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Background 

For just over a year, it was my pleasure to serve on an interim basis as Grace 
Church Van Vorst, an Episcopal congregation in downtown Jersey City, 
New Jersey. Grace is a congregation that has died and been resurrected 
twice.  

Founded in 1847, the congregation known as “Grace” soon built a house for 
the church. Grace Church Van Vorst was built in 1853, and named after the 
former Van Vorst Township, which had already been incorporated into the 
City of Jersey City by 1851. An English Gothic-style church, the building was 
designed by the German architect Detlef Lienau. Constructed of 
brownstone, the church originally had a slate roof. It was expanded in 1864 
with the addition of two bays to the west and a baptistery on the south. The 
57-foot-high tower was added in 1912. Adjacent to the church is its rectory, 
also designed by Lienau. There are two published histories that focus on 
Grace Church Van Vorst: The People on Second Street by Jenny Moore 
(1968), and The Bishop’s Daughter by Honor Moore (2008). Jenny was the 
wife of Paul Moore, later Bishop of New York, and Honor one of their 
daughters.   

The first death and resurrection happened in the early ’60s, when the white 
population had mostly fled to the suburbs. The once-affluent and self-
supporting parish was downgraded to mission status, with assistance and 
direction coming from the bishop. At this time, the leadership of the parish 
was turned over from the Church Army, an evangelical organization 
founded in the Church of England and now largely defunct. A team of three 
priests took over, two of whom later became bishops: Paul Moore and 
Kilmer Myers. Over time, the congregation was transformed from a “low 
church” parish with lay-led Morning Prayer as the principal service on a 
Sunday to an Anglo-catholic ethos, with solemn Mass as the standard. The 
clergy also invited the neighbors in, and created after-school and summer 
programs for local children—so the congregation went from small, white, 
and ever dwindling to burgeoning and primarily African American. The 
parish was also served by a small group of Anglican nuns during this time.  

Two decades later, in the 1983, members of the team ministry had moved 
on, and the parish was served by an individual vicar. In addition, the need 
for some programs had diminished—such as a place where people could 



 

 

view a community television. The congregation was served by part-time 
clergy, and the main church was rented to a used-furniture dealer, with all 
services taking place in the rectory’s living room, next door. Into this mix, 
the bishop sent a young, charismatic, and somewhat unorthodox priest. The 
style of worship was no longer catholic, but “hip,” informal, and lively—
with praise music accompanied by piano and a pick-up band. The 
congregation grew, and was restored to parish status, adopting its official 
subtitle as “A Progressive Episcopal Church,” and affirming three core 
values: community, diversity, and creativity.  

In 2001, the congregation called its first woman rector (it had been served 
by women clergy before, but not as rector, or settled pastor). In her tenure, 
the parish removed the pews as part of a renovation of the historic building 
and installed a screen on which PowerPoint slides could be projected. 

 

 

  

Today 

Worship at Grace Church Van Vorst only loosely follows the Book of 
Common Prayer of the Episcopal Church, although the elements that are 
retained from it have remained intact—when they use Eucharistic Prayer A, 
they use it “as is,” without any deletions, interpolations, or substitutions. 
Today, Grace houses an active and diverse congregation, which offers a 
variety of programs and outreach ministries, including a weekend breakfast 
for homeless people and a toddler drop-off program for young parents. 



 

 

Jersey City, particularly along the waterfront, is today a fast-growing and 
vibrant city—just across the Hudson River from Manhattan and directly 
connected to it by the Holland Tunnel, bus, ferry, and subway train. Like 
the neighborhood surrounding it, the congregation has a large percentage 
of families with young children. A significant portion of the mixed-race, 
multi-generational, gay/straight congregation has never worshiped in any 
Christian denomination before.  

 
The Slides 

Each week, a lay volunteer prepares the slides, based on an outline prepared 
by a lay-led worship committee that includes the paid musician and two 
parishioners from the choir. The slide makers vary tremendously—in 
interest, in level of ability, and in aesthetic judgment. One slide preparer 
even confessed to me that, with his busy personal and professional life, he 
often puts together his slide show after midnight on Saturday! The slide 
preparers are about six in number, so each creates the slide show for about 
two Sundays each calendar quarter.  

When worshippers arrive for the 11-o’clock service, they often find a slide 
displayed that depicts the very windows that the screen obscures (see Slide 
1). Not every slide is as jumbled as this one, which was prepared on a 
Macintosh computer for projection from a P.C. As interim, I was 
unsuccessful in convincing them to remove or adjust the phrase, 
“Everything you’ll need to participate in worship this morning will appear 
on this screen.” To begin with, the slides are often jumbled or erroneous. 
More importantly, however, they contain only texts, almost always lacking 
helpful rubrics, musical notation, page numbers, or other things typical of a 
printed service bulletin. Beyond that, of course, there is the notion of what 
one needs to participate in worship. Would not an open heart, a longing for 
deepening in faith, an inquiring mind, or a willingness to engage be among 
those things? These will, of course, not appear on any screen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Slide 1: 

 

 

 

The more adept slide preparers will often feature a particular artist 
throughout the slide show. (See Slides 2-4.) While this method has some 
artistic integrity, the slides do not always correspond to the specific worship 
texts. In Slide 4, for instance, the preparer has jumbled Mary’s visitation to 
Elizabeth with Paul’s warning that the present form of this world is passing 
away—an odd juxtaposition, at best, and seriously distracting from the 
message of the Scripture proclamation, at worst. In addition, the one-artist 
version rarely has any correspondence with the liturgical season, the 
Scripture texts, or the context of the celebration. 



 

 

Slide 2: 

 

 

 
Slide 3: 

 

 



 

 

Slide 4: 

 

 

 

On the other hand, there are slide preparers who go to great lengths to find 
illustrations that have an analogical relationship to some component of the 
text. (As examples, see Slides 5 and 6. Slide 5 is for the first Sunday after the 
Epiphany, the commemoration of the baptism of Christ.) At other times, 
the relationship between the text and the illustration seems more forced. 
And then there are times when the imagery seems inappropriate altogether. 
Consider, for example, the appropriateness of showing the monstrance in 
Slide 7 to a congregation whose web site proclaims, “We believe that the 
bread and wine are primarily symbolic.”  



 

 

Slide 5: 

 

 

 

Slide 6: 

 

 



 

 

Slide 7: 

 

 

 

The slide preparer sits in the front row with the remote-control device to 
advance the slides. While this theoretically frees the priest and others 
presiding from a burden, it also means they have no control. For much of 
the service, the screen is actually behind them, and, given the somewhat 
unorthodox worship order, it can be difficult to remain in synchronicity, let 
alone appear to know what’s coming next. When there are “blips” in the 
slide show, the presider learns of them by hearing most of the congregation 
drop out of singing or reciting. Those few who have memorized a text will 
often forge on, but much of the congregation—including any who are new 
to it, the Episcopal Church, or Christianity in general—will be left out.  

While I am assured that the congregation pays for an annual license to 
reproduce copyrighted material, to my knowledge the required notice has 
never appeared on the slides.  

Some of the benefits include: (1) The slides can be—and often are—adjusted 
right up to the last minute before worship begins. This means that late-
breaking concerns can be interpolated into the Prayers of the People, for 
instance. (2) There is no need to print a worship bulletin, saving significant 
resources (time, paper, cost of copying, etc.). (3) When singing a familiar 
tune, the congregation sings up and out, as they are looking up at the 
screen instead of having their heads buried in a book.  



 

 

Some of the ongoing challenges include: (1) The person with the slide 
“clicker” often abandons it to engage in a vigorous and lengthy exchange of 
the Peace; the clergy and musicians may be ready to continue the service, it 
is impossible to resume until the slide advances. (2) Since the slides contain 
texts only, those with even rudimentary musical education cannot benefit 
from the notation, let alone more seasoned musicians. (3) It is impossible to 
ascertain where one is in the service—are we quite near the end, or is there 
yet another hour to go? The worshipper must simply accept one slide at a 
time, with no way to judge what more may come next. (4) The slides can 
be—and often are—adjusted right up to the last minute; this often results 
in typographical errors, or a well-meaning parishioner “correcting” a text by 
re-establishing an error of long tenure. (5) There are no materials to take 
home: items included in the announcements must simply be remembered. 
See slides 8-12, all from a typical Sunday, and see if you can everything they 
mention—including dates, times, and contact information! (6) In spite of 
having removed the pews from the church, the congregation must sit as it 
were “on the bus,” all facing in one direction, in order to view the slides. 
The metaphors of being gathered around a table or in sight of a 
congregation are lost to one of being gathered before a screen. (7) Errors in 
texts, and even order, are easily repeated, as the slide preparers routinely 
copy their most recent slides to create a new version. This means someone 
whose last Sunday was in Lent may create slides with inadvertently 
penitential overtones for Eastertide, or—as actually happened in another 
parish—they would repeatedly celebrate the liturgy every six weeks or so 
without a recitation of the Pater noster! (8) Volunteers either refused or 
were unable to prepare slides for many of the non-Sunday liturgies: 
Christmas Day, Ash Wednesday, Maundy Thursday, and Good Friday 
among them. How does one coax a congregation habituated to slides 
through a rite without any slides? (9) Being unaccustomed to using the 
Prayer Book or a service bulletin, the congregation depends on slides for ad 
hoc services, such as weddings and funerals. (10) Worshippers—including 
choir members and other leaders—cannot readily prepare themselves for 
what comes next; instead, they passively wait until a slide appears, and only 
then find their music, walk to the lectern, etc. (11) Finally, there were 
numerous occasions in which what was projected on the slide was not the 
same as the Scripture proclaimed or even the Prayer Book text. This 
revealed a lack of coordination, and even provoked a joke by one of the lay 
leaders: “If you are fed up with organized religion, you’ll be very much at 
home here!” 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Slides 8-12: 

 

 

 

  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Beyond the slides themselves, there is the question of the language of the 
rite. Grace Van Vorst uses material from the Prayer Book verbatim and 
supplements this with contemporary evangelical “singable” music that is 
paired with texts that are often insipid. Both of these practices require 
examination.  

The Episcopal Church’s current Book of Common Prayer dates to 1976, and, 
while it has many features still treasured by liturgical scholars and 
worshippers alike, the language in it was not attuned to sensitivities about 
gender, among other things. Language for humanity as well as the divine is 
exclusively male. Supplemental resources, such as the Enriching Our 
Worship series, have offered a rich assortment of expansive imagery for God 
from historical sources from Ephrem the Syrian to Julian of Norwich. One 
wonders about the effect of God addressed as “like a mother cares for her 
children” on an impressionable young child, or what it would be like to 
confess sins “done on our behalf” in such a congregation.1  Instead of this, 
the congregation uses only male language for God, male language for 
humanity, and historically male metaphors for sin (personal aggression, 
misuse of power, etc.).  

In addition, the musical choices, while accessible, often employ texts that 
express uneven poetic idioms, border on the trite, focus on the individual, 

                                                 
1
 Standing Liturgical Commission, Enriching Our Worship (New York: Church Publishing, 
1998), 56, 60. 



 

 

or, at worst, foster questionable theological assertions. For example, 
numerous favorite songs contain lyrics address to God that go something 
like this: “Worthy, worthy, you are worthy.” In addition to being redundant, 
this is a theological error. It is God who judges us worthy to stand before 
him, not we who judge God as worthy of our praise. It also reflects an 
unfortunate tendency to accede to the consumerist culture of our age, and 
it subtly promotes this in the hearts and minds of the congregation.  

For a congregation that discusses major decisions at length and works 
collaboratively in nearly every other arena, the lack of focus on the liturgical 
language they use is appalling. In this “cut and paste” era, texts that would 
not meet the standard for a Hallmark greeting card can be routinely 
included in the church’s worship without careful reflection. Sadly, this 
vibrant, diverse, progressive, and interesting congregation has fallen prey to 
this ungodly tendency, resulting in a worship experience that may well 
titillate the emotions but does not even begin to feed the soul.  

At best, the slides employed by the congregation at Grace Church Van Vorst 
help foster a vibrant and diverse community. They allow for easy 
integration of texts from various traditions, including praise songs, 
alternative creedal statements and music, and other contemporary 
materials. 

At worst, the slide show represents a kind of shift: what used to be simply 
clericalism has become instead control and dominance by a small and self-
selecting group. Whatever this may be and however unintentionally it may 
have derived, it is not full, conscious, and active participation.   

 

Barrie Bates is a priest of the Episcopal Church, a member of the 
International Anglican Liturgical Consultation, and a seminar convener for 
the North American Academy of Liturgy. He is indebted to the Liturgical 
Language seminar group for insights shared in this blog. He holds a Ph.D. in 
liturgical studies from Drew University. He currently serves as interim rector 
of St. John’s Episcopal Church in Montclair, N.J. He welcomes questions, 
comments, suggestions, and other conversation: revdocbates@gmail.com.  
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