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Proposal 
 

Mary Hess recently called on colleagues to “embody religious education that educates 

within and for specific religious communities, but also and concurrently with and for people who 

are not part of religious communities” in order to “reach people who might have very little 

interest in, or perhaps even hostility towards, religious institutions” (2016, p. 1, emphasis mine). 

Inspired by her challenge, I have nevertheless wondered how and even if such formation is 

possible.  

I believe this approach requires a shift from what Tan calls “teaching for commitment,” 

with its emphasis on a particular desired outcome in the learner, to “teaching from commitment,” 

which springs in some way from the authentic faith of the facilitator but allows for a more 

flexible orientation with respect to the trajectory of the participant experience (2009, p. 209). 

Among other changes, such a shift allows us to conceive of spaces of learning and formation that 

we might characterize as “faith-adjacent,” by which I mean engaged in modes of activity 

separate from formal religious-institutional programming and yet where religion is at least 

implicitly present through engagement with religious leaders, use of religious facilities, 

exploration of spiritual identity and practices, etc. Here the explicit curriculum may be totally 

irrelevant to the question of forming religious faith, but the implicit curriculum’s “patterns or 

organization or procedures that frame the explicit curriculum” (Harris, 1989, p. 68) may conform 

very closely to traditional faith formation objectives. A digital geographies perspective can help 



us conceive of how a digital or hybrid space can also have this faith-adjacent character (see 

Oliver, 2019). 

For my ongoing dissertation research, a project combining multimodal artifact collection 

and analysis with more traditional ethnographic methods (Jewitt, Bezemer, and O’Halloran 

2016), I am embedded in just such a hybrid space. Tapestry is a foster youth mentoring program 

with no religious expectations for mentors or mentees but that is run by two mainline protestant 

clergy as a ministry of a local judicatory. It operates according to the faith-derived core 

principles of hope, presence, recreation, and communion, principles that take on hybridized 

meanings as they are taken up in diverse ways and embodied “through [mentors’] relationship[s] 

and personal spirituality” (field note, 12 January 2019). 

In the Tapestry model, three-person mentor teams meet weekly with foster youth from 

across a large metropolitan area to care for and support their designated young person “both 

biologically and spiritually” (field note, 12 January 2019). Thus, the organization has a highly 

networked character, and Tapestry’s directors use new media communication extensively in their 

work supporting mentors, building inter-team and “All-Tapestry” community, and recruiting new 

donors and volunteers. 

This paper will present results from a multimodal analysis of how and for whom the core 

principles are represented in Tapestry’s new media artifacts: training and recruiting videos, blog 

and newsletter content, and social media posts. My preliminary hypothesis is that the principles 

form the basis of a shared vocabulary designed to allow Tapestry’s religiously diverse 

participants to understand formation in a common but appropriately flexible way. 

 



Moment : An Office, in a Tote Bag, in a Cafe 1

[work in progress, empirically detailed, ethnography with moments, FOSTER YOUTH] 
 

[Slide 2] I’ve been working at the spacious cafe and bookstore run by the Pine Street 

Community Coalition  for an hour or two before Hannah and Sam arrive. I had texted 2

Hannah—co-director of Tapestry and a seminary classmate with whom I’ve recently 

reconnected—to let her know I might still be on a call if they roll in early. The timing couldn’t 

be helped: The church I’m advising on using digital storytelling in their Lenten series is several 

time zones away, and this is the only window we could find for our call. 

This little act of over-communication derives mostly from my nervousness, I suspect. 

During this afternoon’s meeting we’re going to get serious about planning the storytelling 

activities I hope to convene and research with Tapestry participants. That means they’ll be telling 

me what they thought of the draft of my dissertation proposal. I worry it might be overly 

academic for their taste and patience. I’m also all too aware that it devotes several lengthy 

sections to describing and theorizing the organization they founded five years ago when they 

moved to our area to try to plant a church centered on foster youth outreach [Slide 3].  

There’s a practical side to my text message as well, though. Taking a meeting with Sam 

and Hannah almost always involves navigating the logistics of rendezvous and landing. The last 

time we had connected, we met at a public transit hub and walked a few blocks to sit in a large 

1 At the risk of over-explaining a rhetorical strategy meant to embody the storyteller’s dictum “show, 
don’t tell”: The “moments” in this paper leverage ethnographic data from my engagement at my full study 
site. Each moment richly embodies through—text, image, and sound—the ideas and phenomena relevant 
to my observations and analyses. They embody my conviction that to narrate an ethnographic encounter is 
to both organize and document complex analytical understandings of an event and its associated meanings 
to participants.  
2 This and all proper nouns pertaining to my research partners and participants are pseudonyms that either 
I have assigned or the participants themselves have chosen. 



hotel lobby. At one point in that conversation, Sam briefly stepped away to join a conference call 

aimed at adjudicating some bit of mentor team conflict. Shortly after he rejoined us, we 

adjourned to a nearby taco joint for lunch. While the Tapestry co-directors now keep a tiny office 

in the more affordable suburb where their families live, that’s not where the organization’s most 

important work gets done. Today we have that in common. 

By the time I pack up my stuff and join them at a high-top table near the service counter, 

Hannah is getting ready to go order drinks—I assume she does the ordering to give Sam and I an 

opening to continue getting to know each other. It’s just our second meeting, and he and I begin 

bonding over shared frustrations with various developments in local and national church politics. 

Hannah joins in as well after returning with Thai iced teas. Eventually the conversation turns to 

business, and it’s clear that the pair has carefully read my proposal. They appreciate the term I 

have applied to describe the complex relationship between formal ecclesial structures and their 

church-plant-turned-mentoring-organization—more on that shortly. They are also intrigued by 

my media educator’s interest in what psychologist Edith Ackerman calls “conversations with 

artifacts.” It turns out one of their richest collaborations is with Foster Youth Dispatches [Slide 

4], an organization that produces pop-up exhibitions about the struggles and resilience of foster 

youth, and they think there could be potential for me to be involved in this curatorial partnership. 

As we continue talking, the crux of our negotiation is not a surprise to me: Hannah and 

Sam are worried that my timeline might not accommodate holding a traditional digital 

storytelling workshop in the style of founder Joe Lambert’s StoryCenter. “It’s taken years for 

many of [the youths] to trust us,” one of them says. We agree that focusing on more organic 

narrative and media making activities embedded within weekly mentor team outings is a more 



promising and exciting opportunity. This approach will leverage the sense of trust and 

community already formed within the mentor teams, and it will allow us to attend to how digital 

storytelling supports the collective formation of mentors and youth together. Hannah even has a 

kind of prototype for what that might look like [Slide 5], a memorable snapshot of a mentor team 

outing, with accompanying narrative reflection written by one of the mentors. This is [hashtag] 

#TapestryMoment. She pulls the laptop out of her branded tote bag and scrolls through the 

Instagram feed to find it so I can note the date and double back to find the post. 

Tapestry may never have become a church, but it is a spiritual community deeply 

engaged in collective meaning-making. Tonight Hannah and Sam will convene their flock 

around a shared meal [Slide 6] to thank, connect, and reflect with the mentors who spend a 

couple hours each week playing Uno, shooting baskets, and otherwise hanging out with foster 

youth across our region. Thus, having made enough design decisions for me to finish my 

proposal, we wind down this meeting to get ready for the next one. Hannah puts her notes and 

her laptop back in the tote bag and leads us outside, around the corner, and into Pine Street’s 

adjoining nonprofit restaurant, where one Tapestry mentor has already arrived for the festivities.  

Moment: (Re-)weaving the Tapestry 

[Slide 24] I enter the conference room in the group home at the outskirts of town a few 

minutes after Hannah has begun leading the organization’s newest class of potential mentors in a 

free-writing exercise. Sam is away at a foster care event in another Western U.S. city, so Hannah 

is flying solo for this, their largest-ever training [Slide 25]. Earlier she had asked me to stand at 

the locked front door to admit and orient new arrivals. I write my name at the center of the 

pre-drawn circle on my piece of construction paper, then peek around the full table at my 



neighbors’ sheets—all but one of eighteen chairs is occupied—to see if I can infer enough about 

the exercise to avoid making her repeat the instructions.  

After another minute or two, Hannah invites the volunteer to her left to begin the process 

of sharing: names, “why you’re here today,” and some of the items we’ve been writing in the 

space surrounding our circles, which describe for the group “what your world looks like.” In past 

conversations, Hannah has told me that the organization’s volunteers are mostly young 

professional transplants, recently arrived for intense new jobs. They’re often lonely themselves, 

she said, and they may bring with them other personal experiences that specially equip them to, 

as she says now to the group, “resonate with your youth.” One trainee talks about having been in 

the area long enough to start “putting down roots” and giving back to the community in a 

concrete way. Another, herself adopted from Korea as a child, tells the story of having started an 

adoption-oriented student service group in college, because her large Midwestern university had 

“Quidditch, but no adoption [outreach].” 

Although the room bears the marks of an institutional system intent on teaching and 

reteaching participants about trauma and its world-shaping effects on foster youth [Slide 26], the 

five-hour training convened by Tapestry is a day more of sharing stories and practicing the 

organization’s values than it is of receiving instruction per se about how to support young 

people’s healing and identity development. After the world-circle activity is complete, Hannah 

unloads a blue backpack [Slide 27] with objects she uses to tell a Montessori-style story  about 3

3 That is, she describes the journey mentors will take with their youth by associating particular practices 
and values with small symbolic manipulatives that “stand in” for the various ideas. Although her 
presentation lacks a Montessori lesson’s invitation and temporal space to engage in a tactile way with the 
manipulatives, the objects remain on display throughout the day, and I’m not the only participant who 
approaches the table for a closer look during the first break time. 



Tapestry’s four guiding principles: hope, presence, recreation, and communion. For example, the 

artifacts she places on the table next to the “presence” placard is an articulated wooden figure: 

“You have what you need to be a mentor. Bring your full self. You don’t need to do or be 

anything special.” 

These pedagogies and practices are both familiar and strange to me. Hannah was a 

seminary classmate of mine, and she and Sam have adopted common moves from their training 

as pastors in the Mainline Protestant tradition we serve. The backpack activity, I confirm in a 

debrief after the event, reflects Hannah’s training in Godly Play (Berryman, 2009), a pervasive 

and well-respected story-based curriculum used for experiential religious education with 

elementary-aged children in traditional congregations. The various empathetic listening activities 

we engage in pairs and trios throughout the day might well have been pulled directly from 

Hannah or Sam’s experience in Clinical Pastoral Education, the chaplaincy internship nearly all 

U.S. clergy complete, usually in hospitals.  

But Sam and Hannah are not shepherding a congregation or training lay ministers, not 

any more, at least not as such. Like many of their colleagues in faith-based schools, community 

organizations, and healthcare systems, they bring values and practices from their faith tradition 

to bear on a non-sectarian mission of healing nurture, spiritual support, and whole-person 

development. In her “spiritual-but-not-religious” Godly Play story, Hannah explains Tapestry’s 

(pun-intended) value of recreation: how through simple, fun activities like shooting baskets or 

playing Uno, mentor teams help Tapestry foster youth to re-create a sense of normalcy and 

safety. Though I don’t ask her, I assume that Hannah has in mind here as well a religious 



understanding of “new creation,” how through God’s grace human beings can experience 

healing, transformation, and abundant life.  

I know for sure that a religious understanding of “communion” undergirds Tapestry’s 

communitarian model of support for youth and mentor teams alike. As she removes from the 

backpack a children’s toy with an interconnected configuration of gears that spin together, she 

explicitly names the religious ritual of communion and the sense of togetherness it forms as the 

symbol and inspiration for how the organization structures its work. “We want you to never feel 

alone in this work,” she says. “You’ll have many layers of support.”  
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