
tion Dialogue, either in their 

own congregations alone or 

in cooperation with other 

congregations. 

 I hope you find this guide 

helpful to you in putting the 

concepts of Paradoxy to work 

in your congregation, your 

ecumenical community, or 

your denomination. Thank 

you for joining me on this 

journey. I am available for 

videoconference sessions 

with you or your group, and I 

welcome your feedback at my 

website: practicingpara-

doxy.com.  

Ken + 
The Rev. Ken Howard 

Church Planter, Pastor,  

Presenter, Consultant, Coach 

 I wrote Paradoxy: Creating 

Christian Community Beyond Us 

and Them to help individuals, 

congregations, and denomina-

tions understand why many 

of the old familiar ways of 

being Church are no longer 

working and to join together 

in exploring the outlines of a 

new way of being Church 

that does not require creating 

a ―Them‖ in order to there 

to be an ―Us.‖  

 An important part of this 

emerging paradigm of Church 

is the understanding that 

differences, disagreements, 

and even conflict are not bad, 

not symptoms of disunity and 

dysfunction in a Christian 

community. To the contrary, 

the Paradoxy paradigm not 

only tolerates difference, 

disagreement, and even con-

flict, but welcomes and cele-

brates them as ―Holy 

Ground‖ — a way for us to 

triangulate in on the truth 

while acting toward each 

other in love. 

 I designed Paradoxy  the 

way I did — with structured 

biblical reflections and sug-

gested discussion questions 

—  so that participants could 

experience the power of this 

new paradigm at work.  This 

Conflict Transformation Pro-

gram Outline and Handouts is 

intended as a companion to 

the Paradoxy book to guide 

participants through applying 

the principles of Paradoxy in 

a one-day Conflict Transforma-

Introduction 

Read the Book (Twice) 
ONCE AS A READER: 

1. Read each chapter 

2. Engage the Biblical Reflec-

tions and write your 

thoughts. 

3. Read the Discussion Ques-

tions and write your 

thoughts. 

4. Write down any unan-

swered questions. 

 

ONCE AS A LEADER: 

1. Read each chapter 

2. Engage the Biblical Reflec-

tions in larger context and 

write down the thoughts 

and questions you think 

others in your group 

might have. 

3. Read the Discussion Ques-

tions, then write down 

thoughts and questions 

you think others in your 

potential group might 

have and questions you 

might ask to take them 

further. 

4. Write any unanswered 

questions you think oth-

ers in your group might 

have. 

Conflict 
Transformation 

Helpful Hint: 

Answer questions as ―reader‖ 
in pen, and as ―leader‖ in pencil 
in order to differentiate be-
tween them. 
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 Identify & invite participants based on the criteria outlined 

below. 

 Review participant list, considering size and composition. 

 Undertake the steps listed in the “Final Prep” section on 

Page 5. 

 Review Activities Guides (which you will be providing to the 

program participants) and take your own notes. 

 Review all included handouts and decide which will be useful 

for your program. 

Review Program Outline and Handouts 

Identify & Invite Participants: Context 
2. ISSUES OF  

DISAGREEMENT VS. 

ISSUES OF  

AGREEMENT:  

 

In considering a potential 

group of participants for 

this program, it is impor-

tant to consider where 

you think they may agree 

or disagree, so you can 

always start from areas of 

agreement. 

3. ISSUES OF  

DIFFERENCE VS.  

ISSUES OF  

CONFLICT: 

 

When looking at areas of 

disagreement, it’s also 

important to consider 

which of these are 

merely intellectual differ-

ences vs. emotion-laden 

conflicts. 

1. SINGLE  

CONGREGATION 

OR MULTIPLE  

CONGREGATIONS: 

 

Either way, the issue is 

balance of opinions, ei-

ther within one congre-

gation or between two 

or more. 
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Identify the kinds of di-

versity you would like to 

see in your group. Be 

sure to consider age, sex, 

ethnicity/race, politics, 

theology, etc.  Especially 

in groups which are very 

diverse to the point 

where it could cause ten-

sion between members, 

be sure to set ground 

rules (see the included 

handout). Ground rules 

will help them to interact 

in a constructive manner. 

 

Below, you will find sam-

ples of 2 ways to invite 

participants to your 

group: Letter/Email and 

Personal Call. Adapt as 

necessary. 

DIVERSITY IN THE 

GROUP IS  

IMPORTANT! 

1. Introduce yourself and your purpose for calling. 

2. Briefly describe the book and your purpose in holding a Conflict Transformation Dialogue Day. 

3. If they express an interest, tell them the meeting dates and location. 

4. Offer to send a link to sample chapters and study guide on PracticingParadoxy.com. 

5. Request information necessary to provide them with an e-mailed registration form or confirmation.  

6. Ask if they can recommend others who may be interested in attending the discussion group. 

Identify & Invite Participants: Diversity 

Sample Personal Call Script 

Sample Letter/Email 
Dear [NAME], 

     On [STARTING DATE], we will be holding a one-day dialogue on Conflict Transformation applying the princi-

ples of Incarnational Christian Community described in the book Paradoxy: Creating Christian Community Beyond Us 

and Them. The purpose of this Dialogue Day is to provide an opportunity for participants to explore ways of tran-

scending the Liberal/Conservative, Us/Them divisions that have plagued the Church in recent decades.  The meet-

ings will be held at [LOCATION— insert directions here]. Find out more about the book, view the Participants’ 

Study Guide and read sample chapters at http://www.practicingparadoxy.com, 

     If you would like to attend or have further questions, please contact [CONTACT NAME, EMAIL/PHONE, etc.] 

by [REGISTRATION DATE]. 

 [SIGNATURE] 
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Review Participant List 

Whether you are including only members of your own church, or 

inviting members from other congregations, you can use the two 

bulleted columns below to help visualize and achieve the balance 

you believe is most appropriate for the conflict at hand. 
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1. Reserve Space of sufficient size for the group to meet as a whole, yet 

which provides a reasonable amount of privacy for small group discussions. 

2. Purchase & Distribute Books  For large groups, bulk discounts may be 

available from the publisher, Paraclete Press (www.paracletepress.com). 

3. Reproduce Participant Handouts  Pick and choose which handouts 

are relevant within your presentation. (See pages 7+) 

Final Prep 

Your Notes 

Page 5 
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1. Purpose: Why are we here? 

2. Goal(s): What do we hope/expect to achieve? 

3. Overview: What will we be doing today? (Review schedule of activities.) 

 Dialogue, not debate: what are the differences? 

4.   Theological Assumptions: What are our theological assumptions for today? 

 God’s is the only complete, accurate and truthful view of reality 

(compared to God, all of us are at least a little wrong) 

 Faith, Hope & Love over Certainty, Confidence & Control 

 Greatest of these is Love: Christ’s love only sufficient source of Chris-

tian community (Grace covers the rest) 

 Unity is NOT the same as uniformity (diversity held together by the 

power of the Holy Spirit) 

 We have much more common ground than we think 

 

5.   Covenant: What ground rules do we need to keep us safe and civil? 

Activity 0: Laying the Groundwork (60min) 

Page 7 

This guide is comprised of  a basic bullet-pointed outline of  each activity.  

As the leader,  it is assumed that you will want to expand on this  
in your own way and prepare your own visuals, etc. 

Activities Guide 
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Activity 1: Speaking and Listening in Truth and Love (Practice):  
                    Introductions with Dialogue Practice (45min) 

1. Return to pre-assigned groups of four (e.g. 2 liberal, 2 conservative) 

2. Instructions for small group activity 

 First pair answers the question 

 One speaks, other listens/repeats for accuracy 

 Then switch individual roles and continue 

 Repeat as necessary 

 Second pair observes, then gives feedback on accuracy after each introduction 

3.   What to share in small groups 

 What lies at the heart of faith (for me)? 

 What about Christianity/the Church is most important to me? 

 (Answer for yourself, not as a representative of a group or point of view) 

 

 

Activity 2: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love:  
                    The Heart of  the Matter? — Part 1 (45min) 

1. Break participants into pre-assigned groups of four (2 conservative, 2 liberal) 

2. Explain the difference between, debate, conversation, and dialogue. 

3.   Instructions for small group activity 

 First pair introduce themselves 

 One speaks, other listens/repeats for accuracy 

 Switch individual roles and continue 

 Repeat as necessary 

 Other pair observes, then gives feedback on accuracy 

 Pairs reverse roles, then repeat first two steps 

4.   What to share (in small groups) 

 Your name 

 Your mental picture of God at 5, 15, and 25. 

5.   Reporting out (to large group) 

 What was it like? 

 What did you learn? 



Page 9 

1. Return to pre-assigned groups of four (e.g. 2 conservative, 2 liberal) 

2. Pairs reverse roles 

3.   Instructions for small group activity 

 First pair answers the question 

 One speaks, other listens/repeats for accuracy 

 Then switch individual roles and continue 

 Repeat as necessary 

 Second pair observes, then gives feedback on accuracy after each introduction 

3.   What to share in small groups 

 What lies at the heart of faith (for me)? 

 What about Christianity/the Church is most important to me? 

 (Answer for yourself, not as a representative of a group or point of view) 

 

 

1. Return to pre-assigned groups of four (e.g. 2 liberal, 2 conservative) 

2. Pairs reverse roles 

3.   Instructions for small group activity 

 First pair answers the question 

 One speaks, other listens/repeats for accuracy 

 Then switch individual roles and continue 

 Repeat as necessary 

 Second pair observes, then gives feedback on accuracy after each introduction 

3.   What to share in small groups 

 What is at stake in the discussion of ________ (for me)? 

 Why does the discussion of ________ make me fear the loss of what is important 

to me about my faith/Christianity/Church? 

 (Answer for yourself, not as a representative of a group or point of view) 

Activity 3: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love:  
                    The Heart of  the Matter? — Part 2 (45min) 

Activity 4: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love:  
                    What is at Stake? — Part 1 (45min) 
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1. Discussion 

 What was your experience like today? 

 What did you learn? 

 About you? 

 About people with whom you agree? 

 About people with whom you disagree? 

 About the process? 

 Other? 

2.   Question and Answer (led by Facilitator) 

 What will you try to apply? 

 What changes do participants want to make in their personal spiritual 

journeys and relationships? 

 What help will you need? 

 What changes might participants want to see in the Church community? 

 What help will it need? 

3.   Summary (by Facilitator) 

4.   Parting Benedictions 

Activity 6: Reporting & Reflection 

1. Return to pre-assigned groups of four (e.g. 2 conservative, 2 liberal) 

2. Pairs reverse roles 

3.   Instructions for small group activity 

 First pair answers the question 

 One speaks, other listens/repeats for accuracy 

 Then switch individual roles and continue 

 Repeat as necessary 

 Second pair observes, then gives feedback on accuracy after each introduction 

3.   What to share in small groups 

 What is at stake in the discussion of ________ (for me)? 

 Why does the discussion of ________ make me fear the loss of what is important 

to me about my faith/Christianity/Church? 

 (Answer for yourself, not as a representative of a group or point of view) 

Activity 5: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love:  
                    What is at Stake? — Part 2 (45min) 
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 Activity 0: Laying the Groundwork 

 Activity 1: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love (Practice): Introductions with Dialogue Practice 

 Activity 2: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love: The Heart of the Matter — Part 1 

 Activity 3: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love: The Heart of the Matter — Part 2 

 Activity 4: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love: What is at Stake? — Part 1 

 Activity 5: Speaking & Listening in Truth & Love: What is at Stake? — Part 2 

 Activity 6: Reporting and Reflection 

AGENDA 

Participant Agenda & 

Handouts 

POSSIBLE HANDOUTS 

 ―Conflict and the Nature of Christian Community‖ 

 ―Understanding Our Responses: The Conflict Cycle‖ 

 ―Transforming Conflicts: Positions and Interests‖ 

 ―The Cycle of Relationship & Conflict‖ 

 ―The Difference Between Dialogue and Debate‖ 

 ―Dealing with Misunderstandings: Intent/Action/Effect‖ 

 ―Beginning a Dialogue Session:  Introductory Go-Rounds & Questions‖ 

 ―Sample Ground Rules for Dialogue‖ 

 ―The Uncertain Path to Dialogue: A Meditation‖ 
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How a faith community understands orthodoxy, truth, and the theological basis for Christian community 

has a direct influence on its understanding of and approach to dealing with conflict.  

 

Three Orthodoxies 

 

We have discussed three different ways of understanding orthodoxy: 

A conservative way which we called Doctrinal-Propositional Orthodoxy or Orthoproxy. 

A liberal way we which we called Ethical-Practical Orthodoxy or Orthopraxy. 

An emerging middle way which we called Incarnational-Relational Orthodoxy or Paradoxy. 

 

Conflict and the Understanding of Truth 

 

Orthoproxy understands truth as propositional and categorical. Because of this, if conflict arises, the as-

sumption is that one side must be right and the other wrong; that one side must have committed a wrong 

against the other; or that both sides have transgressed against the teachings of the church. Because of the 

categorical nature of truth, no compromise with the transgressor seems possible. 

 

Orthopraxy understands religious truth as inner experience and at the deepest level all religious truth is 

equivalent. Because of this, if conflict arises, it is assumed that the conflict is a sign that one or both sides 

hasn’t yet learned to see the ways in which their positions reflect an underlying universal experience. Of 

course, human nature being what it is, each side often feels that it’s the ―other‖ that has failed. In Ortho-

praxy, conflict is to be avoided if possible, and if it cannot be avoided it must be defused through compro-

mise. 

 

Paradoxy recognizes that while ultimate truth exists with God, infinite reality cannot be fully understood. 

Because of this, conflict is the inevitable and natural result of authentic relationships with Christ and among 

the members of Christ’s body. As a result, Paradoxy does not shy away from real differences. Rather it re-

quires that each of us confidently offer the truth that we know, with humility, knowing that bumping into 

people with different understandings than our own could expand our understanding. So rather than seeing 

conflict as sinful or dysfunctional, Paradoxy views conflict as holy ground: an opportunity to allow God to 

expand our understanding of God, of ourselves as individuals and communities, and of the reality of the 

world in which we live. 

 

CONFLICT AND THE NATURE OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 
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CONFLICT AND THE NATURE OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY (cont’d) 

Conflict and the Understanding of Christian Community  

 

How a faith community understands and deals with conflict is perhaps most strongly related to what it un-

derstands to be the theological basis for Christian community.  

 

Both Orthoproxy and Orthopraxy view Christian community as bound together by some form of uniform-

ity. The difference is upon what that uniformity is based.  

 

Orthoproxy understands Christian community as bound by a uniformity of belief. Its primary emphasis is 

on believing what is right and on conformity to what are held to be the church’s traditional teachings. Be-

cause Orthoproxy’s sense of unity is defined by a kind of uniformity, any breakdown of uniformity – espe-

cially uniformity of doctrine or belief – is perceived as threat to unity: a threat which must be isolated and 

excluded. 

 

Orthopraxy understands Christian community as bound by a uniformity of purpose or ethical agreement. 

Its emphasis is more on doing what is right than believing what is right, and its focus is on our love for each 

other as an expression of Christ’s love for us. Again, since Orthopraxy’s sense of unity is defined by a kind 

of uniformity, any breakdown of uniformity – especially uniformity of tradition or practice – is perceived as 

threat to unity: a threat which must be isolated and excluded, or at least ignored. 

 

Paradoxy does not view Christian community as bound together by uniformity but rather as drawn to-

gether by the love of Christ. Not our love for Christ or our love for each other as the body of Christ: our 

love is neither strong enough nor constant enough. In fact, Paradoxy views Christ’s omnipotent and uncon-

ditional love as the only force powerful and unwavering enough to hold together fallen, incompatible human 

beings in community. What makes one a Christian is ultimately relationship with Christ.  Because of this 

understanding, it becomes more open to the differences inherent in diversity as real differences, and it wel-

comes the struggle that engaging these differences entails as a path to a more healthy way of being commu-

nity. 

 

Another way of understanding these ―differences about differences‖ is through what mathematicians call Set 

Theory.  The difference between Orthoproxy and Orthopraxy on the one hand and Paradoxy on the other 

is the difference between bounded sets and centered sets.  
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For Orthoproxy and Orthopraxy Christian community is de-

fined as a bounded set. Both are defined by their boundary 

conditions. Anyone who falls within those boundary condi-

tions is considered a member of the group.  They are ―IN‖…

and we think of them as ―US.‖ Anyone who falls outside of the 

group’s boundary conditions is by definition a non-member. 

They are ―Out‖…and we think of them as ―THEM.‖  As Paul 

Hiebert put it, they have hard boundaries and fuzzy centers. 

Lack of conformity to the boundary conditions cannot help 

but be considered a threat to unity. 

 

Paradoxy, on the other hand, defines community as a cen-

tered set.  For Paradoxy, Christians are those who are ori-

ented toward the center (Jesus) and are willing to take the 

next step closer to Him.  Christians, in other words, are fol-

lowers of Jesus. They start wherever they are (every day), ori-

ent toward Him, and move in his direction. Like pilgrims com-

ing to the Holy City from many different points of origin. They 

have hard centers and fuzzy boundaries. Because its unity is 

not defined by its boundaries but by what lies at its center 

(Christ) Paradoxy can tolerate much diversity without feeling 

its unity threatened. In fact, it can even welcome diversity of 

opinion or practice as evidence of community held together by the gravitational force of Christ’s love. For 

Paradoxy, as a centered set, categories like ―IN and OUT‖ and ―US and THEM‖ are irrelevant.  

 

 

CONFLICT AND THE NATURE OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY (cont’d) 
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UNDERSTANDING OUR RESPONSES: THE CONFLICT CYCLE 

 

The key to effective interaction is the belief that conflict is a natural and inevitable part of life, 

and the realization that it is primarily our actions and reactions to these challenges 

that determine whether the situation will have constructive or destructive results. 

 

Real freedom is the ability to pause between a stimulus and a response  

and in that pause, choose. 

Rolo May 

 

 

 

In stress, we all regress to our earlier learnings, 

and since defensive conflict behaviours were often learned in fragmented, 

distorted fashion from experiences of high anxiety and tension, 

they may be our least functional behaviours. 

David Augsburger 
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CONFLICT CYCLE APPLICATION 

 

Our individual experience with conflict tends to follow a self-perpetuating cyclical pattern made up of several distinct phases. This pattern can be healthy or 

problematic. If used as a map, this cycle can help us to understand how conflict operates in our lives: 

 

  

Other questions consider: 

 

What did you do in this situation that the other party would have seen as being irritating or unhelpful? 

How did the other party respond to your actions? What does that tell you about his/her beliefs about conflict or about you? 

What other response could you have chosen? What do you suppose the consequences would have been? 

 

A person who becomes aware and exercises the self-discipline to 

choose alternative actions can affect a whole interaction cycle. 

UNDERSTANDING OUR RESPONSES: THE CONFLICT CYCLE (cont’d) 
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TRANSFORMING CONFLICT: POSITIONS AND INTERESTS 

What is surface conflict, jagged peaks of icebergs facing off with each other, 

beneath may be joined when we have eyes to see. 

Tilden Edwards 

 

One of the keys to conflict transformation, especially in a complex situation, is the identification of the interests of each party. 

Shifting from positions to interests is crucial for working toward creative solutions that will work for each person in the conflict. 

 

POSITION: 

 A person’s position is her/his solution to the issue. 

 The reason people are in conflict is because the positions they hold address only their own needs. 

 People can get locked into their positions. Motives for ―becoming positional‖ often include: expectations, fear, revenge, and 

the desire to be taken seriously. Or it may simply be our learned behavioral reaction to conflict. To make the shift from 

positions to interests, it may be necessary to first acknowledge the positions and then address the underlying issues. 

 

ISSUE (topic) OF CONCERN: 

 The issue is the general topic of the disagreement. 

 It is helpful to clearly name the issue using neutral language before starting to probe for interests in order to make sure all 

parties understand and acknowledge the issue as named. Otherwise,  you run the risk of both parties justifying their posi-

tions rather than identifying their deeper interests. 

 

INTERESTS: 

 Interests are the underlying wants, needs, fears, hopes, and/or concerns that motivate us to hold our positions. Interests 

reflect and are shaped by our values and priorities. 

 Discovering and stating interests allows each person in a conflict to understand what will be needed to create a mutually 

acceptable and lasting resolution. When people are able to express their interests they also may discover that they share 

many more values and concerns than they assumed and are subsequently less likely to perceive one another in purely adver-

sarial terms. 

 Basic human interests, which often come up in disputes, are the need for power, approval, justice, inclusion, identity, and 

security. 

 TIP: To discover interests it is helpful to use open-ended questions to seek to identify the issue of concern and then to un-

derstand the particular interests that make this issue important. 

 

TRANSFORMING DISAGREEMENTS: 

 When either a perspective check reveals a disagreement or when several crunch experiences have already occurred, a   

       longer and more in-depth problem-solving conversation is usually required for people to be able to recover from the past  

       and to create clear and shared expectations on how they will interact with each other in the future. While appearing simple  

       at the surface, it is important not to underestimate the difficulty of effectively managing a conflict transformation conversa  

       -tion when there has been an accumulation of negative  history between the parties. 

 The conflict transformation dialogue can be initiated either from the ―pinch‖ after a perspective check has revealed a dis-

agreement, or after a ―crunch,‖ where a longer conversation will be required to resolve outstanding issues(s) and/or unpack 

a number of preceding events. 
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TRANSFORMING CONFLICT: POSITIONS AND INTERESTS (cont’d) 

 

CONFLICT TRANSFORMATION PROCESS: SUMMARY 

 

STEP 1. REFLECTION AND CENTERING 

 Both parties step back and reflect on the situation. 

 Both parties consider their own intentions, interests, and hopes for the dialogue. 

 

STEP 2. SETTING THE TONE 

 Invite the parties to a dialogue. 

 Be clear what the topic of the dialogue is about. 

 State your intention for a positive outcome. 

 

STEP 3. SHARING PERSPECTIVES 

 Ask the both parties to describe the situation from her/his perspective. 

 Ask each party to briefly paraphrase what he/she has heard, the facts and, if shared, the feelings. Ask for 

clarification if necessary. Continue to ask and summarize until there clarity is attained. 

 As both parties to acknowledge their individual responsibility for the conflict and its outcome. 

 As each party to specifically describe his/her perspective of the situation, including both concerns and 

feelings. Ask each party to paraphrase what they have heard until clarity is attained 

 

STEP 4. BUILDING UNDERSTANDING (Addressing Issues) 

 As the parties to list the issues that have to be addressed. Write them down in neutral language. 

 Discuss one issue at a time. For each issue:  (a) check out assumptions (intent>action>effect) and (b) 

explore underlying interests. 

 

STEP 5. CLOSURE AND AGREEMENTS 

 Ask the parties to mutually generate options for each issue. 

 Ask the parties to creatively develop solutions that both can agree to. 

 Summarize and clarify agreements. 

 Determine the agreement specifics. 
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THE CYCLE OF RELATIONSHIP AND CONFLICT 

 

Sharing Info.  

and Negotiating 

Expectations 

Role Clarity 

and 

Commitment 

Stability 

Planned 

Renegotiation 

Disruption 

of Shared 

Expectations 

“Crunch” 

Anxiety 
Resentment 
Ambiguity 

Uncertainty 

“Pinch” 

Angry 

Breakup 

Amicable 

Breakup 
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THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DIALOGUE AND DEBATE 

 

 

DEBATE 

  
DIALOGUE 

  
Pre-meeting communication 

between sponsors and participants is minimal 
and largely irrelevant to what follows. 

Pre-meeting contacts 
and preparation of participants 

are essential elements of the full process. 

Participants tend to be leaders known 

for propounding a carefully crafted position. 

The personas displayed in the debate 

are usually already familiar to the public. 

The behavior of the participants 
tends to conform to stereotypes. 

  

Those chosen to participate 

are not necessarily outspoken “leaders.” 

Whoever they are, they speak as individuals 
whose own unique experiences differ in some respect from 

others on their “side.” 

Their behavior is likely to vary in some degree 
and along some dimensions from stereotypic images others 

may hold of them. 

The atmosphere is threatening; 
attacks and interruptions are expected by participants and are 

usually permitted by moderators. 

The atmosphere is one of safety; 
facilitators propose, get agreement on, 

and enforce clear ground rules to enhance safety 

and promote respectful exchange. 

Participants speak as representatives of groups. Participants speak as individuals, 
from their own unique experience. 

Participants speak to their own constituents 
and, perhaps, to the undecided middle. 

Participants speak to each other. 
  

Differences within “sides” are denied or minimized. 
  

Differences among participants on the same “side” 

are revealed, 
as individual and personal foundations of beliefs and values are 

explored. 

Participants express unswerving commitment to a point of 
view, approach, or idea. 

Participants express uncertainties, as well as deeply held be-
liefs. 

Participants listen in order 
to refute the other side’s data 

and to expose faulty logic in their arguments. 

Participants listen in order 
to understand and gain insight 

into the beliefs and concerns of the others. 

Questions are asked from a position of certainty. 

These questions are often rhetorical challenges 
or disguised statements. 

Questions are asked from a position of curiosity. 
  

Statements are predictable 

and offer little new information. 
New information surfaces. 

  

Success requires simple impassioned statements. 
  

Success requires exploration of the complexities 
of the issue being discussed. 

Debates operate within the constraints of 
the dominant public discourse. 

(The discourse defines the problem 

and the options for resolution. 
It assumes that fundamental needs and values 

are already clearly understood.) 
  

Participants are encouraged to question 

the dominant public discourse, 
that is, to express fundamental needs 

that may or may not be reflected in the discourse 

and to explore various options 
for problem definition and resolution. 

Participants may discover inadequacies 
in the usual language and concepts 

used in the public debate. 
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DEALING WITH MISUNDERSTANDINGS: INTENT/ACTION/EFFECT 

 

We don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are. 

Anais Nin 

 

In our daily interactions we often misinterpret the behavior of others. Our assumptions are a major contribut-

ing factor in the breakdown of communication and the escalation of conflict. When we are under the stress 

associated with conflict, our tendency to misinterpret each other is greatly increased. 

 

When we are on the receiving end of communication we often assume others’ intentions from the effect that 

their action has on us (if we feel hurt by the communication, we assume that hurt was intended).  Similarly, 

when we are on the sending end we often assume the other person will correctly interpret our communication 

by our intent rather than our delivery (if we intended help, we assume the other person feels helped and ap-

preciative…and may feel hurt ourselves if interpreted otherwise).   

 

A study by Dr. Albert Mehrabian determined that in interpreting 

spoken communication, recipients attributed only 7% of the 

meaning to the actual words used by the speaker.  The rest of the 

meaning was attributed to the speaker’s tone (38%) and body 

language (55%). The problem is that both the intent and the ef-

fect are private – only the action of communication is public. In 

conflict situations the gap between intention and effect can be-

come wider and wider.   

 

An effective approach to transforming conflict, therefore, is to 

make public more of what is usually private. Statements like, “I 

thought that…” may be signs of assumptions that need to be 

clarified.  Similarly, if you are negatively affected by the behav-

ior of another, do not simply assume intent, but inquire about it 

(“What I heard you say is ______”) and/or inform the person of 

the effect of his/her actions (“When you said ____, I felt 

_____”). 
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Conflict Transformation 

BEGINNING A DIALOGUE SESSIONS: INTRODUCTORY GO-ROUNDS & 
QUESTIONS 

Introductory Go-Rounds  

We often ask participants, in turn, to say their names and tell the group something about themselves. Sometimes we model re-

sponses, e.g, ―If I were answering this question I might say…‖ 

 

Some introductory go-rounds we have used are: 

 Please tell us in a sentence or two about something you had to give up or set aside in order to be here now; anything that 

may be competing for your attention as you try to settle in, or anything that you need to let go of to be present. 

 Tell us something you would like us to know about you; something that you consider to be a strength of yours, something 

that you value about yourself, possibly a personal quality that may be a resource for this process. 

 Please tell us something about yourself that is important to you and not directly related to the issue we are here to discuss; 

something about a passion, an interest, a hobby, or a pre-occupation in your life. 

  

Questions to Consider for the Opening Phase 

1. Do you have any fears or concerns about participating in these conversations that you would like to identify as we begin? 

What enabled you to come today despite your fears and concerns? 

2. Do you have hopes for these conversations that you are willing to speak about at this time? What could happen while we 

are here that would strengthen your hopes? 

3. Can you tell us something about one or more of the life experiences that are connected in your mind with your commit-

ment to the issues we are here to discuss? 

4.  

Design and Facilitation Tips 

Give People Time to Think. After we pose a question, we try to give people time to think before anyone responds. This 

time for reflection allows participants to decide what they will say. Having decided that, they can listen carefully to what others 

say. When their turn comes to speak, they are more likely to speak their own considered thoughts rather than simply a reaction 

to what others have said. 

Specify an Amount of Time to Talk.  We typically give participants a specific (and fairly short) amount of time to respond to 

each question. This prevents wide variations in ―air time‖ and monopolization of the floor by a few participants. The amount of 

time allotted can vary from question to question. We often involve participants in time management by asking them to pass a 

watch. The person who has just spoken keeps time for the next speaker. 

Offer a Structure for Speaking and Listening. We often use a ―go-round‖ format in which people speak after the person 

sitting next to them has finished. This format allows people to focus their energy on speaking and listening, rather than on trying 

to decide when to speak. (If people are not ready to answer a question when their turn comes, they can ―pass‖ and will be given 

another opportunity when the others have finished.) By prior agreement, when a speaker learns that time is up, he or she wraps 

up, adding a concluding sentence if needed. An alternative to the ―go-round‖ format is the ―popcorn‖ format, which allows par-

ticipants to determine the order of their talking; they simply speak up when they feel ready. 
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SAMPLE GROUND RULES FOR DIALOGUE 

 

Exploring changing paradigms can sometimes result in strong feelings. Because of this, it can be helpful to 

have clearly stated ground rules/mutual agreements to provide structure and process. 

We offer the following suggested ground rules/agreements for your consideration: 

1. Speak personally, for yourself as an individual, not as a representative of an official position. 

2. Avoid assigning intentions, beliefs, or motives to others. (Ask others questions instead of stating un-

tested assumptions about them.) 

3. Honor each person’s right to ―pass‖ if he or she is not ready or willing to speak. 

4. Allow others to finish before you speak. 

5. Share ―air time.‖ 

6. Respect all confidentiality or anonymity requests that the group has agreed to honor. 

7. Stay on the topic. 

8. Call people and groups by the names that they prefer. 

 

Are there any other ground rules you would like to add? 

(if any additional ground rules are agreed upon, write them below) 
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THE UNCERTAIN PATH TO DIALOGUE: A MEDITATION by Sallyann Roth 

Published in Relational Responsibility: Resources for Sustainable Dialogue, S. McNamee and K. Gergen, Eds. (with commentary by associates). 

Chapter 8, 93-97. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1999. 

I invite you to join me in a meditation. The questions below are not requests for information; they are invitations to experience 

the sense of human connectedness and shared responsibility that comes from allowing ourselves to wonder, to not understand, 

to participate in the re-personalization of the generalized and objectified, to open up space for the future, now-being-realized 

world, the world that we create together. Perhaps, too, the questions are answers in themselves, pointing beyond themselves. 

Think of the “I” voice as yourself as you read and reflect. 

Sometimes I am in a conversation, or an argument, or perhaps even a shouting match that goes nowhere, an encoun-

ter that produces nothing but heat. Sometimes I feel certain that I know exactly what someone else is about to say 

and I anticipate, with great conviction, just how wrong-headed it is going to be. 

Sometimes I feel hopeless about ever being heard, understood, or adequately listened to by a particular person or in 

some particular conversation or on a particular subject. And sometimes I just get tired of trying to make myself un-

derstood. I don’t want to try to explain myself again, or I feel dismissive, or perhaps violent. Sometimes I want to run 

right over what others say. 

At times like these… 

 How can I keep from being taken over by hurt, hopelessness, anger, or disrespect? 

 How can I keep from being taken over by the belief that the other person – or group – is really the problem? 

 How can I keep myself from just shutting down? 

But then, on the other hand… 

 What do I do that shuts others down? 

 What do I do that leaves others feeling insignificant, blank, out of place, silenced, walled off, unwilling to be 

open when they are with me? 

 What do I do that prompts others to try to convince me of their rightness, of my wrongness, to will their 

assertions on me, to not speak directly to me – or to ignore my presence or even my very existence? 

When I meet people who challenge my views, or my beliefs, or my values… 

 What makes it possible for me to listen to them? 

 What makes it possible for me to invite them to tell me more about what they think and feel? 

 What makes it possible for me to ask them how they came to think and feel as they do? 

When I feel challenged, or even threatened by others… 

 What makes it possible to wonder about, to be interested in, to ask about, how they came to believe what 

they believe or to ―know‖ what they know when it is so different from what I believe and from what I 

―know‖? 
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What kinds of actions and contexts encourage me… 

 To speak with an open heart? 

 To listen with an open heart? 

What kinds of contexts feel safe enough… 

 To enable me to speak so openly and listen so openly to others that I may be changed by the contact, influ-

enced by the conversation? 

What kinds of actions and contexts make it possible for me to shift the meanings I make of my experiences of past and pre-

sent events and of imagined futures? 

 How can I open up to explore our many differences, our stories, our lives, our present circumstances? 

 How can I speak fully even when speaking fully may reveal that we simply can not understand one another? 

What kinds of actions and contexts encourage me… 

 To abandon assumptions that I know what others mean? 

 To turn my passion to inquiring about things I do not or cannot understand? 

 To reveal how much I do not understand? 

 To make space for differences in experience, in the meanings I give to that experience, and for every other 

kind of difference there may be? 

What do I do… 

 That calls forth from others that which is unusual for them to speak openly? 

 That brings forward responses of unusual complexity and richness? 

 That calls forward other people’s reflections, or their most passionate intentions? 

 Or their readiness to speak of fragmentary thoughts, thoughts that are only on their way to being fully 

thought, or those that have been thought but never before spoken? 

When I have thought that others would find my thoughts, feelings, beliefs, or perspectives “wrong,” “off center,” or just too 

different… 

 What have others done that has allowed me to be open with them, to think of and speak of things I have not 

spoken? 

 What have others done to call into voice that which I feared to say or perhaps even to think when I imag-

ined, perhaps rightly, that open speaking might alienate the very people I cared about, or depended on? 

 What have others done to call into voice my full feeling, thinking, and speaking in a way that has permitted 

me to welcome confusions, to feel less certain, and to open myself to change through my connection with 

them? 

When I feel that other people’s thoughts, feelings, beliefs, or perspectives are “wrong,” “dangerous,” or just too different from 

mine… 

 What might others do or say to prepare me to listen to that which feels intolerable to hear, too different, 

too confusing, too challenging, too incomprehensible, things I just don’t want to hear? 

THE UNCERTAIN PATH TO DIALOGUE: A MEDITATION (cont’d) 



THE UNCERTAIN PATH TO DIALOGUE: A MEDITATION (cont’d) 

How can I remind myself to speak for myself, from my own experience, and to not shore myself up by speaking as a member 

of a group, as if I represented others? 

 How can I remember to listen fully, openly, with genuine interest, without judgment and without argument, 

to another’s challenging, or different, ideas, feelings, beliefs? 

 How can I stay open to hearing fresh things even in other’s familiar words? 

 And how can I listen just as fully, just as openly, and just as generously and without judgment to myself? 

If I do hold myself open in this way, and if the “other,” the one who is “different,” does the same… 

 Might we then experience and speak of our similarities and refrain from defining ourselves strongly by our 

differences? 

 Might we refuse to define each other as ―other?‖ 

And if I hold myself open in this way with “like-minded” people… 

 Might we speak openly of our differences when we have previously defined ourselves by our similarities? 

 Might we step away from seeing ourselves as an ―us‖ that is distinct from the ―them‖? 

How can we create a place where we can experience our connection with each other through our very differences? A place 

where neither of us gives up central beliefs, values, and commitments, but where the tension of our difference can provide a 

kind of meeting, so that our conversation about difference can generate a fresh culture? 

 What does each of us each need to gain the vision, the will, the strength, the simple doggedness to travel this 

path? 

 How shall we find the courage to make this journey? 


