
 
Mini experiment: Meetinghouse Archeology 
 
Time: 4-6 hours (depending on documentation method) 
​
Overview​
 

This mini experiment will take place in two parts over several weeks. ​
​
In this experiment we will examine the physical space of worship in a different way than we 
did in the maps experiment– this time, through the eyes of an archeologist. ​
​
Archeologists study the culture and story of a people through looking at its artifacts– the 
objects and texts made by its people. Archeologists may look at both textual artifacts like 
books and writings, as well as non-textual artifacts such as buildings, objects, or images 
that tell a story or share information without words.  

 
We will reflect on some of these findings during our May 24th reflection call.​
 

Schedule Guidance 

These tasks are designed to be done together as an apprentice group during the following 
weekly meetings: 

●​ Week 2 Apprentice Group Meeting (May 3–10): Parts I.a and II.a 
●​ Week 3 Apprentice Group Meeting  (May 10–17): Parts I.b, II.b, and III 

Regardless of where you normally meet with your apprentice group, we encourage your Week 2 
group meeting to take place at your meetinghouse or church building if possible.  

 
 
 

Part I: Textual artifacts 
​
Part I.a: Collecting​
​
Gather 3-4 total artifacts–one from the following categories (if they exist in your church or 



meeting). Wherever possible, get a digital copy of them; otherwise, take clear photos of print 
materials.​
Choose artifacts that reflect the present reality of your meeting—its strengths and 
challenges. Try, if possible, to have one artifact from each category.​
 

1.Outward-facing 📢 
●​ Screenshots of website and/or social media presence (include 

dates) 
●​ Newcomer brochure or welcome materials​

 
2.Internal 📂 

●​ Recent minutes from business meetings  
●​ Recent State of Society report (submitted to some Yearly 

Meetings) 
●​ Description of committees/organizational structure of the 

congregation 
●​ Faith and Practice, handbook, or other similar guiding document 

used by meeting/church 
 

3.Connections🤝 
●​ Outreach materials for ministries of/under care of meeting 
●​ Recent reports from outreach, evangelism, and/or peace and 

social concerns committees 
●​ Recent news articles about congregational activities​

 
4. General/other documentation 📊 

●​ Recent statistical reports 
 

Part I.b: Reflection and documentation 
 
●​ Each apprentice should review these artifacts in preparation for week 3 apprentice group 

meeting, and make a few notes about examples of the following: 
 

○​ What do you notice about the way your meeting communicates?  
 

○​ What within these texts expresses the most important and positive of who you 
are as a meeting or church? Highlight or note these for later 
 

○​ Where did you find those most important things? Are those most important things 
being shared effectively beyond the member community?  
 

○​ Is there anything in the texts that you notice gets in the way of that, or that tells a 
different story? Highlight or note these as well 

 



●​ When you meet week three, talk through your responses together. Notice areas of unity 
as well as different perspectives. Both are useful. 
 

●​ Paste one of your outward-facing texts into ChatGPT (openai.com) and ask for 
feedback. Ideas for questions for ChatGPTt: 
 

○​ How would this read to someone new to our church/meeting?​
 

○​ What questions might a visitor still have after reading this? 
 

○​ How would you describe the tone or personality of this text? 
 

○​ You can also ask for help rewriting language to be more inviting or clear 
 

●​ If you want you could also put another text into the chat that you feel would be helpful to 
add to your outward communication.  
For example, you might say: 
 
Take this description of business practice from our Faith and Practice document and 
make it into a simple and friendly explanation for visitors.​
 
 Please take the outreach ministries talked about in this committee report and integrate 
them into our brochure about who we are.  
 

●​ Upload your 3-4 texts as well as your report and put it into your church or meeting’s 
portfolio on the course site. Optional: print a copy for your physical portfolio.  

 
 

Part II: Non-textual Artifacts 
 
​
In this part of this experiment we will examine the physical building where we worship. ​
It is said that 70% of peoples’ communication is non-verbal (and can be unintentional!), and only 
30% is verbal. ​
Similarly, although Friends believe that church is the people and not the building, our 
meetinghouse space as a structure, and its objects, will likely convey (or misconvey) a lot about 
our condition as a people.​
For example, a meeting may have a sign that says “everyone welcome”, yet very likely its 
physical space may indicate in more subtle ways who it is that they are thinking about 
intentionally welcoming, and conversely who it is that they are unconsciously not doing a good 
job of welcoming. If the textual and the non-textual things do not agree, it will be useful to try to 
understand more about why that is so that they can be reconciled. But often it hasn’t been 
thought about.​



With words, we often share our explicit theology and conscious or chosen values, whereas our 
space may show some of our implicit theologies and unconscious values. Sometimes the 
implicit and unconscious works well with our spiritual values, and other times the 
implicit/unconscious are things that need to be challenged by Spirit.  
The meeting space will also show our priorities by showing a lot about how our time and money 
is spent. This too is worthwhile to consider. When we notice and reflect on these things 
intentionally, we may sometimes feel led to reorder priorities. ​
​
Note: Some of our congregations worship in a borrowed or rented space– this activity is still 
useful whether or not you own your building. The space we occupy will communicate things 
about us whether or not we own them. 
 
Supplies: Cell phone or camera, notepad and pen​
.​
​
Part one: Walk- through 
 
1.a. Ask a friend or neighbor (or two) who you know to do a visitor walk-through of your space 
using a camera to document. Ideally this visitor is someone in the meeting’s “ten miles around”, 
or identified area of community reach. ​
The point is not to invite this particular person to attend the church/meeting, but for them to 
share one perspective of what a newcomer’s experience might be like in the meeting. It is often 
very hard for long-standing members to picture this accurately, so we are inviting an outside 
perspective. If they wish to come to worship after this, of course welcome them, but it should not 
be an expectation.​
If you think the person might feel unsafe alone in the building, then invite two people who 
already know each other to walk together. Schedule their walk-through at a time when the 
meetinghouse is not in use during the next couple of weeks, and when you can be at the 
meetinghouse along with anyone who needs to let them into the building. ​
​
1.b. Go with the person to the meetinghouse and ask them to enter as an archeologist.  
Explain that this an experiment, and that whatever they notice will be for the benefit of the 
meeting’s learning and will not be taken personally, but their honest sharing will be a gift for the 
meeting’s understanding. ​
It can be beneficial if this person has not been to worship and does not know many people in 
the meeting.  
 If you were to walk with them through the building, you would be tempted to explain things and 
they would be conscious of your presence and opinions. Instead, explain that this will be a 
self-guided tour. ​
Walk with them to the entrance, unlock the door, and wait for them outside or at the entryway. 
Remind them to take photos of spaces and artifacts where they can to explain their thoughts, 
feelings, and impressions. Set a time to meet them– in 15-20 minutes-allowing enough time that  
Reflection questions (take notes on these): 
 



○​ What are your first impressions of the meeting or church? 
  

○​ What is the space like? Welcoming or cold? Cluttered or organized? 
Confusing or easy to navigate? Old or modern? What other words might 
you use to describe the space? 
 

○​ Was it easy or difficult to find your way in the building?  
 

○​ If you were an archeologist studying this civilization, what guesses might 
you make about the people who worship here? 

○​  Did you learn anything about Quakers? Develop questions about 
Quakers? 

○​  
After the walk-through, have them share with you their photos and any notes they took. ​
Important: no matter what feedback they share, thank them sincerely for the gift to your work of 
their feedback and honesty.  

 
​
 

 

 
Part III: Report- One apprentice from the group should 
complete this.  

 
What are the texts you chose?​
1.​
2.​
3.​
4.​
​
What best/most important things about the community did you all notice in these texts? Cite 
places where you found them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
​
What did only one or two people notice?  



 
 
​
Were there areas where you had differing opinions? ​
​
​
 
 
 
​
​
What areas for future growth did you find– either areas where you want to communicate who 
you are more or more clearly, or ways that your present communications may be getting in the 
way of that.​
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What useful feedback did you get from ChatGPT?​

 

Areas for future growth​
(What messages do you want to communicate better, or barriers to communication you 
noticed?) 

 

Feedback from ChatGPT​
(What did it help you clarify or rewrite?) 

 

 

 



 

Part IV: Visitor Walk-through Report 
Who completed the walk-through?​
(You may list one or two first names or initials, no full names) 

Describe the person’s relationship to the community (local neighbor, friend, etc.): 

 

Their first impressions of the meetinghouse or church: 

 

How did they describe the space?​
(Examples: welcoming, cold, confusing, modern, cozy, etc.) 

 

What was easy or difficult about navigating the building? 

 

As an archeologist, what guesses did they make about the people who gather here? 

 

Did they express curiosity or questions about Quakers? If so, what? 

 
 

Any reflections your group had on what they shared: 


