
Methods for discussing the identity and purpose 
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

 
Introduction 

Thank you for joining the conversation as the entire church councils with itself to consider how 
God is calling us forward together. This season of discernment is a watershed moment in the 
history of our denomination and this inquiry, this opportunity to listen to one another and 
respond, will be valuable information when the church gathers as the 222nd General Assembly 
(2016) next June in Portland, Oregon. 

We listen to ourselves and to each other in order to be faithful to the Book of Order’s call in G-
3.0501, “…. to the end that the whole church becomes a community of faith, hope, love, and 
witness.” Through the use of World Café, Mutual Invitation, or another method of your choice, 
you are invited to listen to the hopes, dreams, and concerns of the Presbyterians in your Sunday 
school class, session, presbytery, affinity group, or whatever body in which you may assemble. 
The methods we commend for your use in these conversations help to cultivate intentional 
listening and honest sharing in a mode that does not include debate or argument. These models 
create space for everyone in the conversation to be on equal ground so that all of us can listen 
and be heard. 

This conversation starter provides options for groups to engage each other and the inquiry 
questions. You are encouraged to practice the methods described below and then use them as you 
discuss the inquiry questions. You may respond to the questions online individually or as a 
group. 
The models suggested for this conversation are, 

1. Active Listening 

The key elements of active listening listed below will help you listen to the others engaged in 
this conversation. 

a. Pay attention 
(1) Give the speaker your undivided attention and acknowledge their message. 
(2) Don’t look at your watch, phone, other people, or activities in or beyond the 

room. 
(3) Refrain from side conversations (even if they are whispered). 

b. Show that you are listening 
(1) Be aware of your body language—crossed arms can make you seem closed or 

negative. 
(2) Encourage the speaker to continue by “short” verbal comments. 
(3) Offer some facial expressions, such as a nod or a smile. 

c. Defer judgment  
(1) Avoid making assumptions. 
(2) Be empathic and nonjudgmental. 
(3) Consider the communication from the perspective of the speaker. 
(4) Let the presentation run its course. 
(5) Listen to the entire message before interjecting with your own comments. 



These suggestions come from the University of Adelaide’s (Australia) Writing Center 
Learning Guide on “Active Listening” 
(https://www.adelaide.edu.au/writingcentre/learning_guides/learningGuide_activeListening.p
df) 

2. World Café 

This model is best used in large groups (for this discussion, a group of twenty or more could 
warrant this process). World Café allows people to mingle with one another and cross-
pollinate ideas by answering questions with different participants during each “round.” Times 
of sharing after each discussion question will allow themes to emerge. Please note that if you 
use this model, the discussion will take at least two hours if all questions are completed in 
one sitting! 

a. Preparation: 
(1) Set up the room with tables and 4–5 chairs around each table. Place butcher paper 

and assorted markers on top of the tables. 
(2) Be sure to make the room welcoming and inviting! 

b. Process: 
(1) Greet people as they come into the room and encourage them to sit down at the 

prepared tables. 
(2) Welcome everyone to the discussion. Explain the process to the gathered group, 

highlighting a few key concepts that will allow the process to be successful: 
providing space so that each participant is able to share during the various 
“rounds,” sitting with different people each time the participants change tables, 
and using the markers to record ideas through words or pictures as the 
conversation progresses. 

(3) Tell the group that this first round will be to practice. Say, “This summer’s theme 
at General Assembly is ‘The Hope in Our Calling.’ Share with those at your table 
one way that you experience hope as you serve in your church. This will be a 
shorter timetable.” 

(4) Invite people to move to a different table, sitting with new participants. Ask the 
first question: ______________________. Participants will have twenty minutes 
to discuss the question with those at their table. Remind them to record any 
themes, points, etc. of sharing since we are only practicing. Take 1–2 minutes 
each to share with your table. 

(5) Signal to the group that the discussion time is complete. Ask the group what 
responses stand out to them. Once sharing is complete, invite participants to move 
to another table, sitting with different people once again. 

(6) Continue the process until all the questions have been completed, taking twenty 
minutes each with a brief time of reporting back. 

(7) Have the groups hang up the pieces of paper on the wall so that people can see 
what ideas, themes, and issues have been raised. 

Feel free to use this resource for full instructions about the World Café model: 
http://www.theworldcafe.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Cafe-To-Go-Revised.pdf 
 



3. Mutual Invitation 
Mutual Invitation is a method of conversation that makes space for everyone to listen and 
everyone to speak. Everyone comes to a conversation with different habits, cultures, and 
styles of conversation. All of these dynamics bring with them ways of using personal power 
in a group—some people are eager to speak, others hold their cards close to the vest, and still 
others may wait to hear what the group thinks and develop their view from there. Mutual 
Invitation makes room for all these different customs, habits, and styles. And Mutual 
Invitation encourages intentional listening and full participation. 

a. Norms of Mutual Invitation: 
(1) Who gets to speak first is chosen by an impartial standard (e.g. who has a birthday 

closest to today, who was born the furthest geographically from where we are 
today, who woke up the earliest, etc.). 

(2) While one person is talking, everyone else ONLY listens (that means do not 
interrupt with questions, comments, affirmations, or disagreements). 

(3) When the person speaking is finished, he/she then invites the next person by name 
to speak. 

(4) If the person who has finished speaking forgets to invite the next person, no one 
else in the group should do it for her/him. Simply remind her/him that s/he can 
now invite someone to speak. 

(5) When you are invited to speak you can choose to speak at that time or you can 
pass. Even if you pass it is still your turn to invite the next person to speak. 

(6) Whoever went last on the first question begins speaking on the second question or 
passes and invites someone else. 

b. Suggestions for getting started: 
(1) Share the norms of Mutual Invitation with the group and make sure everyone 

understands the method. 
(2) Have a practice round using a Bible passage and a Lectio Divina format to get 

used to how Mutual Invitation works.  
(a) You can have a designated passage read aloud by a volunteer. 
(b) The question for response in the round of Mutual Invitation can be something 

like: 
(i) What is a word or phrase in the passage that makes an impression on you? 
(ii) What is difficult about this passage? 
(iii) How is God calling you in this passage? 

(3) Use a low-stakes question to try a practice round: 
What is your favorite food? Where did you live when you were ten-years-old? 
What is the furthest you’ve traveled from where the group is meeting at that time? 

(4) Resist the urge to have a facilitator. Mutual Invitation will facilitate your 
conversation and the process makes a facilitator not only unnecessary, but 
problematic for the process to work. Everyone will have a chance to speak and 
everyone will practice the art of intentional listening by observing the norms of 
Mutual Invitation. 

(5) If there is someone in the group who is not observing the norms, call a timeout 
and reread the norms to remind the group of the method of conversation being 



used for the discussion. Do not ignore when the norms are violated. It is important 
for the group to be good stewards of the process for it to work. 

For additional information on Mutual Invitation see Eric Law, The Wolf Shall Dwell with the 
Lamb. (St. Louis, Missouri: Chalice Press, 1993). 


