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My “hero” of liturgy, as my students will attest, is Robert Hovda, an American 
Roman Catholic priest who probably did more than anyone else in the English-
speaking world to educate the church about its liturgical birthright. This 
gem of his always reminds me of the extraordinary promise of good liturgy:

Good liturgical celebration, like a parable, takes us by the 
hair of our heads, lifts us momentarily out of the cesspool 
of injustice we call home, puts us in the promised and chal-
lenging reign of God, where we are treated like we have 
never been treated anywhere else.1 

How such worship might be possible in a year like 2020—a cesspool 
if ever there was one—is a pressing question. No one had a map or guide-
book in their back pocket when this year began its unravelling: “Worship 
when the world feels like it is crumbling: a beginner’s guide”. Or time to 
craft one. But there is also a sense in which 2020 has simply tested what 
we already have—traditions of worship, including our authorised prayer 
books—inviting us to think again, in this new context. In this article, I 
examine how our communal worship has been challenged and stretched, 
focussing on the image of “the body of Christ,” an image that is central to 
our understanding of what it means to be the church. While there has been 
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much conversation around issues related to the sharing of Holy Communion 
during the pandemic, I draw attention to the greeting of peace, a ritual with 
unmet promise in our gathering for worship.

Christian identity is communal
Christian identity is a communal identity. There is no escaping this funda-
mental reality of what it means to be Christian. As much as we might long 
for a better church or wish for a more congenial set of relatives-in-Christ, 
saying “Yes” to Christ comes as a package deal: we are connected, indeed 
wedded, to our sisters and brothers in Christ past, present, and future.

This communal identity is made abundantly clear in baptism, the rite 
of initiation into the Christian community. If baptism marks the beginning 
of a new life in Christ, this life is life-in-community, as a member of the 
community or body of Christ. The preferred location for baptism, in con-
temporary Anglican practice at least, is within normal Sunday worship, so 
that the new member can be welcomed into the worshipping community. 
The language of the rite constantly reminds us of the connectedness that 
baptism signals. In baptism “we are joined to Christ” and “made members 
of his body, the Church universal.” The newly baptised person is welcomed 
with these words:

God has called you into his Church.
We therefore receive and welcome you
as a member with us of the body of Christ,
as a child of the one heavenly Father,
and as an inheritor of the kingdom of God.2

Since its earliest days, the church has gathered on Sundays, the day 
of resurrection, to remember this identity-in-Christ through the breaking 
open of Scripture and in the breaking of the bread. Word and sacrament 
have nourished our common identity, enabling us to be Christ in the world, 
for two thousand years.

The kiss of peace
There is a particular moment in contemporary Anglican eucharistic liturgy 
where this corporate ecclesial identity is placed in neon lights: the greeting 
of peace. Most commonly introduced with words that express our corporate 
identity (“We are the body of Christ”), the gathered faithful are encouraged 
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to exchange a “sign of peace.” Until this point it might be possible to tell our-
selves that Sunday worship is about me and God, but this moment shatters 
the illusion—we are made fully aware of the presence of our brothers and 
sisters in Christ and invited to make our mutual relationship with Christ 
visible. As Richard Giles points out, “the sharing of the Peace as a sign of 
reconciliation and mutual love within the community of faith . . . is one of 
the most potent symbols of the rediscovery of worship as an interactive event 
rather than a lecture or spectacle”.3 (In practice, of course, our greeting of 
one another tends to be much less than this—a perfunctory handshake, in 
the pre-COVID world, or worse, an exchange of information regarding the 
tea roster, but that is another matter.)

The presence of this ritual act in contemporary worship is the result of 
the twentieth century liturgical movement and the Ecumenical convergence 
in liturgical practice that occurred in the wake of Vatican II. What Anglicans 
know as the greeting of peace, and Roman Catholics as the rite of peace, is 
a recovery of the kiss of peace that had a significant place in early Christian 
ritual practice. It is worth taking a moment to visit its origins.

In our cultural context the idea of exchanging a ritual kiss, mouth to 
mouth, with anyone other than an intimate partner, privately, is an uncom-
fortable one. In a COVID-19 devastated world it is unimaginable. While 
by no means a scandalous practice, in the Graeco-Roman world, kissing, 
especially in public, was generally confined to family members. In the early 
church, by contrast, the exchange of a “holy kiss” (philema hagion) was prac-
ticed as a way of signalling the radically changed social ordering that came 
from becoming a disciple of Jesus: members of the Christian community, 
male and female, Jews and Greeks, rich and poor, are joined in mutual love, 
like a loving family. The practice may have originated with Jesus and his 
disciples: the kiss of Judas was not an unexpected greeting, even though it 
delivered the antithesis of peace. Paul urges the recipients of his letters to 

“greet one another with a holy kiss” (Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 16:20; 2 Cor. 13:12; 1 
Thess. 5:26).4 The first letter of Peter similarly closes with the exhortation 
to “greet one another with a kiss of love” (1 Pet. 5:14).5

By the second century the kiss had a ritual place within the gathered 
worship of the Christian community. Justin Martyr and Tertullian locate this 
greeting between members of the community after the common prayers. The 
kiss here was seen as a “seal”: a sign of the assembly’s unity that completes 
the prayers. By the fourth century a link with the eucharistic thanksgiving 
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had come to the fore. In the East, John Chrysostom and Theodore of 
Mopsuestia link the kiss with the command to be reconciled with one’s 
brother before making an offering at the altar (Matt. 5:23–24). In the West, 
by the time of Augustine, the kiss had shifted to the end of the prayer of 
thanksgiving (and/or the Lord’s Prayer), where initially it was seen again 
as a “seal,” or unified completion. Over time though, in both East and West, 
the emphasis was increasingly placed on what came after these prayers: the 
reception of communion.6

This emphasis on reconciliation is precisely what we find in contempo-
rary revivals of the greeting of peace in both Roman Catholic and Anglican 
contexts. The Anglican A Prayer Book for Australia (1995), for example, 
notes that “at the Greeting of Peace all present may greet one another with a 
handshake or other suitable sign of reconciliation.”7 The General Instruction 
of the Roman Missal, the document that governs the celebration of the Mass, 
explains that through the Rite of Peace, following the Eucharistic Prayer and 
the Lord’s Prayer, “the Church asks for peace and unity for herself and for 
the whole human family, and the faithful express to each other their ecclesial 
communion and mutual charity before communicating in the Sacrament.”8 
Peace, reconciliation, union, communion, and love are the watchwords of 
contemporary practice.

In light of the origins of the kiss of peace, and particularly as an expres-
sion of the radical social reordering within the early Christian community, 
Andrew McGowan seems somewhat sceptical of its contemporary recovery:

While the ancient kiss was essentially a ritual action inter-
preted through the idea of peace, the modern ‘peace’ is an 
idea, expressed in certain ritual actions. The loss of the dis-
tinctive group that exchanged the kiss may have lessened its 
real significance as a sign of a strong and surprising kinship.9

McGowan makes a helpful observation here. And yet, in the midst of 
a COVID-19 lockdown, the absence of this ritual, for all its flaws in con-
temporary practice, has been keenly felt. In Anglican liturgy, in particular, 
the greeting of peace sits like a hinge between the two halves of the liturgy, 
between word and sacrament. We have been reminded, in the Ministry of 
the Word, of God’s graciousness to us—the good news, the Gospel, has been 
proclaimed anew—and now, reconstituted as the people of God, we gather 
around the table to share in the holy meal. One body, sharing one bread. 
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Except that we could not, and for many still cannot, gather and share as 
one body. The disruption to, or better the rupture of, our worship becomes 
painfully clear at this hinge. What does it mean to be the body of Christ in 
this situation, in 2020, when we cannot freely meet in the flesh? How can 
we “greet one another with a holy kiss”?

The body of Christ
When we speak of the Christian church as “the body of Christ” this is more 
than mere metaphor. Theologians disagree over the place of this particular 
image in thinking about the nature of the church. Is it one metaphor among 
many, or a “master image with ontological weight”?10 Fortunately we do not 
need to settle the theological debate to recognise the significance of this 

“body of Christ” image to our sense of identity, especially to our sense of 
connection with one another. Nor to hear its challenge.

In the apostle Paul’s usage, “the body of Christ” is a multifaceted image. 
He uses it to refer to the crucified body of Jesus (Rom. 7:4), the broken 
bread shared in the Lord’s supper (1 Cor. 10:16) and the community of 
believers, the church (1 Cor. 12:27; Eph. 1:22; Eph. 4:12). But these different 
usages are not simply a linguistic coincidence, they are deeply connected, 
as indeed has long been recognised across our ecclesial traditions. Hans 
Küng expresses this vividly:

It is in the body of Christ on the cross that the event of his 
saving death occurs. It is in the body of Christ in the Lord’s 
Supper that the event of his death becomes fruitful. It is in 
the body of Christ, the Church, that the area is indicated 
in which the blessing and the dominion of this death is 
and remains efficacious. Through baptism in which they 
are buried and made alive with Christ, the believers have 
a share in the one body of the crucified and risen Christ. 
In the Lord’s Supper, by eating and drinking, the baptized 
believers identify themselves with this same body. By 
identifying themselves with this one body the believers are 
united among themselves, they become themselves “one 
body in Christ”, “the body of Christ”.11

The texts of A Prayer Book for Australia are rightly soaked in this 
rich, connecting body language, beginning with the Greeting of Peace, but 
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continuing through the Great Thanksgiving, to the Breaking of the Bread 
and the Communion:

We are the body of Christ.
His Spirit is with us.

or Christ has reconciled us to God in one body by the cross.
We meet in his name and share in his peace.

The peace of the Lord be with you.
And also with you.12

Renew us by your Holy Spirit,
unite us in the body of your Son . . . (Thanksgiving 1)13

As one body and one holy people,
may we proclaim the everlasting gospel
of Jesus Christ our Lord . . . (Thanksgiving 2)14

We break this bread to share in the body of Christ.

We who are many are one body,
for we all share in the one bread.15

In a year where we have seen, or been, bodies huddled close together in 
shelters, or on beaches in a landscape consumed by fire, and where bodies 
have been separated by quarantine and social distancing in response to 
the pandemic, what does it mean to proclaim “we are the body of Christ”? 
How are we to be renewed and united when we cannot freely gather around 
the table?

The body keeps the score
The first thing to recognise is that the body of Christ, the church, has expe-
rienced trauma. This might seem an overly dramatic diagnosis. The impact 
of the various catastrophes of 2020 has not been equal. Speaking personally 
for a moment: in January, our just renovated country church was circled by 
fires for weeks but was not burnt down—I watched this from a distance on 
the Rural Fire Service app, in our safe, if smoke enveloped, flat in Canberra. 
Unlike most of my colleagues, my car wasn’t decimated by the hail storm, 
even though our workplace was smashed before our eyes. In March, when 
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the pandemic began to unfold, my employment was not threatened, even 
though our work place was temporarily closed. But those early days were 
shadowed by a dangerous, invisible, and barely known enemy as we lugged 
books and papers and computer screens and all those cords and plugs 
home, hoping that the internet and our software programs would support 
our live-streamed classes (they did, mostly). I did not lose my house or car 
or job. I have not contracted COVID-19 and no one close to me has died. 
My children and grandchildren are safe, and I get to talk them regularly. I 
am fortunate. Privileged. And utterly wrung out. For no apparent reason, 
for example, I did not sleep last night until well after the birds began their 
morning call. As the night set in, attempts to conjure tranquil thoughts 
proved futile. Haunted by the fires in California and the decimation of 
Amazon forests and wetlands, I could not allow my body to relax nor find a 
place of peace. I am one body, bearing a year’s worth of stressors. Multiply 
this by every body, those that are fortunate like me and those that have 
experienced significant loss, and there is a heavy load being borne by our 
ecclesial communities. (This, of course, true of all human communities, but 
that does not make it less true of the church.)

Contemporary understanding of the impact of trauma on the mind, 
brain, and body has something to offer here. Bessel van der Kolk’s brilliantly 
titled book The Body Keeps the Score captures something very important. 
While his focus is on helping us to understand the impact of psychological 
trauma on the brain and body systems, and mapping out paths of healing, 
the reminder that our body systems bear the imprint of traumatic events 
is apposite.16 I do not wish to diminish the weight of the term trauma by 
suggesting that in 2020 we are all victims of trauma, but it is clear that 
many are, and that all of us have needed to bear more than ordinary levels 
of stress. And our bodies keep the score.

These are the bodies that we bring to worship on Sundays, whether 
that be in COVID-safe church buildings, or in our own homes. So it is not 
helpful to imagine “going to church” as “time out” from the realities of “the 
world,” even if the liturgy feels familiar and comforting. There is no going 
back. If our “gathered” worship is to fulfil its promise (to place us “in the 
promised and challenging reign of God”) then we need to attend to, and 
tend, the bodies of the body of Christ.
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Peace be with you
Into this complicated situation I want to pitch a resurrection story. In the 
Gospel of John, the first Easter day is messily human. Peter and “the other 
disciple” discover the empty tomb and immediately return to their homes 
none the wiser (John 20:1–10). Mary Magdalene stays, finding courage in 
love and grief, and encounters the risen Jesus who she initially mistakes for 
a gardener (20:11–18). But despite her report, “I have seen the Lord,” the end 
of the day sees the disciples cowering behind locked doors overwhelmed by 
fear—“fear of the Jews” the text says, but we can guess at greater complexity 
in the wake of their teacher’s crucifixion and the absence of his body. And 
yet it is here, within their tomb of terror, despair, and perplexity that Jesus 
appears and greets them: “Peace be with you” (20:19–22). Shalom. Salem. 
An everyday Middle Eastern greeting by all accounts, and yet its repetition 
signals its importance. Into their fear-filled lockdown Jesus brings his peace: 
we are meant to hear the resonance here with words from Jesus farewell 
discourse: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to 
you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let 
them be afraid.” (John 14:27). But this is not all. Two actions are connected 
with this greeting of peace in John’s Gospel: Jesus shows the disciples his 
wounds; and he breathes on them, inviting them to “Receive the Holy Spirit”. 
Two bodily actions.

The act of showing his wounds is not primarily about confirming the 
identity of the risen Jesus. It is actually the predicate for sharing in the 
experience of resurrection. The disciples can only see Jesus in the context of 
the trauma they have witnessed. There is no going back. And in his wounds 
they see their own wounds (“by his wounds you have been healed,” 1 Pet. 
2:24). Then, and only then, are they able to receive Jesus’ blessing of peace, 
receiving their risen Lord with joy.

When Jesus repeats his greeting, “Peace be with you,” the disciples are 
now in a different space, less fearful, more open to his presence. With this 
second greeting comes a gift and a call. Jesus breaths on them the gift of the 
Holy Spirit, the most holy kiss, sharing with them his own resurrection life. 
The call is to be the body of Christ in the world (“as the Father has sent me 
so I send you”), to be bearers of forgiveness and reconciliation.
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Sharing the peace of Christ
There has been much creative and deeply pastoral work done in our wor-
shipping communities this year: recorded and livestreamed services; prayer 
resources for use at home; Zoom coffee hours; re-invigorated pastoral care 
systems; cleaning rosters to permit multiple use of limited gathering spaces. 
There have been real gains: extending streamed worship services to those 
who would never have been able to attend in person, because of distance 
or disability. But the losses too have been real, and painful.

Perhaps the first step is acknowledgement—the sort of acknowledge-
ment that allows for confession and lament. One example. Six months into 
the pandemic, the rector of Christ Church St Lawrence, Daniel Dries, in 
his sermon for the anniversary of the dedication of the church, shared with 
the congregation his own struggles:

I have to tell you that this beautiful building became a very 
different place on Sunday 22 March when public worship 
was suspended. Although reverent liturgy and beautiful 
music were still offered, being here in the first weeks of 
lockdown was dominated by an overwhelming sense of 
loss. As I stood at the altar, staring at a camera for the 
first time, I acknowledge a profound sense of loneliness, 
and I have to disclose that my perception of this building 
changed entirely.17

Wounds acknowledged, in a timely and helpful way, in the context of 
worship—in the presence of the body of Christ.

I wonder whether the risen Jesus’ greeting of peace in the Gospel 
of John might also help us find ways of re-imagining our sharing of the 
peace of Christ—ways that acknowledge the rupture in our lives and our 
patterns of worship, and that help us build the oneness and solidarity that 
it is intended to signal. Perhaps even its radical social inclusivity. I have to 
confess here that I have found nodding and bowing as a substitute for the 
customary handshake at the greeting of peace inadequate—not just cultur-
ally awkward, but somehow underscoring its rather perfunctory practice in 
even pre-COVID liturgies. In a world where separation and distance have 
become the norm a nod seems an inadequate sign of reconciliation.

In a rich volume bringing ethics and worship into conversation, two 
contributors, Emmanuel Katongole and Michael Budde, remark on particular 
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greeting practices that have had a formative impact on congregations. On 
a visit to Malaysia in 1997 Katongole attended mass at a village community 
near Kuching. The mass began outside the church with the priest greeting 
the people, and then everyone greeting everyone else: “the greeting was part 
of the procession into the church whereby the congregation formed two 
lines, with the person at the end of each line passing through the formed 
lines and greeting everybody in the line.” By the time this was completed, 

“we had all had a chance to touch, kiss, shake the hands, and look into the 
eyes of everyone else in the congregation.”18 The community was remark-
ably diverse, embracing Malay, Chinese, Indian, and indigenous Christians. 
This greeting ritual was a powerful reminder that their identity lay not in 
ethnic identity nor in social or economic or political status, nor indeed in 
their own efforts, but as members of the body of Christ.19

In a different place, a modest-sized American Catholic parish with a 
large proportion of African Americans, but again with significant diversity, 
Budde experienced a parallel, although less choreographed, greeting of one 
another after the formal greeting by the priest:

Everybody greeted everyone: not a perfunctory shake-
hands-and-run exercise in obligation and awkwardness, but 
a get-out-of-your-pew-and-roam-around-the-church sort 
of thing . . . The process usually took 20–30 minutes. When 
it was done, you felt more ready to worship God because 
you’d already felt something of God’s love in the arms and 
hands, smiles and touch, of the people God gathered that 
day for worship.20

And significantly, Budde remarks that “you could bring your offering to 
the altar with more of a clean conscience since this way of welcoming made 
it difficult to postpone the process of reconciling with those with whom 
you were at odds.”21 One of the supposed functions of the greeting or rite of 
peace later in the service. Sadly, though not surprisingly, this practice was 
discontinued (as the liturgy headed for the two-hour mark!). Budde sees this 
as a loss, suggesting that the practice was deeply formative, “enabling the 
congregation to give itself more fully to the stories and songs—the embodied 
performances of Christianity—that help to form Christian disciples.”22

Both of these examples stem from the formal greeting of the congrega-
tion at the beginning of worship, in the name of the Trinity, rather than to 
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the greeting of peace at the hinge between word and sacrament (or to the 
rite of peace at the end of the prayer of consecration in the Catholic Mass). 
But Robert Hovda would have loved these two homemade ritual practices, 
which take the scripts of liturgy and make the theology behind them sing. 
Food, I hope, for some creative re-thinking of the sharing of the peace of 
Christ in this time of crisis.

When I first came across the quotation from Hovda that I began this 
article with it was in a truncated form—avoiding, perhaps, some rather 
Catholic sounding bodily practices. Let me conclude with the full version, 
with all its celebration of the bodies of the body of Christ, as a challenge a 
for our time:

Good liturgical celebration, like a parable, takes us by the 
hair of our heads, lifts us momentarily out of the cesspool 
of injustice we call home, puts us in the promised and chal-
lenging reign of God, where we are treated like we have 
never been treated anywhere else … where we are bowed 
to and sprinkled and censed and kissed and touched and 
where we share equally among all a holy food and drink.23

Amen to that!
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