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The Church in Trauma at Worship 

By Alicia W. Walker" 

On December 26,2004, an earthquake triggered a tsunami in Southeast 
Asia that devastated multiple islands and countries and claimed thousands 
of lives. In the weeks that followed, the media coverage bombarded the 
world with images and stories beyond our ability to absorb. The human 
response reflected the best and worst of our kind; some people offered 
generous gifts of self and resources, while others proclaimed judgment 
and condemnation. Permeating the stories and the responses were questions 
and doubt on the part of believers and non-believers alike. When, like 
numerous other Cooperative Baptist Fellowship churches, our staff decided 
to address this catastrophe in worship, it was against this background that 
we drew our design. The normal liturgy of our congregation is formed 

around the idea that worship reflects a 
dialogue between God and God's people. 

The revelation of God may T h e r e v e i a t i o n o f G o d m a y t a ke place in 
take place in scripture, . ", , . 

prayer, song, and scripture, prayer, song, and proclamation, 
proclamation, and the and the congregation is called to respond 
congregation is called to both personally and corporately. The 
respond both personally and , . Λ £ · ι J 
corooratelv vehicles for response may include song, 

prayer, the spoken word, spiritual 
commitment, or physical movement. There 

is room for all of these to occur not only in the traditional closing hymn of 

* Alicia M. Walker is Associate Pastor for Music and Worship at Peachtree Baptist Church 
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response, but also throughout the service in 
various ways. In planning this particular worship 
event, this dialogue of revelation and response 
became even more vital as our congregation sought 
understanding, solace, and guidance from the 
Divine. 

While it is not our weekly practice, the unique 
nature of this service and the time factor (just over one week ahead) 
prompted our staff to plan this service as a group. This allowed for a very 
creative development as we discussed our individual perspectives on the 
tragedy as well as the reactions from our circles of acquaintance. When we 
turned our attention to the parameters for the worship service, our 
brainstorming reflected a variety of considerations: the importance of a 
scriptural perspective, a desire to address the grief of the world in a local 
context, the questions being asked—particularly by people of faith—and 
the sense of helplessness felt by a people half a world away from an 
unimaginable disaster. Out of these considerations we sought to craft a 
service of worship that would allow for questions and doubt to be 
acknowledged, for grief to be expressed, and for hope to be offered. We 
also wanted our congregation to find some tangible, active way to respond 
to all that we were experiencing in the hope of alleviating some of the 
helplessness felt by so many of us. 

As we began to structure the worship order, we decided to intersperse 
three quotations from people responding to the tsunami. These served as 
sub-headings within the worship order, but were not voiced aloud. The 
first one appeared after the Call to Worship and Invocation and stated, 
'Only in prayer do I find comfort/7 The second was "In the face of all this 
death I cannot pray/7 and the third was "I pray for answers and 
understanding, but they haven't come/7 These quotations set the tone for 
the words and music of the following worship events. 

In times of strong emotion, music is a powerful catalyst for expression 
of that which is felt most deeply. It was vital, and should always be so, that 
the musical choices for this service reflected sincerely our theology and 
our cries to the Almighty. Our normal practice calls for the first 
congregational hymn to be "vertical77 in its language. In other words, the 
text is addressed to God and is about God, as opposed to an individual 
testimony or corporate exhortation. The difficulty lay in finding a hymn to 
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God that was not celebratory in nature. At the 
opening of this 

The difficulty lay in finding a 
hymn to God that was not 
celebratory in nature. 
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particular service, it 
was not time for 
celebration, even of 
God7s glory. We 
decided to delay the 

congregational hymn and replace it with a scripture reading and litany 
adapted from Psalms 46 and 130. The scripture reading served as a Call to 
Worship and was Genesis 1:1-9. This creation account affirmed our belief 
that God is Creator and that creation in God7s eyes is good. It was an 
important faith statement to offer. The litany that followed acknowledged 
the tsunami and its disastrous effect, allowed us corporately to cry to God, 
and reminded us of God7s presence and attentiveness. 

Leader: On the morning after Christmas, the strongest 
earthquake seen in forty years triggered tsunamis that 
engulfed islands and drowned untold thousands. 

People: God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help 
in trouble. 

Leader: Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way, 
and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, 

People: Though its waters roar and foam and the mountains 
quake with their surging. 

Leader: What prayer can we make at such a time - in the face of 
such devastation? 

People: Be still, and know that I am God. 

Leader: Out of the depths, we cry to you, O God. Hear us. 

People: Let your ears be attentive to our cries for mercy. 

Leader: Our souls wait for the Lord, 
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People: And in God's word we place our 
trust. 

Leader: The Lord Almighty is with us. 

People: The God of Jacob is our fortress.1 

We responded to these Psalms by singing stanzas one and three of "I 
Need Thee Every Hour.77 This gospel song, well-known to our congregation, 
gave a corporate voice to an intimate, personal need. In light of God7s 
promised presence and care, as voiced in the Psalms, we then sang of our 
acceptance of this promise. 

The hymn was followed by a homily on Psalm 42, entitled "Solace.77 

The pastor dealt with our deep need for Divine comfort when circumstances 
and doubts overwhelm us. In response, the choir sang "Out of the Deep77 

from Requiem by John Rutter. This musical rendering of Psalm 130 is an 
evocative, mournful setting of the lament. The choir is accompanied by a 
cello, and its plaintive quality gives voice 
to the sorrow inherent in the text. The 
music begins and ends in this character 
of lament, yet the middle section is an 
exalted acknowledgement of God7s 
trustworthiness. As a statement of faith, 
it allowed us to express our grief and our 
trust while admitting that sorrow is not 
easily overcome. 

The next quote to appear in the worship order was, "In the face of all 
this death I cannot pray.77 In the following segment of worship, we sought 
to acknowledge our confusion and fear and the difficulty of expressing 
these things to God. There was a reading entitled "God Weeps77 by Beth A. 
Richardson, followed by a prayer.2 The congregation responded by singing, 
"Kum ba yah.77 It was a simple voicing of our need for God to be present, 
but also to understand what we could not say. The homily which followed 
was titled "Silence77 and drew from Rom 8:26-27. The pastor addressed not 
only our own struggle for understanding and words to express it, but also 
the opportunity before us to pray for others in this situation. We sat in 
silence for a time, and then the cellist played Elegy, by Jules Massenet, as an 

As a statement of faith, "Out 
of the Deep" by John Rutter, 
based on Psalm 130, allowed 
us to express our grief and 
our trust while admitting that 
sorrow is not easily overcome. 
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instrumental meditation. During this meditation, 
the congregation was invited to write prayers for 
those who had no words to say, or even the faith in 
which to frame them. 

The final quotation was, "I pray for answers and 
understanding, but they haven't come.77 This 
segment of the service began with a reading by 
Susan Palo Cherwien called "Hope.77 We responded by singing a new hymn, 
"When in Creation77 written by Tommy Shapard in response to the tsunami.3 

The text is a beautiful wedding of the questions we have in the face of 
tragedy and the hope we find in the loving work of God. Stanza 1 reads as 
follows: 

When in creation life is lost, the power of God seems weak. 
When young and old are swept away by rivers in the streets, 
We seek the wisdom that ordained the sun to rule the day, 
And pray to God that lives be saved and hope will find a way.4 

The homily which followed referenced Hab 1:2-4 and was titled 
"Searching.77 The words of this homily reminded us that all people have 

searched for answers to difficult questions. The 
The cry "How long, 0 cry "How long, O Lord77 has been voiced by 
Lord" has been voiced by generation after generation. The pastor called us 
generation after t o c o n t i n u e t o p r a y to question, and to seek. We 
generation. j * j. · · * J · Λ Λ UU 

were urged not to give in to despair and doubt, 
but to turn to God with our grief and emptiness. 

In response to this homily we offered a Call to Prayer. During this time, 
the congregation was invited to move around the sanctuary. In the large 
window sills, posters of the flags of the countries affected by the tsunami 
had been created and placed. While the organ played, the congregants 
moved from place to place, offering prayers, or meditating in silence. During 
the movement around the sanctuary, the congregation was also invited to 
bring offerings forward to the altar. We had announced the opportunity to 
give through our church to the relief efforts and how it should be indicated. 
This offering of prayer and gifts was closed with a chime occurring fifteen 
times—one chime for every 10,000 lives lost at that date. 

We found it very important in a service of lament and mourning to 
provide a sense of hope and comfort. While we too often err on the side of 
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not allowing people to question or grieve, it is 
important, when we do, to recall the congregation 
to faith and hope. To accomplish this, the pastor 
offered such a call based on Rev 21:1-4. With the 
reminder that one day there would be "no more 
sea,77 we were able to look beyond the present 
tragedy to the promise of culmination offered by 

God. Our response was to sing "O God Our Help in Ages Past,77 a hymn 
that reminds us of the finitude we all share, and the timeless nature of our 
Creator. 

In terms of practical considerations, our church staff worked very 
well together to plan this liturgy. It is our normal practice to be 
intentional in worship, considering all the words spoken and the music 
sung in light of the revelation/response dialogue. This particular service 
was unique in its focal point, and it was helpful to have a variety of 
perspectives and skills at the planning table. As Associate Pastor for 
Music & Worship, the worship planning is usually my responsibility, 
and because of that, I have a variety of resources (musical, printed, and 
electronic) to which I regularly turn. Other staff members had the creative 
skills to produce the flags for each of the countries and sought to involve 
some of the congregation in the preparation process as well. Our pastor's 
willingness to prepare multiple homilies on a variety of topics gave us 
the flexibility to restructure our liturgy to meet the various needs of our 
congregation. The musical and liturgical resources employed allowed 
us to pace the worship service in a manner that kept us moving without 
rushing from one event to the next. 

The response of our congregation indicated their deep appreciation 
of the opportunity to grieve together in community. Our bonds as a 
church family were strengthened as our staff worked together to shape 
this service of worship, and as our congregation shared their questions, 
doubts, fears, prayers, and hopes. Likewise, the congregation was able 
to offer something of itself, spiritually and tangibly, to people in great 
need. Within the dialogue of worship, God was revealed as the One 
who could hear our doubts and fears without faltering in love and 
compassion for us. We could then respond with our whole selves, 
pouring out our grief, offering our own compassion for those in 
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devastation, and clinging to the hope that 
somehow God7s purposes might be 
accomplished. 

To grieve and pray together as human beings 
is to deepen bonds in unique ways. To do so in 
the context of worship is intentionally to expand 

those bonds to 
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To grieve and pray together as 
human beings is to deepen 
bonds in unique ways. To do so 
in the context of worship is 
intentionally to expand those 
bonds to include God Almighty, 
to create a cord of strands not 
easily broken. 

include God Almighty, to create a cord 
of strands not easily broken. As those 
who plan and facilitate worship in our 
congregations, we should embrace the 
opportunity for sincere expressions of the 
human experience in worship, 
broadening our dialogue with God to 
include the depths as well as the heights 
of our faith. 

adapted by A. Walker from Psalms 46 & 130. 
2This reading is available at http://www.upperroom.org/reflections/ 

default.asp?act=display_content&start_pos=l&txtsearch=God%20Weeps&itemid=221436. 

3Tommy Shapard's hymn "When in Creation" is available at http://www.gbod.org/ 
worship/music/whenincreation-shapard.pdf. 

4Used by permission of the author. 
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