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To the Churches of Wisconsin –  
 
We began our most recent conversations on gun violence at the Council’s Annual Meeting in 2017, when 
representatives of many of our member denominations gathered for a discussion session on our varied 
approaches to the crisis of gun violence facing our churches, communities and world.  This work was given 
more urgency in the wake of the Ash Wednesday 2018 attack at Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High School 
in Parkland, Florida. In a Lenten Call to Action, we wrote these words to our members: 
 

  
We believe it is possible to address the scourge of gun violence as a people of faith, not fear. 

We believe our faith compels us to act in this moment, standing with the traumatized, 
aligning ourselves with the hope of transformation and new life. 

  
 
This study-action guide is the result of two years of faithful listening, cross+generational connection, and 
continuous commitment to the belief that that the Spirit calls us to action in multiple ways. Our work, and the 
resources in this guide were built on three foundational ideas.  As you develop plans to implement these 
resources in your own local context, we urge you to consider how these scripture passages can inform your 
own efforts: 
 
(1) On Prophetic, Cross+Generational Leadership 
 

… this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel:  ‘In the last days it will be, God declares,  
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,  

and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams. 
Acts 2:16-17 

 
On the issue of gun violence in our time, youth and young adults are speaking and acting as prophetic 
leaders.  In our Lenten Call to Action, we said “They are speaking without fear, naming difficult truths, and 
advocating for change, believing that transformation is possible. They are confronting the powers of death 
with holy imagination.”  We committed in this project to keep the voices of youth central. Two youth 
summits helped generate the testimony – true personal stories shared in vulnerable moments, art, and other 
writing – which form the backbone of each option in this guide.  Youth from our member churches have 
been part of piloting the materials found here.  
 
Holy Scripture reminds us that the gifts of the Spirit have been poured out equally upon all flesh, that a 
prophetic voice can be found among any generation of God’s people. We invite you to consider: how can 
you engage youth and young adults from your community in planning and leading an activity based upon 
the outlines offered here?  On Pentecost Day, it was Peter who spoke to the assembled crowd, perhaps the 
least likely preacher of all the disciples. How can you make space among you for the unlikely preachers 
and prophets to be heard, and the “dreams and visions” of multiple generations to be held as sacred side 
by side? 
 
(2)  On Facing Multiple Forms of Violence 
 
There are numerous scripture reflections on peace and nonviolence. We urge you to read the Council’s 
Statement on Nonviolence (see page 39 and following) for a deeper reflection on these themes. For the 
purpose of this study, however, we take this text as formative:  
 
 “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’  But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. 
But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give 
your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.  Give to everyone who begs from 
you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.  - Matthew 5:38-42 
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While we are committed to nonviolence, it does not mean we are passive. In Matthew 5:39, Jesus says “Do 
not resist an evil doer.” This is not a directive for a do-nothing response. It actually means “Do not mirror 
evil.” In plain language today, we might say, “Rather than retaliating against violence with more violence, 
do something to defuse and change the situation.” Responding to violence with violence just continues a 
violent cycle. Changing the situation can lead to less violence. Eventually, it might even allow a healing of 
relationships between enemies.  

Violence happens with guns, but it also includes the harm produced by racism and the degrading of 
people that comes with racist names and terms. We must model ways to respond to both kinds of violence 
without mirroring it. Responding to violence in ways that change the situation requires imagination and 
creativity. We are called to the beauty and joy of a nonviolent life in the Reign of God.1 With creative 
engagement, youth hold the key to healing the plague of gun violence, and of racism in our society.  
 
(3)  When My Neighbor is in Pain 
 
25 Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 26 He said to him, 
“What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 27 He answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” 28 And he 
said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” 29 But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, 
“And who is my neighbor?” 30 Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of 
robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. 31 Now by chance a priest was going down 
that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32 So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and 
saw him, passed by on the other side. 33 But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was 
moved with pity. 34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his 
own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35 The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the 
innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.’ 36 Which of 
these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37 He said, “The one who 
showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 
 
The Commandment "Thou shalt not kill" can seem a simple and rudimentary concept. But over the centuries 
Christian writers have expanded it to mean also that it is possible to "kill" someone spiritually, mentally, 
emotionally, with words, by failing to assist, by withholding opportunity. Over the centuries, the Good 
Samaritan parable has been exegeted as depicting Christ’s salvation of humans. He is the Samaritan; 
humanity is the person by the side of the road. The inn & its keeper are the Church, entrusted with 
continuing to improve the health of beaten-up humans.  
 
As Christians, we are called not only to be the innkeeper, but also to model ourselves after the Good 
Samaritan (Jesus Christ). Our Lord deeply cares about every sparrow which falls to the ground (Matt. 
10:29). We are called to resemble Christ, the Good Samaritan, who "ran to the afflicted with affection, 
showing him the utmost care." (St. Gregory of Narek, 10th Century). The Samaritan does not judge, but 
acts to help the traveler and restore them to health.   
 
As we listen to the stories told within, and share some of our own, be alert for multiple forms of violence, 
and ways in which we or others are agents of death. How are you called to respond, as a Christian, to the 
varied forms of violence tangled up in these narratives?  How is your community called? We invite you to 
pray over the question, as we have: how can we be at peace when one of our neighbors is in pain?   
Then let the source of all Wisdom, death-defying hope of Resurrection Morning be your guide as you take 
your next steps. 
 
With Great Hope, 
The Peace & Justice Commission of the Wisconsin Council of Churches 
February 2019  

                                                           
1 WCC Statement on Nonviolence 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR PLANNING A WORSHIP SERVICE 

 

This outline may be easily customized to fit the specifics of your own tradition’s worship order.  We offer 
liturgical resources, several suggestions for the sermon or homily and/or a time of testimony, a time for the 
prayers of the people, and a hymn based on services which have taken place.  Links to further resources 
are available in the “See Also” section beginning on page 37. 

If you have time for advance planning, engage the youth of your church in planning and organizing this 
service.  It may be the case that they are willing to create art, lead elements of worship, develop prayers, 
poems or other items to enrich worship.  

 

  LITURGY 

 Call to Worship2  (PCUSA) 

Leader:  Come let us go to the mountain of the LORD, 
that we may walk the path of the Most High. 

People:  That we may beat our swords into ploughshares, 
and our spears into pruning hooks. 

Leader:  We gather today in remembrance of all those killed or harmed by gun violence in 
_________ just this week. 

People:  We mourn the loss of nearly 40,000 of our brothers and sisters, 
killed by guns in our country this year. 

Leader:  We are a nation at war with ourselves, 
a people who have forgotten who we are. 

People:  We gather today to remember 
that we are each a child of God. 
We gather to claim our belonging to each other 
and our commitment to living the way of God’s peace. 

Leader:  Come let us go to the mountain of the LORD, 
that we may walk the path of the Most High. 

People:  That we may beat our swords into ploughshares, 
and our spears into pruning hooks. 

Leader:  Neighbor shall not lift up gun against neighbor. 
Neither shall they learn violence any more. 

All:  And none shall be afraid, 
for the mouth of the Lord of Hosts has spoken. 

  

                                                           
2 Presbyterian Peace Fellowship, http://www.PresbyPeaceFellowship.org 
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 A Prayer of Confession3 (Ecumenical) 

Gracious God, we confess that in our lives we do not always choose the way of peace. We 
spread gossip, which fans the flames of hatred. We are ready to make any sacrifice when the 
world demands, but few when God invites. We worship the false God of security. We are 
tempted to trust in locks, security systems, and guns for our protection. We hold out one hand in 
friendship, but keep a weapon in the other behind our back. We have divided our communities 
into those we trust and those we do not. Huge problems challenge us in the world and in our own 
communities, but our greed, fear and selfishness prevent us from uniting to solve them. Lord, we 
need your help and forgiveness, your healing and reconciling power. Help us all to lay down our 
weapons and trust in you. Amen. 

 

 Prayer Honoring the Witness and Ministry of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.4 (Baptist) 

God of justice, whenever we settle for the way things are instead of the way love would have 
them to be, forgive us. Whenever we are paralyzed by fear or limited in vision, increase our trust 
in you. Whenever we offer charity, but fail to work for justice, show us the more excellent way that 
love requires. Whenever we tire of the struggle and tomorrow feels overwhelming, restore our 
hope. Whenever we forget those who have gone before us or act as if we are the only ones who 
are trying, allow us to recognize our arrogance. May the witness of our brother Martin encourage 
us to be dreamers for all the world’s sake. Amen. 
 
 

 Gun Violence in the United States: A Kyrie5 (UCC) 

When we fail to advocate 
 for gun law reform;  
for sensible restrictions on purchase  
for limiting the power of those who benefit from the gun industry  
Lord, have mercy.  

 
When we project blame for gun violence on to  

those with mental illness,  
those who are strangers,  
those who are immigrants  
Christ, have mercy. 

 
When we fail to work for a “dis-armed” society,  

To advocate for justice, health care, education for all,  
To learn to talk through fears and communicate across boundaries  
To work to establish a “Just world for all”  
Lord have mercy.  

 

                                                           
3 Adapted from National Council of Churches of Christ, “An Ecumenical Celebration of the Word” 
4 Adapted from Pullen Memorial Baptist Church, sourced from Brady Campaign God Not Guns Sabbath resource, out 
of print. 
5 Written by the Rev. Susan A. Blain, Minister for Faith Formation: Curator of Worship and Liturgical Arts, United 
Church of Christ. Copyright 2018 Faith Formation Ministry Team, United Church of Christ, 700 Prospect Avenue, 
Cleveland, OH 44115-1100. Permission granted to reproduce or adapt this material for use in services of worship or 
church education. All publishing rights reserved.  
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May Almighty God have mercy on us, forgive us our sin, and lead us to life in peace and 
abundance. OR In Christ, who makes all things new, we are forgiven our sin and given courage to 
create new ways of peace and justice in our world. 
 
 

 Prayer for those who have suffered abuse and violence6  (ELCA) 
 

Let us pray: Holy One, you do not distance yourself from the pain of your people, but in Jesus you 
bear that pain with all who suffer at others’ hands. With your cleansing love, bring healing and 
strength to those who have been affected by gun violence, and by your justice, lift them up, that in 
body, mind, and spirit, they may again rejoice. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.  
 
 

 A Litany for Children Slain or Traumatized by Violence7 
 

Leader: A sound is heard in Ramah, the sound of bitter weeping. Rachel is weeping for her 
children. She refuses to be comforted, for they are dead. 
 
Assembly: We pray for the families of children who have been slain by gun violence, left to 
die on streets with less dignity than is given to animals. 
 
Leader: A sound is heard in every city. Communities are weeping generationally for their children. 
Our sons, like Emmett Till, Trayvon Martin, Ezell Ford, Michael Brown and John Crawford. Our 
daughters, like Ayanna Jones, Miriam Carey, Malisa Williams, and Tarika Wilson. 
 
Assembly: As people of God, we weep for the lives of all children who instead of enjoying 
the sweetness of innocence become victims of hate, victims of war, and victims of violence. 
 
Leader: Now, let us rise up and interrupt these rushing waters of violence that leave children and 
communities wounded and paralyzed, traumatized by internal disintegration and state terror. Let 
us rise up and demand this nation abandon its affair with beliefs, practices and laws that are 
rooted in militarism, justified by racism, and propped up by systemic inequities. 
 
Assembly: We will rise up against laws rooted in evil that have no concern for life, nor any 
concern for God’s love. We will rise up until justice rolls on like a river and righteousness like 
a never-failing stream. 
 
Leader: Oh Lord, we commit ourselves to seeing all children the way that you see them. No matter 
their age or race, they are precious gifts made in your image, created with transformative 
purpose and unlimited promise. 
 
Assembly: And for that cause, we pledge to be hedges of protection for their lives, we pledge 
to stand against anything that threatens their potential or promise. 
 
All: We embody the universal spirit of Ubuntu, “I am because we are and because we are, I 
am.” We are all Rachel crying for the children! Therefore, we pledge to lock arms in solidarity 
with the families of the slain. We pledge to let our voices be heard all over this nation and the 
world, for we know we are called to do what is just and right. 

 Confronting a Culture of Violence: A Catholic Framework for Action8 (Roman Catholic) 

                                                           
6 Evangelical Lutheran Worship, p 84.  Used with permission. 
7 Copyright 2014, Samuel DeWitt Proctor Conference, Inc. 
8Excerpted from Section 5, “We Can Be More Than We Are.”  http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-
and-dignity/violence/confronting-a-culture-of-violence-a-catholic-framework-for-action.cfm 
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The Catholic community is in a position to address violence and the threat of violence in our society 
with new commitment and creativity….Worship and Preaching: The Sunday eucharistic celebration 
provides many opportunities for prayer and reflection on these themes, especially during Penitential 
Rite and the General Intercessions. The homily can be a powerful means of promoting the Scriptural 
call to peacemaking and to deepen our own relationship with Jesus, the source of true peace. The 
priest, adding a few words of his own as introduction, may wish to reinforce the significance of the 
Rite of Peace. Special Penance Services can be held, especially during Advent and Lent, to call us 
away from aggressive and violent behavior to that of peacemaking. We ask our preachers to 
consider how their preaching can be a call to peacemaking and a voice against violence in our 
families, neighborhoods and the broader community. – from the US Conference of Catholic Bishops 
 
 

 A Prayer for Peace and the Turning Away of Violence9 (Orthodox) 
 

Let all believers turn aside from violence and do what makes for peace. By the strength of your 
powerful arm save your people and your Holy Church from all evil oppression; hear the 
supplications of all who call to you in sorrow and affliction, day and night, O merciful God, let 
their lives not be lost, we pray you, hear us and have mercy on us. 
 
But grant, O Lord, peace, love and speedy reconciliation to your people whom you have 
redeemed with your precious blood. Make your presence known to those who have turned away 
from you and do not seek you, so that none of them may be lost, but all may be saved and come 
to the knowledge of the truth, so that everyone, in true harmony and love, O long-suffering Lord, 
may praise your all holy Name. 
 

 
 A Litany in the Aftermath of Gun Violence10 (Episcopal) 

 
Giver of Life and Love, you created all people as one family and called us to live together in 
peace. Surround us with your love as we face again the tragedy of gun violence. 
For the children and adults who were killed _____ , (the brave ones who died protecting 
others), the many who were wounded and hospitalized, the traumatized, grieving survivors, 
and those known to you alone, Loving God, Make us instruments of your peace. 
 
God of Righteousness, you have granted our leaders power and responsibility to protect us, and 
to uphold our right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Strengthen their devotion to our 
common life and give them clarity of purpose. 
 
For all who bear such responsibility, for all who struggle to discern what is right in the face of 
powerful political forces, Loving God, Make us instruments of your peace. 
 
God of Compassion, we give you thanks for first responders: police officers, firefighters, 
EMTs, and all those whose duties bring them to the streets, the schools, the malls and the 
homes where the carnage of gun violence takes place every day. Give them courage and sound 
judgment in the heat of the moment and grant them compassion for the victims.  
 
For our brothers and sisters who risk their lives and serenity as they rush to our aid, 
Loving God, Make us instruments of your peace. 

                                                           
9 Composed by the Russian Orthodox Church of St. Nicholas in Amsterdam.  Source: Coptic Orthodox Church of 
Alexandria, Diocese of Los Angeles. https://lacopts.org/story/a-prayer-for-peace-and-the-turning-away-of-violence 
10 By the Rt. Rev. Stephen T. Lane, Episcopal Bishop of Maine. Permission is granted to amend or adjust as necessary. 
Sourced from bishopsagainstgunviolence.org 
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Merciful God, bind up the wounds of all who suffer from gun violence, those maimed and 
disfigured, those left alone and grieving, and those who struggle to get through one more 
day. Bless them with your presence and help them find hope. 
 
For all whose lives are forever changed and broken by the scourge of gun violence, 
Loving God, Make us instruments of your peace. 
 
God of Repentance and Forgiveness, we hold before you ____ (the one who fired the 
weapon) and seek your grace for transformation. We cannot forgive - not yet - but we trust in 
your power to make all things new. 
 
For those who from malice or illness are the instruments of violence and death, Loving God, 
Make us instruments of your peace. 
 
God Who Remembers, may we not forget those who have died, more than 30,000 in the past 
year, in the gun violence that we have allowed to become routine. Receive them into your 
heart and comfort us with your promise of eternal love and care. 
 
For all who have died, those who die today, and those who will die tomorrow, Loving God 
Make us instruments of your peace. 
 
God of Tender Mercy, be with those who are overwhelmed, enraged, frustrated and 
demoralized by the plague of gun violence. Give them a sense of your presence and plant in 
them the seed of hope. 
 
For those whose hope for life in this world is shattered and broken, Loving God, Make us 
instruments of your peace. 
 
God of Justice, help us, your church, find our voice. Turn us from the worship of power. Give 
us courage to confront our false gods and to protest the needless deaths caused by gun 
violence. Help us rise above our dread that nothing can be done and grant us the conviction 
to advocate for change. 
 
For your dream of a world where children are safe and all of us live together without fear, 
Loving God, Make us instruments of your peace. 
 
All this we pray in the name of the One who offered his life so that we might live, Jesus the 
Christ. Amen. 
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 Letanía en Respuesta a Violencia con Arma de Fuego11 (Episcopal) 

 
Fuente de Vida y Amor, tú creaste a todos las gentes como miembros de una familia y nos 
llamaste a vivir juntos en paz. Envuélvenos con tu amor cuando nos enfrentamos una vez más a la 
tragedia de la violencia con arma de fuego. 
 
Por los niños y adultos que murieron _____ (los valientes que murieron protegiendo a otros), 
los muchos que fueron heridos y hospitalizados, los traumatizados, los desconsolados 
sobrevivientes, y aquellos conocidos solo por ti, Dios amoroso, Haznos instrumentos de tu paz. 
 
Dios de Rectitud, tú has otorgado a nuestros líderes, el poder y la responsabilidad para 
protegernos, y para defender nuestro derecho a la vida, libertad y la búsqueda de la felicidad. 
Fortalece su dedicación a nuestra vida en común y bríndales claridad de propósito. 
 
Por todos los que tienen tal responsabilidad, por quienes se esfuerzan por discernir lo que es 
recto ante ponderosas fuerzas políticas, Dios amoroso, Haznos instrumentos de tu paz. 
 
Dios de Compasión, te damos gracias por los primeros en responder: oficiales de la policía, 
bomberos, paramédicos, y todos cuyos deberes les llevan a las calles, las escuelas, los centros 
comerciales y los hogares donde ocurren matanzas con arma de fuego cada día. Dales valor y 
sensatez de juicio en la intensidad del momento y concédeles compasión por las víctimas. 
 
Por nuestros hermanos y hermanas que arriesgan sus vidas y serenidad cuando corren a 
ayudarnos, Dios amoroso, Haznos instrumentos de tu paz. 
 
Dios Misericordioso, alivia las heridas de quienes sufren debido a la violencia con arma de 
fuego, los mutilados y desfigurados, los afligidos y solitarios por la pérdida de seres queridos, y 
quienes luchan por sostenerse día tras día. Bendíceles con tu presencia y ayúdales a encontrar 
esperanza. 
 
Por todos y todas cuyas vidas son alteradas y quebrantadas para siempre por el flagelo de la 
violencia con arma de fuego, Dios amoroso, Haznos instrumentos de tu paz. 
 
Dios de Arrepentimiento y Perdón, te pedimos por ____ (quien disparó el arma) y te pedimos 
tu gracia para la transformación. No podemos perdonar – todavía no – pero confiamos en tu 
poder para renovarlo todo. 
 
Por quienes debido a malicia o enfermedad son instrumentos de violencia y muerte, Dios 
Amoroso, Haznos instrumentos de tu paz. 
 
Dios que Recuerdas, que no olvidemos a quienes han fallecido, más de 30.000 en el pasado año 
debido a la violencia con arma de fuego, la que hemos permitido que se convierta en rutina. 
Recíbeles en tu corazón y confórtanos con tu promesa de amor y atención eternos. 
 
Por todos los han muerto, quienes mueren hoy, y quienes morirán mañana, Dios amoroso, Haznos 
instrumentos de tu paz. 
 
Dios de Tierna Misericordia, te pedimos que estés con quienes están abrumados, llenos de ira, 
frustrados y desmoralizados por la plaga de la violencia con arma de fuego. Bríndales 
percepción de tu presencia y planta en ellos la semilla de la esperanza. 

                                                           
11 Revisada por el autor, el Revdmo. Stephen T. Lane, Obispo Episcopal de Maine. Se otorga permiso para modificar 
o ajustar como sea necesario. Versión al español, Rev. Edgar A. Gutiérrez-Duarte, Diomass 
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Por aquellos cuya esperanza de vida en este mundo está afectada y quebrantada, Dios amoroso, 
Haznos instrumentos de tu paz. 
 
Dios of Justicia, ayúdanos, tu iglesia, a encontrar nuestra voz. Apártanos del culto al poder. 
Danos valor para enfrentar a falsos dioses y protestar por las muertes innecesarias causadas por 
la violencia de arma de fuego. Ayúdanos a superar nuestro temor de que nada se puede hacer y 
concédenos la convicción necesaria para hablar en favor del cambio. 
 
Por tu sueño de un mundo donde niños y niñas viven seguros y todos nosotros vivimos juntos sin 
temor, Dios amoroso, Haznos instrumentos de tu paz. 
 
Todo esto lo pedimos en nombre de Aquel quien ofreció su vida para que nosotros pudiéramos 
vivir, Jesús el Cristo. Amén. 

 

  SCRIPTURE 

Some options to consider, if you have the flexibility to choose your own text.  Acts 2:16-17 and Luke 
10:25-37 have been the Wisconsin Council of Churches’ guiding texts for this project.  Excerpts below are 
taken from the NRSV. 

• Isaiah 2:1-5 “He shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they 
shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks;” 

• Luke 13:31-35 “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are 
sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her 
brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” 

• Acts 2:16-17  “… this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel:  ‘In the last days it will be, 
God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters 
shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams.” 

• Luke 10:25-37 “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of 
robbers…” 

 

  SERMON, HOMILY OR TESTIMONY 

As it suits your tradition, stories could be shared within a framework established by the pastor.  Your 
storytellers might be: 

• Selected video clips from the Youth Summits held by the Wisconsin Council of Churches, 
featuring individual stories. Most stories are 3-5 minutes long. A transcription of these stories is 
available beginning on page 26. Videos are available as a playlist on the WCC’s Youtube 
channel. The short link is: http://bit.ly/WCCGunViolenceStories 

• Youth from your own congregation or community. A workshop or retreat offered in advance 
can guide the youth in crafting their own story to be told well in a limited window of time. If 
you would like to explore this option, we invite you to contact the Council to discuss this further.  
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• Staff of the Wisconsin Council of Churches or guests from the youth speakers bureau of the 
Wisconsin Council of Churches.  Please be aware that this is subject to schedule and travel 
distance; advance notice is recommended and youth may not always be available in your 
geographical area.  

• Representatives of a local anti-violence program. 

We have found it effective to conclude with reading ‘A Poem for Peace’ or ‘Faith in Life’, found on 
pages 24-25. It can be helpful to offer a moment of silence or transitional music before continuing to 
the rest of the service. 

 

  PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE 

• Invite members of the church (this is an ideal leadership role for high school youth) to take turns 
reading Ultrashorts offered by attendees of the Youth Summit before transitioning to any 
prayers offered by the assembly.  You can find these on page 23 of this resource. 

• As appropriate, consider a candlelighting ritual in remembrance of those lost to gun violence, 
or another act of remembrance or commitment in the midst of the service.   

 

 

  MUSIC 

 If We Just Talk of Thoughts and Prayers, Carolyn Winfrey Gillette.    Tune: O WALY WALY 
 

1. If we just talk of thoughts and prayers 
And don't live out a faith that dares, 
And don't take on the ways of death, 
Our thoughts and prayers are fleeting 
breath. 
 

2. If we just dream of what could be 
And do not build community, 
And do not seek to change our ways, 
Our dreams of change are false displays. 

3. If we just sing of doing good 
And don't walk through our neighborhood 
To learn its hope, to ease its pain, 
Our talk of good is simply vain. 
 

4. God, may our prayers and dreams and songs 
Lead to a faith that takes on wrongs — 
That works for peace and justice, too. 
Then will our prayers bring joy to you. 

 
Permission for use of this hymn has been granted by the author for use by churches. 
© 2017 by Carolyn Winfrey Gillette. All rights reserved.  www.carolynshymns.com 

 Make Me A Channel of Your Peace 

 God of Grace and God of Glory 

 Let Me Be Your Light, by Christopher Grundy (next page) 

 Canticle of the Turning 

 See Other Resources section of this guide for links to additional options. 
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SINGLE-SESSION FRAMEWORK 

BACKGROUND FOR LEADER/CO-LEADERS 
 
The single session framework is planned to fill approximately sixty minutes. Although it’s a brief 
introduction, don’t underestimate its impact. This single-session introduction to discussing gun violence is 
intended to be flexible, in order to accommodate the readiness of people in your setting.  
 
A key role of the Leader/Co-leaders is to create a space for the participants to have a meaningful 
engagement with the topic. Watch the first video, “Introduction to Storytelling and Brave Space” (link to 
the playlist is on page 37) in advance of your session for some tips on what to expect. The topic of gun 
violence can be emotionally powerful. People in your church or group may/may not be willing to talk 
about their own personal experiences, even when they do make the choice to attend.  Be aware that 
participants may feel vulnerable. Make room for multiple viewpoints. Thank people for sharing.  
 
This resource was developed with critical input from high school youth at two youth summits sponsored by 
the Wisconsin Council of Churches. You can read more about the process and our theological foundations 
at the beginning of this guide. From our experience in engaging youth on this issue, we believe strongly 
that multi-generational leadership and participation is an asset. Having a youth co-leader from your 
church working with an adult leader will express the importance of multi-generational participation and 
make it more likely that youth will attend the sessions. 
 
SIXTY-MINUTE SESSION 
 
10 min:  Welcome and Introduction 

• Opening devotions 
• Brief description of the WI Council of Churches Faith & Gun Violence project 
• Brief theological framework, as presented in introduction (see page 3) 

 
15 min:  Sharing of Stories (use any or a combination of the below) 

• Ultra-Shorts (see page 23) 
• Video Stories (see WCC Youtube, link on page 37) 
• Personal Stories of youth present with you 

 
10 min:   Small Group Conversations: In light of what you have heard so far, 

• Why should churches talk about gun violence? 
• How does your faith inform or impact this discussion? 

 
10 min:  Share out (one person per group): Leader might record responses on large paper  

or dry-erase board for the group to see 
 
10 min:   What can we do next?  Brainstorm together – or work with page 35 if time is limited. 

• Seek out stories of children, youth, families and community members 
• Coordinate a multi-session study (see page 15 of this guide) 
• Plan a worship service (see page 5 of this guide) 
• Explore advocacy or public witness initiatives 
• Organize a community event 

10 min:   Closing 
• Share Poem for Peace and/or Faith in Life (see pages 24-25) 
• Use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section. 
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MULTI-SESSION FRAMEWORK 

 
BACKGROUND FOR LEADER/CO-LEADERS 
 
The topic of gun violence is an emotionally powerful issue. A key role of the Leader/Co-leaders is to 
create a safe space for the participants to discuss the topic. For example; when participants share, be sure 
to acknowledge and thank them for their input. Be aware that they may feel vulnerable. By appreciating 
the contributions of the participants in this active way, the conversations over the weeks will get deeper 
and more personal. Since the goal of the workshop is to evoke awareness and empathy with the end goal 
being advocacy for a reduction in gun violence, the deepening discussions are essential. Consider 
guidelines for group dynamics such as the “Circle of Trust” Touchstones developed by Parker J. Palmer and 
the Center for Courage and Renewal (see page 33).12  
 
By organizing the room into small clusters of seats of 2, 3, or 4 participants, the leader will set the space to 
emphasize the importance of small group conversations. Gradually, the conversations will become the focus 
of the sessions, which will build trust within the group. Groups of 2 are the most intimate. Groups of 3 shift 
to a little less intimate and are similar to groups of 4 or 5 where sharing might be limited. If there are 6 or 
more in a small group, the intimacy is often greatly diminished and the depth of the sharing can be harder 
to achieve. 
 
The videos in the curriculum show high school youth from churches in Wisconsin speaking about their 
experiences with gun violence. Although the workshops do not require youth participation, we recommend 
cross-generational participation, including families, when possible. Having a youth co-leader from your 
church working with the adult leader will express the importance of multi-generational participation and 
make it more likely that youth will attend the sessions. 
 
The multi-session framework is set up for six sessions.  We provide options for sixty minute or ninety minute 
sessions. This framework is well-suited for churches wishing to move from reflection to action, as it provides 
an extended time to engage with the material, build trust, momentum and consensus.  
 
Before leading your first session, we invite you to watch the first video on our playlist, “Introduction to 
Storytelling and Brave Space” to learn more about creating brave space, which is not always safe or 
comfortable, but a place to learn. This introduction also provides helpful advice about the boundary 
between stories that are ready to be shared and those that are still too tender. We offer a guide on 
page 34 for how to hold space for sacred stories, and what to do when these seem too intense for the 
facilitator to hold alone. 
 
 
SIX SESSIONS/60 MINUTES 

 
 

Session 1: 

10 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion  

10 min:  Introduction to the topic & overview of the theological framework 

10 min:   Reactions to theological framework:  

• What resonated with you?  
• What questions do you have?  
• What would you add from your own faith background? 

                                                           
12 www.couragerenewal.org 
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 10 min:  Watch Introduction: “Introduction to Storytelling and Brave Space” 

  Watch First Story: Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Becca 
 

15 min:  Conversation Options: Partners or Triads (15 minutes)  

Focus: What are your reactions to the video? 
• Did this story trigger something in you? 
• What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
• What details were memorable? 
• Where do you connect to the story? 
• How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
• What are your assumptions about gun violence? 
• Have you ever thought about what you would do in this situation? 

 
5 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 

white board for the group to see. 

5 min:  Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found on page 31 
 
 
 
Session 2: 
 
5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework  

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before?  

5 min:  Watch Second Story: Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Will  

20 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

Focus: How does your faith inform/impact what you viewed in the video? 
• Did this story trigger something in you? 
• What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
• What details were memorable? 
• Where do you connect to the story? 
• How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
• What is the effect of gun violence on a community? 

15 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

5 min:  Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 
 
 
Session 3: 

5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework  

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before?  

5 min:  Watch Third Story:  Milwaukee Story Circle  
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20 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

Focus: How does your faith inform/impact what you viewed in the video? 
• Did this story trigger something in you? 
• What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
• What details were memorable? 
• Where do you connect to the story? 
• How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
• How has social media impacted our views of gun violence? 
• Seeing the people in the video get emotional, have you ever thought about how 

personal gun violence is? 

15 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

5 min:  Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 
 
 
Session 4: 

5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework  

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before?  

5 min:  Watch Fourth Story:  Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Emily 

20 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

Focus: How does your faith inform/impact what you viewed in the video? 
 Did this story trigger something in you? 
 What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
 What details were memorable? 
 Where do you connect to the story? 
 How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
 What would you as a parent/family member/caregiver feel getting a text or call like 

this? 

15 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

5 min: Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 
 
Session 5: 
5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework  

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before?  

5 min:  Watch Fifth Story:  Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Sarah 
  Watch Sixth Story:  Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Lydia 

20 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

Focus: How does your faith inform/impact what you viewed in the videos? 
 Did these stories trigger something in you? 
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 What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
 What details were memorable? 
 Where do you connect to the story? 
 How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
 What does it mean to live and love your life? 
 What do I do about this as a Christian? 
 How can we come to common ground with those who believe so differently? 

15 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

5 min: Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 

 

Session 6: 

5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework 

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before? 

10 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

 What have you gotten out of participating in this series? 
 Where do you still have questions? 
 What are your hopes and dreams for the future? 
 What are your fears? 

 
5 min:  Watch Seventh Story:  Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Claire 
 
5 min:  Continued conversation:  WHAT’S NEXT FOR YOU/US? 

 

10 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

 

15 min:  ACTION PLAN: WHAT’S NEXT?  Some Possibilities might include… 

 Explore advocacy initiatives in the local community to reduce gun violence.  
 Organize a community event to further educate others about gun violence and youth.  
 Plan a worship service.  
 Repeat this Series again for others.  
 See Page 35 for a longer list of ideas you might use as a springboard 

 
When will we meet again or what is our next step to bring this action to fruition? 

5 min: Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
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SIX SESSIONS/90 MINUTES 

 
Session 1: 
 
10 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion  

10 min:  Introduction to the topic & Overview of the theological framework 

10 min:   Reactions to theological framework:  

 What resonated with you?  
 What questions do you have?  
 What would you add from your own theological background? 

25 min:  Sharing of a Resource brought by the leader 
 In advance of this first session, search the internet, social media, or other media for a 

gun violence related articles. Reflect on it and come prepared to share its impact. Use 
this as a model for the upcoming sessions when everyone is invited to bring articles 
that have impacted them. 

 Offer suggestions of types of resources participants could bring in following weeks: 
print or internet articles, social media discussions; books, poetry or art; photographs or 
personal memorabilia; information about upcoming events.  

 
10 min:  Watch Introduction: “Introduction to Storytelling and Brave Space” 
  Watch First Story: Faith and Gun Violence Storyteller - Becca 

15 min:  Conversation Options: Partners or Triads (15 minutes)  

Focus: What are your reactions to the video? 
• Did this story trigger something in you? 
• What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
• What details were memorable? 
• Where do you connect to the story? 
• How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
• What are your assumptions about gun violence? 
• Have you ever thought about what you would do in this situation? 

 
5 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 

white board for the group to see. 

5 min:  Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found on page 31 
 
 
 
Session 2: 

5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework  

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before?  

30 min:  Sharing of Resources with the Group Brought by Participants (30 minutes) 
 Newspaper articles 
 Personal Stories/Memorabilia  
 Media, Events 
 Books/Poetry/Art 
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5 min:  Watch Second Story: Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Will  

20 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

Focus: How does your faith inform/impact what you viewed in the video? 
• Did this story trigger something in you? 
• What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
• What details were memorable? 
• Where do you connect to the story? 
• How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
• What is the effect of gun violence on a community? 

15 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

5 min:  Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 

Session 3: 

5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework  

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before?  

30 min:  Sharing of Resources with the Group Brought by Participants (30 minutes) 

5 min:  Watch Third Story:  Milwaukee Story Circle 

20 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

Focus: How does your faith inform/impact what you viewed in the video? 
• Did this story trigger something in you? 
• What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
• What details were memorable? 
• Where do you connect to the story? 
• How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
• How has social media impact our views of gun violence? 
• Seeing the people in the video get emotional, have you ever thought about how 

personal gun violence is? 

15 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

5 min:  Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 
 
 
Session 4: 

5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework  

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before?  

30 min:  Sharing of Resources with the Group Brought by Participants (30 minutes) 
 

5 min:  Watch Fourth Story:  Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Emily 

20 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  
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Focus: How does your faith inform/impact what you viewed in the video? 
 Did this story trigger something in you? 
 What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
 What details were memorable? 
 Where do you connect to the story? 
 How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
 What would you as a parent/family member/caregiver feel getting a text or call like 

this? 

15 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

5 min: Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 
 
Session 5: 

5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework  

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before?  

30 min:  Sharing of Resources with the Group Brought by Participants (30 minutes) 

 Newspaper articles 
 Personal Stories/Memorabilia  
 Media Events 
 Books/Poetry/Art 

5 min:  Watch Fifth Story:  Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Sarah 
  Watch Sixth Story:  Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Lydia 

20 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

Focus: How does your faith inform/impact what you viewed in the video? 
 Did these stories trigger something in you? 
 What emotions did this story bring up in you? 
 What details were memorable? 
 Where do you connect to the story? 
 How did the person change in the story? How might this change you? 
 What does it mean to live and love your life? 
 What do I do about this as a Christian? 
 How can we come to common ground with those who believe so differently? 

15 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

5 min: Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 
 
Session 6: 
5 min:  Welcome, Introductions, and Brief Opening Prayer/Centering Moment/Devotion 

5 min:  Brief review of topic and theological framework 

5 min:  Ask: Is there anything leftover for you from the week before? 



22 
 

10 min:  Conversation Discussion Options: Partners or Triads  

 What have you gotten out of participating in this series? 
 Where do you still have questions? 
 What are your hopes and dreams for the future? 
 What are your fears? 

 
5 min:  Watch Seventh Story:  Faith & Gun Violence Storyteller - Claire 
 
5 min:  Continued conversation:  WHAT’S NEXT FOR YOU/US? 

 

10 min: Share out - come back to large group for discussion. Record responses on large paper or 
white board for the group to see. 

 

15 min:  ACTION PLAN: WHAT’S NEXT?  Some possibilities might include… 

 Explore advocacy initiatives in the local community to reduce gun violence.  
 Organize a community event to further educate others about gun violence and youth.  
 Plan a worship service.  
 Repeat this Series again for others.  
 See Page 35 for a longer list of ideas you might use as a springboard 

 
When will we meet again or what is our next step to bring this action to fruition? 

5 min: Closing: use one of the opening/closing resources found in the Other Resources section 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       
   Art responses to violence developed by participants in the Ripon Youth Summit  
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ULTRASHORTS:  BRIEF TESTIMONY FROM PARTICIPANTS IN THE  
WI COUNCIL OF CHURCHES YOUTH SUMMIT ON GUN VIOLENCE 
 
 
I worry because I already lost one child. I fear to lose another one through gun violence. I trust in God that 
he will cover them with his feathers & under his wings they will always find refuge. He is our protection. 

 

With all of the drills for school shootings it makes me scared that that would happen to me. My first 
lockdown drill I was confused and unprepared. 

 
I had a gun pointed to my head. I was scared. I helped the police find them. 

 

My life almost ended that next day. I am now thanking god for giving me another chance. 

 
Did you know? Reckless driving is a form of physical abuse. Emotional abuse is as serious as physical 
abuse. My abusers stopped there. Some keep going. And some have guns. 

 

When I heard the 3 gunshots I looked out of my window and saw a car speed away and someone 
moaning. I did first aid until police arrived. I saw him a few years later using a cane, and he thanked me 
for coming out that night. 

 
One of my relative’s husband was shot dead on his doorstep in Milwaukee. We still don’t know who or 
why. 

 

A boy in my school has an AR-15 and I personally think he isn’t mentally stable enough to have it and I’m 
afraid of what he could do. 
 

I first heard of Columbine when the shooting happened. But my mental image changed 5 years later when 
I moved to Denver. I used to rollerblade next door to the school with my boyfriend. And I remember how 
pretty it is there now. 

 
We do prayer vigils at spot of every violent death (Racine) in order to “sanctify” the spot where our 
“brother” or “sister” died. I will always remember the blood of all who died/bled out alone. I just want to 
prayerfully scream. 

 

I was raised in Chicago and I witnessed a lot of rough days and hard times. The streets were filled with 
unbelievable crimes. As a young child I laid awake in bed. Who would be next to be announced ‘we found 
this one dead’. I came out of the area alive and well. So this is my short story that one day I will tell. 

 

When you are 16 and the victim of armed robbery, you learn a lot about yourself… #1 I am a survivor, 
#2 you can be calm during chaos, #3 everything will be ok, we are all survivors! 
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A POEM FOR PEACE 
by Claire Gannon 
 
 
Her voice 
It echoes 
I can hear it 
She is singing 
Chanting 
Her words are  
Dancing colors 
 
They disrupt the mind 
They envelop the heart  
If She is singing a sonnet 
I do not know it 
But I can hear Her swift melodies 
Each note is 
Dancing 
 
Lithe tunes 
Tangled 
In an endless, enchanting 
Rhythm 
But I hear other things  
Too 
 
The shouts, the insults 
Fiery words grasp for Her voice 
They strangle Her melodies; 
They are consuming Her voice 
Mockery and ridicule  
Infect the tranquil sound 
 
There is more 
In the distance, 
An endless pounding 
Like a flash 
There 
Then gone 
Then back again 
 
The gunshots sound 
Loud and unforgiving  
Ignorant and life-taking 
I hear crying 
Tears drown out the gunfire 
 
A river of sorrow floods in 
The deep mournings  
of mothers and 
The weeping cries of children 
Their cries cannot 
Stop 

 
They repeat listlessly 
Their cries will always 
Remain 
Insufferable to  
Listen to 
Impossible to 
Ignore 
 
The hate and despair 
Flourish 
But listen- 
She is still 
Singing 
The gunshots, the crying- 
They will not drown Her out 
 
Her voice 
It stills resonates 
In a glorious tune 
Though weary, carrying the 
weight  
Of injured spirits, 
It still 
Rings out 
 
Her mystical song 
Ignites the soul 
And gives the spirit rest 
She sings of the past 
She sings of how we overcame it 
She sings of justice and 
advocacy  
And it sounds 
Beautiful 
 
 Yes, It is beautiful 
I can hear it 
Can you? 
Can you hear Her? 
Another voice joins the anthem 
And I close my eyes 
And let the voices, united 
In perfect harmony 
Take me 
 
 
More voices join 
And soon 
I can hear a choir 

A chorus of vivid songs together 
It is even more 
Beautiful 
Then before 
 
A few notes escape my lips 
And I begin 
To join the voices 
How many of us 
Can sing together? 
I wonder 
 
There are still shouts of hate 
In the silence 
Fearful wails 
Between our voices 
But the hate will flicker away 
Like a blown out candle 
 When we all sing loud enough 
 
 We sing of 
Righteousness  
Service 
And world peace 
 We sing of  
Love 
And it is stronger than the hate 
 
Our harmonies 
Assist the love 
They resist the fear 
Our voices echo 
I can hear us 
 We are singing 
Chanting 
 Yes, I can hear us 
 
You do not need to know 
The words, nor have a rich 
Or perfect voice 
 Just sing 
Sing with us 
And many voices will 
Become one 
And many hearts will 
Become united 
 
 
 

  
 

‘O Children, take these holy words and keep them in your heart.’ 
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FAITH AND LIFE 
by Angela Hicks 
 
 
Sometimes we find life so trying, it brings tears to our eyes which keeps us crying.  
 
We sit back and watch our community dying. 
Even when we know that Jesus wants us to love one another that's His Word. I ain't lying.  
 
Here's a thought so just take it in. 
The enemy who is less than God could never win. 
And if we just believe that, then we can push forward and press the button ready to send.  
Stop having the enemy divide us and take away our friends.   
 
I trust God that He is truly in control and when we focus on Him  
we are on Our Lord Savior big payroll  
 
Now you may say where are you going with this.  
 
My response to you, Is know God is always in the midst  
and nothing can stop the Gospel not even the devil's kiss. 
 

 

       

   Art responses to violence by participants in the Ripon workshops  
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TRANSCRIBED STORIES FROM THE YOUTH SUMMITS 
 

Sarah  |   So it was December 14th, and it had snowed the night before. I went to school like every other 
day. And once the school day was over, I walked home. When I got home I put my key into the door, 
turned the handle, pushed the door open, and I heard my mom crying. She doesn’t do that often, so I was 
concerned. I knew something was wrong. So I put my backpack down on the kitchen floor and I went and 
sat next to her on the couch – and the news was on. She doesn’t watch the news – another new thing.  So I 
asked what was wrong.  She pointed at the TV, and it said “Sandy Hook Shooting.” I didn’t know what a 
shooting was, because I was in the 5th grade. I asked her, “Mom, what’s a shooting?”  She said, “A bad 
guy went into a school and many kids are dead.”  I didn’t understand what that was, because I was in 5th 
grade. So I knew that was bad, but I didn’t know how bad.   

So later that night I was going to karate, and in the car, my mom was talking to her boyfriend about how 
we weren’t safe and things like that, but I was still confused.  So when I got to karate, I took off my shoes, 
and walked up to one of my favorite instructors, who I was quite close to, and asked to talk.  So we got 
down on the floor and we just sat there. I didn’t know what I wanted to say, but I knew that I had 
something to say. So I waited and I thought about what I needed to say. And then I asked him: “Am I safe? 
Will you keep me safe?” And he said, “The world can be scary, but you need to live your life, and you 
need to love your life.” And so throughout the class I thought about that.  What does it mean to live your 
life? What does it mean to love your life? Doesn’t everyone do that?”   

I was quite distracted in class, which doesn’t really happen, so my mom got a call, which she didn’t 
appreciate. After class I went home and thought about it. What does it mean to love life? What does it 
mean to live your life? Does it mean loving the book that you’re reading in class? Does it mean having fun 
with your friends? Will we ever know what it truly means to love your life and to live your life?  And so I 
ponder those questions and still to this day I wonder, what does it mean to love your life, to live your life?  
Does it mean loving the book you’re reading?  I don’t know.   

 

Anonymous | We were in the lunchroom and we heard that it was a Code Red and we didn’t know if it 
was a drill or something serious. A couple of minutes later the principal said it was not a drill, that someone 
was actually in the school. So I didn’t know what to do.   (available in the Milwaukee Story Circle clip) 

 

Emily |  So it was the beginning of my senior year and I was carrying what feels like a hundred pound 
backpack into school, and I had my tennis backpack with me. And it was a really crummy day and I didn’t 
want to go to practice. But we still had it.  So I went down and put my backpack away afterschool into my 
varsity locker. And we had to stay inside because it was crummy outside; then we were in the cafeteria 
doing stretches and workouts and all that. And all of a sudden the cross-country and soccer guys start 
coming inside. They were whispering to each other and we were like, “what’s going on?” Over the 
loudspeaker, they were like, “we’re going into a lockdown, please go upstairs to a safe space,” and so we 
did.  
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We were all confused, and um, my coach told us that there was a shooter – so it happened on one of our 
school buses, and he had a gun and he accidentally shot a person’s leg and he ran off the bus, and so he 
was at large, and there was a possibility he’d be anywhere near us with a gun. So obviously I was worried 
that this person had a gun at school all day and they had it in their backpack, and the possibility of 
anything happening is scary.   

I’m – I’m considered the “team mom” on our tennis team, so – and I had my phone on and with me, and a 
lot of them didn’t, so I let them use my phone to call their parents and let them know they were ok. We 
were staying in the gym and all of a sudden they were like, “you have to go outside.” And we were all 
confused and went outside together. There were police officers standing right there. And we were like, 
“this is scary as hell.” There was a possibility, we were told, that the shooter at large is in the building. So 
they had dogs come in to sniff it out.   

And all my stuff – my backpack and everything – was inside, in my locker, and I had no way of getting to 
it, and no way of getting home. But my teammates, who didn’t have cars yet, they called their parents, and 
they were like, “hey can you pick me up.” And I could’ve called my parents, and said, “hey, can you bring 
my extra car keys, so I can come home?” But I just had to stay, just to make sure that my teammates were 
safe, and they got home sound.  And then two hours later, we finally were let back in the building. It was 
seven o’clock at night. And I grabbed my keys and went home.  

The next day I got to school and there was a line. They started doing backpack checks. The first time they 
started doing backpack checks. They did it for a week, and then they never did it again. (Available on 
Ripon Story Circle 8:10-11:44) 

 

Anonymous |  Um, so my story is about my school specifically. So, um, in the social media, Instagram and 
snapchat, people are like, “share my page,” because I want more followers.” And then so I’ll see people 
who with the picture with that, with them holding a gun or something like that. And they’ll threaten people, 
like “Oh, If you don’t do something I’ll shoot you.”  But, like, nobody really thinks too much of it, so I didn’t 
think too much of it.  

So when the Park Lawn shooting happened, we were like, oh, like some people are thinking “oh, this is a 
reality” – this is a thing you only see in the movies. People don’t think this is going to happen to them. 
Recently, I know two people from Park Lawn that are like traumatized from the experience – they 
committed suicide. And it really didn’t – people, just from that, people are starting to see the reality of the 
situation. And I feel like the people at my school, they finally opened up when they realized people are 
dying, and it took people to die for them to realize what was happening.   (Available in the Milwaukee 
Story Circle clip) 

 

Lydia | My boyfriend and I have been together for a little over a year, and he’s one of my favorite 
people. He’s super kind, and super funny. One of my favorite things about him is that we can always ask 
each other questions. There are always questions to be asked, like “where are we going for dinner?” and 
“why don’t you agree with my choice about where we’re going for dinner?”, like “when are we going to 
hang out next?” And one of those times when we were hanging out next was yesterday; I was over at his 



28 
 

house, and we were just in the kitchen, getting Cheetos as a snack, you know, as you do, and we were just 
kind of talking about our friends and our families.  

And as we were talking about our families, he brought up that his cousin recently purchased an AR-15. 
And I was taken aback by that. I grew up in a house where there were no guns. I wasn’t even allowed to 
use water guns or Nerf guns as a kid because it looked like a gun and that’s not ok in our house. And he 
noticed that I was shocked and – you know -he asked what was wrong, and I told him, like “why does he 
need an AR-15? What does your cousin need this assault weapon for?” And he replied, “Well, it’s fun to 
shoot. It’s just part of the country culture. He’s a country boy, you know he’s got country morals, he likes 
going to the shootin’ range, that’s just kind of who he is, that’s what he does.” And again, I was really taken 
aback. I don’t understand. Why is it fun to wield a weapon that was specifically designed to kill as many 
people as possible as quickly as possible? That just doesn’t make sense to me. And again, he was like, “I 
know, kind of the thrill of it – like it’s really exciting!” And was like, “ok, go on a roller coaster, like what is 
this?! And like, I don’t know, we kept talking, and he also told me his family has guns in their house, in their 
basement, and his dad has a gun that um is the size of a handgun that shoots like an SMG.   

And again, I was like, there are guns in the building that I’m in right now.  Like, there are guns here. And I 
was just very taken aback and I realized that maybe the questions we were asking weren’t the only 
questions we should be asking.  Like, you know, “where do we go for dinner?” Maybe we should ask, “why 
is gun violence such a prevalent part of our community?” and “why is it normal for someone to like to shoot 
an AR-15.” Like “what should I do about it as a Christian?” and “Can we come to an agreement about any 
of this?”   

 

Will | It was March 22, 2017, my freshman year.  I was in the middle of being student council president at 
a meeting, running it as usual, and I hit a bump with our adviser. She’s always driven me nuts, and I finally 
– my pot overfilled and I stormed out of the room, and went straight downstairs to the bathroom. And at 
that time, I was crying. I’m not very emotional, but let me tell you, it was a big pot and it was filling up 
fast. So I went out and heard there was a soft lockdown. I stayed in locked in a stall, figured it’s not very 
safe spot, but secluded and not a place where a lot of kids would be in case something happened.  

Eventually a guidance counselor came through and she said to me to go back; she escorted me back to my 
Council. So I stepped into the door and all of a sudden I hear “HARD LOCKDOWN, HARD LOCKDOWN” 
right behind me. Our speakers are right above the door, right where I was, so it was blaring in my ears.  
And I could see everyone look at me, because I was center of attention at that point. They all thought I was 
crazy or something over and over because I’d just been crying in the bathroom. But now, we all did as we 
do every month, is go into the corner, and just sit down and stay smooshed together, out of sight and out of 
mind.  

So during this, we stay in for an hour and a half, and we have no idea what was going on. I think we’re 15 
minutes in and I realize I don’t have my phone in my pocket. Instead it’s in my desk right at the front of the 
classroom. So what I did was I army crawled under all the desks and chairs as quietly as I could, got my 
phone, and then army crawled back. Then I texted my parents and grandparents, letting them know I’m in 
the classroom in hard lockdown. Then after that – it was done after an hour and a half.  

What we learned – after 30 minutes the news came out that it was a man that wanted to kill his wife, who 
divorced him and had rights over the children, had custody. But he was not able to kill this woman, who 
worked at a bank that was a block down the road from our school, clearly visible from the main entrance 
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door. He was not able to kill her, so he killed a teller; he then killed the divorce lawyer, and lastly, a cop 
who was at the standoff with him. So after this, what happened was our community felt this deep sorrow. 
Nothing had happened like this. Wausau has about 100,000 people in the area, but nothing had anything 
like this happened before, with such an intent to murder people. So, our community did come together. I 
was there at a candlelight vigil with firetrucks.  

Never have I seen so many diverse people, from the left and the right, from people poor to as rich as can 
be, together in the same mental thought of sorrow.  One thing I’m very proud of is our high school.  The 
teller who had been killed, she drafted a children’s book, that she wanted to publish but never did, and 
her neighbor had it. So we have a literary magazine, and we took it on to publish the book, and our art 
department, what they did was illustrated the book – and made a beautiful memory. Even though she can’t 
be with us, her memory does live on. It’s the sweetest thing that can possibly become from the darkest 
situation.   

 

Becca  Hi! I’m from a small town in south central Wisconsin. You know, it’s like most small towns in 
Wisconsin. Most everyone goes hunting on the weekend. Some people leave their doors unlocked; 
everybody knows each other and they have for forever.  But before I went to high school in this town, I 
went to elementary and middle school in a different town, which is a little bit bigger - a little bit less small 
town nice. So, one day two years ago, my sophomore year of high school, my friends and I were talking 
about that, about how I went somewhere else before, and they wanted to know what I thought was really 
interesting and different about this new place. So I talked about all kinds of things, like you know, this 
school is so big, it’s crazy that it has two floors and not just one. But I was also talking about how the town 
was. It was really strange to me that everybody had guns and they all went hunting all the time. My two 
best friends from that high school – both of them had been hunting for their whole lives. One of them got 
her hunting license when she was eight years old. I thought that was absolutely crazy. And so I could talk 
about it, but they were all, “everybody here is responsible with their guns, they’re all locked up. Things like 
that don’t happen here. They might have happened in your old town or in the big city, but it’s not gonna 
happen here.”  

Literally the next day, in second or third hour, eight am, we get an announcement over the loudspeaker, 
“It’s time for a hard lockdown you guys.” So we all go into our lockdown; we’re still allowed to go around 
to our different classes, but nobody really knows what’s going on. We eventually, by Snapchat and 
messages and talking to other people, find out that someone in a neighboring town robbed a gun store 
and called the police and said he was planning on shooting up a couple of high schools, but he wouldn’t 
say which ones. All the towns, all the high schools in those towns in the county were under lockdown because 
of this. We spent the whole day like that. We went into lunchtime; our cafeteria has glass doors on one 
side and on the other. So you know, after they say “oh, stay away from windows and doors,” how are we 
supposed to eat our lunch when both sides of the cafeteria are like that? That doesn’t really make any 
sense. But we still had to do it, because otherwise we wouldn’t have gotten lunch.  

Right after lunch, I had Spanish. We were watching a movie, and the lights were off, but I just couldn’t pay 
attention, because my desk was right there, right by the door. I was kind of thinking to myself, “what would 
I do if something happened?” I’m the first person right there. I can see out into the hallway through the 
glass in the door. What would I do?  And then in the back of my head, I had this thought, “I told you so!” 
After yesterday, “nothing bad ever really happens here,” yes it does. It happens here. It’s not just a city 
thing. It happens in small towns too.     
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Anonymous |  …And we decided to call 911 after that.  [Somebody asks, “Did they come?”] Not right 
away because it was kind of a fast moment there. And um, I just thought to myself, well Damn, I could have 
lost my life right there, and I think about that every day.  (Available in Milwaukee Story Circle clip) 

 

Anonymous |  Things changed for me because there was a lot of commotion about them. You can’t get 
someone off your mind if you go on social media, Facebook, it’s all down your timeline; it’s the only thing 
you see. I’m sad of course, but, I want to make change because I’m tired of seeing people do things for the 
community and being killed for no reason. We have to do something to you know, stop these senseless 
deaths, and I think of the African American community as like a big part of that. And people who just good 
things are not acknowledged enough, and I think we need to do things to stop this senseless killing.  
(Available in Milwaukee Story Circle clip) 

 

Claire |  So after I heard about the Parkland shooting, I immediately felt very disturbed. I had heard 
about shootings before, but that was the first one that really registered, that I realized what shootings 
really were, and that these things were happening. And so I pondered those thoughts for a while, and um, 
so, eventually I kind of decided that I wanted to do something to raise awareness, to help people realize 
things that were going on. A few months ago, I think, my pastor mentioned the Parkland shooting, and um, 
it brought back some of those thoughts I felt when it happened. Again, I felt as though I wanted to be part 
of the solution. After church I immediately grabbed a pencil and a piece of paper, and at first I started 
writing down words that carried meaning to me.  And eventually it led me into writing a poem that got my 
emotions out, and how I felt about the situation.  

Claire read “Poem for Peace,” which you can find on page 24. 

 

 

 

 

There were other stories told in Ripon and Milwaukee, but in order to ensure the participants’ emotional and 
physical safety, some of those stories have been omitted from the videos and from the written study guide. We 
invite you to take a moment in silent prayer for all those stories which are held so closely, and for those who 
bear them.  
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RESOURCES FOR OPENING/CLOSING SESSIONS 
 
 

  Lighting a Candle (place a candle at the front or center of the room on a small table) 
 
Opening: We light this candle to remember that Christ is at the center of our circle and the center of all our 
conversation here. Even as we direct our comments to one another, they pass through the light and are 
transformed in love as they move across the room. It is Christ that holds our pain, our fears, our questions, 
and our struggles. As we come together to offer ourselves to this time of reflection, discussion, and 
learning, we pray for all those who have been touched by gun violence here and beyond. May this time 
together bring peace and healing. Amen. 
 
Closing: As we extinguish our candle, we remember that the light of Christ that has been with us during this 
time, goes with each one of us back out into the world. In the midst of all that we have shared, 
acknowledged, and named here, God is with us. Go in peace. Amen.  
 
 
  Breath Prayer13 
 

1.  Breathe in deeply for 6 counts as leader speaks the words, “Welcome Holy Spirit.” 
2. Breathe out deeply for 6 counts as leader speaks the words, “Hold all with compassion.” 
3. Repeat for 6 rounds. 
 

From the Rev. Deanna Hollas, the first ordained minister for Gun Violence Prevention: This is a modified 
form of welcoming prayer.  The key is to do a long/slow, deep breath for 6 counts on both the inhale and 
exhale and for 6 rounds.  Breathe in and out through the nose and all the way down in the belly so the 
belly expands as the lower portion of the lung fills with air and then falls back down as the air leaves the 
body.  Maintain the pace through the prayer which is "Welcome Holy Spirit" on the inhale and "Hold all 
with compassion" on the exhale.  Doing this for 6 rounds can reset the body's fight/flight system.   This TED 
talk shows what happens in the body when we control our breathing in this way: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q06YIWCR2Js&amp=&t=55s 
 
 
  A Litany for Peace 14 
 
As we are together praying for Peace, let us be truly with each other. Silence 
Let us pay attention to our breathing. Silence 
Let us be relaxed in our bodies and our minds. Silence 
Let us return to ourselves and become wholly ourselves. Silence 
Let us be aware of the Source of Being common to us all and to all that is. Silence 
Evoking the presence of the Great Companion, let us fill our hearts with our own compassion—towards 
ourselves and toward all living beings. Silence 
Let us pray that all living beings realize that they are all nourished from the same Source of Life. Silence 
Let us pray that we ourselves cease to be the cause of needless suffering. Silence 
Let us pray that we may live in a way which will not needlessly deprive other living beings of air, water, 
food, shelter, or the chance to live in health. Silence 
With reverence for Life and with awareness of the sufferings that are going on around us, let us pray for 
the establishment of peace in our hearts and on earth. Silence 
 

                                                           
13 With gratitude to the Rev. Deanna Hollas, Minister for Gun Violence Prevention, Presbyterian Peace Fellowship 
14 By The Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh.  https://www.harvardsquarelibrary.org/poetry-prayers-visual-arts/the-
venerable-thich-nhat-hanh-a-litany-for-peace/ 
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 RAIN – A Silent Group Closing Prayer  
 
Ask for the group to stand in a circle. Announce that this is a silent group prayer for ending the group 
session and that you will do this each week. Watch the movements of the Leader. They will pass the 
movement to the right and it is passed around the circle. Continue until the next movement comes to you. 
The Leader will start the second movement once the movement is all around the circle to the leader. In the 
end, the leader will hold up their arms in the shape of a sun and pass that movement around. Then, the 
leader will wish everyone well until you see each other the next week.  
 
Movements: 

1. Rub both hands together 
2. Alternate finger snapping 
3. Pat your knees (knee slapping) 
4. Feet stomping (march in place) 
5. Back to knee slapping 
6. Back to alternate finger snapping 
7. Back to rub both hands together 
8. Sun comes out after rain 

 
A moment of silence at the end… 
To reflect on what you are taking with you today 
To reflect on those who have died from gun violence 
 
 

            

       

Participants in the Milwaukee and Ripon Youth Summits  
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CIRCLE OF TRUST TOUCHSTONES FOR SAFE AND TRUSTWORTHY SPACE 

 
“A small circle of limited duration that is intentional about its process will have a deeper, more life-giving 
impact than a large, ongoing community that is shaped by the norms of conventional culture.” 

—Parker J. Palmer, A Hidden Wholeness 

 

 Give and receive welcome. People learn best in hospitable spaces. In this circle we support each 
other’s learning by giving and receiving hospitality. 

 Be present as fully as possible. Be here with your doubts, fears and failings as well as your 
convictions, joys and successes, your listening as well as your speaking. 

 What is offered in the circle is by invitation, not demand. This is not a “share or die” event! Do 
whatever your soul calls for, and know that you do it with our support. Your soul knows your needs 
better than we do. 

 Speak your truth in ways that respect other people’s truth. Our views of reality may differ, but 
speaking one’s truth in a circle of trust does not mean interpreting, correcting or debating what 
others say. Speak from your center to the center of the circle, using “I” statements, trusting people 
to do their own sifting and winnowing. 

 No fixing, saving, advising or correcting each other. This is one of the hardest guidelines for those 
of us who like to “help.” But it is vital to welcoming the soul, to making space for the inner teacher. 

 Learn to respond to others with honest, open questions. Do not respond with counsel or corrections. 
Using honest, open questions helps us “hear each other into deeper speech.” 

 When the going gets rough, turn to wonder. Turn from reaction and judgment to wonder and 
compassionate inquiry. Ask yourself, “I wonder why they feel/think this way?” or “I wonder what 
my reaction teaches me about myself?” Set aside judgment to listen to others—and to yourself—
more deeply. 

 Attend to your own inner teacher. We learn from others, of course. But as we explore poems, 
stories, questions and silence in a circle of trust, we have a special opportunity to learn from within. 
So pay close attention to your own reactions and responses, to your most important teacher. 

 Trust and learn from the silence. Silence is a gift in our noisy world, and a way of knowing in itself. 
Treat silence as a member of the group. After someone has spoken, take time to reflect without 
immediately filling the space with words. 

 Observe deep confidentiality. Safety is built when we can trust that our words and stories will 
remain with the people with whom we choose to share, and are not repeated to others without our 
permission. 

 Know that it’s possible to leave the circle with whatever it was that you needed when you arrived, 
and that the seeds planted here can keep growing in the days ahead. 

© Center for Courage & Renewal, founded by Parker J. Palmer. Used with permission. 
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SETTING THE SPACE: THE ART OF RECEIVING SACRED STORY 

 

Thank you for choosing to engage in this resource. Receiving sacred story is an art and a spiritual practice. 

I. As the study unfolds, there will be spaces for sharing personal stories. These are sacred stories and 
can be powerful and disturbing. When a personal story is shared, we honor it as sacred and we 
give thanks for its sharing. We do not judge. We do not dispute. We practice the art of receiving. 
To help you, we offer this process and encourage reminders with each session. 

 

1. Share with the group: ‘There will be opportunities for people to share their personal stories. 
We choose to honor these stories as sacred. When a story is shared, let us respond in this 
manner.” 

2. Pause in the process ~ breathe ~ embrace a moment of silence. 

3. Say out loud “Thank you for sharing this sacred story.” 

4. Pause in the process ~ breathe ~ embrace a moment of silence. 

5. Check-in with the speaker. Take as much silence as needed to hold the sacred story. 

6. Check-in with the group periodically and inquire about how people are doing and if a break 
is needed. 

7. Repeat as often as necessary.  
 

II. We cannot say it often enough: stories are powerful vehicles for truth-telling and transformation. How 
we handle them can be the difference between a healing experience and pain that continues to 
fester, affecting individuals and groups. As you are leading, you may hear stories that disturb you, 
either opening up difficult times in your own experience, or causing you concern for someone else.   
Before you begin leading these sessions, we ask you to develop a plan for self-care and for 
referring others in case of an intense response.  

1. What or whom are three resources to whom you could offer referrals, or from whom you could 
seek help? (for instance: name specific clergy, parish nurse, counseling centers, helplines) 

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________ 

2. Know the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline:  1-800-273-TALK (8255). We pray you do 
not need to use it, and that you are willing to use it and share it when needed. You may have 
the opportunity to save a life. People considering suicide often don’t believe they can be 
helped, so you may have to do more than encourage them to find help. If someone is 
threatening, talking about or making plans for suicide, do not leave them alone. Help them 
find a knowledgeable professional or reputable treatment facility and be willing to 
accompany them there.  
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ACTION STEPS: WAYS TO GET STARTED 

 
Here are twenty ways you might get started… but don’t stop there.  Take time to brainstorm.  What other 
action steps can you imagine? 

1. Did you begin with worship? Begin a discussion group based on the multi-session study in this resource.  

2. Did you begin with the single session conversation? Gather people for a multi-session study. 

3. Did you begin with a small study group? Seek out the stories of individuals in your own faith community 
or the wider community as they relate to gun violence and gun culture, and use the participants in the 
first group to host more study circles. 

4. Invite youth from your congregation to share their stories and testimony on this issue. Make space for 
their leadership and ask them what they would have you do.  

5. Research! Learn more about gun violence in America. See what issues your community has particular 
passion about and dig into that area.  

6. Produce a series of bulletin inserts or church newsletter articles about the impact of gun violence. 

7. Does your church have a “no weapons allowed” sign? Research some creative approaches and pursue 
installing them at building entries.  

8. Hold a prayer vigil for victims of gun violence (or join/organize an ecumenical prayer vigil). 

9. Create a public display such as a ribbon, shoe, or T-shirt memorial.  

10. Install and dedicate a peace pole. 

11. Participate in Wear Orange to End Gun Violence Day (wearorange.org) 

12. Submit letters to the editor or an op-ed piece to your local newspaper on the impact of gun violence.  

13. Take up a special collection for organizations serving victim/survivors of gun violence or organizations 
doing advocacy on this issue.  

14. Does your community have a gun violence action plan? Read it, learn who is responsible for it, and 
respond to it. Do organizations in community have a gun safety policy? Demand that they post it.  

15. Organize an Offering of Letters in your church to local, state, or national government officials to 
express your concern about gun violence in your community or a wider area. Consider taking time 
during worship to bless this offering. Mail or hand-deliver to elected officials.  

16. Organize a social media campaign about gun violence. Find the Twitter, Facebook and other handles 
of your representatives and tag them.   

17. Organize a field trip for members of your congregation to an advocacy day held by a state or 
national organization active on the issue of gun violence.  

18. Attend (or host!) a candidate’s forum and ask those who are running for office how they would address 
gun violence through public policy.  Consider coordinating with an advocacy organization. 

19. Join a local voter registration drive / get out the vote drive.  

20. Subscribe to the Wisconsin Council of Churches Action Alerts to learn more about faith-based 
advocacy opportunities to help change gun violence policy. Visit wichurches.org. 
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CHURCH SECURITY and SAFER CHURCH RESOURCES 

 
After much study, prayer and discussion, the Wisconsin Council of Churches Peace and Justice Commission 
has come to the conclusion that we do not advocate the introduction of armed guards nor concealed 
carrying of weapons into sanctuaries or church premises. We understand that is possible for persons of 
faith and goodwill to come to different conclusions. We do not believe it is possible to be safe, nor that 
Christians are called to seek safety in this world. We do, however, invite you consider what it means to be 
a safer church, and be mindful of those who are placed in our care. In that spirit, we offer these resources:   

 the WI Council of Churches Theological Statement on Nonviolence (see page 39 of this booklet) 

 an excellent reflection on the ministry of hospitality offered by ushers, greeters and welcomers written 
by the Rev. Nancy S. Taylor of Old South Church, in Boston Massachusetts, which reminds those serving 
in such roles to be “welcoming and watchful,” “wise as serpents, yet gentle as doves” (Matt 10:16) 

…hospitality is a theological commitment to the God who commissions us to welcome the stranger, 
because we were once strangers ourselves, and because, as St. Paul admonishes us: “Do not neglect to 
show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares” (Hebrews 13:2).15  

 At Faith & Leadership, Alaina Kleinbeck writes compellingly about our call to stand in defiance of 
violence: “following Christ means going where there is violence and defying it. It means exploring my own 
violence and overturning it. It means trusting that the violence I see is not the end of the story, that 
Jesucristo Liberador is smashing the serpent and crushing the columns of oppression and violence in El 
Salvador, the United States, the whole earth, the entire cosmos.”16 

Even as we urge you to stand in defiance of violence, we invite you to be alert and prepared, as you 
would for any emergency facing the church. Use common sense, and have a plan. React not with a return 
of violence, panic, or disproportionality, but as people of peace who place their trust in the Lord.  

 Incorporate intruder/active shooter preparation into your other church emergency plans (fire, severe 
weather, medical emergency, etc.).  Consider the communication & functional needs of children, older 
people, individuals with disabilities, and service animals.  Consider that a threat or hazard may take 
place at a non-standard time (not worship, office hours, when the building is being used by others). 

 Ensure local law enforcement is familiar with your building layout and which entrance(s) are unlocked 
during building use. Consider a leadership and staff consultation with law enforcement.  

 Current best practice in case of a violent incident is RUN, HIDE, FIGHT.  Equip your church for such 
emergencies: ensure emergency escape routes are readily accessible and not blocked. 

 
There are many businesses seeking to escalate and profit from fear by selling you high-cost equipment, 
consulting on security plans, and running churchwide workshops. We believe there are other ways to 
exercise prudence and watchfulness. For more information about protecting your house of worship and 
other topics related to faith-based organizations and natural and human-caused disasters, visit: 

 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  https://www.fema.gov/faith-resources 
 National Disaster Interfaiths Networks - Disaster Tip Sheets for US Religious Leaders 

http://www.n-din.org/ndin_resources/ndin_tips_sheets_v1208.php  

                                                           
15 https://www.oldsouth.org/welcoming-watchful-open-letter-old-south-church-ushers-greeters-and-welcomers 
16 https://faithandleadership.com/alaina-kleinbeck-go-where-there-violence-and-defy-it 
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SEE ALSO 

 

For the latest resources the Council has available on this topic, including current articles of interest and 
advocacy opportunities, please visit the Wisconsin Council of Churches website. There is a dedicated page 
for the Faith & Gun Violence project. 

Playlists of videos from the WI Council of Churches Youth Summits on Faith & Gun Violence are available 
on the Council’s Youtube Channel, quicklink at: http://bit.ly/WCCGunViolenceStories 

There are multitudes of additional resources available through denominational websites and advocacy 
organizations. Here are some we have found especially helpful, thought-provoking, or inspiring.  

 

Denominational Resources 

 The Presbyterian Peace Fellowship offers a comprehensive Gun Violence Prevention Toolkit and other 
resources at presbypeacefellowship.org/gun-violence 

 In The Episcopal Church, Bishops United Against Gun Violence offers liturgical resources, teaching, 
and news items related to advocacy work.  bishopsagainstgunviolence.org 

 The United Methodist Church offers Kingdom Dreams, Violent Realities, a study on gun violence rooted 
in Micah 4:1-4, as a free download.  www.umcjustice.org/documents/37 

 On its gun violence page (www.ucc.org/gun-violence) the United Church of Christ offers a link to a 
PDF of “Prayers for Gun Violence,” including a guide to creating litanies of lament and empowerment. 

 The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) offers A 60-Day Journey Toward Justice in A 
Culture of Gun Violence at www.elca.org/60days 

 The Mennonite Central Committee offers a Gun Violence Prevention Guide at 
mcc.org/media/resources/609 

 If you do not see your tradition represented on this list, we invite you to seek out whether they have a 
teaching or resource available.  

 

From Christian publications 

 The Christian Century offers a free conversation guide, “Can We Talk About Guns,” featuring 
provocative articles with discussion questions at https://www.christiancentury.og/free-guide-guns. 

 Faith & Leadership has a compilation of articles on the topic “How Should Christian Leaders Respond to 
Gun Violence” at https://faithandleadership.com/how-should-christian-leaders-respond-gun-violence 
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Advocacy and Education Groups 

 Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence – www.bradycampaign.org – Founded in 1974, Brady 
works across Congress, courts and communities uniting gun owners and non-gun owners alike to take 
action, not sides, and end America’s gun violence epidemic. 

 Everytown for Gun Safety – www.everytown.org – National movement of Americans working 
together to end gun violence and build safer communities; advocates for common-sense policy reform. 
Includes Moms Demand Action. 

 March for Our Lives - marchforourlives.com - student-led movement created by survivors with a 
comprehensive policy platform to address root causes and end gun violence. 

 Wisconsin Anti-Violence Effort (WAVE) – waveedfund.org – a statewide grassroots organization 
dedicated to preventing gun violence, injuries and deaths through education and advocacy. 

 Wisconsin Coalition for Gun Safety - legis.wisconsin.gov/assembly/76/wcgs – nonpartisan 
organization of stakeholders across Wisconsin dedicated to reducing gun violence through community 
engagement, legislative action, policy reform and collaboration. 

 Gun Laws in Wisconsin - https://lawcenter.giffords.org/gun-laws/state-law/Wisconsin/ - from the 
Giffords Law Center to Prevent Gun Violence.  Includes at State of Gun Violence Factsheet and 
factsheet on the economic cost of gun violence in Wisconsin. 

 Gun Violence Archive - https://www.gunviolencearchive.org/ - not for profit formed in 2013 to 
provide free online public access to accurate information about gun-related violence in the US. The 
organization checks for accuracy before posting and disseminating online.  

 

Books, Songs and Media for Further Discussion and Study 

 Common Ground: Talking about Gun Violence in America, by Donald V. Gaffney (author is a Disciples 
of Christ minister and resident of Newtown, Connecticut) 

 Collateral Damage: Changing the Conversation about Firearms and Faith, by James E. Atwood (author is a 
Presbyterian pastor) 

 Beating Guns: Hope for People who are Weary of Violence, by Shane Claiborne & Michael Martin 
(authors are evangelical and Mennonite).  See also rawtools.org 

 American Gods, S1: Ep 6. “Firepower.” Clip https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H2o8Oy7TW0o 

 Found/Tonight, sung by Lin-Manuel Miranda and Ben Platt. https://Atlantic.lnk.to/FoundTonightID  
A portion of the proceeds of this single dedicated to March For Our Lives.  
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WI COUNCIL OF CHURCHES STATEMENT ON NONVIOLENCE 

Taken from the Wisconsin Council of Churches Public Policy Compendium, available online at wichurches.org 

 

Introduction  

Violence is an ever-present reality in our society. Every day the media confronts us with reports of spouse 
and child abuse, attacks on women, minorities and gay and lesbian people, ethnic cleansing, terrorism and 
war. These occurrences inflict incalculable suffering on millions of people all over the world and create an 
environment of fear that terrorizes millions more.  

Faithfulness to its mission requires the Church to speak out against violence, minister to its victims and work 
tirelessly to reduce the level of violence in society. To do this effectively it is necessary to identify and 
address the causes of violence. One of the most important, most hidden and least understood of these is 
structural injustice.  

What is structural injustice?  

Structural injustice is the oppression and exploitation many people experience, because the social 
structures and policies that affect their lives are controlled by and benefit disproportionately elite groups 
at the expense of the masses.  

Structural injustice is perhaps most obvious in the economic sector of society. In unregulated, free market 
economies maximization of profit is the main motivation for economic enterprise. Large corporations, the 
main economic actors in such economies, have enormous power, which they often use to keep wages and 
corporate taxes low and to lobby against government regulations such as laws protecting workers or the 
environment. These corporations produce an abundance of the goods and services people with buying 
power want, but for economic reasons they often ignore or address inadequately the needs of poor 
people and of society as a whole. Bill Gates, one of the world's most successful capitalists at the turn of the 
third millennium, acknowledged these inadequacies of the free market when he gave one billion dollars to 
fight AIDS in Africa. He said that although there was an urgent need for this work, the market would not 
respond to it because it wouldn't be profitable enough.  

Structural injustice, which many see as a form of violence, may be most easily recognized in the economy, 
but it is present in all other sectors of society as well, including religion. The Church, itself, is not free of it. 
Indeed, the Church has sometimes supported or even employed overt forms of violence. The Crusades, the 
Inquisition, the Thirty Years War, the burning of "witches" in medieval Europe and colonial Massachusetts, 
the torture and execution of heretics by both Protestants and Catholics at the time of the Reformation, and 
the centuries-long persecution of Jews are dramatic examples of this. It grieves us deeply that religiously 
motivated violence and violence in the name of religion are continuing and even growing problems in our 
world. For that reason we rejoice that Pope John Paul II began the Third Millennium on an honest and 
hopeful note by publicly acknowledging and repenting of these acts and calling the Church to a more 
consistent and faithful practice of nonviolence. We also rejoice that, although extremist groups still engage 
in acts of overt violence in the name of Christ or the Church, these acts are no longer officially endorsed or 
legitimated by the institutional Church.  
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Structural injustice, however, remains more common. When growth and profitability become the Church's 
major goals, structural injustice is often the result, because these goals can easily lead the Church away 
from Jesus' injunction to make the well being of "the least of my brothers and sisters" a priority. When this 
happens, the Church, pursuing success as the world understands it, organizes its life around the preferences 
of affluent and powerful groups. It adopts more-or-less uncritically the culture of these groups and starts 
new parishes primarily among them while abandoning many poor, inner-city congregations. This is an 
example of structural injustice in the life of the Church, because, through these practices, it serves the 
powerful while neglecting the needs of poor and marginalized people.  

Jesus calls the Church to be concerned about the well being of the earth and all its inhabitants and to 
minister to the victims of violence. It does this through Word and Sacrament, pastoral care, social services, 
and worldwide humanitarian programs. Through faith-based public policy advocacy it also urges 
governments to seek alternatives to violence in addressing social problems and resolving social conflicts. 
The Church's inspiration for this work is the gospel of Jesus Christ.  

Jesus' proclamation of God's reign  

Although there are numerous, troubling passages in the Bible itself that legitimate violence, at its heart the 
biblical message is about a God who is full of compassion and who ceaselessly works to transform the 
world through love. In this transformed world, peace and justice will kiss each other (Psalm 85:10), poverty 
will be no more (Deuteronomy 15:4) and war between nations will be a thing of the past (Isaiah 2:4). The 
Hebrew scriptures use the word "shalom" to describe this New World which God is bringing into being. 
Shalom is the total well being of the whole world and all its inhabitants. The Bible portrays Shalom as 
God's will for the world and pictures God as relentless in pursuit of Shalom.  

Christians believe and the Church teaches that in Jesus of Nazareth God's work in behalf of shalom 
reaches a new intensity. Jesus announces and initiates the Reign of God on earth. The Reign of God is the 
New World, the world of Shalom that God is bringing into being among us.  

Jesus' proclamation of God's reign brings him into conflict with the powerful who control the social 
structures of his society. He boldly exposes the oppressive role these structures are playing in communal 
life and shows how incompatible many of their present practices are with life in the Kingdom of God. Jesus 
is particularly critical of his society's religious structures and practices. He breaks the Sabbath and purity 
laws as they were understood and applied by the religious leaders of his society. These laws regulated 
relationships between "the Righteous" and women, poor people, lame people, blind people, people with 
leprosy, prostitutes and others considered unclean by the religious elite.  

Jesus also challenged in a unique way the political structures of his time and the beliefs and values on 
which they were based. When his disciples argue about which one is the greatest, he says to them, "The 
kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those in authority over them are called Benefactors. But not so 
with you; rather the greatest among you must become like the youngest and the leader like one who 
serves." (Luke 22:25-26) To understand the political undertones of this saying, it is important to know that 
Benefactor is one of the titles of Tiberius Caesar, Jesus' emperor.  

Both in his time and in our own, those who hear and understand Jesus' message realize that he threatens 
the status quo by calling individuals to radical repentance and also by calling for radical change in the 
way society is organized and functions.  
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God as Abba  

Jesus' experience of God is the inspiration for his message about God's Reign as a reign of love. For Jesus, 
God is not a distant, condemning and wrathful sovereign waiting to punish everyone who makes a false 
move.  

Jesus experiences God as "Abba." Abba is the affectionate, intimate name that a little child calls a loving 
father whom she knows loves her, whom she can trust, with whom she knows she is safe and whom she 
knows wants the best for her. For Jesus, the transcendent Holy One is Abba, the Lover of humanity, who 
longs to draw all people into the beloved community.  

Jesus' teaching and ministry reflect the universal love and welcome that he experiences from God. Like 
God, Jesus welcomes all, especially those usually excluded--people with leprosy, handicapped people, 
poor people, beggars, thieves, and prostitutes--in other words those whom righteous, religious and 
important people consider of no account. "Tax collectors and prostitutes are going into the Kingdom of 
God ahead of you," Jesus told the chief priests and elders of the people. (Matthew 21:31). It should come 
as no surprise that these leaders, as well as the Roman authorities with whom they collaborated, thought 
Jesus was dangerous and felt they had a responsibility to eliminate him before he undermined the social 
systems they administered and in which they found their security.  

Gospel nonviolence  

Jesus is aware of their plot, but he responds in an extraordinary way. On the one hand, he refuses to be 
intimidated. He continues to preach and live God's reign of grace and unconditional love in spite of 
growing opposition and danger. On the other hand, he will not use violence to defend himself or the Reign 
of God that he came to initiate on earth. He trusts God, his Abba, and commends himself to God's care. 
Most remarkably, he continues to love his enemies, even after he is aware of their plot to kill him. When 
the disciples tried to defend him in the Garden, Jesus told them to put their swords away. "All who take the 
sword will perish by the sword," he said. (Matthew 26:52). As he hung on the cross, dying and in pain, 
Jesus prayed for his executioners, "Abba, forgive them, for they don't know what they are doing." (Luke 
23:34) Jesus asks God to include in the Kingdom even those who are killing him. Christians believe that 
God raised Jesus from the dead, demonstrating that his nonviolent, suffering love is the most powerful 
reality in the universe, more powerful even than death.  

The call to discipleship  

Jesus calls us to share in his ministry and way of life. His vision of the Reign of God is our inspiration and 
guide. We are to resist evil and oppose violence, but not by evil or violent means. We are to love our 
enemies, even those who seek to destroy us, and pray for those who persecute us. This is a counter-intuitive 
and counter-cultural mandate. Millions of years of evolution and millennia of social conditioning have 
programmed us not to love enemies who threaten our lives, but to flee from them or to destroy them 
before they can destroy us. It is impossible for us to change ourselves. But the Spirit of God, dwelling 
within us, can transform us. The Spirit can open our hearts so that we begin to understand the beauty and 
joy of nonviolent life in the Reign of God, embrace it, however haltingly, in our personal lives and 
relationships and work to make it a reality in the world.  
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Nonviolence in the history of the Church  

Nonviolence was a very important part of Christian life and witness in the early Church. The most often 
quoted saying of Jesus in the first centuries was his teaching that we should love our enemies. All Christian 
writings from the first 300 years that have survived, if they speak about the subject at all, describe 
Christians as people who refuse to participate in violent activities such as war, gladiatorial games or public 
executions. These words of Lactantius, a theologian who lived around the year 300, express well the early 
Church's consensus about the incompatibility of violence with Christian life.  

"When God prohibits killing, he not only forbids us to commit brigandage, which is not allowed even by 
the public laws, but he warns us not to do even those things which are regarded as legal among men. And 
so it will not be lawful for a just (person) to serve as a soldier, since justice itself is his military service-nor to 
accuse anyone of a capital offense, because it makes no difference whether you kill with a sword or with a 
word, since killing itself is forbidden. And so in this commandment of God, no exception at all ought to be 
made to the rule that it is always wrong to kill a (human being), whom God has wished to be a sacrosanct 
creature." (John Ferguson, The Politics of Love, p. 61.)  

 

Although this teaching of the early Church never completely died out, after Christianity became the official 
religion of the Roman Empire it was pushed to the margins of the Church. The theological tradition that 
became dominant after 300 and remains so today teaches that God might call saints like Francis of Assisi 
or Mother Teresa to embrace a nonviolent way of life. But, according to this later tradition, nonviolence is 
not a part of the ordinary Believer's calling and has very little if any relevance for the institutional life of 
society. This later tradition also teaches that social systems and institutions cannot function without violence 
and that effective leaders cannot consistently act nonviolently. Nor, according to this tradition, did Jesus 
ever intend his nonviolent teaching and example to apply to society.  

Rediscovery of gospel nonviolence  

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries several Christians, including the novelist, Leo Tolstoi, 
rediscovered Jesus' nonviolence. However, more than anyone else it was the Hindu, Mohandas K. Gandhi, 
who explored its meaning for society. Gandhi applied the nonviolence he claimed to have learned from 
Jesus in new and revolutionary ways. Through his "experiments with truth," he disproved the idea that 
Jesus' teaching on nonviolence can have no relevance for society or that it is reserved for special saints. He 
brought Jesus' ethic of nonviolence into the Town Square and even the battlefield. His commitment to 
nonviolence was religious. He believed in nonviolence not because it was successful but because it was 
right. But he also tried to prove that a courageous, fierce but loving nonviolence like that of Jesus, when 
practiced on a mass scale by committed and courageous people, is a powerful method of social 
transformation. Gandhi repeatedly acknowledged that Jesus, particularly his Sermon on the Mount, was 
the chief inspiration and guide for his work.  

Gandhi's experiments with nonviolence inspired many others to take up this work. Among the best-known 
are Martin Luther King, Jr., Cesar Chavez, Desmond Tutu, and Dorothy Day. Corazon Aquino, Lech Walesa, 
Vaclav Havel, Oscar Romero, Nelson Mandela and many other leaders of the nonviolent revolutions that 
swept through the Philippines, South Africa, Eastern and Central Europe, the Soviet Union, and Central 
America in the waning years of the twentieth century are also among the disciples of Gandhi. Some of 
these leaders do not reject violence absolutely but are proponents of the Just War theory, which has 
played such an important role in Church history. This theory is often misused as a justification for war, but 
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when responsibly applied, it is only a short step from Gospel nonviolence. Those who espouse and 
responsibly apply it remind us that, while Jesus calls us to a life of nonviolence, we still confront situations in 
the world which are ambiguous and confusing. In light of this ambiguity, some Christian leaders, although 
agreeing that violence is always both tragic and sinful, have concluded that there are extreme situations 
that justify the use of limited violence against evil when all other possibilities seem to be exhausted. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer is an example of such a Christian.  

Our commitment  

Nonviolence both as a personal way of life and as a way of transforming society is rooted in and inspired 
by the life and teaching of Jesus. It was affirmed and nurtured by the early Church. Therefore the 
institutional Church today has a particular responsibility to support and promote it. As Church leaders, we 
confess that we have often failed in this responsibility. We repent of our failure and ask God to forgive us 
and give us the courage we need both to embrace nonviolence in our personal lives and relationships and 
also in our work for social justice and peace in the world. In the spirit of repentance and hope, the 
Wisconsin Council of Churches, a community of churches that proclaim the Triune God as revealed in Jesus 
Christ, commits itself, as opportunity and resources allow, to:  

• Urge member Churches to examine their policies and practices for instances of institutional violence 
and work to eliminate any they discover;  

• Encourage Christian leaders to lift up Jesus' vision of nonviolence in their preaching, teaching and 
liturgical ministries;  

• Support the United Nations Decade for a Culture of Peace and Nonviolence for the Children of 
the World (2001-2010) by sponsoring educational events, making resources on nonviolence 
available and promoting training in nonviolence;  

• Work to reduce and eventually eliminate weapons of mass destruction and land mines;  
• Advocate for the dignity and civil rights of all persons and groups and speak out against 

expressions of hatred or acts of violence directed against persons or groups because of their race, 
nationality, culture, ethnic group, religion, political position, gender or sexual orientation;  

• Seek common ground among all those concerned about the problem of unwanted pregnancies so 
people who take different points of view will be able to work together both to reduce the number 
of unwanted pregnancies and abortions and to promote the welfare of all children;  

• Support efforts to reduce violence in the media;  
• Advocate restraint in defense spending;  
• Advocate legislation that keeps guns out of the hands of unstable or dangerous persons;  
• Cooperate with groups working nonviolently for economic justice and peace when their work is 

compatible with the faith and values of the Wisconsin Council of Churches and its member 
churches;  

• Work nonviolently in behalf of the goals outlined in the Wisconsin Council of Churches' statement 
on economic justice;  

• Support efforts to end domestic violence and provide safe haven for abused spouses and children;  
• Advocate in behalf of adequate legal services for all, alternatives to incarceration for nonviolent 

crimes and a criminal justice system that strives for restorative justice, restitution, rehabilitation and 
reconciliation rather than retribution. This includes continued opposition to the death penalty and 
other cruel and unusual punishments such as prolonged solitary confinement and sensory 
deprivation.  

April 2002 
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