Me Children or I 
Shall Die: Children and Communal Survival in Biblical Literature (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 66. 
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they told those stories often and with increasing complexity as the children got older. Due 

to this same compression effect, the stories became ingrained and nimbly accessible as 

resources for decision making.  

Christian educator 3HWHU�*LOPRXU�REVHUYHV�WKDW�³VWRULHV�DUH�WKH�VDFUHG�WH[WV�RI�RXU�

OLYHV�´29 This is apparent with the ancient Israelites who were steeped in the law of the 

Shema.30  Beginning in childhood, they learned their foundational cultural and religious 

stories by heart and recalled them often for guidance. Much later, their faith stories were 

written down by scribes and many centuries later they were preserved in print. Even so, 

humans across cultures were still telling stories around meals and hearth fires because it 

was as efficient and effective in instilling those stories as it was comforting. 31 In retelling 

them, they became more than just stories; transforming into allegories and guideposts that 

undergirded moral and faithful lives.32   

Starting with the Industrial Revolution in the mid 18th century, I suspect that 

people in urban settings began to make a trade. To varying degrees, the sharing of stories 

was exchanged for efficiency and productivity. This may be most evident in the 

proliferation of child labor and the creation of Sunday schools to offset deficits in 

education as urban children eQWHUHG�WKH�ZRUNIRUFH��,Q�GRLQJ�VR��D�VORZ�µVWDUYDWLRQ¶�RI�

 
 29 Anne Streaty Wimberly, Soul Stories: African American Christian Education, rev. ed. 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), 4. 
 
 30 The Shema is quoted in its entirety on pages 16. Underlined passage is mine for emphasis. 
 

31 3ROO\�:��:LHVVQHU��³(PEHUV�RI�6RFLHW\��)LUHOLJKW�7DON�DPRQJ�WKH�-X�¶+RDQVL�%XVKPHQ�´�
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 111, no. 39 (2014): pp. 14027-14035, 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1404212111, 14033. 
 

32 Lucas M. Bietti HW�DO���³&XOWXUDO�7UDQVPLVVLRQ�LQ�D�)RRG�3UHSDUDWLRQ�7DVN��7KH�5ROH�RI�
,QWHUDFWLYLW\��,QQRYDWLRQ�DQG�6WRU\WHOOLQJ�´�PLOS ONE 14, no. 9 (2019): pp. 1-19, 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0221278, 2. 
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sorts began in families as fewer and fewer narratives of their faith, community, and 

family were told due to changing industrial work rhythms and priorities. The importance 

of sharing stories ± both giving and receiving them ± has further shifted in the post-

PRGHUQ�HUD��³)HZHU�DQG�IHZHU�SDUHQWV�RI�WRGD\�QDUUDWH�VWRULHV�WR�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ�´33 We are 

QRZ�PRUH�RI�D�µRQFH�DQG�GRQH¶�FXOWXUH�ZLWK�VWRULHV�RI�IDPLO\�ORUH��ELUWKV�DQG�GHDWKV��VLOO\�

things and tragedy, tending to get told once if at all. One child in my Godly Play® circle 

FDSWXUHG�WKLV�SKHQRPHQRQ�ZKHQ�VKH�VDLG��³2QO\�P\�JUDQGPD�KDV�WLPH�WR�WHOO�PH�VWRULHV�

more than once. My parents tell me I should be learning new things, not asking about old 

stoULHV�EXW�,�OLNH�KHDULQJ�P\�VWRU\�RYHU�DQG�RYHU�´��7HOOLQJ�VWRULHV�RQO\�RQFH�FXUWDLOV�WKH�

compression effect and the opportunity to allow these important personal narratives to 

deepen and become sources RI�ZLVGRP�ZLWKLQ�RXU�EUDLQ¶V�QHXURDUFKLWHFWXUH�� 

I have asserted that expanding digital engagement in our culture likely decreases 

the number and kind of stories that are told at home. It follows that families have less 

opportunity to benefit from the documented emotional and relational benefits that the act 

RI�ERWK�WHOOLQJ�DQG�KHDULQJ�QDUUDWLYHV�\LHOGV�ZLWKLQ�RQH¶V�IDPLO\�34 I hope to better 

understand if families recapture a habit of daily story sharing though an accessible and 

practical examen whether it might serve an additive or complementary role to any 

relational and/or narrative practices already in place. While my sense is that narrative 

practices within a family provide time and opportunity to point us toward the Divine, I 

reiterate here that evangelism is not the intent of this project. Rather, I am investigating 

 
33 Anne Pellowski, The World of Storytelling (Bronx, NY: H.W. Wilson, 1990), 177-9. 

 
34 (ODLQH�5HHVH��³:KDW�.LGV�/HDUQ�IURP�+HDULQJ�)DPLO\�6WRULHV�´ The Atlantic, December 9, 

2013. 
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whether the practice will augment the ways families support one another in meaning 

making. Theologian Sharon Daloz Parks contends that meaning making is the work we 

do throughout our lives. She connects it DQG�IDLWK�WKXVO\��³)DLWK�LV�PHDQLQJ�making in 

OLJKW�RI�WKH�XOWLPDWH�´35 I believe the Wondering Together Project (WTP) family ritual 

may engender the kind of meaning making Parks references; a sense of connection that 

invites us beyond the realm of the ordinary. 

The practice and culture of reconnecting with our storytelling selves is integral to 

the pedagogy of narrative theology. Narrative theologian Benjamin Espinoza imagines it 

WKXVO\��³1DUUDWLYH�WKHRORJ\��WKHQ��VHHNV�WR�FRQWUibute to the transformation of the world 

through engaging the living, robust narrative of the Christian faith, seeking to liberate 

people from oppressive narratives, forming the identities of people, and helping people 

PRYH�IURP�µOLYHG¶�VWRULHV�WR�µOLYLQJ¶ VWRULHV�´36 At its essence, narrative theology is 

paradoxical as both a trustworthy instrument with a very wide lens; trustworthy in its 

documented impact for humanity through the ages and across cultures and wide because 

narrative takes so many forms. Therefore, I believe it is the ideal lens through which we 

try to understand the nature of the existential in relationship to our human experience. 

That is why it is one of the theories that grounds my thinking for this project.   

 How do we define narrative theology? For this I turn to theologian Jerry H. Stone 

who wrote in the late 20th century. He describes this way of encountering God and our 

 
35 Sharon Daloz Parks, Big Questions, Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Emerging Adults in Their 

Search for Meaning, Purpose, and Faith, rev. ed., Jossey-Bass Higher and Adult Education Series (San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2011), 11. 

 
 36 %HQMDPLQ�'��(VSLQR]D��³7KH�&KULVWLDQ�6WRU\�DQG�2XU�6WRULHV��1DUUDWLYH�3HGDJRJ\�LQ�
&RQJUHJDWLRQDO�/LIH�´�Christian Education Journal: Research on Educational Ministry 10, no. 2 (2013): 
pp. 432-443, https://doi.org/10.1177/073989131301000213, 434. 
 



   
 

 20 

VFULSWXUHV�WKXVO\��³«�WKH�KHDUW�RI�D�FXOWXUH¶V�PHDQLQJ�>LV@�LQ�LWV�QDUUDWLYH�WUDGLWLRQ��7KH�

narrative Christian thHRORJ\�«�ORRNV�WR�WKH�QDUUDWLYHV�RI�WKH�%LEOH�DQG�WKH�EURDGHU�

&KULVWLDQ�WUDGLWLRQ�IRU�WKH�ULFKHVW�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�UHOLJLRQ�´37 The practice and culture of 

reconnecting with our storytelling selves is integral to the pedagogy of narrative 

theology. At its essence, narrative theology (like systematic or practical theology) is 

simply a lens through which we try to understand the nature of God in relationship to our 

human experience. Narrative theologians argue that we approximate the deepest meaning 

of scripture when, ³ZH�LQYROYH�RXUVHOYHV�LQ�WKH�IXOO�QDUUDWLYH�IORZ�RI�D�UHOLJLRQ¶V�OLWHUDU\�

WUDGLWLRQ�´38  

 Within our Western context, I do not want to intimate that storytelling is dead for 

it is not. In particular, Anne Streaty Wimberly highlights the strong narrative traditions 

WKDW�DURVH�GXULQJ�³WKH�VODYH�HUD�DQG�EXLOW�RQ�WKH�VWRU\�RULHQWDWLRQ�RI�$IULFDQ�FXOWXUH�´39 

But even in her work around the practice of story linking as a modern method of narrative 

theology, she observes a decline in the embeddedness of the tradition in her own African 

American community.40 I sense the African American enculturation and practice of 

VWRU\WHOOLQJ��ERWK�SDVW�DQG�SUHVHQW��PLJKW�SURYLGH�WKH�µHPEHUV¶�RI�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�WUDGLWLRQ�

QHHGHG�WR�UHNLQGOH�WKLV�YLWDO�&KULVWLDQ�SUDFWLFH�ZLWKLQ�RXU�ODUJHU�VRFLHW\��:LPEHUO\¶V�

µIRUPXOD¶�IRU�OLQNLQJ�VWRULHV�LQWR�D�UHOHYDQW��PHPRUDEOH�ZKROH�What fosters discipleship is 

 
 37 -HUU\�+�6WRQH��³1DUUDWLYH�7KHRORJ\�DQG�5HOLJLRXV�(GXFDWLRQ�´�LQ�Theologies of Religious 
Education, ed. Randolph Crump Miller (Birmingham, AL: Religious Education Press, 1995), pp. 256-284, 
256. 
 
 38 Stone, 256. 
 
 39 Wimberly, xi. 
 
 40 Wimberly, 24. 
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comprehensive. She cites three types of stories (personal, communal, and Christian) that 

need to be brought into dialogue to animate people into living into the fullness of the 

Christian life.41 Ella Mitchell, in her seminal artLFOH�³2UDO�7UDGLWLRQ��/HJDF\�RI�)DLWK�IRU�

the Black Church,´�FKURQLFOHV�WKH�UROH�RI�VWRU\, both in West African culture as well as 

American slave culture, as the primary source of education. Telling stories was 

understood to be the primary duty of her community on behalf of its future. There was a 

sense within the generations that the truths KHOG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VWRULHV�ZHUH�³DOZD\V�NQRZQ´�

and so it was no surprise that even young children were capable of deep theological 

interpretation with the biblical texts-as-stories within which they were steeped. 42 Before 

anyone had outlined the neurobiology of the compression effect, Mitchell shared how it 

was story repetition that fed the learning of the Christian narrative and its promise of 

liberation. 

Stories entertained or served to settle weighty matters. Everyone knew how the 
plot would come out, but they enjoyed reliving the experience and treasured the 
unique artistry of the raconteur. Further interest was generated by the large 
amount of audience participation expected from young and old alike. It would be 
hard not to learn the values of the society in such a communicative context, 
enlivened by the mixing of poetry and music, and even dance and drumming.43  

   

 In her book, Cultural Miseducation, Jane Roland Martin makes a compelling case 

for the use of story as foundational in early childhood moral learning as an antidote to 

ZKDW�VKH�FDOOV�WKH�µFXOWXUDO�VWRFN¶�RI�RXU�WLPH��³$OO�RI�ZKLFK�LV�WR�VD\�WKDW�WKH�FXOWXUDO�

stock belonging to the Western and Eastern, the Northern and Southern worlds right now 

 
 41 Karen B. Tye, Basics of Christian Education (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2009), 51. 
 
 42 Mitchell, 94. 
 
 43 Mitchell, 95-6. 
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being passed to successive generations includes murder and rape, terrorism and war, 

SUHMXGLFH�DQG�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ��SRYHUW\�DQG�JUHHG�´ 44 While she affirms the complexities 

inherent in our society, she notes that similar challenges faced the ancient Greeks. 

6RFUDWHV�LQ�3ODWR¶V�Republic Book II ZULWHV��³<RX�NQRZ�WKDW�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�DQ\�SURFHVV�

is most important, especially for anything young and tender. For it is at that time that it 

takes shape, and any mould (sic��RQH�PD\�ZDQW�FDQ�EH�LPSUHVVHG�XSRQ�LW�´45 Socrates 

ZHQW�RQ�WR�DUJXH�WKDW�WKH�VWRULHV�ZH�WHOO�WKH�µ\RXQJ�DQG�WHQGHU¶�RXJKW�WR�EH�WKH�PRUDO�

EHGURFN�XSRQ�ZKLFK�WKHLU�OLYHV�DUH�PRRUHG��³7HOO�FKLOGUHQ�VWRULHV�RI�KHURHV�UXQQLQJ�DZD\�

frRP�EDWWOH��WKH\�ZLOO�UXQ�IURP�EDWWOH�´ 46 We might argue similarly: tell children stories 

of their brokenness and unworthiness and that will be their foundational narrative. 

Alternatively, tell them, again and again, that they are beloved and significant. One can 

UHDGLO\�VHH�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�LPSDFW�RI�WKH�VKLIW�LQ�WKH�FKLOG¶s foundational self-narrative. My 

hope is that the family practice of a simple examen allows all members of the family to 

have their worth underscored.47 

 3DUW�RI�ZKDW�µFRORUV�P\�OHQV¶�DV�,�DSSURDFK�WKLV�H[SORUDWLRQ�DQG�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFW�LV�

a grounding in the Montessori-inspired practice of Godly Play® both with children and 

intergenerationally. As a lay minister and parent of adult children who were steeped in 

 
44 Jane Roland Martin, Cultural Miseducation: in Search of a Democratic Solution (New York, 

NY: Teachers College Press, 2002), 65. 
 

 45 -DQH�5RODQG�0DUWLQ�TXRWLQJ�3ODWR¶V�5HSXEOLF�%RRN�,,�����������E�� 
 
 46 Jane Roland Martin, 68. 
 

47 *RUGRQ�/��)OHWW��³7KH�3V\FKRORJ\�RI�0DWWHULQJ�´�The Psychology of Mattering, 2018, pp. 295-
305, https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-809415-0.00014-1. I was introduced to the research around 
Mattering during the research phase of this project; too late to incorporate into the research design. While 
there is much to mine, it will be addressed in Chapter 5 as a consideration for further study. 
 

https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-809415-0.00014-1
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both *RGO\�3OD\��DV�ZHOO�DV�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�ZDYH�RI�WKH�µGLJLWDO�WVXQDPL¶, I have had my 

antennae attuned to trends that seem to be part of this technology trade-off within 

families for the last few decades. Because Godly Play® seemed an innovative and 

transformative approach to religious education when I encountered it more than twenty 

years ago, I introduce it now for purposes of background and coherence. Jerome 

Berryman, the founder of Godly Play®, is an Episcopal priest and a keen observer of 

children in Montessori learning environments. He has been a mentor to me in my practice 

and thought about Godly Play®. In addition, British theologians David Hay, now 

deceased, and Rebecca Nye collaborated on the 1998 influential text The Spirit of the 

Child.48 Nye continued her research with children and further documented evidence of 

their spiritual lives in her subsequent book, &KLOGUHQ¶V�6SLULWXDOLW\��:KDW�,W�,V�DQG�:K\�,W�

Matters.49 In that ERRN��1\H�VXPPDUL]HG�KHU�DSSURDFK�WR�QXUWXULQJ�FKLOGUHQ¶V�VSLULWXDOLW\�

with the acronym SPIRIT (Space, Process, Imagination, Relationship, Intimacy, and 

Trust.) While I tend WRZDUG�VNHSWLFLVP�RI�DFURQ\PV��1\H¶V�VL[�DVSHFWV�SURYLGHG�DQ�

interesting and helpful taxonomy for early coding of the data in this research project. 

In brief, Godly Play® is used around the world (from Tanzania to Turkey, Alaska 

to Australia), across denominations (mainline denominations, Church of the Nazarene, 

6HYHQWK�'D\�$GYHQWLVWV��)ULHQGV�4XDNHUV«���DQG�HYHQ�UHOLJLRQV��ERWK�&KULVWLDQV�DQG�

-HZV���,W�IROORZV�'U��0DULD�0RQWHVVRUL¶V�JXLGLQJ�SULQFLSOH�WKDW�ORYLQJO\�FXOWLYDWHG�VSDFHV�

alongside well-prepared and caring DGXOW�JXLGHV�VXSSRUW�D�FKLOG¶V�VHQVLELOLWLHV�DQG�LQYLWH�

 
48 David Hay and Rebecca Nye, The Spirit of the Child (London, UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 

2011). 
 
49 Rebecca Nye, Children's Spirituality: What It Is and Why It Matters (London, UK: Church 

House Publishing, 2017). 
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them WR�IROORZ�WKHLU�RZQ�LQQHU�WHDFKHU��&HUWDLQ�µGLVFLSOHV¶�RI�0RQWHVVRUL�H[WHQGHG�KHU�

conviction that children are innately spiritual, having many experiences of God but 

lacking the language or the meta-narrative with which to describe those experiences. 

8VLQJ�0RQWHVVRUL¶V�WHQHWV�DURXQG�FUHDWLQJ�OHDUQLQJ�VSDFHV�IRU�FKLOGUHQ�DQG�WUDLQLQJ�DGXOWV�

as guides rather than teachers, they fashioned sacred ways of fostering spirituality that 

suited WKH�VHQVLELOLWLHV�RI�FKLOGUHQ��-HURPH�%HUU\PDQ��LV�RQH�RI�WKRVH�µGLVFLSOHV�¶�:KLOH�

Godly Play® took early shape as bedside pastoral care for families and in a hospital-

based classroom environment, today it is most often used as a church-EDVHG�FKLOGUHQ¶V�

formation experience, grounded in sharing faith narratives, inviting children to wonder, 

DQG�RIIHULQJ�µXQSOXJJHG¶�FDOP�SODFHV�ZKHUH�FKLOGUHQ�KDYH�WLPH�WR�HQFRXQWHU�WKDW�VWLOO�

small voice and be nourished by it.50 

 In twenty-two years of sitting with circles of children using the Godly Play® 

approach, I have observed that children today, in general, appear to be less comfortable in 

making their initial transitions into the Godly Play® experience than they were two 

decades ago. While the practice of Godly Play® itself has not changed, its environment 

and circle of participants who share stories, cultivate authentic relationships, and are 

encouraged to attune to self and others seem to have become countercultural as digital 

technology (µscreen time¶) has assumed more space in the lives of families. Interestingly, 

I have also noticed that as these same children move from their initial anxious naivete to 

regular participation in their weekly Sunday morning Godly Play® circles, they are 

drawn to these same aspects of the Godly Play® that were disorienting to them at first; 

 
 50 There are many resources to learn more about Godly Play®. Link here for The Godly Play 
)RXQGDWLRQ¶V�ZHEVLWH�ZKLFK�KDV�D�ELEOLRJUDSK\, links to video presentations, and other resource material. 
https://www.godlyplayfoundation.org/ 
 

https://www.godlyplayfoundation.org/
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telling and hearing stories as well as crossing a threshold into and out of a sacred space 

that is safe, beautiful, intentional, and unplugged.  

 Godly Play® is not (and should not!) be confined to faith communities alone. In 

other Eden Theological Seminary coursework, I have critically examined Jerome 

%HUU\PDQ¶V������ERRN�Stories of God at Home.51 In it, Berryman retools core stories of 

the Godly Play® tradition for sharing intergenerationally. Using experiences from his 

own family to model how conversations might unfold, the book is an excellent resource 

for experienced Godly Play® practitioners but abstract for uninitiated families who seek 

a way to talk ritually, regularly, and deeply at home. Ironically, what that book fails to 

prioritize is what I believe is the heartbeat of Godly Play® ± the wondering process. In 

WKH�PRVW�SUDFWLFDO�RI�%HUU\PDQ¶V�YROXPHV�RQ�WKH�*RGO\�3OD\��PHWKRG��Teaching Godly 

Play, he describes the metaphor of the somersault that happens in the act of wondering 

GXULQJ�D�*RGO\�3OD\��VHVVLRQ��³7KH�ZRQGHULQJ�LQYROYHV�D�VKLIW�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�´52 

Wondering as a predictable and dependable ritual serves as a creative invitation to 

H[LVWHQWLDO�WKLQNLQJ�ZKLFK�KH�FDOOV�WKH�³VXEVLGLDU\�NQRZLQJ´�What somersaults to the front 

of our awareness.53  

7KH�IRXU�FODVVLF�µZRQGHULQJ�TXHVWLRQV¶�LQ�*RGO\�3OD\��DUH�GHVLJQHG�WR�LQYLWH�

those present into a habit of ritual reflection.54 7KH�TXHVWLRQV¶�VHTXHQFLQJ�RIIHUV�D�

 
51 Jerome Berryman, Stories of God at Home: A Godly Play Approach (New York, NY: Church 

Publishing, 2018). 
 

52  Berryman, 2009, 67. 
 

53 Jerome W. Berryman, Teaching Godly Play: How to Mentor the Spiritual Development of 
Children (Denver, CO: Morehouse Education Resources, 2009), 67-8. 
 

54 7KH�WHUP�³FODVVLF´�LV�PLQH�IRU�WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV��7KH\�DUH�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQDO�TXHVWLRQV�WKDW�IROORZ�
stories in the Godly Play® Sacred Story genre (narratives from the Hebrew scriptures and New Testament.) 
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pathway for deeper engagement and theological reflection with the last question fostering 

an ownership of conclusions. They are:  

1. I wonder what part of this story you like the best?  
2. I wonder which part is the most important?  
3. I wonder which part is about you or has you in it?  
4. I wonder which part we can take out and still have all the story that we  
 need? 
  

Chapter 3 will focus on the :73¶V�Pethodology and further explicates how these 

classic wondering questions underpin the ritual and examen in the research project. 

 
Why?: Family Resilience Theory 

 
 
³$�KDOOPDUN�RI�D�UHVLOLHQW�IDPLO\�LV�GLUHFW��FOHDU��FRQVLVWHQW��DQG�KRQHVW�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ� 

DQG�WKH�FDSDFLW\�WR�WROHUDWH�WKH�RSHQ�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�HPRWLRQ�´55 
 

 
In my efforts to mine the current research about the characteristics and practices 

of families, much of the work I encountered referenced the Family Resilience Theory of 

Froma Walsh, MSW, PhD of the University of Chicago. Her Family Resilience 

Framework is foundational in contemporary family therapy training and is particularly 

helpful for me in thinking about my research project as it is used both pro-actively in 

IDPLO\�FDUH�DQG�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�D�IDPLO\¶V�QHHG�IRU�KHOS�LQ�WKH�HYHQW�RI�KLJK�VWUHVV�RU�

trauma.56 Unlike the groundbreaking work of psychiatrist Murray Bowen and his Bowen 

 
For more on wondering in the Godly Play® tradition, see Jerome Berryman, Teaching Godly Play: How to 
Mentor the Spiritual Development of Children (Denver: Morehouse, 2009), 49-50. 

 
55  )URPD�:DOVK�FLWHG�LQ�:LOOLDP�5��6DOW]PDQ��³7KH�)2&86�)DPLO\�5HVLOLHQFH�3URJUDP��$Q�

Innovative Family Intervention for Trauma aQG�/RVV�´�Family Process 55, no. 4 (December 13, 2016): pp. 
647-659, https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12250, 650. 
 

56 )URPD�:DOVK��³)DPLO\�5HVLOLHQFH��$�)UDPHZRUN�IRU�&OLQLFDO�3UDFWLFH�´�Family Process 42, no. 
1 (2003): pp. 1-18, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2003.00001.x, 7. 
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Family Theory of the 19��¶V��:DOVK¶V�SHUVSHFWLYH�LV�OHVV�DERXW�KRZ�LQGLYLGXDO�IDPLO\�

members adopt particular roles within a family system under stress and more about how 

the family unit and each of its members can be strengthened in a sense of connection and 

mutuality. After ofIHULQJ�D�V\QRSVLV�RI�WKH�WKUHH�NH\�DUHDV�RUJDQL]HG�LQ�:DOVK¶V�)DPLO\�

Resilience Framework, I will also share one example of how the framework was 

employed in a family research project that has some resonance with mine. Because 

:DOVK¶V�IUDPHZRUN�FDQ�EH�HPSOoyed both pro-actively and reactively to family stressors, 

it is germane to my theoretical grounding and methodology in the same way that the 

$GYHUVH�&KLOGKRRG�([SHULHQFH��$&(¶V��IUDPHZRUN�IHOW�ZHOO-suited; because it accounts 

for the fact that all familieV��OLNH�LQGLYLGXDOV�HYDOXDWHG�DORQJ�WKH�$&(¶V�VFDOH��DUH�

functioning in a context of stress to varying degrees. Therefore, this is a key lens through 

which I want to consider how I might best construct a simple examen for families. 

Walsh describes three aspects to her framework with each having three associated 

functions.57 The first is Belief Systems where she highlights the guiding values of 

Making Meaning of Adversity, holding a Positive Outlook, and acknowledging 

Transcendence and Spirituality. Here she encourages caregivers to understand that 

resilience is relational, that adversity should be contextualized and normalized, and that 

transformation and a sense of purpose grow from challenges within a family. Walsh 

ZULWHV��³>K@RSH�LV�WR�WKH�VSLULW�ZKDW�R[\JHQ�LV�WR�WKH�OXQJV�´�DQG�EDVHV�KHU�SURSRVLWLRQ�RQ�

 
57 $�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�WDEOH�RI�:DOVK¶V�.H\�3URFHVVHV�LQ�)DPLO\�5HVLOLHQFH�FDQ�EH�IRXQG�RQ�SDJH���

LQ�)URPD�:DOVK��³)DPLO\�5HVLOLHQFH��$�)UDPHZRUN�IRU�&OLQLFDO�3UDFWLFH�´�Family Process 42, no. 1 (2003): 
pp. 1-18, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2003.00001.x, 7. 
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SV\FKRORJLVW�0DUWLQ�6HOLJPDQ¶V�UHVHDUFK�UHJDUGLQJ�learned optimism which came out of 

his original work on learned helplessness in the late 20th century.58 

7KH�VHFRQG�RI�)URPD�:DOVK¶V�three framework foci is Organizational Patterns. 

Herein she underscores Flexibility, Connectedness, and Social and Economic Resources. 

She defines Flexibility DV�³ERXQFLQJ�IRUZDUG�´�PHDQLQJ�KRZ�D�IDPLO\�UHVKDSHV�LWV�

responses after adversity instead of returning to unhelpful prior practices. 59 To illustrate 

the role that family members (especially parents) can play in ensuring stability and 

continuity during times of disruption, Walsh recounts a movie scene where a recent 

widower comforts his young daughter with the gift of his ticking watch as a reminder of 

his constancy even while he travels for work.60 

2I�SDUWLFXODU�FRQYHUJHQFH�ZLWK�P\�WKHVLV�LV�:DOVK¶V�ODVW�IRFXV��Communication-

Problem Solving Processes. Here, Walsh underscores supporting a family in building 

practices of Clarity in their words and actions, valuing Open Emotional Expression, and 

Collaborative Problem Solving.61 While my research proposition is not intended to be 

IDPLO\�WKHUDS\��LW�GRHV�DVSLUH�WR�HQKDQFH�D�IDPLO\¶V�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�Qarrative and 

the building of a shared lexicon. Walsh observes that this area of family care is intended 

to shift a family from existing in a habitual crisis mindset to being proactive and 

HQJHQGHULQJ�D�VHQVH�RI�DJHQF\�DV�D�IDPLO\��³5HVLOLHQW�IDPLOLHV�EXLOG on small successes 

and use failures as learning experiences�´ 62 :DOVK¶V�DSSURDFK�RI�HQJDJLQJ�IDPLOLHV�ZLWK�

 
58 Walsh, 8. 
 
59 Walsh, 10. 

 
60 Walsh, 10. 

 
61 Walsh, 11-13. 

 
62 Walsh, 13. 
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³UHVSHFW�DQG�FRPSDVVLRQ�IRU�WKHLU�VWUXJJOHV�´�DQG�QRUPDOL]LQJ�WKH�FRPSOH[LWLHV�RI�IDPLO\�

life affirms my grounding sense that these stressors might be borne a little more gently 

with ongoing communication and a steady eye towards hope. 63  

In my review of the literature, work with American military families provides 

VRPH�RI�WKH�PRVW�FRPSHOOLQJ�UHVHDUFK�LQ�SUDFWLFHV�WKDW�FDQ�HQKDQFH�D�IDPLO\¶V�VHQVH�RI�

wholeness and assist them in making meaning out of traumatic experiences; helping them 

LQ�³ERXQFLQJ�IRUZDUG´�DV�)URPD�:DOVK�GHVFULEHV�LW�64 The 2016 research report entitled 

³7KH�)2&86�)DPLO\�5HVLOLHQFH�3URJUDP��$Q�,QQRYDWLYH�)DPLO\�,QWHUYHQWLRQ�IRU�7UDXPD�

DQG�/RVV´�E\�:LOOLDP�5��6DO]PDQ�LV�HVSHFLDOO\�SHUWLQHQW�LQ�WKDW�LW�XVHV�D�QDUUDWLYH�VKDULQg 

SURFHVV�³WR�UHGXFH�GLVWRUWLRQV�DQG�PLVDWWULEXWLRQV��DQG�WR�EULGJH�HVWUDQJHPHQW�EHWZHHQ�

IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�´65 Originally utilized by family therapists working with traumatized 

military families as the result of frequent deployments, Salzman writes of its 

effectiveness in other at-risk families who access its trained therapists through 

community mental health services, schools, cancer care centers, and as part of the 

National Child Traumatic Stress Network. 

FOCUS works by encouraging family members to tell their stories about a shared 

IDPLO\�WUDXPD�RU�VWUHVVRU��OLNH�GHSOR\PHQW�RU�D�IDPLO\�PHPEHU¶V�LOOQHVV��ZLWK�D�WKHUDSLVW�

individually over several sessions. The model provides for the therapist to meet twice 

with each parent to establish a trusting relationship and delve into their narrative about 

the trauma from their particular perspective and then the therapist meets twice with the 

 
 

63 Walsh, 14. 
 

64 Walsh, 10. 
 
65 Salzman, 647. 
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child/ren involved to do similar work. After another session with the parent/s to prepare 

for the family sessions, the family meets together with the therapist three times. 

*URXQGHG�LQ�)DPLO\�5HVLOLHQFH�7KHRU\��WKH�WKHUDSLVWV�³SURYLGH�D�VFDIIROGLQJ´�IRU�WKHVH�

IDPLO\�PHHWLQJV�ZLWK�WKH�JRDO�RI�EULQJLQJ�HDFK�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�siloed VWRULHV�LQWR�D�³VKDUHG�

understanding of what they have beeQ�WKURXJK�WRJHWKHU�´66 This short-term intervention 

has proven to be effective in moving families into a sense of cohesion regarding the 

WUDXPDWLF�HYHQW�DQG�D�VXVWDLQHG�VHQVH�RI�FRQILGHQFH�DQG�KRSH��:KLOH�P\�SURMHFW¶V�JRDO�LV�

pro-active and not family treaWPHQW�OLNH�6DO]PDQ¶V�)2&86��,�ILQG�LW�DIILUPLQJ�WKDW�WKLV�

short-term and narrative-EDVHG�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�LV�³SLYRWDO�WR�D�IDPLO\¶V�DGDSWLYH�UHVSRQVH�WR�

VWUHVVIXO�FKDQJH�DQG�WUDXPD�´67  

 

How?: Ritual Theory 
 

 
As noted earlier in this chapter, Edward Foley and Herbert Anderson co-authored 

an important text in my academic life, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals: Weaving 

Together the Human and the Divine. I mention it here because their book underscores 

what I was experiencing as a Christian educator: the importance of creative and 

sometimes improvised liturgy on one end of the continuum balanced with the repetition 

and dependability of ongoing rituals. Their book testifies to the rhythm and reliability of 

ritual as a trust-building and formative experience for all, including families with 

children. 

 
66 Salzman, 650. 
 
67 Salzman, 657. 
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 In my work with Godly Play®, our goal is to equip children to enter adolescence 

with a working knowledge of the Christian language system in all its forms - scripture, 

prayer, gestures, symbols, beauty, song, movement, silence, and stillness.68 Learning this 

Christian language system happens in many ways but seems to take root most deeply in 

children who are exposed in repetitive and dependable ways to what their family 

determines to be of greatest value. In terms of ritual theory as described by Foley, 

³«�VHPDQWLF��PHPRU\�GHYHORSV�WKURXJK�IUHTXHQW�ULWXDO�UHSHWLWLRQ«�DQG��VHOGRP�FRPHV�

WR�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�´69 In my experience as both a family lay minister and as a parent, 

children develop deeply held understandings and even make meaning from stories that 

are repeated ritually. That repetition may be in worship but is often cultivated in a home 

where families read together or share the stories of their day at the dinner table or in the 

FDU��$�IDPLO\¶V�YDOXHV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�LQ�WKH�way they prioritize certain choices (materialism, 

social justice, volunteerism, anger, victimization, etc.) These prioritized choices shape the 

implicit story of a family as clearly as reading the Bible together might. 

We see this integration of meaning in the Godly Play® circle of children. The 

flow of our time together is, itself, ritualized which allows children to learn and integrate 

cues about transitions and invites each child to participate wholly and with a sense of 

personal agency. Riffing off Fole\¶V�WDNH�RQ�WKH�UROH�RI�SUDFWLFDO�WKHRORJ\�LQ his Ritual 

Theory chapter, a dependable ritual for children in a home or worship community seeks 

 
68 Jerome W. Berryman, The Complete Guide to Godly Play: An Imaginative Method for 

Presenting Scripture Stories to Children, vol. 8 (Denver, CO: Morehouse Education Resources, 2012), 
159-160. 

 
69 (GZDUG�)ROH\��³5LWXDO�7KHRU\�´�LQ�The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology, ed. 

Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore (Chichester, West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014), pp. 143-152, 147-8. 
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to model, normalize, and invite embodiment about life and its meaning for people of any 

age (not just adults.)70  

One often unrecognized benefit for families who take the time to tell stories 

together is the role that this sharing of simple daily narratives plays as a penetrating 

ULWXDO��7KHVH�µRUGLQDU\¶�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�EHFRPH�D�QXUWXULQJ�IRUFH�LQ�WKH�VSLULWual growth of 

family members; an invitation to know that we are woven into a greater whole and to find 

RXU�SODFH�LQ�³WKH�JUHDW�VWRU\�´71 While my research aspires to a shalom for the wider 

world rather than Christian evangelism, I believe this practice may invite a deepening of 

connection to the Divine; the unveiling of an unrecognized thirst for God. Like any skill 

set, if a family talks regularly in a dependable family ritual that dwells in a sense of peace 

and safety, I believe it will allow them to cultivate the ability to talk deeply. This is what 

I refer to as their existential lexicon. Like breadcrumbs leading us home, talking 

existentially invites conversation about that which is beyond our knowing. It follows that 

families who take time for regular and intentional connection are also modeling the value 

RI�D�TXLHW��GLVFHUQLQJ�KHDUW�DQG�WKH�FXOWLYDWHG�VNLOO�RI�OLVWHQLQJ�IRU�WKDW�³VWLOO�VPDOO�YRLFH´�

ZKHUH�RQH¶V�VSLULW�PD\�EHKROG�their deepest truths, appreciate the truths that other family 

members share, and, perhaps, encounter the God they are not even aware that they seek.72  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

70 Foley, 148. 
 

71 (ODLQH�5HHVH��³:KDW�.LGV�/HDUQ�IURP�+HDULQJ�)DPLO\�6WRULHV�´�The Atlantic, December 9, 2013. 
 

72 1 Kings 19:12 (RSV) 
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How?: Ignatian Spirituality (The Examen) 
 
 

The ritual practice that this study employs was inspired and informed by the 

Ignatian tradition of the Examination of Conscious (the examen); what Jesuit scholar 

'HQQLV�+DPP�FDOOHG�³UXPPDJLQJ�IRU�*RG´�E\�ORRNLQJ�IRU�SODFHV�RI�FRQVRODWLRQ��ZKHUH�

God feels close) and desolation (where God feels distant) at the end of each day.73 74 The 

broader interpretation of the examen may be understood as noticing the places of 

lightness and darkness or engagement and boredom during the day. Originally a practice 

of the Jesuit religious done in private, it has been hybridized, secularized, and 

reconsidered in a variety of ways for individuals, dyads, and groups. One of the simplest 

PRGHUQ�H[SUHVVLRQV�LV�³ZKHUH�ZDV�D�URVH�LQ�\RXU�GD\�DQG�ZKHUH�ZDV�D�WKRUQ"´75 Here I 

will review the foundational and re-interpreted contemporary variations on the examen to 

illustrate how the Godly Play® wondering questions might function as a contemporary 

examen for families with or without a religious affiliation or spiritual vocabulary. 

The e[DPHQ��SURQRXQFHG�µH[DPLQH¶�LQ�(QJOLVK��LV�WKH�6SDQLVK�WHUP�IRU�WKH�

aforementioned Examination of Consciousness which was developed by the Spanish 

founder of the Jesuits, Ignatius of Loyola, in the 16th century.76 An injury in battle invited 

this Basque nobleman into a serious reading of the Bible during his recovery and a 

 
73 'HQQLV�+DPP��³5XPPDJLQJ�IRU�*RG�´�America, May 14, 1994, pp. 22-23. 

 
74 7KH�6RFLHW\�RI�-HVXV�LV�WKH�PRQDVWLF�RUGHU�IRXQGHG�E\�,JQDWLXV�RI�/R\ROD��DOVR�NQRZQ�DV�³WKH�

-HVXLWV�´ 
 

75 6RPH�H[WHQG�WKH�SUDFWLFH�ZLWK�D�WKLUG�TXHVWLRQ�WKDW�DVNV��³:KHUH�ZDV�WKH�EXG�LQ�\RXU�GD\"´�$UJRV�
*RQ]DOH]��³$�0LQGIXO�:D\�WR�5HIOHFW��5RVH��7KRUQ��DQG�%XG�´�0LQGIXO�6FKRROV��-XQH�����������
https://www.mindfulschools.org/inspiration/mindful-reflection/. 
 

76 'RQDOG�6DLQW�/RXLV��³7KH�,JQDWLDQ�Examen: A 0HWKRG�RI�7KHRORJLFDO�5HIOHFWLRQ�´�The Way. 
Supplement 55, 1986, pp. 66-76, 87. 
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reconstitution of his Christian faith followed. Inspired by this experience, he authored and 

mentored both lay and clerical Christians in the Spiritual Exercises, a 40-day retreat 

designed to help one discern how God is moving in their life.77 The examen is a prayer 

practice employed several times daily throughout the Spiritual Exercises retreat as well as 

a ritual daily (or twice daily) experience that stands alone. The examen is comprised of 

five prayerful steps: 

1. *UDWLWXGH�IRU�³EHQHILWV´�RI�WKH�GD\. Ignatius directed the prayer to be one of 
savoring whatever arose as one entered the first stage of the prayer. Nothing is 
too small to hold in gratitude. 

2. 7KH�JUDFH�WR�NQRZ�RQH¶V�VLQV. In short, to acknowledge when you turned 
away from doing what you know to be right. 

3. Review the day. This is at the core of the practice and that with which 
practitioners often feel most connected. Fr. James Martin describes it as 
letting a movie of the day play in your head.78  

4. $VN�WKH�/RUG�WR�SDUGRQ�RQH¶V�IDXOWV� 
5. $V�IRU�*RG¶V�KHOS�DQG�JUDFH�WR�³DPHQG´�RQH¶V�VLQV��Roman Catholics are 

invited to follow their examen ZLWK�DQ�³2XU�)DWKHU�´ 79 
 

In a 1950 diary entry, American social activist Dorothy Day noted that she was 

faithful to the Ignatian charge to two examens a day, 15 minutes each. She describes her 

approach to the five steps thusly:  

1. Thank God for favors. 
2. Beg for light {that is, the grace to see clearly} 
3. Survey 
4. Repent 

 
77 While the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises are a significant resource in personal and vocational 

Christian discernment, a brief UHYLHZ�KHUH�LV�QHLWKHU�LOOXVWUDWLYH�QRU�SHUWLQHQW��7KH�³([HUFLVHV´�DUH�ERXQG�WR�
the examen as part of the prayerful reflective process throughout the experience. It is relevant that Ignatius 
developed an alternate 40-week format for the Exercises to enable the laity to experience them. In 2006, I 
undertook the 40-week experience. See James Martin, The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything: A 
Spirituality for Real Life (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2012), 19-21. 
 

78 When I was trained in the practice, the invitation was to review my day with a heart set to 
recognize the places of consolation, followed by a second review with my heart set to recognize the places 
of desolation. 
 

79 James Martin, The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything: a Spirituality for Real Life (New York, 
NY: HarperOne, 2012), 88-92. 

. 
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5. Resolve 80 
 

Contemporary American Jesuit priest and popular author James Martin outlines 

his personal examen as five steps, too, but notes that before starting, one should begin 

ZLWK�WKH�UHPLQGHU�WKDW�\RX�DUH�LQ�*RG¶V�SUHVHQFH�DQG�DVN�IRU�*RG�WR�KHOS�\RX�SUD\�WKH�

prayer: 

  
1. Gratitude (give thanks for that which you are particularly grateful from the 

day) 
2. Review the day 
3. Sorrow (For which actions are you sorry?) 
4. )RUJLYHQHVV��$VN�IRU�*RG¶V�IRUJLYHQHVV��'HFLGH�ZKHWKHU�\RX�ZDQW�WR�

reconcile with anyone you have hurt.) 
5. Grace (Ask for gracH�LQ�WKH�QH[W�GD\�DQG�DQ�³DELOLW\�WR�VHH�*RG¶V�SUHVHQFH�

PRUH�FOHDUO\�´��81 
 

Here, I have presented three different variations of the examen from the Roman 

Catholic perspective to illustrate how malleable it is in the hands of traditional 

practitioners while retaining its core disciplines ± the invitation to distill consolation and 

desolation, and to appreciate that God is often easier to recognize in hindsight.82 ³7KH�

criteria for hearing the voice of God, as Ignatius did, is not holiness but rather the 

wilOLQJQHVV�WR�EHFRPH�DZDUH�´83 6U��(OL]DEHWK�/LHEHUW�DGGV�³�W�KH�SRLQW�RI�WKLV�H[HUFLVH�LQ�

its many variations is to see our lives just as they are, the very place where God is already 

SUHVHQW�DQG�DFWLYH�DQG�LQYLWLQJ�XV�WR�JUHDWHU�OLIH�´84 Sr. Liebert offers the examen as one 

 
80 James Martin, 96. 
 
81 James Martin, 97. 
 
82 James Martin, 97. 

 
83 Dennis Linn et al., Sleeping with Bread: Holding What Gives You Life (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist 

Press, 1995), 63. 
 
84 (OL]DEHWK�$��/LHEHUW��³$FFHVVLEOH�6SLULWXDO�3UDFWLFHV�WR�$LG�LQ�5HFRYHU\�IURP�0RUDO�,QMXU\�´�

Pastoral Psychology 68, no. 1 (June 21, 2018): pp. 41-57, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11089-018-0825-1, 53. 
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of four spiritual practices reinterpreted from their explicitly religious origins as a way to 

help rebuild the wounds of moral injury. Her recent research focuses on members of the 

military, their families, and other individuals that encircle them. As I write this in 2021, I 

ZRQGHU�KRZ�6U��/HLEHUW¶V�ZRUN�PD\�EH�D�WLPHO\�resource for caregivers experiencing 

significant and life-altering moral injury as a result of the COVID pandemic. 

Joel Boehner was an educator at Bethel College, an Anabaptist university in 

1RUWK�1HZWRQ��.DQVDV��$Q�LQVWUXFWRU�IRU�µUHPHGLDO¶�VWXGHQWV�WKHUH��%RHKQHU�WDXJKW�DQ�

ungraded class called Academic Strategies, which helped underprepared students develop 

the skills necessary for eventual degree completion despite chalOHQJLQJ�³GHILFLWV�LQ�

NQRZOHGJH�RU�EHKDYLRU�´85 After happening upon a breakout session at an educational 

conference, Boehner was introduced to the Ignatian examen and identified it as a tool for 

his students. He instructed them in the five steps of the conventional practice and offered 

it at each class via PowerPoint slides. Unsure how his students would respond, he invited 

them to engage in the examen during class by journaling their responses to each of the 

five slides. Students identified recurring themes that they would turn into action plans in 

WZR�ZHHN�LQFUHPHQWV�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�VHPHVWHU��FXOPLQDWLQJ�LQ�D�µFKDQJH�SRUWIROLR¶�DW�the 

WHUP¶V�HQG��%RHKQHU�IRXQG�WKH�XVH�RI�WKH�H[DPHQ�RIIHUHG�KLV�VWXGHQWV�WKH�VNLOOV�WR�engage 

in self-reflection rather than being told that they were expected to reflect without any 

instruction on how to do so.86 He also discovered WKDW�WKH�,JQDWLDQ�H[DPHQ�³SDUDOOHOV�WKH�

PHWKRGV�RI�OLEHUDWLRQ�WKHRORJ\�´�LQFOXGLQJ�FXOWLYDWLQJ�a deeper awareness of cause and 

 
 

85Joel Boehner, ³3UD\LQJ�IRU�&KDQJH��7KH�,JQDWLDQ�H[DPHQ�LQ�WKH�µ5HPHGLDO¶�&ODVVURRP�´�Journal 
of Education and Christian Belief 16, no. 2 (September 1, 2012): pp. 215-227, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/205699711201600206, 215-6. 
 

86 Boehner, 225. 
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effect.87 %RHKQHU¶V�H[SHULHQFH�LOOXVWUDWHV�VHYHUDO�HOHPHQWV�,�FRQVLGHUHG�DV�,�GLVWLOOHG�P\�

thesis question; that the regular practice of the examen in a supportive setting allows one 

to develop skills of self-awareness, critical thinking, and realize idiosyncratic truths that 

enliven both self and community. 

:KLOH�/HLEHUW�DQG�%RHKQHU¶V�UHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�H[DPHQ�LV�WDUJHWHG�WR�D�

specific population, I turn to what I consider to be the seminal book on the accessible 

examen for all comers - Sleeping with Bread, by Dennis Linn, Sheila Fabricant Linn, and 

Matthew Linn.88 89 Devoted Roman Catholics, the Linns offer a personal account of how 

they have used and adapted the examen in their personal lives as missionaries and social 

activists. In their work, they have invited people whom they have encountered around the 

world to join them in praying the examen together. Their book is born of these 

experiences. 

In one iteration of their adapted examen, they distill its essence into two questions 

which they find to easily cross cultural and age boundaries:90 

x ³)RU�ZKDW�DP�,�PRVW�JUDWHIXO"´ 
x ³)RU�ZKDW�DP�,�OHDVW�JUDWHIXO"´ 

 
They cite other variations of the examen:91 

 
x ³:KHQ�GLG�,�JLYH�DQG�UHFHLYH�WKH�PRVW�ORYH�WRGD\"����WKH�OHDVW�ORYH"´ 
x ³:KHQ�GLG�,�IHHO�PRVW�DOLYH�WRGD\"�:KHQ�GLG�,�PRVW�IHHO�OLIH�GUDLQLQJ�RXW�RI�PH"´ 

 
87 Boehner, 225. 
 
88 'HQQLV�/LQQ�HW�DO���³3DUW����7KH�H[DPHQ�´�LQ�Sleeping with Bread: Holding What Gives You Life 

(Paulist Press, 1995), pp. 5-30. 
 

89 Matthew Linn is a Roman Catholic priest who offers retreats of faithful practices worldwide with 
his brother, Dennis Linn, anG�'HQQLV¶�VSRXVH��6KHLOD�)DEULFDQW�/LQQ� 
 

90 Linn et al., 6. 
 
91 Linn et al., 7. 
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x ³:KHQ�GLG�,�KDYH�WKH�JUHDWHVW�VHQVH�RI�EHORQJLQJ�WR�P\VHOI��RWKHUV��*RG�DQG�WKH�
XQLYHUVH"�«�WKH�OHDVW�VHQVH�RI�EHORQJLQJ" 

x ³:KHQ�ZDV�,�KDSSLHVW"�:KHQ�ZDV�,�VDGGHVW"´ 
x ³:KDW�ZDV�WRGD\¶V�KLJK�SRLQW"�:KDW�ZDV�WRGD\¶V�ORZ�SRLQW"´92 

 
The Linns underscore the examen as a tool for discernment ± to understand the 

will of God in their daily lives.93 They also write from their three different perspectives 

about how the examen is enhanced when done in the company of others. They take great 

care in closing each examen in thanks for the experience, the presence of God, and one 

another.94 

I would like to offer a personal story to illustrate how the sublime simplicity of 

the examen is mirrored in the Godly Play® wondering questions. In 2007, I had 

completed forty weeks moving through the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, had been to a 

daylong examen workshop with the Linns that was soul-stirring, was sitting monthly with 

a spiritual director, and anchoring the Godly Play® program at our church in Mill Valley, 

California. Sitting in Godly Play® circles of children weekly and wondering with them 

about whatever story had been presented became way more than a typical Sunday 

morning formation experience. Returning to the same setting and repeating the same 

ritual patterns and language together, we became a little community of seekers, connected 

WKURXJK�\HDUV�DQG�H[SHULHQFH�WRJHWKHU��,W�ZDV�TXLWH�RUGLQDU\�IRU�PH�WR�DVN��³,�ZRQGHU�

ZKDW�SDUW�RI�WKH�VWRU\�\RX�OLNHG�EHVW�´�DQG�KHDU�thoughts about school, dynamics at home, 

DQG�WKH�PLUDFOHV�RI�QDWXUH��2IWHQ�FKLOGUHQ�ZRXOG�VD\��³,�DP�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�\RX�WR�DVN�DERXW�

WKH�SDUW�ZH�FRXOG�WDNH�RXW«�,�KDYH�EHHQ�ZDLWLQJ�DOO�ZHHN�WR�VKDUH�VRPHWKLQJ�´�2QH�GD\��

 
92 Linn et al., 7. 
 
93 Linn et al., 18. 
 
94 Linn et al., 22-30. 
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out of the blue, I had the heady awareness that when we came together and wondered 

each week, we had birthed a communal weekly examen. In thirteen more years as a 

Godly Play practitioner and trainer, I am even more convinced that the way the 

wondering questions coalesce becomes an examen that is as accessible for children as it 

is for adults, a compelling framework for this simple family ritual. 

 
******* 

 

1HXURELRORJ\��1DUUDWLYH�DQG�5LWXDO�7KHRU\��&KLOGUHQ¶V�6SLULWXDOLW\��)DPLO\�

Resilience Theory, and the Ignatian Examen meld in a research question that was 

originally grounded in Christian ministry but now has morphed into a practical, 

integrated theology which prioritizes healthy family function and mutual support over a 

particular form of evangelism. Encouraged by the pertinent research in these fields and 

the grounding theories therein, I am curious if a tried-and-true practice reimagined for 

21st century families addresses a hunger, finds a home, and opens a space for the sacred 

to dwell in whatever way meets the shared ethos and mythos of a family; seeking shalom 

IRU�WKH�ZRUOG�DQG�WUXVWLQJ�WKDW�*RG�ZLOO�PDNH�*RG¶V�VHOI�NQRZQ�LQ�XQLTXH�DQG�

unexpected ways. 
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Chapter 3 
Observing Wondering: Methodology and Research Design 

 
     

In this chapter, I will look at my research question again; this time through the lens of 

a particular methodology - ethnography - and the architecture of its associated research 

design.  

If a family adopts a habit of communal examen,  
will the practice enhance their existential and spiritual lexicon? 

 
Restated in the vernacular,  

 
,I�D�IDPLO\�FKHFNV�LQ�GDLO\�ZKHQ�WKLQJV�DUH�µQRUPDO�¶�ZLOO�WKDW�PDNH�LW�HDVLHU�WR�WDON�

about the µbig WKLQJV¶ when they happen? 
 

 
After a focused overview of ethnography, I will offer a description of the research 

design as anticipated in the original Wondering Together Project (WTP) proposal and 

several accommodations made during the COVID-era. My goal is to explicate why 

ethnography as a methodological framework is well suited to this project and how I have 

worked to develop a research design that is manageable for a novice ethnographer and 

meets the expectations of our institution, myself, and, most importantly, the families that 

agreed to participate. One particular aspect of ethnography is worth highlighting here: 

because of its observational nature, the shape of the design often shifts somewhat during 

the research period in response to what the researcher understands to be unfolding. This 

project was designed, proposed, and accepted before the COVID pandemic and executed 

during 2021. Some adjustments to the original design were made to accommodate the 
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conditions of the unusual study period. Ethnography is dynamic and organic in its design 

while holding the researcher to methodological and ethical rigor.95 I am fortunate that its 

ethnographic foundation allowed the project to adapt while preserving fidelity to the 

original design.  

 
Ethnography 

 

Ethnography originated as an DQWKURSRORJLFDO�PHWKRG�IRU�WKH�³LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RI�

HVVHQWLDOO\�RUDO�FXOWXUHV�´�LQ�WKH���th century.96 Because it strives to describe a group or a 

people observed from within, it is well suited to sociological, educational, and pastoral 

research contexts. There is no single definition of ethnography as a methodology. There 

is, however, a great deal of commonality in its description across disciplines. The most 

common characterization I encountered in attempting to crystallize the method was that 

ethnography reTXLUHV�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU�WR�UHSRUW�ZLWK�³WKLFN�GHVFULSWLRQ´�WKDW�ZKLFK�WKH\�DUH�

observing.97 All agree that ethnography strives to describe and contextualize where other 

methodologies might simply report.  

Primarily qualitative, ethnographic research explores people and cultures from within 

their habitus. Researchers often embed to some extent with those they study in order to 

adequately understand, chronicle, and narrate what they perceive to be at work in the 

 
95 Margaret Diane LeCompte and Jean J. Schensul, Ethics in Ethnography a Mixed Methods 

Approach (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2015), 251. 
 

96 Martyn Hammersley and Paul Atkinson, Ethnography: Principles in Practice, 2nd ed. (London, 
UK: Routledge, 1996), 157. 
 

97 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland, OH: 
Pilgrim Press, 2008), 197-8. 
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experience of the people and cultures that they are observing.98 Awareness and 

acknowledgement of the intimacy between the observer and the subject, reciprocity, is a 

hallmark of this methodology and requires the researcher and the study design to 

acknowledge and account for the impact that the researcheU¶V�SUHVHQFH�KDV�RQ�WKRVH�EHLQJ�

studied. In addition, an ethnographer arrives to the research with certain assumptions or 

theories and is challenged to remain as open-minded and flexible as possible.99 If 

³HWKQRJUDSK\�LV�WKH�VWXG\�RI�KXPDQ�EHKDYLRU�ZKLOH�NHHSLQJ�D�QDwYH�PLQG�´�WKH�invitation 

is to hold the required naivete in tension with the hunches that brought you to the 

research in the first place; to allow insights to guide you but not lead you forward. 100  

7KH�HWKQRJUDSKHU¶V�YLJLODQFH�DURXQG�UHFLSURFLty is counterbalanced in the ongoing 

practice of recursivity. Recursivity is the cyclical willingness to be attentive to what is 

being observed, reconsidering the next steps, and making shifts in research based on 

those next steps and their anticipated outcomes.101 Together, recursivity and reciprocity 

comprise the ongoing personal and process reflections that undergird and guide the 

ethnographer.102 

Ethnography is rooted in relationships and bears witness to the human experience. 

This invites me, as the researcher, to introduce and support the research subjects 

 
98 Hammersley and Atkinson, Ethnography, 1-2. 

 
99 Sally Campbell Galman, Shane, The Lone Ethnographer: A Beginner's Guide to Ethnography 

(Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2007), 20. 
 

 100 (OOHQ�,VDDFV��³(WKQRJUDSK\´��OHFWXUH��7('�;�%URDGZD\��1HZ�<RUN��1<��0DUFK����
2013), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nV0jY5VgymI. 
 

101 LeCompte and Schensul, Ethics in Ethnography, 251. 
 

102 LeCompte and Schensul, Ethics in Ethnography, 251-2. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nV0jY5VgymI
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�µIDPLOLHV¶��LQ�WKH�:RQGHULQJ�7RJHWKHU�ULWXDO�SUDFWLFH�DQG��VXEVHTXHQWO\��WR�DQDO\]H��

interpret, and report the more human, complex, and idiosyncratic aspects of my research 

findings. Together, the quantitative and descriptive aspects of ethnography encourage a 

comprehensive and nuanced approach to a research project like this that is rooted in 

family rituals and the potential value of reclaiming narrative practices. Functionally, 

HWKQRJUDSKLF�UHVHDUFK�³WHQGV�WR�HYROYH�DQG�VKLIW�DV�\RX�HQJDJH�LQ�LW�´�103 This is evident 

in the addition of a fifth wondering question that I will detail later in this chapter. 

Utilizing the lens of pastoral ethnographer Mary Clark Moschella, this research 

project is best categorized as an ethnographic study based on a predictive question (i.e., 

³KRZ�GRHV�this impact that"´� 104 Other questions that ethnography may seek to address 

include How did this come to be? Or How does this compare to that? Or How does this 

work?105 Methodologically, ethnography suits my particular research question best as it is 

both relational and measurable. It is specific, providing for data collection, measurement, 

and analysis via survey instruments. I collected specific demographic information, coded 

for trends in individual and family responses to the Wondering Together practice, and 

will report in Chapter 4 on perceived and observed impact. Quantitative data supplements 

TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�DQG�UHQGHUV�D�UHSRUW�IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�SHUFHLYHG�LPSDFW�RI�D�IDPLO\¶V�

experience with a new ritual practice. Later in this chapter, I will outline the particular 

selections I have made in the research design. 

 
103 Moschella, 61. 
 
104 Moschella, 77. 
 
105 Moschella, 64-76 
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If culture in ethnography is a lens for understanding, then the acts of intentional 

listening - both within the context of the wondering together practice and by me as the 

researcher - are the primary apertures and angles within that lens.106 As this act of 

listening is deeply respectful and affirms each VSHDNHU¶V�YDOXH��LWV�UROH�DV�WKH�NH\�UHVHDUFK�

instrument and data collection tool is integral to my position as invested investigator. 

³0RVW�SHRSOH�ORQJ�WR�EH�KHDUG�´107 This truth is especially pertinent to the nature of this 

research question and this type of research project ± the value of coming together in a 

ritual practice of reflection and being affirmed in the act of being heard. One father 

appreciated that the Wondering Together Project offered him WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�³WR�KDYH�WKH�

IORRU´�RQFH�D�GD\�LQ�KLV�IDPLO\�108 In her excellent chapter on pastoral listening in 

HWKQRJUDSK\��0DU\�&ODUN�0RVFKHOOD�OLIWV�XS�3DXOR�)UHLUH¶V�Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed.109 In my subsequent review of Friere, I was reminded of my own pedagogy 

WKDW�ZDV�VKDSHG�E\�0RQWHVVRUL�DQG�%HUU\PDQ¶V�YLHZ�RI�FKLOGUHQ�DQG�KRZ�LW�DOLJQV�ZLWK�

the liberation theory of Friere. Children do not arrive as empty vessels but shaped 

through dialogue ZLWK�WHDFKHUV��DQG�,�H[WHQG�)ULHUH¶V�WKLQNLQJ�WR�WUXVWHG�DGXOWV�. 

³[Children and adults] EHFRPH�MRLQWO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�D�SURFHVV�LQ�ZKLFK�DOO�JURZ�´110 

While the WTP LV�FRQGXFWHG�ZLWKLQ�D�VHFXODU�IUDPHZRUN��WKH�HWKQRJUDSKHU¶V�GHHS�regard 

 
106 Moschella, 28. 

 
107 Moschella, 141. 

 
108 Father of Pink Family speaking at exit interview on February 14, 2021. 

 
109 Moschella, 151. 

 
110 Mirquez Ivin and Paulo Friere��³3HGDJRJ\�RI�WKH�2SSUHVVHG�´�LQ�Contemporary Latin 

American Social and Political Thought: An Anthology (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
2008), 168. 
 



   
 

 45 

and appreciation for the act of OLVWHQLQJ�XQGHUVFRUHV�LW�DV�D�SDVWRUDO�DFW��³(WKQRJUDSKLF�

OLVWHQLQJ�LQYROYHV�VXVSHQGLQJ�MXGJHPHQW�DQG�JRLQJ�IRU�IXOOHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�LQVWHDG�´111 

Other ethnographic practices that enhance the cultural lens through which its 

subjects are viewed, interpreted, and understood include observation in a non-laboratory 

setting, interviews, artifacts, field notes, quantitative data collections (e.g. surveys and 

questionnaires), and the awareness that the researcher serves as the primary tool for data 

collection.112 These practices will be detailed as I offer an overview of the :73¶V�

research design.  

 
Research Design 
 

Before I examine the nuances of the research design, I offer three reflections from 

just beyond the research itself. First, building a ritual structure requires both safety 

(boundaries, beginnings, endings, predictability, etc.) as well as risk.113 20th century 

American psychologist Abraham Maslow observed that higher ordered thinking and any 

associated action required the VDWLVIDFWLRQ�RI�RQH¶V�SK\VLFDO�QHHGV�DQG�WKH�DVVXUDQFH�RI�D�

sense of safety before proceeding.114 My experience suggests this to be true, especially 

when asking families to participate in a research activity. Notes for each family 

interaction, especially the initial meeting, included clearly outlining their commitment in 

 
111 Moschella, 143. 
 
112 Margaret Diane LeCompte and Jean J. Schensul, Designing & Conducting Ethnographic 

Research: An Introduction (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2010), 12. 
 

113 Hogue, 164-6. 
 
114 )UHGHULFN�'��+DUSHU��-DFTXHOLQH�$��+DUSHU��DQG�$DURQ�%��6WLOOV��³&RXQVHOLQJ�&KLOGUHQ�LQ�&ULVLV�

%DVHG�RQ�0DVORZ
V�+LHUDUFK\�RI�%DVLF�1HHGV�´�International Journal for the Advancement of Counseling 
25, no. 1 (March 1, 2003): 17. 
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time and energy, their freedom to ask questions or leave the project, and that I was 

devoted to being scrupulous about protecting their privacy. I believe this established me 

as a trustworthy researcher, as evidenced by my transparency around confidentiality and 

clarity around the research commitment. I strove to be a respectful researcher as well; 

respectful in that I offered an implicit and explicit message that I was grateful for their 

time and earnest in my partnership with them in the Wondering Together Project. 

Also, it became clear to me after the first family interview that I needed to operate 

in harmony with my own ethos. This research was born out of my practical theological 

experience and hope that the ritual might serve as an authentic bridge to an awareness of 

the movement of something universal in the life of a family. I have been clear that the 

Wondering Together Project is not designed to be overtly or covertly evangelical. And 

yet, prayer was essential to grounding me in the research. I included time for prayer daily 

and before each interview, even though I was committed to the Wondering Together 

3URMHFW�EHLQJ�³VSLULWXDOO\�DJQRVWLF´�LQ�LWV�LQYLWDWLRQ�WR�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�IDPLOLHV��,t was a 

comfort to add each of the families to my daily prayer list and to pray before each 

interaction using a modified Prayer of Abandonment ascribed to Brother Charles of 

Jesus.115 I had used the prayer in its original form throughout my forty weeks of living 

the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius, so it seemed appropriate to call upon it once again.116 I 

also found it important to maintain monthly spiritual direction and psychotherapy 

appointments to ensure that I was as self-aware as possible through the process. 

 
115 Charles de Foucauld b.1858-d.1916. 

 
116 The Prayer of Abandonment in its original and modified form is found as Appendix A. 
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Finally, ethnography is a relational endeavor, resulting in a co-creation between 

researcher and participants. Inherent in the method is circling back with µkey informants¶�

whenever feasible to serve as a check on researcher bias. 117 In May 2021 when the data 

analysis was complete, I shared the draft of Chapter ���³7KH�:RQGHULQJ�7RJHWKHU�

3URMHFW��'DWD�$QDO\VLV´��and pertinent appendices with the eleven families who 

completed the research experience. It was an opportunity to check my interpretations for 

accuracy and resonance with family members as well as to offer my thanks again several 

months after the Wondering Together Project had ended. 

 
Human Subjects Considerations 
 

 The human subject research considerations for the Wondering Together Project 

were designed as outlined by Eden Theological Seminary and approved by the Doctor of 

Ministry Committee in February 2020 in conjunction with the approval of the project 

SURSRVDO��7KH�SURMHFW�ZDV�GHHPHG�µKLJK�ULVN¶�RQ�WKH�$VVHVVPHQW�RI�5LVN�WR�+XPDQ�

Subjects in Research after evaluating the proposal via a tool developed by and with the 

consent of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.118 This risk rating reflects the 

challenge and responsibility of including children under the age of 18 years within the 

cohort as well as the reality that participants are asked to do a degree of personal 

reflection during the research experience. For me as sole researcher, the designation 

conferred a solemn duty to ensure the respect and protection for those participating, 

 
 
117 LeCompte and Schensul, Ethics in Ethnography, 264. 

 
118 The Assessment of Risk to Human Subjects in Research for this project is found as  

Appendix B. 
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eVSHFLDOO\�FKLOGUHQ��ZKLOH�DVVXPLQJ�D�PDQWOH�RI�³YXOQHUDEOH�REVHUYHU�´119 For example, I 

was careful to plan that children would be in the company of at least one parent or 

caregiver whenever interacting with me, even while dialoguing on Zoom. There were 

never any episodes of private conversation between me and a participating child, which 

ensured that there were no opportunities for misunderstanding or concern about my 

motives or intent. As I conducted the initial interview, I was careful to explain to each 

family how I would work to protect their confidential information and how I would 

maintain anonymity in reporting (each family choose their own color µcode name.¶) At no 

time were photos or images of family members requested. Even though this risk category 

requires parental or guardian informed consent for any participating child under the age 

of 18 years, the best ethical practices required me be meticulous in the project design to 

be as subjectively accountable as possible during the research period. I believe that I was 

true to that covenant. 

Cohort Enrollment 

As the focus of this research is families with children, participating families were 

to have had a minimum of one parent or guardian and one child under the age of 18 living 

in the home. Families with non-verbal child/ren or infant/s were included within the 

cohort parameters because the research project was interested in the perceived benefit of 

the practice for the family. Therefore, it was worthwhile if any family incorporated the 

ritual into their daily lives as the WTP examined the SUDFWLFH¶V impact regardless of a 

 
 

119 Mai-Ahn Li Tran, Human Subjects Research (2016), Eden Theological Seminary 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z4cfa3h65ZQ, 1:02:10. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z4cfa3h65ZQ
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FKLOG¶V�FDSDFLW\�WR�UHVSRQG�YHUEDOO\��$V�SHU�WKH�RULJLQDO�research design, a cohort of 8-12 

families was proposed to participate for a one-month study period. This sample size was 

both realistic to enroll for this project and large enough to exhibit findings that are 

specific and may suggest trends. Moschella notes that a smaller sample size is valid as its 

relational nature can parse nuanced understandings of a predictive practice.120  

The original plan prior to the 2020-2021 COVID pandemic was to enroll families by 

invitation through three entry points:  

1. Invitation after I presented the workshop on Reconnect! Wondering Together as a 
Family at the Wild Goose Festival, July 9-12, 2020, in Hot Springs, North 
Carolina. 

2. Invitation to families who live in Squirrel Island, Maine during the summer of 
2020. 

3. Invitation to families who self-identify as interested through Godly Play® events 
and through connections made via my Godly Play® colleagues. 

 
Due to the pandemic, I was delayed in the enrollment, largely because the planned 

events and opportunities in 2020 evaporated. Therefore, I developed an informational 

website in January 2021 and began to share it with personal and professional colleagues I 

hoped would forward the information to families they thought might be interested. 121 By 

mid-February 2021, 8 families with minor children had enrolled and begun their one-

month research period. Three additional families who did not have children or children 

under the age of 18 living at home asked for the opportunity to participate. With their 

consent and understanding that they were demographically outliers of the original 

research design, these families were enrolled into the cohort. While I awaited the start of 

the research, my twenty-nine-year-old daughter and her thirty-five-year-old spouse 

 
120 Moschella, 78. 
 
121 https://sites.google.com/view/wonderingtogetherproject/home 

 

https://sites.google.com/view/wonderingtogetherproject/home
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expressed an interest in participating and were willing to serve in the role of µguinea pig¶��

They participated in all aspects of the project (consents, opening interview and training, 

weekly check-ins, closing interview) and associated data was collected.  

In addition, one church sought permission to collaborate with the Wondering 

Together Project and use it as a Lenten parish-wide practice. It was agreed that they 

would adapt the questions and offer supplies of their own making. No families or 

individuals were enrolled into the :73¶V�UHVHDUFK�FRKRUW.122 7KDW�FKXUFK��6W��6WHSKHQ¶V�

Episcopal in Cohasset, Massachusetts, agreed to provide me with any anonymous 

feedback that they collected from their parishioners for the purposes of additional data 

that was not expressly applicable to this research project.  

While I worried initially that it might be challenging to enroll families, I was 

fortunate to do so within five weeks of beginning recruitment. If a family expressed 

interest but did not respond once I had replied to their email, text, or call, I did not pursue 

their enrollment. I did not want any participant to feel pressured or coerced to participate. 

One family completed the demographic form but not the consents. In that unique case, I 

did reach out once to ascertain their interest and answer questions but did not receive any 

further communication from them. The final family to enroll, the µCyan¶ family, 

completed the consent forms within a day and participated in the initial family Zoom 

meeting. As I will document in the following chapter, the Cyans did not join our second 

scheduled Zoom and stopped communicating with me thereafter. This was the only 

family who began the WTP but did not complete it. 

 
122 A copy of the letter to the parish and a photo of the materials for the parish to use are attached 

as Appendix C. 
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Once the cohort was filled, I found that other families expressed interest in 

SDUWLFLSDWLQJ��7KLV�HFKRHG�$QGHUVRQ�DQG�)ROH\¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�5ZDQGDQ�ZRPHQ�DQG�WKH�

story tree. It took time for the women to trust that the opportunity was available to share 

their stories safely but once they did, the women kept on coming!123 

 

Duration 

 

 The Wondering Together Project asked families to participate for a month. The 

study participants were considered enrolled when they had contacted me, had the 

opportunity to express interest and ask questions by email or by Zoom, and then 

completed the demographic form and appropriate consent forms. The research period 

began at the time of our initial Zoom meeting and ended four weeks later. Due to 

scheduling issues, some families study periods were longer. 

The one-month long time frame was chosen to cultivate ritual integration but not 

extend the research period excessively whereby the subjects may experience research 

fatigue. My review of the literature regarding the incorporation of new habits suggested 

that new family practices do not follow a prescribed formula.124 I had subjectively chosen 

the one-month period as it would allow for personal and communal experience with the 

practice and give an early indication as to whether the introduction of this ritual may have 

long-term impact.  

 
123 Anderson and Foley, 3. 
 
124 Charles Duhigg, The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and in Business (New 

York, NY: Random House, 2012), 100-101. 
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Context and Interview Conditions 

 

 The research contexts were multi-site (family homes or sites of their choosing) 

and multi-media (Zoom, with additional phone calls, texts, or emails.) All but two initial 

or concluding family interviews were by Zoom from my office while the families were at 

their homes. During weekly check-ins, some interviews happened when a parent was at 

their place of work or even in their car. In-person interviews were imprudent due to the 

pandemic and because the cohort was located across the country (California, Illinois, 

Indiana, Missouri, Massachusetts, Maine, and New York.) All participating family 

members were present for the initial and closing interviews. Weekly check-ins were often 

with one parent. In the case of the three families that did not have children under 18 years 

at home, each participated with all enrolled family members present for each of their five 

interview opportunities. Quite often the family pets felt comfortable in the Zoom 

encounters and were welcome participants. 

 At no time did I explicitly express any expectation of positive feedback to satisfy 

RU�SOHDVH�PH�DV�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU��2Q�WKH�SURMHFW¶V�ZHEVLWH��,�QRWHG��³I hope your family will 

enjoy it and find it valuable, but we all know that not everything works for every family! 

ThaW¶V�RND\�DQG�H[SHFWHG�LQ�UHVHDUFK�OLNH�WKLV��6R��LI�LW�LV�QRW�HQMR\DEOH�RU�KHOSIXO��WKDW�LV�

JRRG�IRU�PH�DV�D�UHVHDUFKHU�WR�KHDU�DERXW��WRR��1R�ZRUULHV�´125 I strove to repeat this at 

the first and closing family meetings and was grateful for all the feedback that this honest 

LQYLWDWLRQ�HQJHQGHUHG��$V�ZLWK�DQ\�HWKQRJUDSKLF�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFW��WKH�UHVHDUFKHU¶V�

 
125 Paragraph 3 of homepage of Wondering Together Project. 
 

https://sites.google.com/view/wonderingtogetherproject/home
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reciprocity and recursivity require ongoing attention especially when one is invested in 

the outcome of a causal research question.  

 In addition, I was careful to try and be open and transparent without telegraphing 

any kind of real or perceived reward associated with this process. Educator Elliot Eisner 

observed WKDW�UHZDUGV�ZKHQ�SDLUHG�ZLWK�OHDUQLQJ�FRPH�ZLWK�³KLGGHQ�FRVWV´�WKDW�RIWHQ�

include compliant behavior which would be antithetical to the spirit of this research 

project.126 :KLOH�,�KRSHG�WKH�ULWXDO�SUDFWLFH�ZRXOG�HQKDQFH�D�IDPLO\¶V�H[SHULHQFH��,�ZDV 

careful not to make any promises based on my thesis. During weekly check-ins, I found 

myself encouraging families to simply look for what changed or shifted from week to 

week as a way to safeguard myself from a sense of celebration when a family reported 

that they were valuing the experience. 

 

Consents, Data Gathering, and Information Security 

 

The consent forms for the Wondering Together Project were replicated and 

customized from those offered in the Human Subjects Research Protocol outlined by 

Eden Theological Seminary. There is the option for consent to be made electronically 

which this project utilized.127 128 Moschella suggests that ethnographers offer additional 

 
126 (OOLRW�:��(LVQHU��³7KH�7KUHH�&XUULFXOD�7KDW�$OO�6FKRROV�7HDFK�´�LQ�The Educational 

Imagination: on the Design and Evaluation of School Programs (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 
2002), pp. 89-90. 
 

127 The online version of the adult consent form may be accessed at this link and a copy of the 
same is also offered as Appendix D. 

 
128 The online version of the minor consent form may be accessed at this link and a copy of the 

same is also offered as Appendix E. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfAwxRqEEOJ_ueCn1TPbS6gDwOxnq5BUyj7cf29XrTf52cHbA/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdhBs2ZO2jf7J-uP37Maran3gSxDirvKh0fuOzUbajGcAogaw/viewform
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specifics on disclosure.129 To this end, a straightforward description of the research 

proceVV�ZDV�RQ�WKH�SURMHFW¶V�ZHESDJH��LQ�LQLWLDO�LQIRUPDWLRQDO�HPDLOV��DQG�PDGH�YHUEDOO\�

at the initial family meeting for intake and training.130 I also offered my contact 

information as a signature line on all emails with families as well as on the 

aforementioned webpage. For families who preferred texting, they had access to my cell 

phone number. I ended each interaction with an invitation to reach out with any questions 

RU�LVVXHV��7KH�$PHULFDQ�$QWKURSRORJLFDO�$VVRFLDWLRQ¶V�Code of Ethics notes that 

HWKQRJUDSKLF�FRQVHQW�LV�³FRQWLQXRXV�DQG�LQFUHPHQWDO�´131 I worked to be consistent in my 

invitation to ask questions and be open and honest in both feedback and the sharing of 

any issues or concerns. In the process, I had a great deal of forthright feedback from 

families but never sensed or heard of any emerging discomfort with the Wondering 

7RJHWKHU�3URMHFW¶V�research process. 

Confidentiality and anonymity were paramount. To that end, I assured 

confidentiality on the consent forms as well as reviewing how I planned to ensure that 

confidentiality as part of each initial session that I had with families. At that first meeting, 

each family was asked to choose an identifying color that would be their µcode name¶ for 

the research.132 I used this code name in scheduling Zoom meetings, making field notes, 

and in the subject lines of any emails. In addition, once a family had expressed their 

interest in participating, I did not circle back with our connecting reference person or 

 
 

129 Moschella, 92-3. 
 

130 The information flyer attached to initial contact emails is offered here as Appendix F. 
 
131 Moschella, 100. 
 
132 2QH�IDPLO\�PHPEHU�FKRVH�WKH�FRGH�QDPH�³0U��%HDVW�)DPLO\´�LQVWHDG�RI�D�FRORU�DQG�ZH�XVHG�

that instead. All other code names are colors. 
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source. Additionally, I made the following provisions to ensure confidentiality of 

research information in accordance with seminary policy:  

1. Copies of all consent forms made via Google were downloaded to a 
password protected, cloud-based document manager (Dropbox.) 

2. All field and interview notes were made on a password protected excel 
file. 

3. Voice recording of interviews were downloaded to Dropbox after being 
WUDQVFULEHG�E\�µ7UDQVFULEH�¶�D�SKRQH-based application. Transcribed 
conversations were located in a Dropbox file for coding after initially 
EHLQJ�IRUZDUGHG�WR�DQ�HPDLO�ER[�PDUNHG�µ(GHQ�7UDQVFULSWLRQV�¶ 

4. All email correspondence was moved to a password protected email file 
PDUNHG�µ(GHQ�'DWD�¶ 

5. All text-based correspondence was copied and pasted into the designated 
tab for each family on the password protected research excel spread sheet. 

6. In conferring with statistician Niesa Ryder, I shared the data sample with 
only color code names as identifiers. 

7. The Wondering Together Project will be completed at the time of my oral 
presentation to Eden faculty and students in May 2022. Once approved, all 
data noted above will be downloaded and placed on a hard drive in a 
secure, locked box for ten years. It will be available to access if further 
analysis of this research project is indicated within those ten years. After 
ten years, it will be destroyed. 

 
Family Interviews 
 
 The Wondering Together Project required five episodes of contact with each  
 
family.133 
 

x (15-30 minutes) The Initial Introduction was focused on training in the ritual 
and all participating family members were present. (For some families with 
young children, the children played nearby while I spent time dialoguing with 
the parent/s.) Each meeting involved the following aspects, but the order was 
not always the same. 

a. Introductions and getting to know a bit about each other. 
b. Overview of the Wondering Together Project including identifying a 

ritual time and place, silencing distractions including phones and 
computers, taking turns asking the questions, and reiterating that 
responding was optional. I offered suggestions for gentle invitations to 

 
133 Appendix J outlines the interview questions for each of the five weeks. 
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PDUN�WKH�ULWXDO¶V�EHJLQQLQJ�DQG�HQG�OLNH�OLJKWLQJ�D�FDQGOH��KROGLQJ�
hands, and/or taking a deep breath together.134 

c. Practicing the wondering questions. Often, we used the family pet (if 
there was one) WR�SUDFWLFH���H�J��³6SRW��ZKDW�ZDV�\RXU�IDYRULWH�SDUW�RI�
WKH�GD\"´�$�FKLOG�PLJKW�UHVSRQG�³3OD\LQJ�ZLWK�P\�EDOO�XQGHU�WKH�
WDEOH�´�$QG�ZH�ZRXOG�F\FOH�WKURXJK�WKH�IRXU�RULJLQal wondering 
questions, modeling the practice.) 

d. Thanking them for participating in the research and their commitment 
thereto. I would review the ways I worked to ensure confidentiality. 

e. Asking if they would like me to mail a Wondering Stone (the four 
original questions imprinted on a stone coaster.) 

f. Answering any current questions and inviting them to be in touch with 
any questions that arose. 

g. Deciding how best to check in after their first week of Wondering 
Together. 

 
x (5-10 minutes if in person) Check-,Q¶V #1-3 after one, two, and three weeks of 

participating in the practice. These were either done by Zoom, email, text, or a 
combination depending on the family. Often, one adult conveyed how things 
were going and answered a few prescribed questions that I asked via Zoom or 
email. 

 
x (15-30 minutes) The Final Gathering/Exit Interview was by Zoom with the 

whole family. 
 

a. We began by checking as to how the previous week of wondering had 
been. 

b. Then we dialogued using these three questions: 
i. I wonder what you have learned about yourselves and your 

IDPLO\�VLQFH�\RX¶YH�EHHQ�wondering together? 
ii. I wonder if you will keep on wondering? Why or why not? 

iii. Do you think that doing this WTP everyday makes it easier to 
talk about big stuff when that happens in your family? (Often, I 
ZRXOG�JLYH�H[DPSOHV�RI�µELJ�VWXII¶�DV�ZLQQLQJ�WKH�ORWWHU\�RU�LI�
your pet or a special person died.) 

c. I always closed with a sincere thank-you for their time and investment 
and sent a personal note of thanks by mail within a week. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
134 Both the Linns and Elizabeth Leibert suggest that lighting a candle helps mark the entry and 

exit from the examen. However, I did not feel this would appeal to all families so only offered it as one of 
several examples. 
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Research Design and Redesign: A Fifth Question 
 
 

 Earlier in this chapter, I alluded to the addition of a fifth question to the four 

initial wondering questions. This addition is a prime example of the unfolding of the 

HWKQRJUDSKLF�PHWKRG�LQ�WKLV�SURMHFW��³7KH�DUW�of pastoral ethnography is adaptive in that it 

involves recognizing and getting on board with the wisdom that emerges ... This wisdom 

FDQQRW�EH�NQRZQ�LQ�DGYDQFH«�>LW@�HPHUJHV�RYHU�WLPH�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�SDUWLFXODULW\�RI�

the people and relationships beiQJ�IRUPHG�´135 What I was sensing and hearing in the first 

and second week feedback from the earliest participants was their dis-ease with the final 

TXHVWLRQ��³,�ZRQGHU�ZKDW�SDUW�RI�WRGD\�\RX�ZRXOG�KDYH�OLNHG�WR�OHDYH�RXW"´� 136  While I 

will address this in more detail in the following chapter, it seemed that this question felt 

challenging, even depressing, as the final question of the series; especially when the daily 

practice was, otherwise, feeling like a valuable family ritual. The Cobalt Family took the 

initiative to change the order of the questions to avoid ending with the fourth question 

while some other families expressed their discomfort more subtly or did so in retrospect 

after the addition of the fifth question. Mary Clark Moschella describes the need to find 

FRPIRUW�LQ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�HWKQRJUDSKLF�UHVHDUFK�³WHQGV�WR�HYROYH�DQG�VKLIW�DV�\RX�HQJDJH�LQ�

LW�´137 I understood the trend and wondered why I had not anticipated this reaction, but I 

was conflicted. My experience with the fourth question in all the years of using it in 

Godly Play® reinforced its value, especially as a question that served a crystallizing role 

 
135 Moschella, 242. 
 
136 The original Godly Play® version of this Sacred Story genre wondering question is phrased ³,�

ZRQGHU�ZKDW�SDUW�RI�WKLV�VWRU\�\RX�ZRXOG�KDYH�OLNHG�WR�OHDYH�RXW�DQG�VWLOO�KDYH�DOO�WKH�VWRU\�\RX�QHHG"´ 
 
137 Moschella, 61. 
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when preceded by the other three. What I did not account for initially was that there was 

no trained guide who was comfortable holding space and modeling trust in the discomfort 

of this challenging question as there is in the Godly Play® circle. I felt clear that the 

question needed to remain and any subsequent question that I added should not serve as 

an antidote or µfix¶ to the challenge of the fourth question. That would compromise its 

unique role in the sequence and its ability to distill deeper truths. 

I responded by offering this optional fifth question at the two-week point, halfway 

WKURXJK�WKH�UHVHDUFK�SHULRG��³,�ZRQGHU�KRZ�\RX�DUH�IHHOLQJ�in this moment"´�,�ZDV�

careful to explain to families that it was optional and that it was the only addition to the 

practice that would be offered. This question was chosen for two reasons. First, I had 

considered it before the research started following a conversation with my Godly Play® 

trainer colleague, Toni Daniels, but was unconvinced that the question would be additive 

on balance. Second, the research on the neurobiology of stress reduction (as evidenced by 

ORZHULQJ�RQH¶V�FRUWLVRO�OHYHO�ZKHQ�QDPLQJ�RQH¶V�SUHVHQW�HPRWLRQ) that I described in 

Chapter 2 was top of mind. Checking in with how everyone gathered was feeling seemed 

like an additional opportunity to attune with self and the others who gathered. As 

Moschella noted, there is a wisdom in appreciating what is working and being sensitive 

to what is not.138 

 
Quantitative Data Gathering 
 
 
 All participating families completed one demographic information form on-line. 

These forms were downloaded from Google docs at the completion of the research period 

 
138 Moschella, 164.   
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and saved as per the other forms. The content of this form was approved at the time of the 

project proposal.139   

Occasionally a family would send a photo of an artifact that coincided with the 

project. I cataloged them when they arrived and share them here in the Family Portraits 

Appendix. At no time did I ask for or take any photographic or video images of any 

participants. 

 
Qualitative Data Gathering 
  
 

Qualitative data gathering included deeply listening during Zoom sessions and 

asking clarifying questions throughout the process if I had an interior sense that I was not 

FOHDU�RQ�D�SRLQW�EHLQJ�PDGH��³-XVW�VR�,�DP�FHUWDLQ�,�XQGHUVWDQG�ZKDW�\RX�PHDQ«´�ZDV�

often how I began these follow-up questions. Also important were field notes taken to 

supplement audio recordings as well as subjective notes taken at the close of an interview 

and after I coded each transcript. These notes catalogued how I was feeling and what was 

stirring in me. When I observed certain family circumstances that rang true or struck a 

chord in me, I tried to acknowledge them interiorly in an effort not to let them confuse 

the data being offered. I found that it was prudent to schedule an hour for each interview 

or interaction each week even though the interactions rarely took more than 25 minutes. 

This allowed time to pray, interact, document, and reflect in an unhurried quietude.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
139 The online version of the demographic information form may be accessed at this link and a 

copy of the same is also offered as Appendix G. 

https://forms.gle/BRNBrnBJmxhHrTnSA
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Data Analysis 
 
 
 While the following chapter is focused on what was revealed through the data 

collected, it seems important to note a bit about the process of data analysis here. As a 

novice researcher, I needed several chances to figure out the best practices for both data 

gathering and data analysis. Ethnography recognizes the need for µin the field¶ attention 

to data as well as the need to leave the field to get perspective on the abundance of 

collected data. For the first few weeks, I assumed that I would be the person to transcribe 

the voice recordings in order to code them for trends and fresh understandings that were 

not apparent in the midst of interviews. Soon I realized that if I were to type up every 

interaction and then look through each data set for trends which may not be apparent on 

the early analysis, I may never finish! That was when I decided that the use of a 

transcription app would be helpful. I still needed to listen to and proof each interview 

transcription, but it was a great deal faster than typing every word myself. I also realized 

that I could listen for trends while reviewing the audio file alongside the transcription. 

While still a great deal of information, this adjustment made the data management much 

less daunting. 

 Data can be read literally, interpretively, and reflexively in ethnography.140 In this 

project, all three came into dialogue together. I found it helpful to continue to return to 

my research question and determine several ways to bucket the data that emanated from 

it.141 That helped me decide how to code the data that I was seeing transcribed, quoted, 

 
140 Moschella, 172. 

 
141 Moschella, 170. 
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and interpreted though my own lens.142 The Code Book that emerged had the following 

buckets: 

x Ritual 
x Listening and Dialogue 
x Connection 
x Impact 
x Thesis/Research Question Relevance 
 
 

As the research period concluded, I marveled at the information and my own 

reflections on almost sixty interactions with families from the collected data. While I was 

grateful for it all, the distant warnings from ethnographers in textbooks about personal 

investment and subjectivity hit home to me. What to do with all these words and their 

inferences and meanings? Did I dare to think that there may be some value in the 

Wondering Together Project and how was I supposed to figure that out? And, most 

importantly, all this µtreasure¶ emanated from families I had come to appreciate and for 

whom I now cared. As I now knew from my own experience, the ethnographer can be 

temporarily embedded in the milieu even if the research is happening via Zoom.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
142 The final version of the Code Book can be seen in further detail as Appendix H. 
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Chapter 4: 
The Wondering Together Project: Analysis 

$FWXDO�)DPLOLHV���$�³6LPSOH´�'DLO\�3UDFWLFH� �'DWD�DQG�'LVFRYHU\ 
 
 

7KH�³0U��%HDVW´�)DPLO\�143,144 
Two Exchanges from Their Final Interview 

February 19, 2021, Duration of Interview: 15 min., 05 sec. 145,146 
 

Son:  I want a recommitment. 
Me:  A recommitment? Tell me tell me what, exactly what you want. So, I want to hear 

about it from you. 
Son:  Another month of wonder. 
Dad:  7KDW¶V�D�ORW�RI�ZRQGHULQJ� 
Me:  7KDW�LV�D�ORW�RI�ZRQGHULQJ�EXW�LW�VRXQGV�OLNH�« 
Son: Wondering is hilarious 
Me:  ,�ORYH�WKDW��,W¶V�KLODULRXV��,W¶V�VR�IXQ�WKDW�\RX�OLNH�LW�VR�PXFK��$QRWKHU�PRQWK�RI� 

wondering ± WKDW¶V�EHWZHHQ�\RX�DQG�\RXU�SDUHQWV��,�FDQ�FHUWDLQO\�FRDFK�IURP�WKH�
VLGH��EXW�,¶P�VR�KDSS\�WR�KHDU�WKDW��$QG�WKDQNV�IRU�UHFRPPLWWLQJ�WKLV�SDVW�ZHHN�
and I love that thumbs up. So, if you were to imagine a month ago, when we 
started. [Mom], you had D�GLIIHUHQW�MRE�WKHQ��\RX¶YH�JRWWHQ�D�QHZ�MRE�VLQFH�WKHQ��
Things have changed. 
 

[Mom and Dad take the opportunity to share the details of both of their new roles and 
Son shares what he has been doing over school vacation week while home. This includes 
recHQW�XSGDWHV�WR�KLV�EHGURRP��QRZ�D�³WZHHQ´�URRP��$W�6RQ¶V�XUJLQJ��WKH\�GHFLGH�WKDW�
they will continue wondering for an additional month together. More conversation about 
their wondering practice ensues. Toward the end of our time together, I ask if having this 

 
143 ³)DPLO\�3RUWUDLWV�´�D�FRPSHQGLXP�RI�DQRQ\PL]HG�ELRJUDSKLHV�WR�KHOS�JHW�D�EHWWHU�VHQVH�RI�HDFK�

family, may be found as Appendix I.  
 
144 At this final interview, the Mr. Beast Family shares their thoughts on the Wondering Together 

experience and its impact. It is important to note that they participated during the COVID pandemic, all 
worked or learned from home, and both Mom (43 years) and Dad (49 years) had job changes during the 
month that they described as positive. Their only child, a son, is 10 years old. The Mr. Beast Family is the 
sole family to choose a name other than a color as their code name for the WTP. 
 

145 Timestamps are offered wherever possible to cite precisely within each transcript where that 
particular segment of the conversation began. This portion of the interview began at 1 min., 29 sec. 

 
146 Quotations taken from this interview transcript and each transcript quoted ahead are punctuated 

to best capture the tenor of the conversation as I understood it at the time. I have made every effort to leave 
dialogue intact, the way I heard it. 
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as a daily practice has made it easier to talk as a family about bigger things, like the 
recent changes in work for Mom and Dad.] 
 
Mom:  ,�ZRXOG�VD\��,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ��EHFDXVH�LW¶V�KDUG�EHFDXVH�ZH�DUH�RSHQ�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU�� 

We do eventually tell each other things but, um, I guess things get resolved faster 
EHFDXVH�ZH¶UH�KDYLQJ�WKLV�GDLO\�WRXFK�EDVH��$QG�WKLV�ZDV�D�ELJ�PRQWK�EHFDXVH�RQ�
a normal month, we just might have the time to naturally connect with each other 
but in a month where so much change is happening so quickly, you know, there 
was a lot of times we barely even had five minutes to talk to each other before we 
went to bed. So, this forced us to do that and this one [pointing to Son] really took 
to it and made sure we did it even if the rest of us ZHUH��OLNH��MXVW�µOHW¶V�JR�WR�EHG�¶ 

Me:  Yeah 
Mom:  +H¶V�OLNH��LW¶V�³:RQGHU�7LPH�´ 
Son:  ,�PDGH�XV�GR�OLNH���H[WUD�URXQGV�RI�ZRQGHU��7KH\¶UH��OLNH��µZRQGHU"¶�DQG�,�ZLOO�

force you! 
All:  [Laughter] 
Me:  That is much appreciated. You are a perfect research assistant. Thank you very 

much. 
Dad:  There were a couple of nights where I was wondering why he was doing that. 
Son:  One, because I like wondering. And two, because I like torturing you. 
Dad:  Well, there you go.147 

 
***** 

If a family adopts a habit of communal examen,  
will the practice enhance their existential and spiritual lexicon? 

 

This chapter interprets the data from a mixed-method, ethnographically inspired 

research project that investigated what happens when twelve families from across the 

Unites States agreed to participate in a month-long research experience called the 

Wondering Together Project (WTP) in early 2021 during the COVID pandemic. The 

WTP birthed so much rich conversation and complex data that I am challenged to do it all 

justice in this analysis. In fact, I am sure that I cannot. But, as a practical theologian, I am 

FDOOHG�WR�WU\��WUXVWLQJ�WKDW�*RG�ZLOO�PDQLIHVW�*RG¶V�VHOI�XQLTXHO\�DQG�SURIXVHO\�LQ�WKH�

spaces that were intentionally created with care and time. 

 
147  Mr. Beast Family Final Zoom Interview, February 19, 2021, 10 min., 34 sec. 
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After µmeeting¶ the Mr. Beast Family in the opening narrative, this chapter 

continues with an introduction to the reporting framework that I chose to help organize 

the data followed by a pertinent review of the arc of the research period and what 

unfolded week by week. From there, I will examine my findings in response to the 

original thesis question. I hope to illustrate how these families and this researcher found 

FRPSHOOLQJ�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�D�GDLO\�H[DPHQ�HQKDQFHV�ERWK�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�SDUWLFLSDQW¶V�DQG�

their famil\¶V�VHQVH�RI�FRQQHFWLRQ. Even so, there were few glimpses at existential or 

spiritual references. While that conclusion is significant, it becomes, almost, anecdotal in 

light of other associated findings. The three most compelling of these findings will then 

be explored. In the first of the three, I will make the case that this brief, daily practice 

served to satisfy a hunger for dependable ritual in the home for family members of all 

DJHV�DQG�PDGH�VSDFH�IRU�³WKH�EOHVVLQJ�RI�EHLQJ�OLVWHQHG�WR�´148 The second significant 

finding demonstrated that the WTP offered pathways to connect or reconnect in ways that 

were understood as vital and transformative, even though some families deemed the act 

of reconnecting a challenge. The third of the significant findings unpacks how the 

wondering questions themselves served as a simultaneously solid and flexible framework 

with which to embark on this daily family ritual, allowing for a sense of deepening and 

widening of the wondering over time and with practice. 

In this chapter, each of the twelve families who participated in the Wondering 

Together Project will take turns at µhaving the floor¶ as a way to bring their family and 

the data to life in the context of their unique and shared experiences. Through excerpted 

 
148 0DUJDUHW�$UQROG��³$OO�WKH�:D\�'RZQ�´��SHUPRQ��6W��6WHSKHQ¶V�(SLVFRSDO�&KXUFK��&RKDVVHW��

MA, https://ststephenscohasset.org/Sermons, February 28, 2021). 
 
 

https://ststephenscohasset.org/Sermons
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GLDORJXH�DQG�UHIHUHQFHV�IURP�P\�ILHOG�QRWHV��,�ZLOO�IDVKLRQ�D�µQDUUDWLYH�FROODJH¶�RI�VRUWV�

that offers a glimpse into what was shared with me and with one another as families 

moved though their four weeks of wondering. Analyzed separately and woven together 

into what is generalizable, their experiences and wisdom have much to teach us.  

Unquestionably, I am also a variable amid this research. While I come to this with 

the aspiration of neutrality, that is patently unrealistic. I cultivated differing relationships 

with each family. Some families I knew in advance of the research and others I only 

knew through scheduled Zoom meetings and emails. For reasons of transparency, 

reciprocity, and recursivity, I seek to be forthright to the extent that I am aware in 

reporting my impact on the data, its analysis, and interpretation when appropriate. As a 

start, I address my relationship with each family in the Family Portraits Appendix.149 

 

Finding a Reporting Framework  

 

7KH�0U��%HDVW�)DPLO\¶V�PXVLQJV�RQ�WKHLU�H[SHULence of the Wondering Together 

Project offer an initial glimpse into what I observed throughout the project; personal 

anecdotes, families at play, real life events unfolding, self- revelation, differing opinions, 

and a great deal of humor. But what does one novice, qualitative researcher do to make 

meaning of twelve families who provided fifty-six discreet interviews for a combined 948 

points of coded data? How do I best tell the story of what I heard, what the data revealed, 

and what I believe it meant? I needed a reporting framework that would honor these 

families and this data.  

 
149 Appendix I. 
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 None of the grounding theories referenced in Chapter 2 seemed to do justice as a 

framework to share the findings before me. At first, I played with the idea of organizing 

the data around the actual wondering questions: What did I discover that I liked the best? 

What was the most important? and so on. That framework felt inauthentic and a bit too 

trite for reporting because what I was discovering in the data felt meaningful and more 

complex than the wondering-questions-as-framework would allow. I considered the 

examen as a framework. Where were the places of consolation and desolation in the data? 

$V�ZLOO�EHFRPH�DSSDUHQW��,�VHQVHG�*RG¶V�SUHVHQFH�LQ�WKH�UHVHDUFK�EXW�QDPLQJ�IHHOLQJV�

that approached consolation and desolation were not at the heart of the conversations or 

email exchanges I had with families and, therefore, not an apt framework. And yet, this 

research was an act of practical theology, and I was hoping to mark those places where I 

felt there was evidence of shalom for the world. How about the Bible? Perhaps there was 

a scriptural reference that would provide some sort of architecture for the complexity that 

ensued when a µsimple¶ daily practice was inserted into the rhythm of twelve families 

during a pandemic? Might the Parable of the Pearl of Great Price, of the Sower, or of the 

Leaven parallel the distillation, the surprise, and the generativity that was unfolding in 

my initial analysis of the data? Nope. Those biblical references and several others I 

considered all felt mismatched and disrespectful to both the scriptures and these families. 

Everything felt like a round peg in a square hole and was not serving the story or the data 

I sensed was at work. No one told me that D�5RVHWWD¶V�6WRQH�ZDV�UHTXLUHG�LQ�unpacking 

research data, but I had discovered that there was no way to move forward without one.  
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At this point in ethnographic research, M.D. LeCompte tells her students to draw 

a picture of what their data say and how the story will be told.150 I am no artist but having 

no better ideas and with the clock ticking, I turned over a used piece of printer paper and 

picked up the pencil on my desk. I read the Prayer of Abandonment and gave it a go. 

First, an arc like firmament showed up and I wrote Holy Spirit and Shalom for the World. 

Then I drew each family as a little embryo of circles; one for the number of people in the 

family with their chosen code name beside them. Not wanting to sideline any family, I 

drew in the Beige family who expressed interest, filled out the on-line questionnaire, but 

never began the WTP. They deserved a place there. Then I drew a church with a lot of 

little circles to represent 6W��6WHSKHQ¶V��the church that had chosen the project as a way to 

offer a shared Lenten practice to its congregation during the pandemic.  Feeling a deep 

appreciation and love for each of the µtwelve,¶ I drew a heart around each. Then around 

one family I drew a picture frame to try it on for size. The idea of ethnographic research 

as being akin to portraiture had been gifted to me in a book that I had read recently called 

Little Theologians.151 Drawing a frame felt like I was conferring a distinct aura that each 

family deserved, something to honor their unique beauty and my admiration for their 

willingness to try this experiment with me. 

The little pencil drawing ballooned from there and images seemed to show up; for 

example - the now familiar shape of the corona virus, me as a stick figure with little 

hearts of appreciation radiating towards the families, a dog and a cat showed up in the 

 
150 Galman, 101. 

 
151 David M. Csinos, Little Theologians: Children, Culture, and the Making of Theological 

Meaning (Montreal, Quebec: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2020), 10-11. 
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drawing as pets were often part of our conversations. Then certain artifacts presented 

themselves; a kitchen table, a car, a candle alight, a wondering stone like the ones I sent 

WR�HDFK�IDPLO\��D�FHOO�SKRQH�ZLWK�DQ�µ[¶�WKURXJK�LW��D�FDOHQGDU�GHSLFWLQJ�D�PRQWK��D�

computer monitor with the word Zoom in the middle, my cell phone-as-voice recorder. 

Then my drawing skills gave out, so I began to add participant adjectives that bubbled up 

DURXQG�WKH�SDSHU¶V�HGJHV��foster children, recent retiree, 82 years old, 1-year old twins, 

only child, newly married, early career, mid-career, new jobs, working from home, 

working outside the home, adult children, teens, tweens... Then the spaces inside began to 

fill up with key phrases; I wonder, Consolation, Desolation, Listening and Dialogue, 

Ritual, Connection, Impact, Thick Description, Thesis Question, Being Listened To, 

Agency, They Can Handle My Stuff, and Coercion �,�GUHZ�DQ�³;´�WKURXJK�WKDW�ODVW�WHUP��� 

Per LeCompte, I had drawn a picture of the data, but I still did not have a clue 

KRZ�WR�WHOO�LWV�VWRU\��³,W�QHHGV�D�GLIIHUHQW�EDVH�´�,�WKRXJKW��,W�ZDV�WRR�IODW��,�SXW�LW�DVLGH�LQ�

frustration which was turning to despair. Every ethnography text I had read counsels you 

that it takes time to find your way forward. All these things - these threads, these images, 

these pieces of data - needed time to coalesce. Good advice but hard to swallow when 

there are due dates involved. 

 Call it process, call it serendipity, call it God at work, but there was a miracle at 

this point when a library book ordered months before became available. Leigh McDonald 

Hall, a dear friend from high school and now an educator at the same school, had shared 

with me the work of Harvard psychologist Catherine Steiner-Adair who had made an 

impactful visit to our alma mater to wake parents up to the influence of cell phones in 

their families. In her book, The Big Disconnect, Steiner-Adair broadens her lens in 
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Chapter 8 with a relevant and accessible image wherein she declares families to be 

ecosystems. As such, the hope is that they are sustainable ones. She describes the 

DWWULEXWHV�RI�D�VXVWDLQDEOH�IDPLO\�DV�KDYLQJ�³WKH�DELOLW\�RI�DQ�HFRV\VWHP�WR�KROG��HQGXUH��

or bear the weight of a wide variety of social and natural forces which could compromise 

LWV�KHDOWK\�RSHUDWLRQ�´152 While she focuses on social media as a challenge to that 

ecosystem, I was reminded of so many of the terms and images that I had noted on my 

UHFHQW�SLFWXUH�WKDW�FDQ�VHWWOH�RU�XQVHWWOH�D�IDPLO\¶V�XQLTXH�HFRV\VWHP�153 Steiner-Adair 

FRQWLQXHV��³>W@KH�VXVWDLQDEOH�IDPLO\�LV�D�IDPLO\�WKDW�KDV�FUHDWed a fabric of connectivity 

that is strong and many layered. It is flexible, not brittle, and has high tensile strength 

IRUJHG�E\�VSHQGLQJ�WLPH�WRJHWKHU�´154 9RLOD��7KDW�LV�ZKDW�,�KDG�ZLWQHVVHG��IDPLOLHV¶�

tensile strength was forged or depleted by the ways they shared time together. I was 

convinced that this was the lens through which to share the nuanced findings of the WTP; 

its successes, its shortcomings, and its suggestions of deeper learnings to be unearthed 

with further research. The significant findings that are highlighted result from what 

HQVXHG��XQLTXHO\�DQG�FROOHFWLYHO\��ZKHQ�D�IDPLO\¶V�LGLRV\QFUDWLF�ZRYHQ�IDEULF�RI�

connectivity, their ecosystem, was invited and challenged to accommodate a month of 

wondering together. As the families themselves will share narratively, when there is a 

shift in one aspect, there are ripples throughout the entire ecosystem.  

 

 
 

 
152 Catherine Steiner-$GDLU�DQG�7HUHVD�%DUNHU��³&KDSWHU����7KH�6XVWDLQDEOH�)DPLO\�- Turning Tech 

into an Ally for Closeness, Creativit\��DQG�&RPPXQLW\�´�LQ�The Big Disconnect: Protecting Childhood and 
Family Relationships in the Digital Age (New York, NY: Harper, 2014), pp. 260-295, 261. 
 

153 Steiner-Adair 261-2. 
 
154 Steiner-Adair, 262. 
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The Experience of Wondering Together 
 
 

 

To understand the research conclusions, it feels important to be grounded in the 

experience of those families who participated in the Wondering Together Project. What 

was the WTP like for them week by week? In Chapter 3, I detailed how recruitment and 

enrollment unfolded in the span of one month.155 Here, I offer an overview of the 

research experience itself that began on January 14, 2021, for the White Family and 

ended on April 7, 2021, for the Lime Green Family. 

 

The Initial Interview: 

 

 The Initial Interview signaled the beginning of the formal research experience. All 

but one of these first meetings was held on Zoom which was an excellent format to be 

able to µsee¶ one another and begin to develop new relationships or extend existing ones 

during the pandemic. Not all the initial interviews happened in the same week; there was 

a rollout of sorts as families enrolled and their first interview was scheduled. Those dates 

DUH�QRWHG�LQ�HDFK�IDPLO\¶V�SRUWUDLW�156 The duration of Initial Interviews ranged from 6 

min., 00 sec. (Cobalt Family) to 23 min. 14 sec. (Light Blue Family.) My focus was to 

build rapport, cultivate a sense of trustworthiness, peek at the family ecosystem, and to 

 
 
155 The first demographic questionnaire was completed online on January 10, 2021, by the Teal 

Family and the last was completed on February 10, 2021 by the Cyan Family. 
 
156 Appendix I. 
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invite them gently to engage in the practice. Unlike the four subsequent interviews, I 

spoke more than I listened as I was training the family members in the actual WTP 

practice. On my computer screen, I viewed the family on Zoom, but I could also see the 

rubric I had developed on the excel tab of the research spreadsheet entitled Initial 

Interview Outline.157 I used those notes to cue me on all the points I wanted to convey as 

uniformly as possible across the family cohort. Not every conversation followed the same 

order, but I worked to make sure that I touched on all points by the end of our time 

together. Following the transcription and coding of WKH�&\DQ¶V�first interview, I realized 

that I had explained that protecting their privacy was important as they chose their color 

code name, but I failed to detail my exact policy on how I did that (data saved on hard 

drive for 10 years, etc.) as I had for the other families. I made a note to review this at the 

IROORZLQJ�ZHHN¶V�=RRP�PHHWLQJ��EXW�WKLV�ZDV�WKH�VROH�IDPLO\�WKDW�GLG�QRW�FRQWLQXH�WKH�

research after the first week.  

The Initial Interview was my first real-time interaction with each family in the 

research setting. To varying degrees, I was able to sense where the family was expressing 

implicit solidarity and where the edges were fraying as we were all nine or more months 

into the sheltered experience of the pDQGHPLF��7KH�µZDUS�DQG�ZHIW¶�RI�HDFK�IDPLO\¶V�

unique fabric began to reveal itself in these meetings and I found each to be remarkable 

in their own way. When there was a hint of resonance or I sensed a place where an 

established family habit may link with the new wondering practice, I tried to underscore 

those connections. For example, I acknowledged the connection made when Mr. 

 
157 The rubrics I used for each of the five interviews are available as Appendix J. Weeks 1,2, and 3 

are offered in their email versions but are the same for Zoom interviews of those same weeks.  
 



   
 

 72 

7XUTXRLVH�REVHUYHG��³:H�JR�WR�D�FKXUFK�WKDW�WHDFKHV�PLQGIXOQHVV«�7KLV�UHPLQGV�PH�

VWURQJO\�RI�WKDW�´158 The Teal Family has an established time after dinner to unwind 

WRJHWKHU��³<HDK��,�WKLQN�EHWZHHQ�����-��>S�P�@��WKDW¶V�RXU�GRZQ�WLPH��7KDW¶OO�SUREDEO\�EH�

RXU�EHVW�WLPH�WR�GR�LW�>WKH�:73@�´159 I cheered that plan on as they were linking this new 

habit with an established practice. InterHVWLQJO\��GHVSLWH�WKLV�IDPLO\¶V�URXWLQH�TXLHW�WLPH�

after dinner, by their third week the Teals found that doing the practice as they drove to 

VFKRRO�LQ�WKH�PRUQLQJ�EHWWHU�PDWFKHG�WKHLU�IDPLO\¶V�UK\WKP� 

 

Week #1: 

 

I refer to the first interview a week after beginning the practice as Week #1. These 

meetings generally seemed to focus on the specifics of the practice and how things were 

going. Data coding pointed towards evidence of emerging connections and insights in 

addition to observations about the practice itself. Some families chose to participate in the 

Week #1 interview by email as was their choice (Green, Lime Green, Mr. Beast, Pink, 

and Yellow) and others by Zoom (Cobalt, Light Blue, Rose Gold, Teal, Turquoise, and 

White.)160 The quantitative data from this first week of doing the practice revealed that 

the exchanges with me were focused on the practicalities of adopting a new ritual practice 

 
158 Turquoise Family Initial Zoom Interview on January 25, 2021, at 10 min., 30 sec. 
 
159 Mom Teal speaking, Teal Family Initial Zoom Interview on January 18, 2021, at 15 min.,  

42 sec. 
 
160 Going forward, I omit the Cyan family from data analysis as they were no longer participatory. 

They were the only family who participated in the Initial Interview and did not complete the research 
period. 
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DV�HYLGHQFHG�LQ�WKH�JUDSK¶V�SLQN�OLQH��VLJQLI\LQJ�WRSLFV�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�³5LWXDO�´161 Also 

notable is WKH�LQFUHDVLQJ�WUHQG�LQ�WRSLFV�DURXQG�³&RQQHFWLRQ´��QDY\�OLQH��DQG�³,PSDFW´�

(purple line.) This suggests that there was early recognition and some budding awareness 

of how the WTP was impacting the life of their family even after one week of the 

practice.  

6RPH�IDPLOLHV�HPEUDFHG�WKH�ULWXDO�DQG�IROORZHG�WKH�µUXOHV�¶�7KH�5RVH�*ROG�

Family, a young couple, started their wondering time each evening by holding hands with 

WKHLU�GRJ�WR�SUHSDUH��³>2XU�GRJ@�KROGV�KDQGV�ZLWK�XV�DV�ZH�WDNH�RXU�GHHS�EUHDWK�´162 

:KHQ�,�DVNHG�LI�WKH\�KDG�PDGH�DQ\�DFFRPPRGDWLRQV�RU�FKDQJHV�WR�WKH�SUDFWLFH�WR�³PDNH�

LW�WKHLU�RZQ�´�0UV��5RVH�*ROG�VDLG�WKDW�VKH�JHQHUDOO\�ZDV�³D�UXOH�IROORZHU��6R��WKH�LGHD�RI�

EUHDNLQJ�WKH�V\VWHP�\RX�JDYH�XV�WUXO\�GLG�QRW�RFFXU�WR�PH�´�163 Conversely, Mr. Cobalt 

found Question #4 (I wonder what part of today you would have liked to leave out?) to be 

D�FKDOOHQJH�WR�HQG�WKH�SUDFWLFH��³,¶P�WKH�NLQG�RI�SHUVRQ�ZKR�JHWV�GHSUHVVHG�DQG�D�

GHSUHVVLQJ�TXHVWLRQ�ZLOO�SXW�PH�RXW�RI��\RX�NQRZ��RII�´164 This couple chose to reorder 

the questions during their first week of practice so that the fourth question, deemed 

depressing by Mr. Cobalt, could follow Question #1 (I wonder what part of today you 

liked the best?) and precede Questions #2 and #3 (I wonder what part of the day was 

most important? And I wonder when you felt most alive today?) For the Cobalts, 

Question #3 was a more preferable place to end their practice. 

 

 
161 See Appendix K, ³&RQQHFWLRQ��,PSDFW��DQG�5LWXDO�&RGH�7RWDOV�E\�:HHN�´ 

 
162 Mrs. Rose Gold, Rose Gold Week #1 Zoom Interview on January 28, 2021, at 7 min., 23 sec. 

 
163 Mrs. Rose Gold, Week #1 Zoom Interview on January 28, 2021, at 7 min., 53 sec. 

 
164 Mr. Cobalt, Week #1 Zoom Interview on January 24, 2021, at 3 min., 49 sec. 
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Week #2: 

 

 Week #2 served as a temporal and ideological flex point. It marked the midpoint 

in the research period, and I sensed that families were feeling competent with the practice 

as I was consistently hearing references to its value for both families with and without 

FKLOGUHQ�DW�KRPH��0U��:KLWH�GHVFULEHG�D�VHQVH�RI�DQ�HPHUJLQJ�³FDGHQFH´ in their nightly 

ZRQGHULQJ�ULWXDO�ZKLOH�0UV��:KLWH�REVHUYHG��³�«�IRU�PH�LW�>WKH�SUDFWLFH@�IHHOV�OLNH��,�

GRQ¶W�NQRZ��KDELWXDO��/LNH��LW�GRHVQ¶W�IHHO�OLNH�DQ�DGG-RQ�ULJKW�QRZ�«�LW¶V�SDUW�RI�RXU�

URXWLQH�´165 ,Q�UHVSRQVH�WR�RQH�RI�P\�:HHN����HPDLO�TXHVWLRQV�³7ype a few adjectives or 

SKUDVHV�WR�GHVFULEH�KRZ�ZRQGHULQJ�WRJHWKHU�IHHOV�LQ�\RXU�IDPLO\�´�0UV��3LQN�UHVSRQGHG�� 

³�± FDOPLQJ��FHQWHULQJ��PHDQLQJIXO��LQVLJKWIXO�´�166 Interesting to see the coherence 

between the White Family, a young married couple with no children, and the Pink Family 

who are several years older with a five-year-old daughter at home. 

Week #2 was also the week that most families were offered the addition of the 

optional fifth question �³,�ZRQGHU�KRZ�\RX�DUH�IHHOLQJ�LQ�WKLV�PRPHQW"´) while two 

families who had suggested an interest in changing or expanding the original four 

questions were offered Question #5 at Week #1.167 The invitation to consider adding the 

question to the original four wondering questions was consistent across families. I will 

 
 

165 Mr. White, White Family Week #2 Zoom Interview on January 28, 2021, at 1 min., 38 sec. & 3 
min., 22 sec. 

 
166 Mrs. Pink responding for Pink Family Week #2 by email, January 30, 2021. 
 
167  The Cobalt and Light Blue Families were offered the 5th Question at the Week #1 interview 

based on our discussion that week and my sense they would be interested in the 5th Question as part of 
their practice at that juncture.  
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address the impact of the fifth question later in this chapter, but I note here that each 

family expressed either an invested curiosity in the additional question or an outright 

positive response.168 

For the most part, the Week #2 check-in represented µVmooth sailing¶ for families. 

82% of families expressed a sense of ownership of the practice, the outliers being the 

Pink and Green Families whose email exchanges that week indicated no specific 

concerns, but I did not perceive a sense of µownership¶ per se for either family.169 Week 

#2 also evidenced longer conversations with me for those who preferred Zoom check-ins 

when compared with Week #1. This was true for all but the Teal Family. In reviewing the 

transcripts, there was evidence that families were interested in talking in more detail 

about their wondering practice and how it was impacting family life. Mom Light Blue 

captures this sense in their Week #2 interview. 

And so just really, it's making an impact and it's a really cool, cool thing and there 
are times that, you know, I love having the stone because we have it on the table. 
And as soon as we start shutting down for the night and we're going, we have to 
wonder, we haven't wondered yet and so then you know it becomes just part of 
the routine. And again, we interrupted [Dad Light Blue] during class because 
ZH
UH�OLNH��DK��\RX�NQRZ�WKDW�ZH�GLGQ
W�ZRQGHU�LQ�WLPH�EHIRUH�KH�ZHQW�WR�FODVV«�
[5-year-old Son Light Blue] just he just really, really enjoys it and he, also, I 
mean, you know, [Dad Light Blue] helped him read and a couple nights. [Son 
Light Blue] read them the best of his ability, the questions and he knows, you 
know, and we all agree with the Question 5. Like, how you feel, are you know, I 
ZRQGHU�KRZ�WKLV�PDNHV�\RX�IHHO"�$QG�HYHU\ERG\
V�OLNH��µWKLV�UHDOO\�LW�IHHOV�JRRG�¶�
It feels good to talk. It feels good to just oh, yeah. This is what I think was most 
important and you know, it goes from there.170  

 
 

168 These responses were coded as R-10 (discussion) or R-11 (positive response) to the fifth 
question. See Appendix L ³&RGHV�5HODWHG�WR��WK�4XHVWLRQ�E\�:HHN.´ 
 

169 $�IDPLO\¶V�HYLGHQFH�RI�D�Sense of Ownership of the Ritual/Practice was coded as R-6. See 
Appendix M ³5-6 Week #2 Ownership of Practice by Family.´  
 

170 Mom Light Blue, Week #2 Zoom Interview, February 12, 2021, 9 min., 33 sec. 
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Week #3: 

If Week #2 served as the flex point, Week #3 seemed more like the swamp. 

Check-ins, whether by Zoom or email, VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�WKLQJV�IHOW�OLNH�WKH\�ZHUH�³IDOOLQJ�

RII�WKH�UDLOV´�LQ�WKH�SUDFWLFH�IRU�DERXW�KDOI�RI�WKH�IDPLOLHV�171 The quantitative data reflects 

this shift as connection codes decreased in Week #3 and increased the following week.172 

Mr. White described a µmuddle¶ DQG�ZRQGHUHG�LI�WKHUH�ZDV�D�³:HHN����SDWWHUQ´�IRU�RWKHU�

participating families.173 The Teals had an illness in the family and Mr. Rose Gold was 

on a weeklong at-KRPH�VWD\FDWLRQ�WKDW�FKDOOHQJHG�WKDW�IDPLO\¶V�QRUPDO�UK\WKP��7KH�

Whites had fewer scheduled evening meals together and Mom Yellow took the children 

to visit family. Mom Lime Green described a waning enthusiasm in her children for 

wondering together. There was so much flux that I wondered if this was synchronicity or 

an unforeseen pattern in ritual aFTXLVLWLRQ��,�ZDV�UHPLQGHG�RI�7XFNPDQ¶V�)RXU�6WDJHV�RI�

*URXS�'HYHORSPHQW�ZKLFK�,�ILUVW�OHDUQHG�RI�LQ�QXUVLQJ�VFKRRO�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����¶V�174 

Psychologist Bruce Tuckman suggested that groups form in a predictable dynamic which 

requires awareness and planning. While not every group did so, most followed these four 

phases: 

1. Forming 
2. Storming 
3. Norming  
4. Performing (and a later 5th step was Adjourning.)175 

 
171 Mrs. Rose Gold Week #3 Email Exchange, February 12, 2021. 
 
172 ³Connection & Disconnection Code Totals by Family and Week,´�Appendix N. 
 
173 White Week #3 Zoom Interview, February 4, 2021, 4min., 26 sec. 
 
174 %UXFH�:��7XFNPDQ��³'HYHORSPHQWDO�6HTXHQFH�LQ�6PDOO�*URXSV��´�Group Facilitation: A 

Research and Applications Journal (Reprint of original in Psychological Bulletin, 1965 Vol 63:6), 3 
(2001): pp. 66-81, https://doi.org/10.1037/h0022100. 

 
175 Tuckman, 66. 
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Perhaps this was a storming pattern in Week #3 with its characteristic sense of 

unrest.176 If so, Tuckman would counsel that this is the phase where trust in both the 

SURFHVV�DQG�RQH�DQRWKHU�LV�WHVWHG�DQG�EXLOW��,Q�WKH�7XFNPDQ�PRGHO��KRVWLOLW\�UHIOHFWV�³D�

PHDQV�RI�H[SUHVVLQJ�LQGLYLGXDOLW\´�DQG�UHVXOWV�LQ�JUHDWHU�LQWLPDF\�DQG�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�

meaningful work together going forward.177 In retrospect, this may explain the dynamic. 

:LWK�:HHN����GHVFULSWRUV�EHLQJ�µFDGHQFH¶�DQG�µKDELW�¶�LW�VHHPV�ILWWLQJ�WKDW�WKLV�

satisfaction with normalizing the practice would give way to challenges. The honeymoon 

was over.  

 There was a certain formula to what I was hearing at Week #3 from the families 

that were experiencing these bumps. First, there was an acknowledgement that the 

practice had gone off kilter. That was followed by a sincere hope that their family would 

work through it. Then, there was a closing sense of optimism. This pattern was exhibited 

in the Week #3 emails of the Lime Green, Rose Gold, and Yellow families and in the 

Zoom interview of the Whites and Teals. The Mr. Beasts had a more challenging Week 

#2 and may have had a more characteristic Week #3 in their chronological Week #2. 

0RP�%HDVW�ZURWH�DERXW�D�VKLIW�E\�:HHN�����QRWLQJ�³>O@DVW�ZHHN�ZDV�HDVLHU�WR�ZRQGHU�

>WKDQ�:HHN���@�´178 The Light Blues, Greens, Pinks, and Cobalts did not seem to exhibit 

 
 

176 Tuckman, 76.  
 

177 Tuckman, 69. 
 
178 Mr. Beast Family, Week #3 email exchange, February 14, 2021. 
 



   
 

 78 

this pattern which reflHFWV�7XFNPDQ¶V�observation WKDW�WKH�µ6WRUPLQJ¶�SKDVH�LV�QRW�D�

requisite experience to moving into the µNorming¶ RI�D�JURXS¶V�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU�179 

 Maybe the Tuckman model was part of the explanation, but I do not believe that 

was the whole story. My intuition in reflecting on the Week #3 shift was that wondering 

together was beginning to deepen emotionally. Family members had developed a sense of 

trust in the practice and in the safety of what could be shared so they began to venture 

into bigger feelings that may have felt riskier. For example, Mom Mr. Beast shared that 

WKLQJV�KDG�EHHQ�UHDOO\�KDUG�IRU�WKHLU�VRQ�WKDW�ZHHN��³>6RQ�Mr. Beast] had a breakthrough 

mid-week, telling us about something that had been bothering him at school and causing 

a lot of moodiness IRU�D�IHZ�GD\V�´180 This example illustrates my sense that there were 

more risks being taken in the sharing of big feelings that came with an evolving trust in 

the practice; further evidence that the tensile strength of the families in the WTP would 

continue to be enhanced over time and with practice.  

It is hard to assess whether the addition of the fifth question in Week #2 added to 

some of the bumpiness reported at Week #3. Even though the extra question was 

universally welcomed by families, did it throw a wrench in the works? In the end, I do 

not think so. When I review my field notes, the only worry I expressed was a feeling of 

³VXEWOH�GHVSHUDWLRQ´�WKH�GD\�,�UHFHLYHG�0RP�/LPH�*UHHQ¶V�HPDLO�LQGLFDWLQJ�ZDQLQJ�

enthusiasm.181 For the most part, I sensed that people reacted positively to my invitation 

 
179 Tuckman, 71. 
 
180 Mr. Beast Family Week #3 email exchange, February 14, 2021. 
 
181 Field notes on 3.14.21. 
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for the fifth question and were invested in sticking with the WTP because they valued the 

new opportunity for connection with themselves and one another. 

 

Closing Interview: 

 

All eleven remaining families participated in a closing interview via Zoom 

(except the Lime Greens who did so by phone), lasting from 7 min., 52 sec. for the 

Yellow Family to 28 min., 21 sec. for the Cobalt Family. As in the other weeks, I used an 

outline for these interviews to ensure uniformity. I would begin by checking in on how 

the practice had gone for the past week and then offer three overarching questions that 

LQYLWHG�UHIOHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�WRWDOLW\�RI�HDFK�IDPLO\¶V�H[SHULHQFH�RYHU�WKH�UHVHDUFK�SHULRG��$V�

I noted in the section on Week #3, by this closing conversation, the µmuddle¶�of the 

penultimate week had progressed to a sense of ownership in the final week. 

7KH�ILUVW�RI�WKH�WKUHH�VXPPDU\�TXHVWLRQV�ZDV��³,�ZRQGHU�ZKDW�\RX�KDYH�OHDUQHG�

about yourself and about your family during the Wondering Together PURMHFW"´�

1DWXUDOO\��WKHUH�ZHUH�D�YDULHW\�RI�UHVSRQVHV�DQG�WKH�/LPH�*UHHQ¶V�responses reflect that 

diversity: 

9-year-ROG�6RQ�/LPH�*UHHQ�REVHUYHG��³:H�DOO�KDYH�GLIIHUHQW�DQVZHUV�WKDW«�ZH�
DOO�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WKH�EHVW�GD\�HYHU«�VRPH�RI�XV�FDQ�KDYH��OLNH��VRPH�RI�XV��
sometimes not a good day, sometimes we have a really good day in there. I can 
KDYH��OLNH��D�UHDOO\�JRRG�GD\�´�7R�ZKLFK�KLV�ROGHU�VLVWHU�DGGHG��³Um, well, it's, I 
learned that it's nice to kind of let go of what you did today. And kind of having a 
fresh, new start the next day because, like, if you have bad day like yesterday and 
you didn't ask, like, what was your worst day or what would you like to leave out? 
<RX
UH�NLQG�RI�VWLOO�KDYH�WKDW�ZRUVW�PRPHQW�ZLWK�\RX�EXW�NLQG�RI�OHW�JR��LW¶V�NLQG�
RI�OLNH�D�VRRWKLQJ�WKLQJ�IRU�PH�´�0RP�/LPH�*UHHQ�VKDUHG�WKDW�RQH�RI�WKH�WDNH-
DZD\¶V�IURP�WKH�:73�ZDV�WKDW�VKH�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�VKH�ZDV�PRYLQJ�WKURXJK�KHU�GD\V�
with more intention.182  

 
182 Lime Green Final Interview by telephone, April 7, 2021, at 6 min., 53 sec. 
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:KLOH�WKH�:73�ZDV�FRGHG�IRU�LWV�µ,PSDFW¶�ZLWK����VXEFRGHV��D�QDUURZHU�IRFXV�RQ�

the personal, marital, and familial impact is important to note as we consider the Closing 

Interview. The data on how participants evaluated the impact of the practice are 

compelling and echo what I heard about significance and importance of the WTP during 

these closing interviews. The increase for each of these three codes at the final interview 

(Week #4) is fitting given the nature of the evaluative questions at the closing interview. 

The code for Personal Impact (I-6), Marital Impact (I-7), and Familial Impact (I-8) are 

synthesized in Appendix O.183 I think it is worthwhile to note here that for this family-

centered practice, its greatest influence was on personal impact as indicated by the code 

I-6 in the final interview. This suggests that the wondering together experience was also 

understood as a formative and valuable exercise in personal growth, individual agency, 

and self-awareness as the research period concluded even though it was offered as a 

practice for family benefit.  

With the second summary question of the final interview, I asked participants if 

they thought they would continue wondering together in some form going forward. 100% 

of families agreed that they would be or hoped to continue. The Green Family had a 

similar but shorter daily ritual prior to the WTP and they were looking forward to 

returning to fewer questions while Ms. Rose Gold was looking forward to its benefits 

once they had children in the house. Both she and Mr. Rose Gold recognized that he had 

less investment in the practice than she did. Interestingly, while Mr. Rose Gold noted 

ingraining new habits was challenging for him, he looked forward to using the practice 

 
 
183 Appendix O, ³,PSDFW�&RGH�7RWDOV�E\�:HHN.´ 
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when visiting with friends as a thoughtful way to reconnect.184 This expansion of the 

family circle was also underscored by Mom Lime Green who shared that her parents and 

brother had come to dinner near the close of their wondering experience. It was the first 

time they had shared a meal since the beginning of the pandemic, and all gathered at their 

table ZRQGHUHG�WRJHWKHU��³The thing that I liked, probably 2 weeks ago, we had dinner 

with my parents and my brother was visiting from [city in California] and then we all did 

the wondering questions together since we were at our house and I thought I was kind of 

IXQ�WR�EH�DEOH�WR�GR�LW�ZLWK�OLNH�QHZ�SHRSOH�´185 These expressions of generativity 

emanating from the practice are examples of building another layer into the sustainable 

family ecosystem. 

Mom Yellow sent an unsolicited email the day after our closing interview on 

Zoom which captures the impact she was feeling.  

Hi Sally! 
     Following up from our conversation yesterday, I hope [Dad Yellow] and I 
continue to touch base every day. I was listening to a podcast on my way in today 
and the host was talking about how people from the UK are generally great 
storytellers. I love that. I hope to have that with the babies and to have their 
grandparents join in on the family storytelling. 

I really think this practice has opened up my eyes to the importance of 
sitting down as a family and talking. I love the opened communication [Dad 
Yellow] and I have been focusing on and adding how we are feeling has also 
added to my understanding. After almost 18 years together I thought I also knew 
how he was feeling but that isn't the case!  
       Thanks again for including us on this journey!186  
 

 
184 Rose Gold Final 2.18.21 12 min., 36 sec. 
 
185 Lime Green Final Interview by telephone, April 7, 2021, at 5 min, 7 sec.  
 
186 Email from Mom Yellow on February 22, 2021. 
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The final question offered families a chance to share their thoughts on whether the 

WTP served the thesis question. That will be the first finding addressed in the next 

section.  

 
 
 

Research Findings 
The Thesis Question and Three Additional Significant Findings 

 
 
 
Findings on The Thesis Question:  
 
Responding to the vernacular expression of the thesis question, families all agreed 
that the Wondering Together Project would likely be beneficial when a family 
HQFRXQWHUHG�³ELJ�WKLQJV�´�+RZHYHU��WKH�VKRUW�UHVHDUFK�SHULRG�\LHOGHG�QR�RYHUW�
realizations of an enhanced existential or spiritual lexicon per se. 
 
 

If a family adopts a habit of communal examen,  
will the practice enhance their existential and spiritual lexicon?  

 
Restated in the vernacular,  

 
If a family checks in daily when things are µQRUPDO�¶ 

 will that make it easier to talk about the µbig WKLQJV¶ when they happen? 
 
 
 

As noted in my reflections on the final interview, the last question I asked each 

family was whether they thought the thesis question (offered in the vernacular form 

above) rang true after participating in the WTP. As the quantitative data show, there was 

an overwhelmingly positive response for both families with children and without children 

living at home.187 There was no indication from any participant that wondering together 

 
187 6HH�$SSHQGL[�3��³7KHVLV�4XHVWLRQ�5HVSRQVHV�E\�)DPLO\�*URXS�´ Appendix H, the Code Book, 

serves as a reference for code abbreviations.  
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might negatively impact a family in this regard.188 However, of all the dialogue that 

occurred during those final interviews, answering this question seemed to kindle the least 

energy within the discussion. How ironic since it was the answer I had been most 

interested in hearing! After reviewing the transcripts and my field notes, here is what I 

concluded:  

x It is hard, if not impossible, to reflect on a question of impact when you 

are so close to the process and still µin it.¶ Perhaps the most uncomplicated 

example of this was experiencing the WTP during the pandemic. Even 

though every family shared the variable of the stress of COVID, no one 

FRQQHFWHG�LW�DV�D�µELJ�WKLQJ¶�ZKHQ�WKH\�UHVSRQGHG�WR�P\�LQWHUYLHZ�

questions about the vernacular version of the thesis question.189 

x Some families were clear that they entered the WTP already well-

equipped to talk about µbig things.¶ It was the value of the daily 

connection that was where they felt most nourished by wondering 

together. 

x Families were invested in the sustainability of their family ecosystem 

rather than anticipating or preparing for how that ecosystem would 

respond to future instability. What had drawn the families toward 

 
188 The data shRZ�RQH�³4-�´�QHJDWLYH�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�WKHVLV�TXHVWLRQ��7KLV�ZDV�D�PLVFRGH�RQ�P\�

part but once the data was in the hands of Statistician Niesa Ryder, I did not feel it was ethical to recode 
that data. Here is the miscoded quotation from Mom Lime Green during their final interview: (Q-2) ³$Q\�
exercise to improve our capacity in that area and also you know diminish our inclinations to sweep things 
XQGHU�WKH�UXJ��,�WKLQN�WKDW�DQ\WKLQJ�WKDW�KHOSV�LQ�WKRVH�DUHDV�DUH�KHOSIXO�´�7KH�FRGH�4-1 ought to have been 
assigned. 

 
189 The COVID pandemic came up often in discussion but not in response to this particular 

question. See Appendix Q, ³2FFXUUHQFH�RI�&29,'�&RGHV�E\�)DPLO\´�DQG�Appendix R, ³)DPLOLHV�ZLWK�
COVID &RGHV�E\�:HHN�´ 
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participating in the WTP was not the promise of an enhanced spiritual or 

existential lexicon, it was the possibility of re-establishing or deepening 

family relationships through a daily, home-based ritual.  

 

While families offered a positive response to my final interview question as is 

evident in the data, I observed in my field notes several times that I felt like the 

participants reacted DV�LI�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�ZDV�FRPLQJ�RXW�RI�µOHIW�ILHOG�¶�,�GLG�QRW�VHQVe 

disagreement or provocation in their responses but, rather, a sense of µWKDW¶V�QRW�ZKDW�WKLV�

is about.¶ A direct answer followed by some heartfelt musings on what felt valuable at 

this point of research closure was the general response. For example, Mom Light Blue 

responded directly to the question: 

For me, personally, it [the vernacular version of the thesis question] feels true. 190 
,I�ZH�VWD\�RSHQ��GR�OLNH��WKH�EHVW�SDUW�RI�P\�GD\�LV�YLGHR�JDPHV�HYHQ�LI�,�GRQ¶W� 
see that, it allows for, you know, the communication to be there. It helps to talk 
DERXW�WKH�KDUGHU�WKLQJV��DQG�WKH\¶UH�JRQQD�FRPH��<RX�NQRZ��VR��WKDW¶V�KRZ�,�
feel.191 

  

InteUHVWLQJO\��'DG�/LJKW�%OXH�FRQWLQXHG�RQ�WKH�KHHOV�RI�0RP¶V�IHHGEDFN�ZLWK�D�

bend toward what I sensed was a vital tenet for him; deep listening and honoring his two 

other family members¶ honest feelings and opinions. The focus had shifted from my 

thesis-based question back to takeaways that felt valuable to him: 

Training ourselves not to step on what each other are feeling in the moment or 
IHHOLQJ�DERXW�ZKDW�ZH
YH�EHHQ�JRLQJ�WKURXJK�DQG�QRW�VD\��\RX�NQRZ��OLNH�µZHOO�
you shouldn't be doing that, you should feeO�WKLV�ZD\�DERXW«¶��ZLOO�GLVSOD\�DERXW�
recognizing each other's honest feelings about things, acknowledging that, and 

 
190 ³,I�D�IDPLO\�FKHFNV�LQ�GDLO\�ZKHQ�WKLQJV�DUH�µQRUPDO�¶�ZLOO�WKDW�PDNH�LW�easier to talk about the 

µELJ�WKLQJV¶�ZKHQ�WKH\�KDSSHQ"´ 
 
191 Mom Light Blue at Light Blue Final Interview on February 28, 2021, at 12 min., 34 sec. 
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being comfortable talking about how we feel even if it's completely the opposite 
DERXW�KRZ�RQH�RI�WKH�«�RWKHU�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�IDPLO\�IHHOV� Still being 
comfortable, being open about that. I think it's definitely moved us in that 
direction.192  

 
 The Light Blues¶ reactions were characteristic of others in response to the thesis 

question; a direct address of the question followed by connection to insight about the 

greater experience. As I considered what was unfolding, the Light Blues were 

recognizing that their family ecosystem had changed for the better and their responses in 

our final interview served to let them distill their takeaways in one DQRWKHU¶V�SUHVHQFH� 

 The Green, Lime Green, and Mr. Beast families were the three families who 

expressed a certainty that they came into the WTP with the skills already in place to talk 

about µbig things.¶ Mom Lime Green responded to my final question of the interview by 

QRWLQJ�WKDW�KHU�IDPLO\��³>GRHV@�D�SUHWW\�JRRG�MRE�RI�GLVFXVVLQJ�VWXII�WKDW¶V�KDUG�´193 After I 

FODULILHG�E\�DVNLQJ��³6R��LW�FRXOGQ¶W�KXUW�>\RXU�IDPLO\¶V�FDSDFLW\�WR�ZUHVWOH�ZLWK�ELJJHU�

FKDOOHQJHV@�EXW�SUREDEO\�ZDVQ¶W�VRPHWKLQJ�\RX�QHHGHG�LQ WKH�ILUVW�SODFH�´�0RP�/LPH�

*UHHQ�REVHUYHG��³,�WKLQN�HYHU\�IDPLO\�FRXOG�XVH�WKDW�WR�VRPH�GHJUHH��1RQH�RI�XV�GR�LW�

SHUIHFWO\«DQ\�H[HUFLVH�WR�LPSURYH�RXU�FDSDFLW\�LQ�WKDW�DUHD�DQG��DOVR��GLPLQLVK�RXU�

inclinations to sweep things under the rug, I think that anything that helps in those areas 

LV�KHOSIXO�´194 

 For the Green Family, both teenaged daughters expressed a clear sense that they 

KDYH�D�IDPLO\�G\QDPLF�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�DOUHDG\�IHOW�FDSDEOH�RI�WDONLQJ�DERXW�µELJJHU�WKLQJV�¶�

 
192 Dad Light Blue at Light Blue Final Interview on February 28, 2021, at 12 min., 50 sec. 
 
193 Mom Lime Green in Final Interview by telephone, April 7, 2021, 15 min., 04 sec. 
 
194 Mom Lime Green in Final Interview by telephone, April 7, 2021, at 16 mon., 02 sec. 
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18-year-old Elder Daughter Green reVSRQGHG��³,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�LI�ZH¶UH�D�JUHDW�IDPLO\�WR�

DQVZHU�WKDW�TXHVWLRQ�EHFDXVH�,�GRQ¶W�UHPHPEHU�D�WLPH�WKDW�ZH�HYHU�GLGQ¶W�WDON�WR�HDFK�

RWKHU�´195 The more reticent 14-year-ROG�<RXQJHU�*UHHQ�'DXJKWHU�IROORZHG�ZLWK��³,�

mean, I guess, I talk to many teenagers throughout my years because, I mean, I've been 

friends with a lot of different people, different types of people, but it makes me feel very 

gratHIXO�WKDW�,�KDYH�D�IDPLO\�WKDW�LV�YHU\��WKH\
UH�DOZD\V�WKHUH�´196 

 I am aware of two families who experienced µbig things¶ during their research 

experience in addition to the shared experience of the pandemic for all involved. For one 

family, it was a significant change in jobs for both parents and for another it was a serious 

case of COVID-19. The Mr. Beast Family saw the sale of one business by Dad Mr. Beast 

in order that he might focus his energy on another business about which he felt much 

more passionate. During the same month, Mom Mr. Beast saw an impactful expansion in 

KHU�UROH�DW�ZRUN��7KH�7XUTXRLVH�)DPLO\�H[SHULHQFHG�0V��7XUTXRLVH¶V�&29,'�

hospitalization for 10 days and subsequent convalescence. Neither of these families 

indicated directly or indirectly that their wondering together experience had aided their 

ability to cope with these significant events. Yet, both families were faithful to the ritual 

during and after these experiences and were able to express a sense of appreciation for 

the practice. Mr. Turquoise responded to the ILQDO�LQWHUYLHZ¶V�µthesis question¶ thusly: 

³,¶YH�QRWLFHG�WKDW�LQ�VRPH�RI�RXU�VHVVLRQV��WKH�VLPSOH�ZRQGHULQJ�TXHVWLRQ�ZRXOG�RIWHQ�

OHDG�WR�VRPHWKLQJ�GHHSHU�LI�ZH�VSHQW�VRPH�WLPH�WDONLQJ�DERXW�>LW@�DIWHUZDUGV��,W¶V�NLQG�RI�

 
195 Elder Daughter in Green Family Final Zoom Interview on February 14, 2021, at 11 min.,  

03 sec. 
 
196 Younger Daughter in Green Family Final Zoom Interview on February 14, 2021, at  

13 min., 25 sec. 
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an LQYLWDWLRQ�WR�RSHQ�XS�LQ�D�ZD\�´197 Even in the wake of something so challenging as 

KLV�ZLIH¶V�UHFHQW�LOOQHVV��0U��7XUTXRLVH�ZDV�IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�JHQHUDWLYH�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�

wondering practice rather than any specific assistance it offered in coping with the stress 

of a loved one hospitalized with COVID.  

There was not one instance where any term referring to God in response to this 

question was expressed. In my original proposal for this research, I defined the four 

common expressions of human existential limits as being aloneness, freedom, 

purpose/meaning, and death.198,199 While these topics were infrequently referenced at 

GLIIHUHQW�WLPHV�GXULQJ�WKH�UHVHDUFK�SHULRG��WKH\�ZHUH�QRW�H[SUHVVHG�LQ�DQ\�SDUWLFLSDQW¶V�

reply to this final question except in one instance wKHQ�,�RIIHUHG�³D�SHW�G\LQJ´�DV�DQ�

example of a µbig thing.¶ In response, 12-year-old Daughter Lime Green expressed a 

sense of appreciation for the wondering practice:  

It's nice 'cause everyone has a little piece of advice, like, if, for example, your 
friend's dog is going be put down but they're still going through the decision to 
VHH�LI�WKH\�ZDQW�WR�SXW�WKH�GRJ�GRZQ��HYHU\RQH�KDV�DGYLFH�OLNH��µZHOO��LI�WKH�GRJ�LV�
WKDW�VLFN��LW�VKRXOG�SUREDEO\�SXW�GRZQ�¶�/LNH�GLIIHUHQW�DGYLFH�WKDW�LV�KHOSIXO�� 
 
To which I UHVSRQGHG��³6R��LW�UHDOO\�JLYHV�\RX�D�SODFH�WR�NLQG�RI�KHDU�DQG�KROG�DOO�
WKH�DGYLFH�WKDW�PLJKW�EH�FRPLQJ�GXULQJ�NLQG�RI�D�UHDOO\�FKDOOHQJLQJ�WLPH"´� 
 
³<HV�´�VKH�VDLG�200 

 
197 Mr. Turquoise in Turquoise Final Zoom Interview on March 22,2021, at 14 min., 28 sec. 
 
198 Irvin D. Yalom, Existential Psychotherapy (New York, NY: Basic Books, 1980), 8. I was                                                        

LQWURGXFHG�WR�<DORP¶V�IRXU-aspect existential framework through the work of Jerome Berryman. See 
Jerome W. Berryman, Godly Play: An Imaginative Approach to Religious Education (Minneapolis, MN: 
Augsburg, 1995), 57. 
 

199 From my D. Min. research proposal of January 2020: This in turn will enhance their existential 
lexicon as they grapple with those things that make us uniquely human: aloneness, freedom, purpose, and 
death. In doing so, I am convinced we are also inviting these family members into a fresh awareness of the 
multitude of ways their lives are infused and suffused by something greater than themselves ± that which is 
transcendent and imminent.   

 
200 Daughter Lime Green in Lime Green Final Interview on April 7, 2021, 12 min., 28 sec. 
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As to any evidence of an expanded spiritual and existential lexicon, I have been 

FOHDU�WKDW�µOH[LFRQ¶�VKRXOG�EH�LQWHUSUHWHG�PXFK�PRUH�EURDGO\�WKDQ�YRFDEXODU\��)DPLO\�

stories, shared images, and objects that hold communal resonance are examples of what I 

KDYH�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�HYLGHQFH�RI�WKH�OH[LFRQ�RI�D�IDPLO\¶V�HWKRV�DQG�P\WKRV��7KHVH�Eits of a 

IDPLO\¶V�XQLTXH��VKDUHG�OH[LFRQ�DUH�GLIILFXOW�WR�PHDVXUH�XVLQJ�VHULDO�LQWHUYLHZV�DQG�PLJKW�

be better evaluated through self-reporting tools, embedding in a family, or identifying 

EHWWHU�UHVHDUFK�LQVWUXPHQWV�WKDW�LGHQWLI\�WKLV�µVRIWHU¶�GDWD�RXWVLGH of verbal references. 

Undoubtably, an experienced qualitative researcher could help improve this aspect of the 

research design. 

In summary, the proposition of the thesis question is statistically valid as 

measured by family response at the conclusion of the research period.201 However, the 

question itself missed the mark regarding how the WTP may strengthen a family and 

engender broader avenues for sustainability of their family ecosystem. A reconstructed 

research design would include a provision for thesis question re-assessment at discrete 

intervals following an extended research period. That way, families would have both 

increased opportunities to experience challenges and a µlonger view¶ of their family 

dynamic in light of their exposure to the wondering together ritual, whether they continue 

the practice or not. Through my lens as a practical theologian with the hope that the WTP 

PLJKW�JHQHUDWH�VSDFH�IRU�D�EURDGHQLQJ�RI�D�IDPLO\¶V�VSLULWXDO�DZDUHQHVV��,�KDG�SRVLWHG�WKDW�

some glimpse of the divine might manifest as shared narratives or images of wisdom and 

 
201 ³An estimate for the true percent of families that would have a positive response is 81.81% 

with a margin of error of 22.74% (95% Bootstrap Confidence Interval from 59.06% to 100%). Assuming 
the families in the cohort are representative of most families and can be considered independent from one 
another, this provides convincing evidence that the practice would elicit a positive response from a majority 
RI�IDPLOLHV�´ (Source: Statistician Niesa Ryder.) 
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comfort. What I discovered was that those deep truths surfaced in the form of a stronger 

family ecosystem, not in the ways I expected or had provided for in the research design.  

Now, I turn my attention from the thesis question where the research was 

originally tethered to the three most significant findings the Wondering Together Project 

revealed. 

 
 
Significant Finding #1:  
 
7KH�:RQGHULQJ�7RJHWKHU�3URMHFW¶V�ULWXDO�HQKDQFHV�WKH�WHQVLOH�VWUHQJWK�RI�D�IDPLly 
ecosystem by ensuring trustworthy daily (or almost daily) encounters that feel 
valuable and vital as evidenced by participantV¶ �LQFOXGLQJ�FKLOGUHQ¶V��KXQJHU�IRU�
WKH�ULWXDO�LWVHOI��+DYLQJ�D�SDUWLFXODU�µDUFKLWHFWXUH¶��WLPH��VSDFH��RUGHU��WR�WKH�
wondering ritual imbues it with a sense of comfort, safety, and promise.  
 

Returning to Catherine Steiner-$GDLU¶V�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�D�VXVWDLQDEle family 

ecosystem, I address the first half of Finding #1 above: The Wondering Together 

3URMHFW¶V�ULWXDO�HQKDQFHV�WKH�WHQVLOH�VWUHQJWK�RI�D�IDPLO\�HFRV\VWHP�E\�HQVXULQJ�

trustworthy (almost) daily encounters that feel valuable and vital as evidenced by 

paUWLFLSDQWV¶��LQFOXGLQJ�FKLOGUHQ¶V��KXQJHU�IRU�WKH�ULWXDO�LWVHOI��7KH�:73�GDWD�

compellingly argue for the additive value of a dependable ritual into the daily experience 

of a family. For this we look at data coded for Ritual (as Valuable, Generative, 

Sustainable, and Expressing a Sense of Ownership).202 As the graph depicts, there was a 

strong sense of valuing the practice (R-2) in Weeks #2 and #4 which reflects both the 

initial adoption of the WTP into the life of the family after one week and again at the 

Final Interview in Week #4 after the µmuddle¶ of Week #3. The final interview was also 

 
202  See Appendix S, ³5LWXDO��9DOXDEOH��*HQHUDWLYH��6XVWDLQDEOH��2ZQHUVKLS��DQG�Appendix T, 

³Ritual Codes Grouped by Week.´ 
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the opportunity for families to take the long view and reflect on the entirety of their four-

week experience. The R-4 code indicates that families felt an increasing sense that the 

practice was generative as the weeks went along, peaking in Week #4 at the time of the 

final interview. The sense of ownership of the practice (R-6) which peaked in Week #2 is 

DWWULEXWDEOH�WR�WKH�IDPLOLHV¶�LQFUHDVHG�VHQVH�RI�FRQILGHQFH�DIWHU�FRPpleting two weeks of 

the WTP. 

,I�ZH�DJUHH�WKDW�³>W@KH�VXVWDLQDEOH�IDPLO\�LV�D�IDPLO\�WKDW�KDV�FUHDWHG�D�IDEULF�RI�

connectivity that is strong and many layered. It is flexible, not brittle, and has high tensile 

VWUHQJWK�IRUJHG�E\�VSHQGLQJ�WLPH�WRJHWKHU�´�WKen the WTP is an invitation to investigate 

WKH�YDOXH�RI�WKH�SUDFWLFH¶V�FRPSRQHQW�SDUWV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�D�IDPLO\¶V�

ecosystem is enhanced during the time spent together.203 Early in the WTP, I felt affirmed 

in the ritual when parents began to share stories of how their children held them 

accountable if the µwondering time¶ was missed. I was delighted that the youngest 

wonderers had the agency to name that it was not alright with them when the ritual 

changed or wondering was overlooked entirely, even when it was for very understandable 

reasons. Earlier in this chapter, Mom Light Blue referenced this in her Week #2 Interview 

but here was what she noticed even earlier, in her original observation during their Week 

#1 Interview.  

« so [Dad Light Blue] has his [on-line] classes on Monday and Wednesday 
evenings. And I guess both evenings we forgot to do it [wondering together] 
before he got into class. And I was just getting [5-year-old Son Light Blue] ready 
IRU�EHG�DQG�KH�JRW�VR�XSVHW�WKDW�,�ZDV�OLNH�LW¶OO just be you and me [doing the 
ZRQGHULQJ�@�$QG�KH�JRHV�³QR��QR��QR�´�>'DG�/LJKW�%OXH@�WXUQHG�RII�KLV�FDPHUD�
and ran in and quickly did the wondering, you know real quick.204  

 
203 Steiner-Adair, 262. 
 
204 Mom Light Blue, Week #1 Zoom Interview on February 5, 2021, at 1 min., 29 sec. 
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 In our Week #1 email exchange, Mom Lime Green noted something similar for 

nine-year oOG�6RQ�/LPH�*UHHQ��³I am always the one to ask the questions so far, but last 

night [Son Lime Green] actually reminded me to do it, so it seems like the kids are 

HQMR\LQJ�LW�´205 7KH�WUHQG�FRQWLQXHG�DV�HYLGHQFHG�LQ�0RP�/LPH�*UHHQ¶V�HPDLO�IURP�WKH�

folloZLQJ�ZHHN��³>6RQ�/LPH�*UHHQ@�KDV�VWDUWHG�WDNLQJ�WXUQV�UHDGLQJ�WKH�TXHVWLRQV�WR�

everyone, which is new. More often it has been the kids to remember to do the questions 

DW�GLQQHU�WLPH�UDWKHU�WKDQ�PH�´206 

 The beginning of this chapter opened with an excerpt fURP�WKH�0U��%HDVW�)DPLO\¶V�

final interview. It was clear there that 10-year-old Son Mr. Beast had a significant 

LQYHVWPHQW�LQ�WKH�IDPLO\¶V�FRQWLQXHG�ZRQGHULQJ�SUDFWLFH��7KLV�ZDV�DOVR�HYLGHQW�LQ�:HHN�

#1 and is another example of the agency of young wonderers.  Mom Mr. Beast writes in 

our emDLO�H[FKDQJH��³7KH�ODVW���QLJKWV�ZHUH�YHU\�KHFWLF�EXW�>6RQ�0U��%HDVW@�ZDV�WKH�RQH�

to make sure we wondered together. We just brought the [wondering] stone and candle 

up to the bedroom and did it from bed. So I think on less busy days we will do it from the 

OLYLQJ�URRP�EXW�QR�PDWWHU�ZKDW�ZH�ZLOO�JHW�LW�LQ�EHIRUH�EHG�´�207  

 As a final example, I offer the Pink Family. They were enthusiastic participants in 

the WTP, so much so that they began the practice before we first met by using the 

LQVWUXFWLRQV�RIIHUHG�RQ�WKH�:73¶V�UHVHDUFK�ZHEVLWH��7KH�HQHUJ\�RI��-year-old Daughter 

 
205 Mom Lime Green at Week #1 Email Exchange on February 12, 2021. 
 
206 Mom Lime Green at Week #2 Email Exchange on February 28, 2021. (NB: Lime Green Family 

had an extended research period as children divided their time between two homes and only experienced 
the WTP when in residence with Mom Lime Green.) 

 
207 Mom Mr. Beast at Week #1 Email Exchange on January 29, 2021. 
 



   
 

 92 

Pink was vibrational at the beginning of our initial interview which Mom attributed to the 

lack of structure at home during the pandemic. As we began to chat, Mom Pink said, 

³6DOO\��,�ZLOO�VD\�WKDW�ZH�WULHG�WR�VWDUW�LW�>WKH�:RQGHULQJ�7RJHWKHU�3URMHFW@�RQ�RXU�Rwn 

and did it for two nights. And on the third night, I said we need to wait for [our meeting 

ZLWK@�6DOO\�DQG�>'DXJKWHU�3LQN@�VDLG�µEXW�,�ORYH�GRLQJ�WKLV�HYHU\�QLJKW�¶´�208 Towards the 

HQG�RI�RXU�LQLWLDO�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��0RP�3LQN�UHIOHFWHG��³<HDK��,�WKLQN�«�IRr families right 

now, or I'll speak for us. There is no routine. There is no routine at all. So, I think for her 

having even done that [the wondering together ritual] a few nights and asking why we 

weren't doing it, it becomes something safe that she can rely on if her parents get their act 

WRJHWKHU�´�209 

 7KHVH�IRXU�H[DPSOHV�RI�FKLOGUHQ¶V�RZQHUVKLS�RI�WKH�ZRQGHULQJ�WRJHWKHU�ULWXDO�

kindled an attendant and embryonic dual theory which requires further investigation on 

my part. I introduce it here as it feels relevant. In reviewing the literature on ritual in 

Chapter 2, I concluded that a IDPLO\¶V�YDOXHV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�LQ�WKH�ZD\�WKH\�SULRULWL]H�

certain choices (materialism, social justice, volunteerism, anger, victimization, etc.) 210 

Perhaps what is evidenced in these experiences of the Light Blue, Lime Green, Mr. Beast, 

DQG�3LQN�IDPLOLHV�LV�WKDW�FKLOGUHQ�DUH�QRW�SDVVLYH�UHFLSLHQWV�RI�WKHLU�IDPLO\¶V�YDOXHV��,Q�

these examples, children claim an agency in setting priorities and, by extension, the 

values within their family ecosystem are also able to be influenced by the youngest 

members, not just the adults. A second emerging theory here is that children are acute 

 
208 Pink Family Initial Zoom Interview on January 16, 2021, at 0 min., 43 sec. 
 
209 Pink Family Initial Zoom Interview on January 16, 2021, at 18 min., 08 sec. 
 
210 See chapter 2, p. 31. 
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REVHUYHUV�RI�WKHLU�SDUHQW�V¶�SULRULWLHV��5LWXDOV�DUH�SHUIRUPHG�WR�HQFRXUDJH�DQG�HQWUDLQ�

those actions and values that a family prioritizes. If a child cherishes an activity, for 

example a budding ritual like wondering together, but their parents are less invested, is 

WKHUH�DQ�LPSOLFLW�µHTXDWLRQ¶�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DW�SOD\�IRU�FKLOGUHQ"�,�FRQWHQG�WKDW�D�FKLOG�

may measure their own value within their family ecosystem system based on how their 

family members value the rituals that their children value. It may be a simple bedtime 

ritual or VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH�WKH�:73�WKDW�LV�LQWURGXFHG�IURP�RXWVLGH�WKH�HFRV\VWHP��³,I�\Ru 

love me + You know I love doing Wondering Together in Our Family = You 

'HPRQVWUDWH�<RXU�/RYH�E\�(QVXULQJ�:H�:RQGHU�7RJHWKHU�´�7KH�FRQYHUVH�PD\�EH�

DSSOLHG�LQ�WKHVH�H[DPSOHV�WR�GLIIHULQJ�H[WHQWV��³,I�P\�IDPLO\�RYHUORRNV�ZRQGHULQJ�ZKLFK�

I really enjoy, does WKDW�PHDQ�WKH\�GR�QRW�YDOXH�PH"´�This is simply an emerging theory 

on my part but worthy of further investigation. 

  +DYLQJ�D�SDUWLFXODU�µDUFKLWHFWXUH¶��WLPH��VSDFH��RUGHU��WR�WKH�ZRQGHULQJ�ULWXDO�

imbues it with a sense of comfort, safety, and promise. This second conclusion from 

Significant Finding #1 may seem obvious if we think back to the importance of ritual 

referenced in Chapter 2. But striking the balance of developing something that works for 

most families and feels safe for all was just conjecture on my part (based on my 

experience and intuition) until folks actually started wondering together as part of this 

SURMHFW��(QVXULQJ�D�VHQVH�RI�VDIHW\�ZDV�LPSOLFLW�LQ�WKH�SUDFWLFH¶V�LQFHSWLRQ�EXW�0UV��

7XUTXRLVH�ZDV�EXR\HG�E\�WKH�:73¶V�DELOLW\�WR�SURYLGH�RSportunities for adult 

FRQYHUVDWLRQ�WKDW�IHOW�VHFXUH�DV�ZHOO��³So, but, it's very nice sitting and talking but not 

DERXW�SROLWLFV�RU�DQ\WKLQJ�OLNH�WKDW��ULJKW"�,W
V�DOO�MXVW�FRQQHFWLQJ�ZLWK�RQH�DQRWKHU�´�7R�

ZKLFK�,�UHVSRQGHG��³«�<RX�NQRZ��,
P�ZRQGHULQJ�«�LI it feels like the time is less 
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reactive. You're not talking about something, the news whatever, you know, you can just 

sort of be in the action [of the wondering conversation] instead of reacting to something 

VR�PXFK�´�³<RX�NQRZ��WKDW
V�SUREDEO\�ZK\�,
YH�enjoyed it so much. Connecting with 

SHRSOH�,�ORYH�ZLWKRXW�KDYLQJ�DQ\WKLQJ�DWWDFKHG�WR�LW�´�VKH�VXPPDUL]HG�211  

It was surprising and very interesting that I heard two different participants from 

two different families in two different lines of work express the same sentiment when 

UHIOHFWLQJ�RQ�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKH�SUDFWLFH¶V�ULWXDO�DUFKLWHFWXUH��,Q�GHVFULELQJ�KRZ�WKHLU�

wondering had come to feel deeper and more creative in Week #2, Mr. White focused on 

WKH�GDLO\�UHSHWLWLRQ�RI�WKH�VDPH�TXHVWLRQV��³I think just, like, being tired of saying the 

same thing every day. So, forcing yourself to knock yourself out of [giving the same 

DQVZHUV�WR�WKH�UHSHDWHG�TXHVWLRQV�@´�7R�ZKLFK�,�DVNHG��³7R�NLQG�RI�VWUHWFK�D�OLWWOH�ELW"´�

0V��:KLWH��DQ�DFWUHVV��WKHQ�VDLG��³<RX�NQRZ�DV�6WDQLVODYVNL�RQFH�VDLG��µ6SHFLILFLW\�LV�WKH�

NH\�WR�UHOHDVH�¶�0HDQLQJ�ULJLG�UXOHV�DOORZ�\RX�WR�EH�PRUH�´ 212,213 Several weeks later, 

0U��7XUTXRLVH��D�UHFHQWO\�UHWLUHG�HQJLQHHU��REVHUYHG��³7KHUH
V�DQ�DSKRULVP�WKDW�ERWK�

HQJLQHHUV�DQG�DUWLVWV�OLNH�ZKLFK�LV�WKDW�µIRUP�LV�OLEHUDWLQJ�¶�D�VWUXFWXUH�WR�KDQJ�\RXU�KHDG�

RQ«�LW�PDNHV�PHHWLQJV�HDVLHU��-XVW��\RX�KDYH�D�EXLOW-in VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW�´�214 A week later, 

0U��7XUTXRLVH�H[WHQGHG�WKH�LPDJH�ZKHQ�KH�VDLG��³6R�,�JXHVV�D�JDUGHQLQJ�DQDORJ\�PLJKW�

EH«�,¶P�WKH�NLQG�RI�SHUVRQ�ZKR�QHHGV�D�WUHOOLV��:HOO��,�FDQ�JHW��,�FDQ�JHW�ODUJHU��,�FDQ�

SURGXFH�JRRG�WKLQJV�EXW�QHHG�VRPH�VXSSRUW�´215 With the synchronicity of Ms. White and 

 
211 Turquoise Zoom Interview Week #2, February 9, 2021, at 4 min., 23 sec. 
 
212 Konstantin Stanislavski was an 19th-20th century Russian actor and acting teacher. 

 
213 White Zoom Interview Week #2, January 28, 2021, at 2 min., 15 sec. 

 
214 Turquoise Zoom Interview Week #3, February 16, 2021, at 8 min., 55 sec. 

 
215 Turquoise Final Zoom Interview, March 22, 2021, at 15 min., 54 sec. 
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0U��7XUTXRLVH¶V�VLPLODU�REVHUYDWLRQV��,�ZDV�JDOYDQL]HG�ZLWK�D�IUHVK�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�UROH�

of structure in this ritual: it was an important component but needed to be flexible enough 

to accommodate the idiosyncratic needs of each family. I believe these two reflections of 

participants, unbeknownst to one another, signified that the practice had threaded that 

integral needle of structure and flexibility. 

Like the practice of the examen itself, most families chose to wonder together at 

the end of the day, generally adjacent to dinner time. Mr. and Mrs. White noticed in 

Week #1 that the practice had the added value of encouraging them to eat at their table 

and not on their laps. 216 7KHLU�DIRUHPHQWLRQHG�:HHN����µPXGGOH¶�ZDV�Qot helped by the 

fact that the same week their schedules did not allow for nightly dinners together.217 At 

their initial interview, the Turquoises admitted that they wanted to stop watching 

television while eating dinner and were hoping wondering together might be an antidote 

to that family habit.218 For the Rose Golds, their weekday rhythm assisted their 

integration of the practice but in the variability of weekend plans, wondering together 

ZDV�D�FKDOOHQJH��³7KRVH�DUH�WKH�WKLQJV�,�QRWLFHG�WKLV�ZHHN��,�ZDV�OLke, oh I didn't even 

think of it over the weekend. Yeah, but it feels like a part of the day when I'm, like, when 

I have to go into work and have the kind of routine. On days where a routine is disrupted, 

then all of our routines are disrupted, including tKLV�´�0U��5RVH�*ROG�DJUHHG��³<HDK��WKDW
V�

WUXH�´�219 Dinner time was not ideal for every family, though. Perhaps the best example 

 
 

216 White Zoom Interview Week #1, January 21, 2021, at 2 min., 21 sec. 
 

217 White Zoom Interview Week #3, February 4, 2021, at 2 min., 14 sec. 
 

218 Turquoise Zoom Interview Week #2, February 9, 2021, at 4 min., 00 sec. 
 

219 Rose Gold Zoom Interview Week #2, February 4, 2021, at 3 min., 10 sec. 
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was the Teal Family. In our initial interview, Mrs. Teal expressed a high degree of 

FHUWDLQW\�WKDW�WKH�IDPLO\¶V�URXWLQH�µdown time¶ from 7:30-8pm would serve as the best 

time for wondering.220 By our final interview, the Teal Family had found their morning 

commute LQ�WKH�FDU�ZRUNHG�IDU�EHWWHU��0RP�7HDO�REVHUYHG��³6R�LW�HQGHG�XS�EHLQJ�HDVLHU�

in the car because we didn't have any of WKDW�VWXII��WKRVH�GHYLFHV�DURXQG�´�,�UHVSRQGHG��

³6R�\RX�ZHUH�NLQG�RI�QDWXUDOO\�XQSOXJJHG�DQ\ZD\?´�³5LJKW,´�she answered.221 

Dad Green was well acquainted with the Ignatian examen prior to the research 

and noted that the way the wondering questions were phrased felt limiting because they 

sought a single answer unlike the broader invitation of the traditional examen:  

It occurred to me as we were going through the process that the way the questions 
are structured, What is the best thing? What is the thing that \RX�FRXOG�«"�$QG�
so on. Because it was asking for a single example, it didn't invite the breadth of 
UHIOHFWLRQ��OLNH�PXOWLSOH��µ:HOO��,�OLNH�WKLV�DQG�OLNH�WKLV�DQG�,
P�QRW�VXUH�ZKDW�WKH�
EHVW�ZDV�DQG�VR�RQ�VR�¶�,�ZRXOG�EH�FXULRXV�WR�VHH�ZKDW�RWKHU�IDPLOLHV have 
experienced as well.222  
 

Dad Green makes a key distinction here between the traditional examen and this 

adaptation. Because the wondering together ritual led to deeper discussions in some form 

or another for all eleven families, there was an apparent progression from simple, single 

responses. My conclusion is that the questions as phrased in the WTP might represent the 

best entry point into the practice of the examen for those inexperienced in ritual group 

reflection. I sensed that a broadening towards the expansiveness of the original examen 

was unfolding and would continue with time and experience.  

 
220 Teal Zoom Initial Interview, January 18, 2021, at 15 min., 42 sec. 
 
221 Teal Zoom Final Interview, February 16, 2021, at 3 min., 47 sec. 

 
222 Green Final Zoom Interview, February 14, 2021, at 15 min., 34 sec. The underlines are mine to 

FDSWXUH�'DG�*UHHQ¶V�HPSKDVLV�LQ�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ� 
 



   
 

 97 

The Wondering Stones represent a serendipitous finding because they played an 

unforeseen and beneficial role in the ritual. I chose to have the four original wondering 

questions printed up on stone coasters at the photo department of Walgreens. Thinking it 

would serve as a physical reminder of the ritual questions as well as a thank-you gift for 

participating, I sent them off to every family by mail with their permission. Without any 

prompting, each family referred to the stone at some point in our interviews as having 

been integrated into their wondering practice. For some, the stone served as a prompt, for 

others it was something IRU�WKH�µDVNHU¶�WR�KROG��IRU�RWKHUV�LW�HQFRXUDJHG�UHDGLQJ�VNLOOV�IRU�

FKLOGUHQ��DQG�IRU�VRPH�LW�KHOG�WKH�FDQGOH�WKDW�ZDV�XVHG�LQ�WKDW�IDPLO\¶V�ZRQGHULQJ�ULWXDO��,�

heard from every family that the Wondering Stone was appreciated. For further research 

in family rituals such as the WTP, a physical representation like the Wondering Stone is 

an important variable to consider. 

The value of spending time together in fresh and dependable ways offers the 

sustainable family ecosystem another tool by which to enhance their tensile strength. 

Small gestures that rang true seemed to enhance the connection to one another and to the 

ritual. The Rose Golds began by holding hands and included their dog. The Green and 

Turquoise families lit candles. The Mr. Beasts closed with a ULWXDO�µGDE�¶223 ³:H�DOZD\V�

finish with a thank-\RX�GDE��ZKLFK�FUDFNV�XV�XS�HYHU\�WLPH�´224 The wondering ritual, 

including all of its idiosyncrasies as adapted by each family, enhances the sustainable 

family ecosystem in its inherently countercultural way of spending time together and 

 
223 Dabbing, or the dab, is a simple gesture in which a person drops their head into the bent crook 

of a slanted, upwardly angled arm, while raising the opposite arm out straight in a parallel direction. From 
Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dab_(dance) . 

 
224 Mom Mr. Beast in Mr. Beast Week #2 email, February 6, 2021. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dab_(dance)
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finding connection and re-connection there. In the next significant finding, we will 

explore the evidence as to why that might be. 

 

Significant Finding #2:  
 
The daily practice of wondering together fosters fresh avenues for connection and 
re-connection to both self and family but the work is not necessarily simple (even if 
the practice might be.) The ongoing invitation to witness and accompany one 
another serves to ensure that the µfabric of connectivity¶ in a sustainable family 
ecosystem is attentively and lovingly nurtured. 225  
 
  

In the big picture, the quantitative evidence was strong that the WTP was 

perceived as a method for deepening connection to self and others.226 The ³&RQQHFWLRQ�

7RWDOV�E\�:HHN´�graph illustrates the sense of connection both to self and participating 

family members increasing in the first two weeks likely due to confidence and experience 

with the practice. The decline in Week #3 is attributable to the µmuddle¶ with a 

significant rise in the sense of connection to family at the conclusion of the experience at 

the time of the final interview. But what statistics fail to capture is just how hard making 

and sustaining these deep connections can be. I heard accounts of sublime connection 

but, sometimes, the stories detailed how difficult it was to show up and wonder when the 

lives you were living were as messy or dull or challenging or complex as they had been 

all along, especially in a pandemic. But even with DOO�WKDW�µUHDOLW\�¶�WKHUH�ZHUH�WULXPSKV�

on the other side of practice and perseverance when families showed up daily to wonder. 

In the paragraphs ahead, I offer glimpses at what families shared with me as they moved 

 
225 Steiner-Adair, 262. 
 
226 See Appendix U, ³&RQQHFWLRQ�&RGH�7RWDOV�E\�:HHN.´  
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from novice to more experienced practitioners of wondering together and how their 

family fabric of connectivity became more layered. 

For the Cobalts, the WTP was a welcome opportunity to µgo deeper¶ both as a 

couple and as individuals. For Ms. Cobalt, as for many, the experience kindled a sense of 

DWWXQHPHQW�WR�KHU�LQWHULRU�OLIH�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�GD\��³6RPH�GD\V��:HOO��,�KDYH�WR�VD\��LW�

makes me more mindful of what's going on in my day because I think about it during the 

day. Oh, this is what I'm going to talk about when we talk about what made me feel most 

DOLYH�RU�\RX�NQRZ��ZKDW�,�ZDQWHG�WR�OHDYH�RXW�´227 Perhaps this sense of personal agency 

contributed to their enthusiasm for the journey they took together over their month of 

ZRQGHULQJ��$W�:HHN�����0V��&REDOW�VDLG��³,�WKLQN�LW
V�JRLQJ�JUHDW��,�Whink we've had 

EHWWHU�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�WKDW�ZH
YH�KDG�LQ�D�YHU\�ORQJ�WLPH�´�$V�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�FRQWLQXHG��

she observed a few minutes later: 

Sally, I have, I'm just sitting here kind of chuckling to myself because this thought 
just came to me. Years ago, we went for marriage counseling and it was, the 
marriage counseling was a total disaster. What we finally realized was we were 
having a much more productive session out in the in the waiting room, as we sat 
in the waiting room talking to each other. We finally VDLG�µZKDW�WKH�KHOO��WKH�KHFN�
with the therapist. We don't need the therapist. We just need to talk to each 
RWKHU«�,W¶V�NLQG�RI�OLNH�*RG¶V�WKHUDS\�228  

 

Mr. Cobalt agreed and noted that it cost a lot less! 

The Turquoises set off on the journey together with one of their children, an adult 

daughter living at home, in the periphery of their wondering practice. At Week #1, the 

WTP was feeling more natural for one Turquoise than the other. When I asked if there 

 
227 Ms. Cobalt in Cobalt Zoom Interview Week #1, January 24, 2021, at 1 min., 10 sec. 
 
228 Ms. Cobalt in Cobalt Zoom Interview Week #1, January 24, 2021, at 10 min., 41 sec. 
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were any challenges in wondering together, Mrs. Turquoise responded, ³I don't, I can't 

think of anything. I am really very much enjoying it. I actually like the ritual of coming 

WRJHWKHU��OLJKWLQJ�D�FDQGOH��DQG�VLWWLQJ�DQG�WDONLQJ�´�$IWHU�,�UHLWHUDWHG�WKDW�,�KDG�QR�

expectations but was truly curious to know how it was going, Mr. Turquoise weighed in. 

³6R��,¶P�VWDUWLQJ�WR�QRWLFH�WKDW�LW
V�VWDUWLQJ�WR�IHHO�OLNH�DQ�DVVLJQPHQW�WR�PH�´229 The 

7XUTXRLVHV�FRQWLQXHG�LQ�WKH�:73�IRU�DQ�H[WHQGHG�PRQWK�GXH�WR�0UV��7XUTXRLVH¶V�

COVID illness. When we came together for our final interview, I heard from them just 

how hard it is to show-up for this µsimple¶ GDLO\�ULWXDO��0V��7XUTXRLVH�VDLG��³,�WKLQN�ZH
YH�

spent a lot of time avoiding talking because many of the things that we have to talk about 

DUH�SDLQIXO�´�0U��7XUTXRLVH�H[cused himself to feed the cat but returned shortly. Mrs. 

Turquoise continued,  

³6R��GRLQJ�WKLV�JDYH�XV�D�WRRO�ZLWK�ZKLFK�WR�NLQG�RI�UHFRQQHFW��:KHQ�RXU�NLGV�
were young. I mean no family is perfect and things are, there's always struggles 
no, no matter what VWDJH�RI�\RXU�OLIH��EXW�LW¶V�EHHQ�FRQVLGHUDEO\�KDUGHU�IRU�WKH�ODVW�
10 to 12 years. So, I think we tend to eat in front of the TV as our escape, because 
WKHQ�ZH�GRQ
W�KDYH�WR�WDON�DERXW�KDUG�WKLQJV�´�7R�ZKLFK�,�RIIHUHG��³<HDK��VR�LW�ZDV�
sort of a radical aFW�RI�EUDYHU\�WR�VLJQ�XS�WR�GR�WKLV��ZDVQ
W�LW"´�0U��7XUTXRLVH�
UHSOLHG��³<HDK�´�230  

 
While the WTP invited the Turquoises into new avenues to talk about challenging 

things, for others it was an invitation that they were not all that excited about accepting. It 

seemed especially stressful for some families to show up and wonder when their day had 

been less than ideal, particularly in the first few weeks of the practice. For the Rose 

Golds, the WTP invited connection through self-awareness. During the pandemic, Mr. 

Rose Gold worked from home and kept company with their sweet dog while Ms. Rose 

 
229 Turquoise Zoom Interview Week #1, February 1, 2021, at 7 min., 33 sec. 
 
230 Turquoise Final Zoom Interview, March 22, 2021, at 16 min., 24 sec. 
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Gold went into her place of employment each day. Coming home and wondering around 

dinner time was an opportunity that was not always easy. This exchange with the Rose 

Gold illustrates that conundrum:  

³:HOO��,�WKLQN�WKH�ELJJHVW�WKLQJ�LV�WKDW�ZH�ERWK�KDG��OLNH��VWUHVVIXO�GD\V�WKLV�ZHHN�
ZKHUH�ZH�KDG�WR�VLW�GRZQ��>FKXFNOHV@�µKDG�WR�¶�:H�VWLOO�FRPPLWWHG�RXUVHOYHV�WR�
sitting down and doing the wondering activity and, we, it was, it served 
sometimes, it's like, I found that, I found that in those moments, I didn't want to 
JR�GHHS�´�VDLG�0U��5RVH�*ROG���+H�FRQWLQXHG��³,�NLQG�RI��WKLV�>WKH�GDLO\�
wondering] was much shorter, which looking back, I found interesting. Like I 
would think, I would hypothesize that I would have probably wanted to, like, vent 
or talk and let go and on really tough days, I was kind of like, I just was short. I 
was kind of just, like, to the point and it was actually days where I felt like it was 
a good day where I kind of wanted to explore more and talk more and all that 
VWXII��5LJKW"´�7R�ZKLFK�0V��5RVH�*ROG�REVHUYHG��³,W
V�KDUG�WR�ZRQGHU�DERXW�
>FKDOOHQJLQJ@�VWXII��OLNH��,�GRQ
W�ZDQW�WR�ZRQGHU�DERXW�LW�´�7R�ZKLFK�0U��5RVH�
*ROG�DJUHHG��³<HDK�´231 
 
Sometimes the practice held up a mirror to glimpse things not yet brought to light. 

For Mom Yellow, the practice allowed her to recognize the strain that their young twins 

were adding to their busy lives, especially because they were both working outside their 

home during the pandemic.  

We have done our Wondering Together every night after the babies go to bed and 
,�/29(�LW��,�GLGQ¶W�UHDOL]H�KRZ�ZH�TXLFNO\�DUH�RII�GRLQJ�RWKHU�VHSDUDWH�WKLQJV�
ZKHQ�WKH�EDELHV�JR�WR�EHG��,W�KDV�DOVR�RSHQHG�XS�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�,�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�,�
needed² OLNH�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�³ZKDW�ZRXOG�\RX�KDYH�OLNHG�WR�OHDYH�RXW´�DQG�,�ZDV�
able to realize and express the weight of meal planning/prepping/grocery 
shopping every week. [Dad Yellow] had no idea, so he has started planning and 
prepping a few meals a week. Little things that turned out to be huge.232  

 

 
231 Rose Gold Zoom Interview Week #2, February 4, 2021, at 1 min., 43 sec. 

 
232 Mom Yellow in Week #1 email, January 31, 2021. 
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The wondering time together allowed personal agency to catalyze into changes that 

relieved some of 0RP�<HOORZ¶V stress and added to the enhancement of the family 

ecosystem.  

Sometimes, that same mirror that a family held during wondering reflected back a 

WHQVLOH�VWUHQJWK�WKDW�ZDV�DEXQGDQW�EXW�XQUHFRJQL]HG��$W�WKH�:KLWH¶V�final interview, Mr. 

White expressed a fresh awareness that whatever he brought to the wondering, even if it 

felt heavy, could be borne by Ms. White: 

 ³« like I think I've always tried like to ask [Ms. White] at the end of the day, 
OLNH��µKRZ�ZDV�\RXU�GD\"¶�µZKDW�KDSSHQHG��OHW
V�WDON�DERXW�LW�¶�,�WKLQN�WKLV�>ULWXDO@�
has made it easier. I'm someone who, if I'm frustrated, I like to just say what I'm 
frustrated about ... I like to verbalize it and then I can let go of it. And I do that but 
I also feel guilty doing that sometimes, like putting my boring work frustrations 
on other people. So this has been a helpful, like, reason to be able to do it and I 
WKLQN�«�,�FDQ�WHOO�QRZ�WKDW�OLke it doesn't bother [Ms. White] or like weigh her 
GRZQ�RU�DQ\WKLQJ�OLNH�WKDW�´�233 

 

 Perhaps the thread that felt the strongest in all of the experiences of connection 

and reconnection was the appreciation of taking the time to really listen to one another. 

While these short episodes of daily wondering seemed to serve as a bit of sabbath within 

an ordinary day, there were also instances of individuals finding their voice in fresh ways 

within their family as they practiced wondering together. So often the gift was simply the 

space to speak and be heard, regardless of the content. Mr. Pink summarized this as he 

equated his sense of empowerment with that of being in possession of the conch from 

:LOOLDP�*ROGLQJ¶V�QRYHO��The Lord of the Flies: 

Me: So, I wonder what you learned, and you don't have to tell me anything 
specific, but what did you learn about yourself? And what did you learn about 
your family in doing this? 

 
233 White Final Zoom Interview, February 11, 2021, at 4 min., 04 sec. 
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Mr. Pink: Guess it kind of felt like, it gives us an opportunity to listen to each 
other's feelings at that time. And also [it] gave me a chance to see something that 
ZDV�JRLQJ�RQ��SRVLWLYH�RU�QHJDWLYH��<RX¶UH�NLQG�RI��ZHUH�JLYHQ�WKH�IORRU�DQG�
having the opportunity to talk about that while you're trying to do your question.  
 
Me: Yeah. I haven't thRXJKW�DERXW�WKDW�WHUP��EXW�µ\RX�KDYH�WKH�IORRU¶�OLNH�\RX
YH�
got that. That's a great term. Thank you.  
 
Mr. Pink: You have the conch.234,235 

 
In her Family Resilience Theory, Froma Walsh maintained ³$�KDOOPDUN�RI�D�

resilient family is direct, clear, consistent, and honest communication and the capacity to 

WROHUDWH�WKH�RSHQ�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�HPRWLRQ�´ 236 In these examples, the data suggest that 

there were opportunities for participating families to hold space for both the open 

expression of emotion as well as the ability to encourage one another in the expression of 

those feelings. It strikes me that while this ritual serves to strengthen a family, it is likely 

WR�NLQGOH�D�IDPLO\�HWKRV�ZLWK�DQ�LQFUHDVHG�FDSDFLW\�IRU�µVKDULQJ�WKH�FRQFK¶�ZLWKLQ�WKH�

JUHDWHU�FRPPXQLW\��,I�ZH�RIIHU�RQH�DQRWKHU�WKH�JLIW�RI�WKLV�µFRQFK¶�DW�KRPH�LQ�WKLV�GDLO\�

ritual, then how could it not spill into our communities as an entrained shalom? 

 
 
Significant Finding #3:  
 
The Wondering Questions served the ritual and did so with a structured flexibility. 
 

 
234 Pink Final Zoom Interview, February 14, 2021, at 4 min., 18 sec. 
 
235 7KH�µFRQFK¶�LV�D�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�FRQFK�VKHOO�LQ�:LOOLDP�*ROGLQJ¶V�PLG-20th century (1954) novel 

Lord of the Flies, wherein young schoolboys are stranded and are challenged to fashion a communal sense 
RI�RUGHU��:KHQ�D�ER\�µKDV�WKH�FRQFK�¶�KH�KDV�VROH�DXWKRULW\�WR�VSHDN�ZLWKRXW�LQWHUUXSWLRQ��,Q�VRPH�FRQWH[WV��
a talking stick serves the same purpose for a group. 

 
236  Froma :DOVK�FLWHG�LQ�:LOOLDP�5��6DOW]PDQ��³7KH�)2&86�)DPLO\�5HVLOLHQFH�3URJUDP��$Q�

,QQRYDWLYH�)DPLO\�,QWHUYHQWLRQ�IRU�7UDXPD�DQG�/RVV�´�Family Process 55, no. 4 (December 13, 2016): pp. 
647-659, https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12250, 650. 
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Having used the original four wondering questions in many Godly Play® circles 

of children and folks of mixed ages, those questions have proven themselves over 

decades to be a sublime way to unpack narratives and theologically reflect on sacred 

stories from the Christian tradition. But so many Godly Play® practitioners know them to 

be a facile, trustworthy, and trust-inducing framework for getting to the heart of anything 

± church meetings, pastoral conversations, pre-marital counseling, funeral planning, and 

so much more. So, it is no surprise that these wondering questions provided the WTP 

with its solid foundation. Here, I will focus on how the questions themselves served the 

families. I will also illustrate which questions were provocative, why that might be, and 

how adding an optional fifth question served this research endeavor. 

The four original wondering questions were offered to the families in three ways 

as part of the WTP.237 Initial exposure was online. Every adult who registered did so 

through the website, where a basic explanation of the practice was offered on the home 

page.238 However, reviewing the questions was not a requirement to link to the 

questionnaires and consents, so not all participants engaged with them there. The second 

encounter was at the time of our initial interview. I reviewed the four original wondering 

questions with each family and we role played how it might work to wonder together as a 

family once a day. Lastly, families were encouraged to print them up for reference if they 

 
237 To review, the four original adapted wondering questions for the WTP are: 

1. I wonder what part of today you liked the best? 
2. I wonder what part of today was the most important part? 
3. I wonder when you felt most alive today? 
4. I wonder what part of today you would have liked to leave out? 

 
        238 https://sites.google.com/view/wonderingtogetherproject/home 
 

https://sites.google.com/view/wonderingtogetherproject/home
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had not yet received a Wondering Stone by mail. To ensure that, I would send an email 

before or after our conversation with the questions exactly as they appeared on the stone 

attached for easy printing and reference.239 

The ritual order of the questions is significant. I often describe that order as a path 

of breadcrumbs that invite you deeper and deeper into the reflective experience. While I 

did not stipulate that the order of the questions was sacrosanct, their numbering implicitly 

underscored the expected pattern that I had introduced at the initial interview. This recalls 

Mr. Turquoise¶V DQG�0V��:KLWH¶V�REVHUYDWLRQV�WKDW�µIRUP�LV�IUHHLQJ�¶�:LWK�H[SHULHQFH�

and a sense of confidence in the practice, a few families reordered the questions to 

enhance their VHQVH�RI�FRPIRUW��0\�UHVSRQVH�ZDV�DOZD\V��³This is your practice. I really 

ZDQW�WR�NQRZ�KRZ�LW�ZRUNV�RU�FKDQJHV�IRU�\RXU�IDPLO\�´�)RU�H[DPSOH��'DG�<HOORZ�

REVHUYHG��³ZH�JR�RXW�RI�RUGHU�D�ORW�ZKLFK�,�GLGQ
W�UHDOL]H�EXW�LW�PDNHV�VHQVH�EHFDXVH�

GLIIHUHQW�GLVFXVVLRQV�OHDG�LQWR�GLIIHUHQW�TXHVWLRQV�´240 Earlier in this chapter, I detailed 

how the Cobalts had reordered the wondering questions as well. 

The ritual order of the questions was also a source of safety and predictability as 

described by the Teal Family in their final interview. 19-year-old Eldest Daughter Teal, 

like her siblings, came into the Teal home through the foster care system. As we came 

FORVH�WR�WKH�HQG�RI�RXU�WLPH�WRJHWKHU��,�REVHUYHG��³,�VDZ�>(OGHVW�'DXJKWHU�7HDO@�LQ�WKH�

background shaking her head, µYes,¶ a little bit [in answer to my final question as to 

 
239 The printable versions as shared with the families are included as Appendix V. Later a version 

with the 5th Question was developed and is attached here as Appendix W. 
 
240 Mom Yellow in Week #2 email exchange, February 9, 2021. 
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ZKHWKHU�WKH�:73�KHOSHG�IDPLOLHV�WDON�DERXW�µELJ�WKLQJV�¶@´�7KHQ�(OGHVW�'DXJKWHU�7HDO�

VDLG�VRIWO\��³,�OLNH�LW«,W¶V�IXQ�WRR«´�0RP�7HDO�WKHQ�REVHUYHG:  

But I think for her, she would thank you because she gets kind of anxious and 
nervous abouW�ZKDW�WR�DVN�DQG�ZKDW�QRW�WR�DVN��«�$QG�,�WKLQN�WKDW
V�MXVW�SDUW�RI�
who she is, like, from childhood trauma. To be worried about, like, asking the 
wrong thing, but I have seen her, like, open up a little bit more and be a little bit 
more be a little bit more... I've seen her be a little more like testing the waters like 
asking or the questions like, because it always doesn't come from that her own 
dialect.241  
 
For the Teal Family, the dependability of the ritual pattern invited new ways of 

relating for their eldest daughter that she valued and enjoyed. This recalls the 

understanding from the work of Friesen in Chapter 2 who noted that rituals stimulate both 

EUDLQ�KHPLVSKHUHV�WR�³>IDFLOLWDWH@ personal integration and the feeling of well-EHLQJ�´242 In 

a sustainable family ecosystem, when one individual grows, their collective tensile 

strength is enhanced and the whole family benefits. 

For Mr. :KLWH��WKH�ULWXDO�RUGHU�RI�WKH�TXHVWLRQV�³«�IRUFHV�XV�RXW�RI�OLNH�µILQH¶�DQG�

forces us to talk about more stuff. That opens more doors to talk about things, which I 

OLNH�´�243 By Week #2, this couple had found a µcadence¶ to their practice and felt no need 

to change the order of the questions.244 Instead, what they were leaning into was the fact 

WKDW�LI�\RX�SDVVHG�RQ�FHUWDLQ�TXHVWLRQV�RQ�PXOWLSOH�GD\V�LQ�D�URZ��³\RX�NQRZ��SUREDEO\��

VRPHWKLQJ�QHHGV�WR�FKDQJH�´245  

 
241 Teal Final Zoom Interview, February 21, 2021, at 10 min., 33 sec. 
 
242 -RKQ�'�)ULHVHQ��³5LWXDOV�DQG�)DPLO\�6WUHQJWK�´�Direction 19, no. 1 (1990): pp. 39-48, 46-7. 

 
243 Mr. White in White Zoom Interview Week #1, January 21,2021 at 8 min., 52 sec. 
 
244 Mr. White in White Zoom Interview Week #2, January 28, 2021, at 1 min., 38 sec. 

 
245 Mr. White in White Zoom Interview Week #2, January 28, 2021, at 6 min., 07 sec. 
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As families became increasingly experienced practitioners of the WTP, some 

adapted the ritual as the Cobalts did when they reordered the questions. Similarly, Mr. 

Yellow started to feel like he gave the same answers to the first three questions while 

0UV��<HOORZ�ZURWH��³,�GLVDJUHH�EXW�WKDW¶V�KLV�WDNH�´246 When coding the data, I noted 

every WLPH�D�IDPLO\�³SHUVRQDOL]HG�RU�DGDSWHG�WKH�TXHVWLRQV�´247 Appendix X demonstrates 

that families expressed the greatest sense of agency to personalize the WTP questions at 

the time of the final interview.248  

I turn my attention now to the specific questions themselves. In general, there was 

little direct feedback or challenge to the first three of the ritual wondering questions. One 

provision that I routinely made was to offer alternate phrasing for the third question as it 

could be elusive, especially for younger, concrete thinkers. The original Godly Play® 

6DFUHG�6WRU\�TXHVWLRQ�ZDV�SKUDVHG��³,�ZRQGHU�ZKHUH�\RX�DUH�LQ�WKLV�VWRU\�RU�ZKDW�SDUW�RI�

WKLV�VWRU\�LV�DERXW�\RX"´249 For the WTP, I used adapted language that helped mine for 

the place of deepest FRQQHFWLRQ�GXULQJ�WKH�GD\�E\�DVNLQJ��³,�ZRQGHU�ZKHQ�\RX�IHOW�PRVW�

DOLYH�WRGD\"´250 That question was readily understood by adults but more challenging to 

unpack for young children. So, I offered alternate phrasing at the initial iQWHUYLHZ��³,�

wonder when yRX�IHOW�WKH�PRVW�HQHUJ\�WRGD\"´�,�DOVR�QRWLFHG�WKDW�IDPLOLHV�ZRXOG�DGDSW�

the language for certain questions in ways that felt equivalent to them, as was their 

 
246 Mom Yellow in Week #2 email, February 9, 2021. 
 
247 Code R-8: Personalizing, adapting the wondering question/s. 
 
248  6HH�$SSHQGL[�;��³5-��&RGH�7RWDOV�E\�:HHN�´ 
 
249 Jerome Berryman et al., The Complete Guide to Godly Play: Volume 2, Revised and Expanded 

(New York, NY: Church Publishing, 2017), 83. 
 
250 This question synthesizes the work of both Berryman and the Linns. Linn et al., 7 
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FKRLFH��:KHQ�WKH�<HOORZ�)DPLO\�UHIHUUHG�WR�WKH�³EHVW�SDUW�RI�\RXU�GD\´�TXHVWLRQ�DQG�WKH�

³ZRUVW�SDUW�´�,�IHOW�P\VHOI�EULVWOH�DV�,�ZDV�VR�DFFXVWRPHG�WR�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�ODQJXDJH�XVHG�

in Godly Play®.251 In the end, the intent of their questions stayed true to the initial ones 

offered in the WTP materials. While I was delighted that they had tailored the practice to 

suit their family, I was aware of my own interior reaction in that regard.  

 

7KH�)RXUWK�4XHVWLRQ�³,�ZRQGHU�ZKDW�SDUW�RI�WRGD\�\RX�ZRXOG�KDYH�OLNHG�WR�OHDYH�RXW" 

 

Ms. Cobalt��«�,�PHDQ�RQH�RI�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�ZH�WDONHG�DERXW�RQH�WLPH�ZDV�WKDW��
um, that question we wanted to move because for [Mr. Cobalt] it felt very 
QHJDWLYH��$QG�,�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW��,W�KDV��\RX�NQRZ��µZKDW�GR�\RX�ZDQW�WR�OHDYH�
RXW"¶�:KDW
V�WKH�QHJDWLYH��EDVLFDOO\��WKDW�\RX�ZDQW�WR�OHDYH�RXW"�$QG��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�
hand, I think that it often leads to some pretty important conversation.   
 
Me: That question has just been a place of importance in our conversations 
together and what I'm taking away, what I'm hearing is, as challenging as it was at 
first, it feels pretty vital as part of the conversation. It feels like it would be missed 
if it wasn't in there.  
 
Ms. Cobalt: Yeah. And, yet, having it as the last question, kind of leaves a 
negative taste in your mouth.252  
 

In parsing the wondering questions, the fourth question yielded the most energy 

and data. The Cobalts rearranged the order of the questions so that they did not need to 

HQG�WKHLU�ZRQGHULQJ�³RQ�D�GRZQHU�´253 For most others, the fourth question was 

mentioned at some point in the course of our research conversations and families felt it 

 
251 Yellow Final Zoom Interview, February 21, 2021, at 0 min., 33 sec.  

 
252 Cobalt Zoom Interview Week #3, February 7, 2021, at 7 min., 33 sec. 
 
253 Cobalt Initial Phone Interview, January 17, 2021. (see Field Notes.) 
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generally became easier with time and practice. Mr. Rose Gold found it helpful in 

LGHQWLI\LQJ�³ZKDW�ZDV�PDNLQJ�PH�VWUHVVHG�´254 Ms. Rose Gold observed:  

«�µZKDW�ZRXOG�\RX�OHDYH�RXW�WRGD\"¶�LV�QRW�WKH�ZD\�,�ZRXOG�HYHU�SKUDVH��OLNH��
what was the bad part of your day? Like that is not how I would phrase it because 
it also, like I said to [Mr. Rose Gold] yesterday, I was, like, I didn't have anything 
that I would necessarily leave out of my day. The day was a perfectly good, fine. I 
mean I would leave out going to work.255  
 
While the question might be a challenge, it was also a solace when it served as a 

way to name the troubles on RQH¶V�KHDUW�DQG�WR�VHW�DVLGH�WKH�FRQFHUQV�RI�WKH�GD\��0RP�

Mr. Beast shared in Week #3 that Son Mr. %HDVW�³KDG�D�EUHDNWKURXJK�PLG-week ± telling 

us about something that had been bothering him at school and causing a lot of moodiness 

IRU�D�IHZ�GD\V�´256 Mr. and Ms. White agreed that ³«�WKHUH�DUH�VRPH�QLJKWV�ZH
OO�JHW�LQWR�

VRPHWKLQJ�DQG�WKHQ�ZH
OO�EH�OLNH��RND\��«�,
P�JODG�ZH�GLG�WKDW�DQG�QRZ�ZH�FDQ�VRUW�RI�EH�

like, we can put that down for the night, you know as opposed to like slightly carrying it 

for the reVW�RI�WKH�GD\�´257 I felt the tug of recognition on my own heartstrings when 12-

year-ROG�'DXJKWHU�/LPH�*UHHQ�FDSWXUHG�ZKDW�WKH�IRXUWK�TXHVWLRQ�RIIHUHG�KHU��³It's really 

nice to do it at the end of the day before you go to bed. Because then you have, like, like 

LI�\RX�DVN�D�TXHVWLRQ��OLNH�µZKDW�ZRXOG�\RX�OLNH�WR�OHDYH�LW�RXW�RI�\RXU�GD\"¶�,W
V�JRRG�WR�

NLQG�RI�OLNH�JHW�WKDW�RII�\RXU�FKHVW�DQG�WKHQ�LW
V�HDVLHU�WR�JR�WR�VOHHS�IRU�PH�´258 I wonder 

what the world might be like if more of us, especially our children, felt safe enough to 

name their worries and then lay them down before they sleep? 

 
254 Rose Gold Zoom Interview Week#2, February 4, 2021, at 5 min, 16 sec. 
 
255 Rose Gold Final Zoom Interview, February 18, 2021, at 16 min., 24 sec.  
 
256 Mr. Beast Week# 3 email, February 14, 2021. 

 
257 Ms. White in White Final Zoom Interview on February 11, 2021, at Final 9 min., 51 sec.  
 
258 Lime Green Final Zoom Interview, April 7, 2021, at 3 min., 30 sec. 
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While not part of the WTP research cohort per se, I mentioned in Chapter 3 that 

6W��6WHSKHQ¶V�(SLVFRSDO�&KXUFK�LQ�&RKDVVHW��0DVVDFKXVHWWV�ZDV�D�ZLOOLQJ�SDUWQHU�LQ�WKH�

wondering together effort. My friend and Godly Play® colleague, Nancy St. John, shared 

WKH�LQLWLDO�UHVHDUFK�LQYLWDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�5HY��0DJJLH�$UQROG��6W��6WHSKHQ¶V�UHFWRU��7KLV�

parish is steeped in the Godly Play® tradition so the WTP appealed to them as an 

opportunity for a shared at-home Lenten offering. Rev. Arnold reflected on the value of 

this fourth question in her sermon for the second Sunday in Lent. The observations she 

RIIHUV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�IRXUWK�TXHVWLRQ�PDNH�LW�LPSRUWDQW�WR�TXRWH�WKH�VHUPRQ¶V�ODVW�

paragraph in its entirety: 

:H¶YH�EHHQ�DVNLQJ�WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV��DW�RXU�KRXVH�DW�GLQQHUWLPH�WKLV�/HQW��
ZRQGHULQJ�DERXW�HDFK�RWKHU¶V�GD\V��DQG�KHDULQJ�DERXW�MR\V�GLVFRYHUHG��LPSRUWDQW�
things achieved, times when we felt energized. The last question is DOZD\V��³,�
ZRQGHU�ZKDW�SDUW�RI�WRGD\�\RX�ZRXOG�OHDYH�RXW"´�:KHQ�ZH�OLVWHQ�WR�WKDW��ZH�
are making space to learn about what was hard for someone. We are 
DFNQRZOHGJLQJ�WKDW�HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKH�SHUVRQ�ZRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�FKRVHQ�WR�KDYH�
that experience or reality in theLU�GD\��LW�ZDV�WKHUH��,W�FRXOGQ¶W�EH�OHIW�RXW��
however much we would want that. And I am grateful that Sally Thomas. the 
DXWKRU�RI�WKLV�/HQW�GHYRWLRQDO�SUDFWLFH��KDV�ZULWWHQ�LW�VR�WKDW�WKHUH¶V�QRWKLQJ�WKDW�
comes after that fourth question, no insistence on better luck tomorrow, or how 
could you have improved that bad time. Just admitting it, making time for it, 
telling the story and hearing the story, the hard, real story of sadness or 
awkwardness, guilt or anger, or just confusion²"why did it have to be thDW�ZD\"´�
-HVXV¶�VXIIHULQJ�DQG�FUXFLIL[LRQ�LV�FOHDUO\�WKH�SDUW�3HWHU�ZRXOG�KDYH�OHIW�RXW�LI�KH�
could. Jesus would have left it out, too, actually, as we hear in his anguished 
SUD\HU�IURP�WKH�*DUGHQ�RI�*HWKVHPDQH��%XW�KH�GLGQ¶W�OHDYH�LW�RXW��7KH�KRUURU�RI�
huPDQ�KDWUHG�DQG�YLROHQFH�ZDV�UHDO��ZDV�-HVXV¶�H[SHULHQFH�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�RXU�
experience. There is no resurrection, without Good Friday. There is no resilience, 
without taking the time for grief. $V�ZH�WDNH�WKDW�WLPH�WRJHWKHU��OHW¶V�JLYH�
thanks, too, for the gift of someone who is listening. It is no small thing, to 
have someone who will ask, how was your day, and really listen. That is the 
work of the angels.259 

 

 
259 0DUJDUHW�$UQROG��³$OO�WKH�:D\�'RZQ�´��Sermon��6W��6WHSKHQ¶V�(SLVFRSDO�&KXUFK��&RKDVVHW��

MA, https://ststephenscohasset.org/Sermons, February 28, 2021). Bolded text is mine for emphasis. 
 

https://ststephenscohasset.org/Sermons
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 What Rev. Arnold captures so eloquently here is the importance of that rich and 

prickly fourth question; how it is a nimble inducement to behold the full experience of 

RQH¶V�OLIH�DQG�WR�EHDU�ZLWQHVV�WR�WKRVH�ZH�ORYH��6R�ZK\�ZDV�WKDW�VXFK�D�FKDOOHQJH�IRU�

some? I wonder if the pace of our lives and our digital opportunities to interface 

indirectly facilitate our avoidance of those things in our daily experience that are difficult 

or overwhelming. Enough work, enough bytes, enough distraction yield less comfort with 

discomfort. As Catherine Steiner-$GDLU�QRWHV�DERXW�WHHQV��WH[W�PHVVDJLQJ�LV�³WDNLQJ�WKH�

place of conversation with themselves ± the capacity for reflection ± that enables them to 

VLW�DORQH��WKLQN�DERXW�WKLQJV��DQG�FRPH�WR�LQVLJKWV�´260 I believe the circle of digital 

distraction is far wider than just teens and I understand that many of us welcome the 

opportunity for these kinds of diversions; a busyness that offers relief from big, 

challenging, uncomfortable feelings. Yet, there are some families who have a broader 

existential lexicon already in place that allows them to sit with the discomfort as Rev. 

Arnold describes about her own family. Perhaps the skill set to do so is becoming 

increasingly rare in the 21st century and requires intentional cultivation, modeling, and 

normalizing. I also sense that communities (including faith communities) have 

historically served as the places to experience and nurture the skills to sit with personal, 

familial, and communal discomfort. The 21st century is characterized by a more siloed 

existence with less community connection (evident in declining mainline church 

participation), societal reshaping, and the increased use of digital distractions. Together, 

these trends may coalesce in the social discomfort that many, including Steiner-Adair, 

detail in their commentary on the realities of modern family life. Perhaps that is the pearl 

 
260 Steiner-Adair, 63.  
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that a ritual like wondering together engenders over time ± an evolving comfort with 

feeling uncomfortable. 

,I�WKDW�LV�WUXH��WKHQ�RXU�FDOO�WR�HQKDQFH�D�IDPLO\¶V�H[LVWHQWLDO�OH[LFRQ�LV�WZR-fold. 

First, we need to recognize that not all families have cultivated the existential skill set to 

sit with the challenges that the fourth question distills. Whether the loss of quiet 

reflection in our day-to-day experiences, the hyper-engagement of digital technology, or 

both, it is harder for the uninitiated to sit with and explore uncomfortable emotions. So, it 

is constructive to offer practices that help acquire these skills. Second, those ritual 

practices must be inviting and engaging in order that we may learn together how to hold 

RQH�DQRWKHU�ZLWK�FDUH�LQ�WKRVH�µIRXUWK�TXHVWLRQ�UHIOHFWLRQV�¶�:Kile novice wonderers 

await the ³resilience that comes from grief´ that Rev. Arnold explores, we need to offer a 

practice that welcomes and provides a sense of safety, too, so all can benefit and bloom in 

WKDW�³ZRUN�RI�WKH�DQJHOV�´�that of deep listening.261    

 

7KH�)LIWK�4XHVWLRQ�³,�ZRQGHU�KRZ�\RX�DUH�IHHOLQJ�LQ�WKLV�PRPHQW"´ 

 

5HY��$UQROG¶V�VHUPRQ�GHVFULEHV�IDU�EHWWHU�WKDQ�,�FDQ�ZK\�WKH�IRXUWK�TXHVWLRQ�

VKRXOG�QRW�EH�IL[HG�RU�PDGH�µDOO�EHWWHU¶�E\�DQ�DWWHQGDQW�TXHVWLRQ��,�DSSUHFLDWH�WKH�QXDQFH�

of her conclusioQ��³Qo insistence on better luck tomorrow, or how could you have 

improved that bad time. Just admitting it, making time for it, telling the story and hearing 

the story, the hard, real story of sadness or awkwardness, guilt or anger, or just 

 
261 Margaret Arnold sermon. 
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confusion²'why GLG�LW�KDYH�WR�EH�WKDW�ZD\"¶´262 I believe the addition of this particular 

fifth question does none of those things. Instead, it enhances the totality of the wondering 

together experience. 

 

Me: ³<HDK��JUHDW�DQG�MXVW�WR�FLUFOH�EDFN�RQ�WKDW�ILIWK�TXHVWLRQ��6R��\RX�DGGHG�
that? Can you just share a little bit about what it changed or what you noticed? 
 
Ms. Rose Gold: It helped end on more of a high note in my opinion. It, like,  
because, by the time we've talked through all of it and to be fair, we had pretty 
good weeks, but like the end being, like, how are you? A lot of times it was like 
sleepy and content and good and it was just like a nice little like button on it of 
like not just down. You know what we have been doing but where we are right 
now.  
 
Mr. Rose Gold: Yeah. 
 
Ms. Rose Gold: It was a nice like button to carry us genuinely into the night the 
rest of our night, whatever we end up doing.263 
 
Mr. Rose Gold: «�EXW�WKHUH�ZDV�VRPHWKLQJ�QLFH�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�GD\�DERXW�
being, like, reminding myself that no matter what happened in the day prior, like, 
how I'm feeling right now is, it's like a bit was getting me back to the present a 
OLWWOH�ELW�´264  

 

While the Rose Golds and most families reported that the fifth question was 

placed as the last question of their practice, the Turquoises used it to begin their 

ZRQGHULQJ�WRJHWKHU�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�RQFH�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�KDG�EHHQ�LQWURGXFHG��³:HOO��WKH�ODVW�

question, number five, ZKHQ�\RX�DGGHG�WKH�µKRZ�DUH�\RX�IHHOLQJ�QRZ"¶�:H�RIWHQ�OHG�

with that question oQFH�WKDW�ZDV�LQWURGXFHG�´265  

 
262 Margaret Arnold sermon. 
 
263 Rose Gold Final Zoom Interview, February 18, 2021, at 3 min., 43 sec. 
 
264 Rose Gold Final Zoom Interview, February 18, 2021, at 4: min., 35 sec. 
 
265 Turquoise Final Zoom Interview, March 22, 2021, 20 min., 15 sec. 
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As noted earlier in this chapter, families were usually introduced to the fifth 

question in Week #2. I followed up in Week #3 to see whether it had been adopted and, if 

so, how it was going.266 By the final interview there were a small number of positive 

responses with only a single negative code.267 Because the number of data points is few 

compared with those around connection and impact, future investigation with a larger 

data set would be beneficial to obtaining quantitative data that enhances the 

understanding around the role of the fifth question. 

The addition of the fifth question at the midpoint served three key roles in the 

WTP. First, it added D�QRWH�RI�FORVXUH��WKLV�³OLWWOH�EXWWRQ�´�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�SUDFWLFH�WKDW�

the Rose Golds described.268 Second, the question helped GLVWLOO�RQH¶V�IHHOLQJV�DQG�

enhanced the emotional intelligence of all gathered, the entire family. There is an 

inherent invitation to be seen and loved by this circle of kin for more than what you 

shared about your day but for who you are and how you feel in that moment. In doing so, 

there is a cultivation of emotional attunement within the family��,Q�:DOVK¶V�ZRUN�RQ�

family resilience, she cites Open Emotional Expression as one of the nine Key Processes 

in her Family Resilience Theory.269  The purpose of this open emotional expression is 

fourfold: sharing a range of feelings, cultivating mutual empathy and tolerance for 

 
266 Appendix Y, ³&RGHV�5HODWHG�WR�)LIWK�4XHVWLRQ�E\�:HHN.´ 

 
267 The only R-12 negative code regarding the fifth question was generated by the Cobalt Final 

Interview. After planning to adopt the fifth question, they stated that they had forgotten to do so when I 
circled back at the time of the final interview. As it was neither informational (R-10) or a positive reaction 
to the fifth question (R-11), it was coded R-12 (negative.) Going forward, I will expand the Code Book to 
reflect fifth question omission with detailed reasoning subcodes. 
 

268 Rose Gold Final Zoom Interview, February 18, 2021, at 3 min., 54 sec. 
 

269 Walsh, 17. 
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GLIIHUHQFHV��WDNLQJ�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�RQH¶V�RZQ�IHHOLQJV��DQG�HQJHQGHULQJ�SOHDVXUDEOH�

interactions, including humor.270  

The third role this fifth question serves is one of neurobiology. As discussed in 

&KDSWHU����QDPLQJ�RQH¶V�FXUUHQW�IHHOLQJ�RU�emotion (affect naming) is a practice of self-

awareness but also serves to enhance the communal empathy of a family. The naming of 

a powerful emotion decreases the elevated stress hormone cortisol if activated as well as 

the likelihood of cortisol dysregulation over time. While I am not arguing that adding the 

fifth question necessarily improves health, I believe the research in the field suggests that 

any practice that aids emotional awareness and fosters family empathy must be 

considered potentially impactful in promoting physical and emotional health through 

improved cortisol regulation, emotional awareness, and synthesis of greater tensile 

strength in the sustainable family ecosystem.  

 

 

³0D\EH�VWRULHV�DUH�MXVW�GDWD�ZLWK�D�VRXO�DQG�PD\EH�,�DP�MXVW�D�VWRU\WHOOHU�´271 

Brené Brown 

 

 In review, the Wondering Together Project was imperfect; the thesis question was 

challenging to measure, the cohort was statistically small, the study period relatively 

short, and the pandemic made for a strange common denominator. And yet, the project 

 
 
270 Walsh, 17.  
 
271 Brené Brown, (viewed 2021), 

https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_the_power_of_vulnerability?language=en#t-59365. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_the_power_of_vulnerability?language=en#t-59365.
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was also remarkable with every family feeling inspired to continue wondering in some 

form because they felt more connected and more known. Family ecosystems were 

enhanced and renewed. For a secular practice with no mention of God, I see signs of the 

Holy One in all of it. And so, I am convinced that shalom for the world needs to be 

seeded in ordinary homes, by ordinary people doing their best to be a family despite their 

unique challenges. 

 In the next chapter, I will look to the future of the Wondering Together Project 

now enriched by all that has been gleaned. 
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Chapter 5: 
:KDW�:DV�/HDUQHG�DQG�:KDW¶V�1H[W��&RQFOXVLRQ  

 

³+HOOR��'U��6HQJH��,W¶V�D�JUHDW�KRQRU�IRU�XV�WR�KDYH�\RX�ZLWK�XV��<RXU�LPDJH�LV�
being projected to about five hundred pastors. I imagine this is a different kind of 
crowd than you normally address. What would you like to say to a group of five 
KXQGUHG�&KULVWLDQ�PLQLVWHUV"´ 
 
³:HOO��%ULDQ�>0F/DUHQ@��\RX¶UH�ULJKW��,�GRQ¶W�QRUPDOO\�VSHDN�WR�SDVWRUV��$FWXDOO\, 
I was thinking about that very question yesterday when I was in a large bookstore. 
I asked the bookstore manager what the most popular books are these days. Most 
popular he said, were books about how to get rich in the new information 
HFRQRP\��ZKLFK�GLGQ¶W�VXrprise me. 
  
³6HFRQG�PRVW�SRSXODU��WKH�PDQDJHU�VDLG��ZHUH�ERRNV�DERXW�VSLULWXDOLW\��DQG�LQ�
particular, books about Buddhism. And so when I thought about speaking to five 
KXQGUHG�&KULVWLDQ�SDVWRUV�WRGD\��,�WKRXJKW�,¶G�EHJLQ�E\�DVNLQJ�\RX�DOO�D�TXHVWLRQ��
ZK\�DUH�ERRNV�RQ�%XGGKLVP�VR�SRSXODU��DQG�QRW�ERRNV�RQ�&KULVWLDQLW\"´ 
  
³:HOO��'U�6HQJH�´�,�VDLG��WU\LQJ�QRW�WR�VRXQG�DV�FOXPV\�DV�,�IHOW��³KRZ�ZRXOG�\RX�
answer that question? 
  
+H�UHSOLHG��³,�WKLQN�LW¶V�EHFDXVH�%XGGKLVP�SUHVHQWV�LWVHOI�DV�D�ZD\�RI�OLIH��DQG�
Christianity presents itself as a system of belief [sic]. So I would want to get 
Christian ministers thinking about how to rediscover their own faith as a way life, 
EHFDXVH�WKDW¶V�ZKDW�SHRSOH�DUH�VHDUFKLQJ�IRU�WRGD\��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�WKH\�QHHG�
PRUH�´272  

 

In this exchange lies the crux of what the Wondering Together Project revealed: 

families are seeking a way of life; something that nurtures who they are as individuals 

 
272 Brian D. McLaren, Finding Our Way Again: The Return of the Ancient Practices (Nashville, 

TN: Thomas Nelson, 2008), 2-3. In an interview with Dr. Peter Senge (senior lecturer at MIT with a focus 
on system dynamics, author of The Fifth Discipline) at a conference for Christian pastors, Brian McLaren 
relates this story that gets to the heart of the matter.  
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and how they witness one another within the shifting sands of the early 21st century. It 

follows that identifying and living into that way of life will benefit the tensile strength of 

D�IDPLO\¶V�HFRV\VWHP� 

:KLOH�WKLV�SURMHFW¶V�WKHVLV�TXHVWLRQ�ZDV�EROG�HQRXJK�WR�VXJJHVW�WKDW�WKH�:73�ZRXOG�

H[SDQG�D�IDPLO\¶V�H[LVWHQWLDO�OH[LFRQ��WKHUH�ZDV�QRW�HQRXJK�WLPH�RU�GDWD�WR�GUDZ�WKDW�

conclusion definitively. Even so, I have offered analyses that suggest that what was 

revealed to families who adopted this ritual for a month was measurably and positively 

impactful. Across the cohort, families displayed an affinity for an enriching ritual that 

pointed towards a new way of life; one that promised the daily gift of attentiveness to self 

DQG�WR�WKH�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�ZLWK�ZKRP�WKH\�OLYH��³7KH�JUHDW�JLIW�RI�EHLQJ�OLVWHQHG�WR�´�DV�

Rev. Maggie Arnold noted, became a valuable family practice for the four-week research 

period.273 An experience so generative that each family voiced a commitment to 

continued wondering together in a form that suited their particular ecosystem after the 

research period ended. 

This ethnographic research was significant to both the families and this researcher. As 

I summarize what the research revealed, many of the idiosyncratic family narratives 

UHWXUQ�WR�PH�DV�WHVWLPRQ\�WR�WKH�YDOXH�RI�D�IDPLO\�µDW�ULWXDO�¶�7KHVH�IDPLOLHV�HYLGHQFHG�D�

ZRYHQ�µFRPPXQDO�IDEULF¶ that was enhanced as they shared time together in the 

Wondering Together Project. Highlights of what was revealed include: 

x The positive impact of introducing this simple family ritual happened 

quickly and deepened over time: After a single week of the WTP, many 

 

273 Margaret Arnold, Sermon. 
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families expressed an appreciation for the practice in the life of their family. 

After two weeks, many families sensed that their connection had deepened 

while participating in the daily ritual. 

x Individual impact was measurable even in the setting of a family ritual. 

While this was a family centered ritual, the data revealed that participants 

expressed a positive personal impact as well as a familial one, suggesting that 

family rituals have multiple layers of generativity. 

x The ritual was deemed valuable by children and they were often the 

µNHHSHUV�RI�WKH�SUDFWLFH�¶�This indicated both the impact and value in this 

short, daily ritual. I also argued the WTP enhances the tensile strength of a 

family ecosystem by ensuring trustworthy daily encounters that feel valuable 

and vital for each of its participating members, whatever their age. Each 

member becomes a reflection of the family ethos and mythos and that deepens 

with experience. Having a particular µDUFKLWHFWXUH¶��WLPH��VSDFH��RUGHU��WR�WKH�

wondering ritual imbues it with a sense of comfort, safety, and promise.  

x The wondering questions served the ritual and did so with a structured 

flexibility. The addition of the fifth question served as a practical neurological 

intervention for cortisol regulation as well as a revelatory last question in the 

ritual. Families felt ownership in the practice over time and with experience 

and manipulated the questions to reflect their idiosyncratic family ethos. 

x Impact beyond the family. In a sustainable family ecosystem, when one 

individual grows, their collective tensile strength is enhanced and the whole 

family benefits. While this ritual serves to strengthen a family, I suggest that it 
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PD\�DOVR�NLQGOH�D�IDPLO\¶V�GLVSRVLWLRQ�IRU�DQ�LQFUHDVHG�FDSDFLW\�IRU�µVKDULQJ�

WKH�FRQFK¶�ZLthin the greater community. If we offer one another the gift of 

WKLV�µFRQFK¶�DW�KRPH�LQ�WKLV�GDLO\�ULWXDO��WKHQ�KRZ�FRXOG�LW�QRW�VSLOO�LQWR�WKH�

community as an entrained shalom as members move through their wider 

world? 

 

 

Despite its secular construction, I have argued that this research has practical 

theological implications that invite further study. I feel called to two next steps. First, I 

plan to continue the research. That includes expanding the model to allow for 

crowdsourcing of data, willing participants mentoring others in the practice if they feel 

called, lengthening the research period, and using a five-question model from the start. I 

will need research partners for this work and am currently networking in that regard. I am 

hopeful that they will assist me in expanding the racial and socio-economic limitations of 

the initial project. Second, I would like to pursue publication in a peer reviewed journal 

in order that other researchers may access this small study within the body of family 

ritual research. I hope to contribute as an act of thanksgiving for all the shared research 

across other disciplines from which this study benefitted. 

Ultimately, I imagine the Wondering Together Project as a contributing fiber to the 

tensile flexibility of the family ecosystem we envision for our wider world. Gordon 

)OHWW¶V�UHVHDUFK�DURXQG�mattering VHHPV�D�FRPSHOOLQJ�OHQV�DV�GRHV�WKH�ULWXDO¶V�UROH�DV�D�
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protective factor for emotional health and against substance misuse.274 These are areas 

that professional contacts have suggested are worth pursuing.  

Lastly, I offer one observation for further study that was seeded in my field notes 

as I spoke with families throughout the pandemic. In those notes I speculated that 

parental stress might be mediated if parents were able to have a short weekly 

conversation with an invested thought partner who served in a role akin to a secular 

VSLULWXDO�FRPSDQLRQ��1R�IL[LQJ�RU�MXGJLQJ��MXVW�VRPHRQH�WR�VHUYH�WKHP�DV�µKRO\�OLVWHQHU�¶� 

Whatever has been roused by this small research project, God has accompanied 

all of it and ,�DP�KRSHIXO�WKDW�LW�KDV�OHIW�DQ�LPSULQW�IRU�JRRG�LQ�HDFK�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�IDPLO\¶V�

ecosystem. May the month-long way of life UHYHDOHG�LQ�WKHVH�IDPLOLHV¶�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WKH�

Wondering Together Project be a spark of shalom for our world. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
274 Gordon L. Flett��³7KH�3V\FKRORJ\�RI�0DWWHULQJ�´�The Psychology of Mattering, 2018, pp. 295-

305, https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-809415-0.00014-1. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-809415-0.00014-1


Appendix A 
 

Prayer of Abandonment 

(original) 

 

Father, 

 

I abandon myself into your hands; 

Do with me what you will. 

Whatever you may do, I thank you: 

I am ready for all, I accept all. 

Let only your will be done in me, 

And in all your creatures – 

I wish no more than this, O Lord. 

 

Into your hands I commend my soul; 

I offer it to you with all the love 

Of my heart. For I love you, Lord, 

And so need to give myself, 

To surrender myself into your hands, 

Without reserve, and with boundless 
confidence, 

 

For you are my Father. 

 

Brother Charles of Jesus 

 

 

 

 

 

Prayer of Abandonment 

(Wondering Together Version) 

 

Loving God, 

 

I abandon myself into your hands; 

Do with me what you will. 

Whatever you may do, I thank you: 

I am ready for all, I accept all. 

Let only your will be done in me, 

And in all your creatures – 

I wish no more than this, O Lord. 

 

Into your hands I commend these beloved 
people and this work. 

I offer the participants, the project, and 
myself with all the love of my heart.  

For I love you, Lord, 

And so need to give myself, 

To surrender myself into your hands, 

Without reserve, and with boundless 
confidence, 

For you are my Strength and my Hope 

 

Brother Charles of Jesus,  
adapted by Sally Thomas 
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Lent and Holy Week 2021 

Alone + Together 

 

This has been year of a lot of time alone, and of new ways of being together. What has that 

been like for you? Solitude can offer both gifts and challenges. Jesus experienced times of 

solitary prayer as both blessing and affliction. And he sometimes found the near-constant 

FRPSDQ\�RI�WKH�GLVFLSOHV�KDUG��ZKHQ�WKH\�GLGQ·W�XQGHUVWDQG�RU�VKDUH�KLV�SXUSRVH��$V�ZH�
SUHSDUH�IRU�+RO\�:HHN��UHPHPEHULQJ�&KULVW·V�GHDWK�DQG�UHVXUUHFWLRQ��ZH·OO�WKLQN�DERXW�ZKDW�
it means to be alone, the times when it is a burden and the times when it is a balm. 

 

The Wondering Together project 

This Lent we invite everyone to explore a traditional Christian practice: taking time in the 

evening to reflect on the day that has passed. Some of us will have spent most of the day by 

ourselves, and some of us have been with just a few members of our family. Whether we are 

alone or together, we can gather as a community by sharing this simple daily practice. This is 

not about feeling guilty over things left undone, or about resolving to do better tomorrow, but 

about approaching our time with gratitude for gifts received, and awareness of when we 

depended on God and those around us. 

 So set aside ten minutes each day, with your companions at home, whether that is with 

loved ones around the dinner table, or over the phone, or by yourself in a comfortable chair, 

perhaps with an animal friend or with cherished memories. If you like, light a candle as you 

FRQVLGHU�WKH�IRXU�TXHVWLRQV�HDFK�GD\��,I�\RX�JHW�FDXJKW�XS�LQ�RQH�TXHVWLRQ��DQG�GRQ·W�JHW�WR�
the otherV�WKDW�GD\��WKDW·V�RN��$W�WKH�FORVH�RI�WKH�WLPH��JLYH�WKDQNV�IRU�*RG��ZKR�LV�DOZD\V�
present with us whenever we ask. 

 
This project comes to us from the doctoral work of Sally Thomas, one of those who originally brought Godly 

3OD\�WR�6W��6WHSKHQ·V��<RX�FDQ�read more about it at 

https://sites.google.com/view/wonderingtogetherproject/home. 
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��������� :RQGHULQJ�7RJHWKHU�3URMHFW���'HPRJUDSKLF�,QIRUPDWLRQ

KWWSV���GRFV�JRRJOH�FRP�IRUPV�G�H��)$,S4/6FO.T5=�FRG<,\3T�)(��)YR26<&O5��Q298P�ML1N�]VW][4�YLHZIRUP ���

Email address *

Wondering Together Project -
Demographic Information
Any information provided will be held strictly confidential, and at no time will a person’s 
name be reported, or a person’s name identified with their responses. 

* Required

Your email

Your Name *

Your answer

Your Contact Phone Number *

Your answer

Your Home Zip Code *

Appendix G  p. 1/3
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��������� :RQGHULQJ�7RJHWKHU�3URMHFW���'HPRJUDSKLF�,QIRUPDWLRQ

KWWSV���GRFV�JRRJOH�FRP�IRUPV�G�H��)$,S4/6FO.T5=�FRG<,\3T�)(��)YR26<&O5��Q298P�ML1N�]VW][4�YLHZIRUP ���

American Indian/Alaskan Native

Asian or Pacific Islander

Black or African American

Hispanic or Latinx

White/Caucasian

Other:

Always have enough

Usually have enough

Sometimes have enough

Rarely have enough

Never have enough

Prefer not to answer

Your answer

Family Members Participating in Our Project *
Please list first names and ages of each member of your family who will be part of Wondering Together.

Your answer

Our Family is (check all that apply) *

When it comes to 'quality' time together, we ... (pick the best choice for today) *
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Prefer not to answer

Other:

Always have enough

Usually have enough

Sometimes have enough

Rarely have enough

Never have enough

Prefer not to answer

Other:

Never submit passwords through Google Forms.

This content is neither created nor endorsed by Google. Report Abuse - Terms of Service - Privacy Policy

When it comes to money, we ... (pick the best choice for today) *

Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know
about you and your family:

Your answer

1pH^Uo

 8ad_e
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Wondering Together Project 
Code Book  

 

Ritual “R” (Pink) 

 

R-1: Process 

R-2: Value 

R-3: Physical object, touchstone, stone with questions imprinted 

R-4: Generative, Deepening 

R-5: Sustainable 

R-6: Ownership of 

R-7: Personalizing, adapting the practice 

R-8: Personalizing, adapting the questions 

R-9: Challenge with and /or by 

R-10: Fifth question, use of 

R-11: Fifth question, positive 

R-12: Fifth question, negative 

 

Connection “C” (Blue) 

 

C-1: Self/Sense of Agency 

C-2: Family participating in Wondering Together Project 

C-3: Others in extended family, outside of WTP 

C-4: Community 

C-5: Beyond/Broader than local community 

C-6: Non-specific 

C-7: To Researcher or the product of the WTP research 

C-8: Work 

C-9: Disconnection from Partner 

C-10: Disconnection from family participating in WTP 

C-11: Scheduling issue between family and researcher 

C-12: Feeling disconnected, not pandemic related 

C-13: God 

C-14: Feeling disconnected due to pandemic 

 

Impact “I” (Purple) 

 

I-1: New awareness 

I-2: Lasting 

I-3: Pandemic 

I-4: Time 

I-5: Work 

I-6: Personal 

I-7: Marital 

I-8: Familial 

I-9: Extra-familial 

Sarah D Thomas
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I-10: Health 
I-11: Digital 
I-12: Parenting enhancement 
I-13: Parenting Challenge 
I-14: Affirming experience without significant novel impact 
 
Research Question/Thesis Question “Q” (Red) 
 
Q-1: Positive 
Q-2: Negative 
Q-3: Neutral 
Q-4: Unsure 
Q-5: Time will tell/to be determined in time 
 
Listening & Dialogue “L” (Orange) 
 
L-1: Self 
L-2: Family 

Mom
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Family Portraits 
 

 
 This appendix is a compendium of profiles of each of the families who 

participated in the Wondering Together Project (WTP.) Here you will find demographic 

information as volunteered by an adult member of each family along with pertinent dates 

and some information that might be helpful as you read the data analysis in Chapter 4.  

 Because the architecture of the practice of wondering together is inspired by the 

Godly Play® Sacred Story wondering questions, I have noted any familiarity the family 

may have with Godly Play® to the best of my knowledge. Because this research design 

was careful not to comingle expressly sacred terms into conversations unless invited by 

families, there are many for whom I have no specific information on their belief systems 

or worship practices. This was an intentional choice on my part to underscore that this 

research was not evangelical in nature. Future research would likely benefit from a 

demographic question regarding family spirituality practices.  

 I close each family portrait with a few personalized observations to assist you in 

getting a small glimpse of the families that were involved. If a researcher is called to be 

as neutral as possible, I have failed for I came to love each of these families. I love them 

because they were willing to try this thing, I love them because they were honest as they 

related their experience with it, and I love them because they were amazing and fragile. 

And even though we did not talk specifically about God, each of these interactions are a 

reminder of how something bigger than ourselves is present as witness and comforter. I 

believe you will see what I mean. Read on! 
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The Cobalt Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Ms. Cobalt (70) 
o Mr. Cobalt (82)  

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Midwest, urban 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we have time but we just haven’t made 

it ‘quality time’! 
• When it comes to money, we usually have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: (nothing added) 
 
Cohort Subcategories 
 

• The Cobalts are one of four participating families without children (under 18 
years) at home. (Others are Rose Gold, Turquoise, and White) 

• The Cobalts are one of two participating families with adult children. (Other is 
Turquoise.) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Ms. Cobalt – direct experience 
• Mr. Cobalt – indirect experience 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: Ms. Cobalt has been a professional colleague and friend 

• Ms. Cobalt expressed interest in being alerted when research opened up and I 
contacted her in January 2021 to that end. 

• Currently a volunteer Sunday school in her retirement, Ms. Cobalt has used the 
tenets of the WTP to offer the ritual for families at her church. Those families are 
not enrolled in this research cohort. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Ms. Cobalt 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line 1.16.21 
• Initial Family by telephone 1.17.21 
• Check In after Week #1 1.24.21 (Zoom) 
• Check In after Week #2 1.31.21 (Zoom) 
• Check In after Week #3 2.7.21 (Zoom) 
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• Closing Family Zoom 2.14.21 
 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Initial Phone Interview and subsequent Zoom interviews with Mr. and Ms. 

Cobalt found them sitting next to one another on a family couch while I was 
seated at my desk in my home office. 

• Mr. Cobalt is hard of hearing so there were moments where we recalibrated 
volume or repeated questions for maximal clarity of conversation. 

• Unable to record initial meeting as it was done by phone. 
 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• During Week #1 interview, the Cobalts laughingly recalled a time several 
decades ago when they sought marital therapy. Apparently, they discovered 
that the conversation they had in the waiting room was so rich compared to 
their therapy experience, and they elected to forego therapy. They reported 
that their time in the Wondering Project recalled that time. 

• What about their code name? Ms. Cobalt has a beloved childhood association 
with the color which I have heard her describe previously. 

• Ms. Cobalt was well-acquainted with the four original wondering questions as 
amended from the Godly Play® Sacred Story tradition and was enthusiastic 
about the additional Fifth Question. 

 
 
 
 

The Cyan Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Mom Cyan (51)  
o Daughter Cyan (10)  

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Missouri, urban 
• Our Family is: Black or African American 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we sometimes have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we sometimes have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: “Separated mother of one child, daughter is close to 
both sides of the family” 

 
Cohort Subcategories: 
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• The Cyans are one of eight participating families with children under 18 living at 
home. (The others are the Green, Light Blue, Lime Green, Mr. Beast, Pink, Teal, 
Yellow Families) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Mom Cyan – direct experience 
• Daughter Cyan – direct experience 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: Yes. Prior shared church community. 

• Mom responded to an email invitation from a staff member at the family’s current 
church.  

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Mom Cyan 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line: 2.10.21 
• Initial Family Zoom: 2.13.21 
• Check In after Week #1: None. Family did not come to scheduled Zoom on 

2.20.21 and did not reschedule after I made two attempts. 
• Check In after Week #2: None 
• Check In after Week #3: None 
• Closing Family Zoom: None 

 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Initial Zoom interview with Mom Cyan and Daughter Cyan at the family table 

in their home while I was seated at my desk in my home office. 
 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• This is the only family that began the Wondering Together Project but did not 
complete it. To avoid any implicit sense of pressure or coercion, it was my 
practice with participants and those who inquired about joining the research 
never to send more than two messages by text or email as follow-up.  

o My last text message with Mom Cyan was on March 3, 2021 wherein 
she would be back in touch. I did not hear from her after that. 

• Our Initial Interview was 22 min., 51 sec. and quite joyful as we were 
reconnecting after more than a year. Looking back and reviewing the 
transcription, I saw no hint that they would not continue in the research.  

• What about their code name? Daughter Cyan chose it and Mom Cyan said, 
“I’m going to have to look that one up.” 
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The Green Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Mom Green (48)  
o Dad Green (46)  
o Elder Daughter Green (18)  
o Younger Daughter Green (14) 

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Missouri, urban 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we usually have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we always have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: (nothing written) 
 
Cohort Subcategories 

• The Greens are one of eight participating families with child/ren under 18 living 
at home. (The others are the Cyan, Light Blue, Lime Green, Mr. Beast, Pink, Teal, 
Yellow Families) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Mom Green – direct experience 
• Dad Green – indirect experience 
• Elder Daughter Green – direct experience 
• Younger Daughter Green – direct experience 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: Yes. Prior shared church community. 
 

• Mom has been a thought partner in the conception of the Wondering Together 
Project and forwarded my WTP introductory email to others in her circle. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Mom Green 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line 1.15.21 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.17.21 
• Check In after Week #1 1.24.21 (email with Mom Green) 
• Check In after Week #2 1.30.21 (email with Mom Green) 
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• Check In after Week #3 2.7.21 (email with Mom Green) 
• Closing Family Zoom 2.14.21 

 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Initial and Closing Zoom interviews with family found them together on or 

near the family couch and with occasional (large and sweet) dog sightings 
while I was seated at my desk in my home office. 

 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• I know the members of this family as our families lived in the same city and 
we attended the same church. It was a pleasure to reconnect. 

• This family had a ritual of checking in around the dinner table together prior 
to the WTP which made them unique. I know of no other families who came 
into the research with a prior family practice in place akin to the WTP. 

• What about their code name? Green was chosen by family consensus and our 
Initial Interview, but they did not share a reason as to why. 

• Anecdotally, Elder Daughter Green plays a role in her church’s youth group 
leadership and has used the wondering questions as a ‘check-in’ practice. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
The Light Blue Family 

 
Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Mom Light Blue (41)  
o Dad Light Blue (42)  
o Son Light Blue (5) 

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Missouri, suburban 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we sometimes have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we usually have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family:  
o “We think that even though we are home together through the 

pandemic, it doesn’t seem like we communicate really well or deeply, 
but that our connection does come during bedtime and in the stillness of 
the evening—it has become our favorite time of day.” 
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Cohort Subcategories: 
• The Light Blues are one of eight participating families with children under 18 

living at home. (The others are the Cyan, Green, Lime Green, Mr. Beast, Pink, 
Teal, Yellow Families) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Mom Light Blue – direct experience 
• Dad Light Blue – direct experience 
• Son Light Blue – direct experience 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: Yes. Prior shared church community. 

• Mom responded to an email invitation from a staff member at the family’s current 
church.  

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Mom Light Blue 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line: 1.26.21 
• Initial Family Zoom: 1.29.21 
• Check In Week #1: 2.5.21 (Zoom with Mom Light Blue) 
• Check In Week #2: 2.12.21 (Zoom with Mom Light Blue) 
• Check In Week #3: 2.19.21 (Zoom with Mom Light Blue) 
• Closing Family Zoom: 2.28.21 

 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Initial Zoom interview with family at Mom’s workspace at home while I was 

seated at my desk in my home office. 
 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• Every family that I encountered in the WTP was precious. I especially 
appreciate how clear these parents were in wanting to acknowledge and 
change some family patterns from their own childhoods around 
communication. Mom Light Blue shared evidence of a lot of personal work to 
that end. 

• At Week #2, my Field Notes reflect some awe that Mom Light Blue was 
willing to spend 29 min, 3 sec. on a Friday afternoon! In later reflection, I also 
considered whether these weekly visits may have also offered a kind of 
pandemic parental support. This unforeseen insight makes me curious about 
what weekly conversations, even if remote, might offer to parents using an 
open and active listening style, in the spirit of spiritual direction.  

• What about their code name? 5-year-old Son Light Blue chose the code name 
as his favorite color is blue. 
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The Lime Green Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Mom Lime Green (47)  
o Daughter Lime Green (12)  
o Son Lime Green (9)  

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Northern California, city 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we usually have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we always have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: (nothing noted) 
 
Cohort Subcategories 

• The Lime Greens are one of eight participating families with child/ren under 18 
living at home. (The others are the Cyan, Green, Light Blue, Mr. Beast, Pink, 
Teal, Yellow Families) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Mom Lime Green – unknown at time of research. 
• Daughter Lime Green – unknown at time of research. 
• Son Lime Green – unknown at time of research. 

 
In reviewing this Family Portrait in its draft form, Mom Lime Green emailed the 
following: “We are all familiar with Godly Play® (I don't remember being asked about 
that, but I see it listed as an unknown). The kids have participated in Godly Play® at 
church for about 8 years, and they both also attended Montessori preschool (which may 
or may not be relevant...but I know Godly Play® is Montessori-inspired.)”275 
 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: No prior 

• Mom responded to an email invitation forwarded by a former professional 
colleague of mine to whom I had sent the general email inviting people to share 
the WTP during the recruitment period. This family responded to that forwarded 
email invitation. There is no prior connection of any kind of which I am aware. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Mom Lime Green 
• Dates of Interactions:  

 
 

275 Email received from Mom Lime Green on May 30, 2021. 
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• Registration on-line 1.25.21 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.29.21 
• Check In after Week #1 2.12.21 (email with Mom) 
• Check In after Week #2 2.26.21 (email with Mom) 
• Check In after Week #3 3.12.21 (email with Mom) 
• Closing Family Zoom 4.7.21 

 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Initial Zoom interview was with the family who I found gathered close 

together in their kitchen while I was seated at my desk in my home office. 
 
• Closing meeting was by telephone (speakerphone) while family was on 

vacation. 
 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• This was the only participating family of this cohort where the children were 
not living in this home continuously. The Lime Green children alternate 
between Mom Lime Green and their father. For that reason, they had the 
longest research period as we met approximately every other week. I asked if 
it was a challenge to start and stop the practice due to these arrangements: 

o Me:  …because you all kind of had a pattern that needed to stop the 
wondering, start the wondering, stop the wondering, start the 
wondering. Did you kind of figure out a way that was helpful to kind 
of drop back into it when you were back together or is that no problem 
at all?  

o Mom Lime Green: Um, no, it was our dinnertime routine so we just 
you know just yeah picked it right back.276 

• What about their code name? I do not know precisely why they chose this 
code name, but they reached consensus quickly. 

• Because I communicated with Mom Lime Green by email in the middle 
weeks, I really only met this family visually at the initial Zoom. I am so 
grateful that I did as I could, at least, picture them on our closing interview by 
telephone – although I did have to clarify which child was speaking once or 
twice because I could not differentiate their voices!  

 
 

The Mr. Beast Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
• Members:  

o Mom (43) 
 

276 Lime Green Closing Interview by telephone, April 7, 2021, 10 min., 16 sec. 
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o Dad (49) 
o Son (10) 

• Zip Code indicates Location: New York State, urban 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we sometimes have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we always have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: “We are a very creative family. I am an avid 
gardener and photographer, my husband is a computer programmer and hosts 
a 3-D art and modeling website, and our son is a mix of us both- but tends to be 
drawn to computer programming the most though I try to keep him well 
rounded. We are all drawn to working constantly. Living in the city has been 
tough during the pandemic and even though we are technically in the same 
house often we are usually in our different silos working on our own projects. 
I'm looking forward to getting out of our bubbles.” (Mom) 
 

 
Cohort Subcategories 

• The Mr. Beasts are one of eight participating families with child/ren under 18 
living at home. (The others are the Cyan, Green, Light Blue, Lime Green, Pink, 
Teal, Yellow Families) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 
 

• Mom Beast – Unknown 
• Dad Beast – Unknown 
• Son Mr. Beast - Unknown 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: No prior 

• Mom works with a volunteer colleague of mine to whom I had sent the general 
email inviting people to share the WTP during the recruitment period. This family 
responded to that forwarded email invitation. There is no prior connection of any 
kind of which I am aware. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Mom 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line 1.21.21 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.22.21 
• Check In after Week #1 1.29.21 (email with Mom) 
• Check In after Week #2 2.6.21 (email with Mom) 
• Check In after Week #3 2.14.21 (email with Mom) 
• Closing Family Zoom 2.19.21 
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• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  
 
• Initial and Closing Zoom interviews with family found them together on or 

near the family couch and with occasional (sweet) dog sightings while I was 
seated at my desk in my home office. 

 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• During our initial interview, Dad noticed a painting in my office that echoed 
one that was visible in their home. As Mom noted in her demographic 
comment, they are creative people and Dad’s grandfather was an artist of 
recognizable notoriety. 

• What about their code name? While I was not aware at the time and did not 
ask the family to confirm, “Mr. Beast” is a YouTube personality of renown 
and has been nominated for a Kid’s Choice Award for favorite Male Social 
Star. 

• At the start of our closing interview, Mom said casually, “Do you know what 
we call you?” Before I could guess, Son answered “Wonder Woman!” with 
superhero enthusiasm. I held up my wrists to display my imaginary golden 
Wonder Woman bracelets and we embarked on our final conversation. 

 
 
 
 
 

The Pink Family 
 

 
Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Mom Pink (not noted)  
o Dad Pink (42)  
o Daughter Pink (5)  

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Massachusetts, suburban 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we usually have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we sometimes have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: (nothing noted) 
 
Cohort Subcategories 

• The Pinks are one of eight participating families with child/ren under 18 living at 
home. (The others are the Cyan, Green, Light Blue, Lime Green, Mr. Beast, Teal, 
Yellow Families) 
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Godly Play® Familiarity: 
 

• Mom Pink – no formal experience 
• Dad Pink – no formal experience  
• Daughter Pink - no formal experience 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: Mr. Pink is my spouse’s nephew 
 

• This family was aware of the WTP while it was in development in 2020 and 
encouraged me to reach out when we started enrolling, they were the second 
family to enroll. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Mom Pink 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line 1.11.21 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.16.21 
• Check In after Week #1 1.24.21 (email with Mom) 
• Check In after Week #2 1.30.21 (email with Mom) 
• Check In after Week #3 2.7.21 (email with Mom) 
• Closing Family Zoom 2.14.21 

 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Initial and Closing Zoom interviews with this family found them together at a 

table in what appeared to be their family room while I was seated at my desk 
in my home office. 

 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• During our initial interview, the family shared that they had begun the practice 
a few days earlier. Dad Pink was on-call for work so was not present the entire 
time.  

• As mentioned, I am part of the Pink’s extended family, generally getting to 
visit with them for a few days in the summer. It was a treat to encounter them 
in this new way. 

• What about their code name? Pink is Daughter Pink’s favorite color. It was a 
quick decision! 

• Mom sent two spontaneous and interesting artifacts. 
o (Sent 2.4.21) The family had chosen to add an additional question: “I 

wonder how you impacted your community today?” 
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o (Sent 2.5.21) A link to an article that focused on asking a child every 

night the same questions as Wondering Question #1.277  

•  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
277 Cinelli, Elisa. February 5,2021. https://www.popsugar.com/family/how-i-teach-my-child-to-

appreciate-what-she-has-48113676 
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The Rose Gold Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Ms. Rose Gold (not given)  
o Mr. Rose Gold (29)  

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Illinois, urban 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we usually have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we usually have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: (nothing noted) 
 
Cohort Subcategories 
 

• The Rose Golds are one of four participating families without children (under 18 
years) at home. (Others are Cobalt Blue, Turquoise, and White) 

• The Rose Golds are one of two participating families without children. (Other is 
White.) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Ms. Rose Gold – unknown 
• Mr. Rose Gold – unknown 

 
 
Connection/s to Researcher: By association.  
 

• This couple was invited into the WTP by Ms. White who is my daughter. I have 
met Ms. Rose Gold once socially but not Mr. Rose Gold. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Ms. Rose Gold 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line 1.18.21 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.21.21 
• Check In after Week #1 1.28.21 (Zoom with both) 
• Check In after Week #2 2.4.21 (Zoom with both) 
• Check In after Week #3 2.11.21 (email with Ms. Rose Gold on 2.11.21 and 

Mr. Rose Gold on 2.18.21) 
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• Closing Family Zoom 2.18.21 
 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Zoom interviews with family found them together on or near the family couch 

and with occasional (sweet) dog sightings while I was seated at my desk in my 
home office. 

 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• During our initial interview and Week #1, I was charmed by their sweet dog 
who is named after a television character of 20 years ago who was complex 
and funny. Their dog seemed to be a wonder and was certainly beloved. Week 
#1 found this dog with a severe eye infection which the Rose Golds were 
treating with sincere care while seeming to take it in stride. As I share in 
Chapter 4, the Rose Gold’s ritual included holding hands together as they 
began the WTP, including their dog’s paw.  

• What about their code name? When asked, Mr. Rose Gold picked the name 
quickly and Ms. Rose Gold agreed. I am unaware of the connection they have 
to this color. 

• The Rose Golds moved me with their devotion to one another and sincere 
desire to expand their communication tools, including using wondering for the 
month of the research period. They are quite a family. 

 
 
 
 

The Teal Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Mom Teal (none given)  
o Eldest Daughter Teal (19)  
o Younger Daughter Teal (12)  
o Son Teal (7) 

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Maine, small town 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we sometimes have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we sometimes have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: (nothing noted) 
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Cohort Subcategories: 
 

• The Teals are one of eight participating families with children under 18 living at 
home. (The others are the Cyan, Green, Light Blue, Lime Green, Mr. Beast, Pink, 
Yellow Families) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Mom Teal – unknown 
• Eldest Daughter Teal - unknown  
• Younger Daughter Teal - unknown 
• Son Teal – unknown 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: Yes 

• Mom Teal had worked as a caregiver for my mother in-law and father in-law for 
several summers from 2016-2018. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Mom Teal 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line 1.10.21 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.18.21 
• Zoom Check In Week #1 1.25.21 (with Mom) 
• Zoom Check In Week #2 2.1.21 (with Mom and Daughters Teal) 
• Zoom Check In Week #3 2.9.21 (with Mom) 
• Closing Family Zoom 2.16.21 

 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Initial and Closing Zoom interviews with family found them together in their 

kitchen while I was seated at my desk in my home office. Week #1, Mom 
Teal was at her work desk. Week #2, Mom Teal was with Daughters Teal in 
their car, Week #3 Mom Teal was at home by herself. 

 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• Dad Teal is an engaged spouse and parent but was not interested in 
participating in this research project. 

• What about their code name? Son Teal was playing in the yard for our initial 
meeting, so it was Daughters and Mom Teal who agreed on the family code 
name. 

• I made no provisions in this research to delve into personal details, especially 
of children given the Human Subject research considerations. In conversations 
during the research period, Mom Teal shared that each of the three children 
had challenges, including learning and emotional ones. One child was ill 
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during the research period but that did not preclude the family from 
participating. Each of the three children was brought into this family by love, 
not by birth. 

 
 

 
 

The Turquoise Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Ms. Turquoise (63)  
o Mr. Turquoise (70)  

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Indiana, urban 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we sometimes have enough. (Ms. 

Turquoise) 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we sometimes have enough. (Mr. 

Turquoise) 
• When it comes to money, we usually have enough. (Ms. Teal) 
• When it comes to money, we sometimes have enough. (Mr. Teal) 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family:  
o “Our adult daughter, [name of daughter] (31), suffers from major 

depression/anxiety/sleep disorder, and still lives with us, which can be a 
source of stress, though she is currently working hard to get better.” 
(Ms. Turquoise) 

 
Cohort Subcategories 
 

• The Turquoises are one of four participating families without children (under 18 
years) at home. (Others are Cobalt Blue, Rose Gold, and White) 

• The Turquoises are one of two participating families with adult children. (Other is 
Cobalt Blue.) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Ms. Turquoise – direct experience 
• Mr. Turquoise – indirect experience 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: No prior 

• Ms. Turquoise works with of a volunteer colleague of mine (Ms. Cobalt) to whom 
I had sent the general email inviting people to share the WTP during the 
recruitment period. This family responded to that forwarded email invitation. 
There is no prior connection of any kind of which I am aware. 
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Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Ms. Turquoise 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line 1.18.21 (Ms. Turquoise) 
• Registration on-line 1.23.21 (Mr. Turquoise) 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.25.21 
• Zoom Check In Week #1 2.1.21  
• Zoom Check In Week #2 2.9.21  
• Zoom Check In Week #3 2.16.21  
• Closing Family Zoom 3.22.21 

 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• All interviews were by Zoom with Mr. and Ms. Turquoise gathered at a table 

at home while I was seated at my desk in my home office. They have two cats, 
one of whom I met via Zoom and one who was reported to be too shy for 
Zoom! 

 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• As Ms. Turquoise noted on with her demographic information, this couple has 
an adult daughter living at home who did not sign consent to be part of the 
research. From her parents reporting, I was aware that their daughter was at 
our interviews several times but out of view of the camera. The Turquoises 
also reported that she took an interest in the WTP.  

o “[W]e asked the questions and she sat with us and actually contributed 
some things. I think she's really enjoyed it. It has been a very nice way 
for the three of us to connect…Even if she doesn't say anything, she 
likes to sit with us while we do our questions.”278  

o “She wants to be, she always asks me almost every night. ‘Have you 
done your questions yet?’ And if I say, yes, we've already done them. 
She said, ‘Oh I wanted to do it too.’”279 

• What about their code name? The Turquoise’s adult daughter helped with the 
selection of the code name at our Initial Interview although I did not see her. 

• Ms. Turquoise is a music teacher and Mr. Turquoise reported that he was 
recently retired from the field of engineering.  

 
 
 

 
278 Ms. Turquoise, Turquoise Interview Week #2, February 9, 2021, 0 min., 55 sec. 

 
279 Ms. Turquoise, Turquoise Interview, Week #3, February 16, 2021, 3 min., 38 sec. 
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• COVID Impact:  
o The Turquoises expressed issues related to COVID impact more than 

any other family as evidenced in Appendix Q (Occurrence of COVID 
Codes by Family).  

o Ms. Turquoise was ill with COVID towards the end of the research 
period. According to her, she was symptomatic two days after our 
Week #3 Interview and was ill at home for 10 days and then 
hospitalized for 10 days. When she was feeling ready, we scheduled 
our Final Interview. 

o Mr. Turquoise shared that being newly retired at the onset of the 
pandemic was quite challenging. At the Final Interview, he offered 
that (per wondering question #4), “I think I’d like to leave out the 
entire last year.”280 

 
 
 

 
 

The White Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Ms. White (29)  
o Mr. White (34)  

• Zip Code indicates Location: Illinois, urban  
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we always have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we usually have enough. 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family: (nothing added) 
 
Cohort Subcategories 
 

• The Whites are one of four participating families without children (under 18 
years) at home. (Others are Cobalt, Rose Gold, Turquoise) 

• The Whites are one of two families who are of childbearing age without children 
at home. (Other Rose Gold.) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 
 

• Ms. White – direct experience 
• Mr. White – no experience 

 
 

280 Mr. Turquoise, Final Interview, March 22, 2021, 12 min., 48 sec.  



Appendix I 

 153  

Connection/s to Researcher: Ms. White is my daughter and Mr. White is my son-in-law. 
 

• The Whites expressed interest in participating based on a single email invitation 
from me and were willing to be the initial family, aware that I would be refining 
procedures (voice recordings, Zoom meetings, etc.) After speaking with Eden 
faculty adjunct professor, Dr. Jeff Moore, I was clear that including the Whites’ 
experience in the data set was appropriate and important. I then consulted 
statistician, Niesa Ryder, to perform analysis of the coded data to ensure that the 
integrity of the data set was not compromised with the decision to include kin in 
the research cohort.281 

 
Connection/s to Other’s in the Cohort:  
 

• Ms. White suggested the WTP to Ms. Rose Gold who reached out to me directly. 
The Rose Golds enrolled shortly thereafter. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
Primary Contact: Ms. White 

• Dates of Interactions:  
• Registration on-line 1.14.21 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.14.21 
• Zoom Check In after Week #1 1.21.21  
• Zoom Check In after Week #2 1.28.21  
• Zoom Check In after Week #3 2.4.21  
• Closing Family Zoom 2.11.21 

 
Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Each interview with Mr. and Ms. White was via Zoom and found them 

together on or near the family couch with occasional visits from their dog 
while I was seated at my desk in my home office. 

 
Researcher Reminiscences: 

• During our initial interview, Mr. White focused in on the oft-used term in our 
first meeting: wonder. “Why the word ‘wonder’? I know there’s a reason. Just 
curious.”282 It was an important point of connection and we discussed wonder 
in some detail at that point. Ms. White had grown up in a milieu of wonder 
through her experience of Godly Play® on Sunday mornings at our church. In 
a later reflection, Ms. White indicated that this exchange in our first interview 

 
281 The Pink Family is the only other member of the research cohort with which I have familial 

ties. Mr. Pink is a second degree relative (my spouse’s nephew) and Daughter Pink is a third degree relative 
(my spouse’s great niece.) 

 
282 White Initial Interview, January 14, 2021 at 10 min., 59 sec. 
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around the value of the term ‘wonder’ was beneficial; she shared that 
‘wonder’ felt invitational, intergenerational, and not value-laden. 

• What about their code name? The “White’s” were the only family who did not 
pick their code name which was one example of their being “test-balloons’ in 
my research. I assigned that particular color as they had been recently married 
and I associated white with that ritual. At Week #2, I offered them the option 
to change their code color and they declined. 

• Some evocative terms were lifted up by the White’s that appear ahead in the 
data analysis. I recognize that my close family members are quite likely to use 
descriptors that resonate for me. In Week #3, Ms. White observed that “it’s 
nice that you keep the stakes sort of low,” a reference to not feeling pressured 
to do the practice “right.”283 This was precisely the tone I was trying to set 
with research families. Ironically, two descriptive terms that I use to 
characterize a research finding were proffered by Mr. White, my son-in-law, 
rather than my daughter. 

o “Cadence” in regard to the rhythm found in the early practice.284 
o “Muddle” in regard to the challenges encountered in Week #3.285 

 
 
 

 The Yellow Family 
 

Demographic Information from Participant/s: (gathered by Google Forms) 
 

• Members:  
o Mom Yellow (none given)  
o Dad Yellow (35)  
o Twin Daughter Yellow (1)  
o Twin Son Yellow (1) 

 
• Zip Code indicates Location: Maine, small town 
• Our Family is: White/Caucasian 
• When it comes to 'quality' time together, we usually have enough. 
• When it comes to money, we always have enough and we sometimes have 

enough. (2 options chosen) 
• Please add anything here that you want the researcher, Sally Thomas, to know 

about you and your family:  
o “We both come from good homes and have always been loved & 

nurtured. I love the idea of family story telling. Lastly, a big goal of 
2021 has been less screen time and more reflection.” (Mom Yellow) 

 
283 White Interview Week #3, February 4, 2021 at 15 min., 13 sec. Italics are mine. 
 
284 White Interview Week #2, January 28, 2021 at 1 min., 38 sec.  
 
285 White Interview Week #3, February 4, 2021 at 4 min., 26 sec.  
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Cohort Subcategories: 

• The Yellow’s are one of eight participating families with children under 18 living 
at home. (The others are the Cyan, Green, Light Blue, Lime Green, Mr. Beast, 
Pink, Teal, Families) 

 
Godly Play® Familiarity: 

• Mom Yellow – unknown 
• Dad Yellow – unknown 
• Twin Son Yellow – unlikely 
• Twin Daughter Yellow - unlikely 

 
Connection/s to Researcher: Yes 

• Mom has been my dental hygienist since Fall, 2020. A conversation about my 
research proposal during a dental cleaning led to Mom Yellow wondering if they 
might know more in case they wanted to participate as a family. She responded to 
my email invitation. No dental interactions happened during the research period. 

 
Research Experience Timeline: 
 

• Primary Contact: Mom Yellow 
• Dates of Interactions:  

• Registration on-line 1.21.21 
• Initial Family Zoom 1.24.21 
• Check In after Week #1 1.31.21 (email with Mom) 
• Check In after Week#2 2.7.21 (email with Mom) 
• Check In after Week #3 2.14.21 (email with Mom) 
• Closing Family Zoom 2.21.21 

 
• Notes on Meeting Style and Place:  

 
• Initial and Closing Zoom interviews with family found them together 

managing to converse with me while their twins played. I was seated at my 
desk in my home office. 

 
• Researcher Reminiscences: 

• While many families did their wondering together during dinnertime, the 
Yellow’s took it to a different level. Mom and Dad Yellow often wondered 
together while they were feeding their twins dinner! 

• What about their code name? As far as I know, there was no significance to 
the color yellow when chosen by Mom Yellow at our Initial Interview. 

• The Yellows represented the briefest interviews and emails which is 
understandable with twin babies. Even in the brevity, I sensed the ritual of the 
WTP had staying power for their family. The Yellows took ownership of the 
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questions in a way that worked well for them, especially since they felt some 
redundancy in them. By the Final Interview, they had narrowed down to three 
total questions. 

• “I think in general. I think we've done well with the, ‘what was the best part of 
your day?’ ‘What was the worst part?’ and then we added in ‘how are you 
feeling?’ which I like that one.”286 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
286 Mom Yellow, Final Zoom Interview, February 21, 2021, 0 min., 33 sec. 



Initial Interview Outline 

May I record? 

Confidentiality assured by coded answers 

I am recording 

Pick a color to identify your family 

Have you had a chance to look at any of the materials? 

Review the Practice: 

Display the stone 

Pick a place 

Pick a time 

Pick a signal 

Noises silenced 

Signal to one another 

Deep breath 

Ask the first question to one person. 

Answers can be a word or a story.  
The other family members just listen. We "hold" each other's story. Everyone gets to ask 
the first question. 

Then the second, third, and fourth. 

Signal to one another to close. 
If possible make an eye connection with each other that says "I listened to you. Thank-
you." 

Recording conversation and keep in password protected file and then on a removable drive 

Research complete after 4 weeks 

Your completion date is:_______________________ 

Let's plan to Zoom to close on that date at what time: ____________________- 

I would like to check in once a week to answer questions and see how things are going. 
That is going to be a really helpful part.What work's best for a weekly check in?  family 
members can take turns but we will just pick one way now) 

Text, Email, Phone call, Video chat  
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From: Sally Thomas hisallythomas@gmail.com
Subject:

Date: April 17, 2021 at 1:17 PM
To:

Bcc: Week #1 Check In

Hello ++++++++,

As promised, I am checking in on how Wondering Together is going for the “+++++++++++” after a week of wondering. 

I welcome your thoughts in response to these quick questions and any other thoughts you have:

Have you been able to do Wondering Together some/most/all days?
Is there a time of day or place that you have settled into to Wonder Together?
Type a few adjectives or phrases to describe how Wondering Together feels in your family?
Are there any questions you have about the practice of Wondering Together that I might help with?

I have been thinking of you all and hope you are doing well in Covid-world.

Looking forward to hearing how things are going!

Thanks,
Sally

Sally Thomas
(she/her/hers)
Freeport, Maine
Candidate, Doctor of Ministry 
Eden Seminary (St. Louis, MO)
207-805-4120
The Wondering Together Project
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From: Sally Thomas millvalleysally@gmail.com
Subject: 2 week check in

Date: February 26, 2021 at 10:55 AM
To:

It’s been two weeks since you began Wondering Together and I am wondering (hmmmm) how things have changed in the 
past week. Here are a few questions to jog your thinking. All thoughts welcome!

How are things going?
What has changed in the wondering together that might be different/more challenging/better/interesting/… in the 
second week?
If you were to describe the Wondering Together Project to someone outside your family, how might you describe it?
Do all of you feel the same way?
Have you changed the order of the questions or would you like to?

5th Question: There is an optional question that families may choose to add after two weeks of wondering together. (This is 
the only question change/add and it’s completely optional!)

“I wonder how you are feeling in this moment?"

I am so excited to hear back from you.

Thanks so much for participating! I am really grateful,
Sally

Sarah D Thomas
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From: Sally Thomas hisallythomas@gmail.com
Subject: 3rd week check in

Date: April 17, 2021 at 1:19 PM
To:

Hello ++++++++,

The ++++ Family has now finished 3 weeks as members of the Wondering Together Project. Thank-you!

Would you take a moment to let me know how things are going?

What changes have you noticed in the past week compared with the week before? 
Is it easier, harder, different, depends on the day?

Are there places of joy or frustration for certain members of your family?
How have you changed things to try and make the practice of Wondering Together work better for you all?
Did you start to use the additional “5th Question” (“I wonder how you are feeling?”) If so, how is that going?

This time next week marks a month and is our time to connect with a final Zoom call. Is there a time that would work well 
for a 20 minute Zoom call on *************?

Thanks so much!

Hope you are well,
Sally

Sally Thomas
(she/her/hers)
Freeport, Maine
Candidate, Doctor of Ministry 
Eden Seminary (St. Louis, MO)
207-805-4120
The Wondering Together Project

Sarah D Thomas
160

Sarah D Thomas
Appendix J
page 4 of 5



 

Closing Family Interview Rubric 
 

Okay if I record? 
Yay and Thanks! 
 

Wonder about the past week. 
I have three questions to look back on the whole month of 
Wondering Together. 
First, I wonder what you have learned about yourselves and 
each other since taking on a month-long commitment like 
this? 
Second, Will you keep wondering together? Why or why not? 
 

I have one last question… 
 

If a family adopts a habit of communal Examen, will the 
practice enhance their existential and spiritual lexicon?  
Restated in the vernacular, “If a family checks in daily when 
things are ‘normal,’ will that make it easier to talk about the 
big stuff when things get rough?”  
 
Take time in hearing any other feedback and expressing my 
deep thanks. 
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Appendix M 

 

 

Incidence of “R-6” (= Ownership of Ritual Practice) Codes per family in Week #2 

Interview. (Green and Turquoise Families had no R-6 codes in Week #2.) 
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Sarah D Thomas
R-2: Value
R-4: Generative
R-5:Sustainable
R-6: Ownership of

Sarah D Thomas
NB: The Final Interview = Week #4. Week’s 5-7 indicate data received after the research period concluded.
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