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What are Vital Conversations? 

A process that incorporates spiritual and scriptural 
foundations  

with the essential communication skills of 
compassionate conversation and deep listening  

so that members of  congregations can engage in 
the meaningful conversations  

that are necessary for their health and vitality.  
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Understanding Conflict 

 Western Perspective: 

 From the Latin word “confligere” meaning- “to 
strike together; collision 

 Conflict from this perspective involves, “heat”, 
“striking”, “boiling over”, “hot under the collar” 

 Eastern Perspective: 

 Symbol for conflict (wēijī)  involves two images: 

Danger (wēi) 

Crucial moment (jī) 
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Levels of Conflict 

Level One:  
Problems to be 

Solved 

Looking for 
solutions 

Complaints 

Level Two: 
Disagreements 

Parties move 
into a stance 

of self-
protection 

Generaliza-
tions begin 

to form 

Criticism 

Level Three:  
Contests 

Movement 
toward a 
win/lose 

perspective 

Defensive-
ness 

Facilitator 
may be 
needed 

Level Four:  
Fight/Flight 

Purpose is to 
hurt the 

other person 

Contempt 

Require 
mediated 

process 

Level Five:  
Intractable 
Situation 

Destroying 
each other 

Stonewalling 

Require 
mediated 

process 

Mediator Resource: Des Moines Pastoral Counseling Center 
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Biblical Perspective on Managing Conflict 

Matthew 18:15-22 

15-17"If a fellow believer hurts you, go and tell him—work it out between the 
two of you. If he listens, you've made a friend. If he won't listen, take one or 
two others along so that the presence of witnesses will keep things honest, 
and try again. If he still won't listen, tell the church. If he won't listen to the 
church, you'll have to start over from scratch, confront him with the need for 
repentance, and offer again God's forgiving love. 

 18-20"Take this most seriously: A yes on earth is yes in heaven; a no on earth 
is no in heaven. What you say to one another is eternal. I mean this. When two 
of you get together on anything at all on earth and make a prayer of it, my 
Father in heaven goes into action. And when two or three of you are together 
because of me, you can be sure that I'll be there." 

 21At that point Peter got up the nerve to ask, "Master, how many times do I 
forgive a brother or sister who hurts me? Seven?" 

 22Jesus replied, "Seven! Hardly. Try seventy times seven. 
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Conflict Management Style 

VALUE RELATIONSHIP 
 

Compromising 

(Fox; “Win Some, 

Lose Some”) 

 

Cooperating/ 

Collaborating 

(Owl; “win”-“win”) 

 

 

Directing 

(Lion; “win”-“lose”) 

 

 

Avoiding 

(Turtle; “lose”-“lose”) 

Harmonizing/ 

Accommodating 

(Teddy Bear;  

“Lose”- “Win”) 

High 

High 
 

Low 

 

 

 

V
A

L

U

E

 

Click to continue Source: Thomas-Kilman Conflict 
Styles and Style Matters-Kraybill 



It’s a Matter of Perspective 
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Begin with a Spiritual Practice 

Grounding the conversation spiritually is a critical 
component to Vital Conversations. As a group, 
begin by engaging in one or two of the suggested 
spiritual practices below: 

Lectio Divina 

Ignatian Examen 
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Determine Together What to Discuss 

 Following the spiritual grounding exercise, 
discuss as a group the following question: 

What Vital Conversation do we need 
 to have as a group? 

Record the responses as a group and get 
consensus around the two critical questions to 
discuss. 
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Invite Silent Reflection 

Spend 10 minutes in silent reflection on 
the two questions to be discussed.  
 

Participants may want to journal their 
thoughts and reflections to the questions. 

 

A prayer read in unison can also be helpful as 
entry into silent reflection. 

Click to continue 



Create a Safe Environment 

Empower a group covenant 
The Center for Courage and Renewal offers a wonderful 
example—called “Circle of Trust Touchstones” –which is designed 
to create that sense of safety. The Touchstones should be 
reviewed before each Vital Conversations gathering. 
 

The leader of the group will agree to hold the 
group accountable to the Touchstones. 
 

Engage in the Vital Conversation discussing the 
agreed upon questions. 
 

Confidentiality must be honored and maintained. 
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http://www.couragerenewal.org/touchstones/


Health Ways to Manage Conflict 
Skills for Vital Conversations 

S.P.E.A.K. clearly 

 Situation Observed 

 Perceptions or Thoughts 

 Emotional Impact 

 Acknowledge Values 

 Kindly Request  

 

 

“In the meeting when you said…” 

 
“I thought…” 
“I was aware of…” 
 

“I sensed people felt…” 
“The team was angry…” 
 

“What is important to me…” 
 “What the team values is…” 
 

“It would be helpful if…” 
“What would you be willing to do?” 
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Healthy Ways to Manage Conflict 
Skills for Vital Conversations 

Active Listening 

 Attend 

 Acknowledge 

 Invite 

 Summarize 

 Ask 

 

 
A detailed explanation of each stage is found here. 
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http://www.samaritancfc.org/files/Stages_of_Active_Listening.pdf


Typical Unhelpful Listening Responses 

Type 

Advising Response 

Judging Response 

Analyzing Response 

Supporting Response  

 

Example 

“Maybe you should try…” 
 

“You don’t have a very good 
attitude about this.” 

“You are really overreacting. That’s 
why you are so uptight.” 

“You did all you could do. Just let it 
go!” 

More information is found here. 
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http://www.samaritancfc.org/files/Typical_Listening_Responses-Not_Helpful.pdf


Questions—Helpful or Not? 

Helpful Questions 

Create doorways into new 
levels of understanding. 

 “What did you mean when 
you said you felt sad?” 

 “When have you 
experienced something 
similar to this situation?” 

 “How does this issue reach 
you personally?” 

 

Not Helpful Questions 

Create right/wrong dichotomies, 
or shut down communication. 

 “What was that all about?” 

 “Why don’t you…” 

 “Are you really doing all you 
can?” 
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Dialogue—  
a process to work through conflict constructively 

Sender 

Takes initiative 

Sends message 

Goes back and forth until you are 
complete. Listens to summary 
and gives accuracy check. 

Listens to validation 

Listens. Shares what was missed 

Creates with Receiver new way 
of relating 

Receiver 

Grants dialogue ASAP, if possible 

Mirrors and checks for accuracy 

Summarizes message and 
checks for accuracy 

Validates 

Empathizes and mirrors 

 

Listen for mutual creativity 

Full description of process is found here Click to continue 

http://www.samaritancfc.org/files/Dialogue.pdf


Concluding Practice 

 At the conclusion of a Vital Conversations, ask each participant to 
reflect on and respond to the following statements: 

 I felt… 

 When I heard… 

 I regret… 

 I agree to hold you as a Brother or Sister in Christ… 

 I commit to… 

 Each group member will read their responses aloud. The group 
agrees to the confidentiality committed to in the beginning of the 
gathering. 

 Close with Prayer 
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Additional Resources  
and Final Thoughts 

 Center for Courage and Renewal 

 Lombard Mennonite Peace Center 

 Des Moines Pastoral Counseling Center 

 Reconcile: Conflict Transformation for Ordinary Christians by 
John Paul Lederach (2014) 

If nothing changes regarding the outcomes of the conversations 
within my church, what are the implications for my church? 

 For our faith lives? For our future? 

A complete list of resources can be found here. 
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