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Congregational Conversation Nights 
 
Even though most congregations like to refer to themselves as a family, most church families 
don’t spend much time talking to each other. Between hectic family schedules and church 
committee meetings, programs and activities, the one thing that often gets pushed aside in 
congregations is spending quality time talking to each other about important issues. Most 
congregations could improve the quality of congregational life and significantly build the 
congregation’s capacity to make good decisions by setting aside regular time just to talk to each 
other.  
 
One way to do this is to establish regular congregational conversation nights in the church 
calendar. These conversation nights could be held on the fifth Sundays or perhaps on some 
regular quarterly schedule. The important thing is to provide them regularly and not let them get 
pushed aside by something more urgent. The guidelines below can help you get started in 
establishing regular conversation nights in your congregation. 

Setting and Equipment 
The beginning point for establishing a congregational conversation night is to find a setting that 
is conducive to conversation. For most congregations, that means the place not to have a 
conversation is sitting in pews in the sanctuary where the only thing you can see clearly is the 
back of others’ heads. A fellowship hall is usually a much better place. If space and the number 
of participants allow, portable chairs could be set up in a circle so everyone can see each other. 
Another option would be to create table groups for conversation. The goal is to create a space 
where people can see each other’s faces and talk comfortably.  
 
Congregational conversation nights don’t require a lot of equipment, but a few items are helpful. 
In order for everyone to be able to hear clearly it is usually helpful to have a sound system with a 
portable microphone that can be passed around within the group. A portable easel or stand with a 
large pad of paper and some markers is also needed. As the conversation progresses, someone 
will need to record the key issues raised in the conversation so church leaders can follow up with 
them later in appropriate ways. 

Leadership 
The only leadership needed to conduct a family conversation night is a facilitator and possibly a 
recorder. The facilitator should be someone who is comfortable in front of a group and able to 
guide the group’s conversation so that everyone who wants to can have a chance to talk. It is 
usually helpful to prepare a list of open-ended questions that can be used in helping the group 
began and maintain its conversation. 

Time and Format 
In most cases 60 to 90 minutes would be an adequate timeframe to have a congregational 
conversation. If the congregation needs to have a more extensive conversation about a significant 
issue, then a longer time format is appropriate and helpful.  
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A suggested format: 
• Welcome and introduction of the meeting (5 minutes) 

Explain “Why are we here?” “Why are we having this meeting?” etc. 
 

• Opening prayer (3 minutes) 
This is not meant to be an extensive prayer time where everyone shares requests etc. It is 
just a simple prayer time asking for an awareness of God’s presence, listening hearts, and 
a desire to strengthen the life of the congregation. 
 

• Onboard activity (5 minutes) 
Most groups will benefit from a simple, structured, conversation starter at the beginning 
of the meeting. If a group is large, the facilitator could ask everyone to turn to one or two 
of their neighbors and answer a simple, non-threatening question like, “What is 
something good that happened to you this week?” The question itself does not matter, but 
doing the activity does! 
 

• Ground Rules (10 minutes) 
The first time you have a conversation night, take a few minutes to assist the group in 
setting up the ground rules for the conversation. Choosing ground rules is an important 
step in defining the boundaries of the conversation and creating a safe place for people to 
talk. You can create your own or use the list at the end of this document as a starting 
point and add or subtract rules as needed. Allow the group to choose the ground rules, not 
just the facilitator. 
 

• Conversation time (45 minutes) 
Some sample questions that could be used to start the conversation are listed below. In 
general, the goal is to use open-ended questions rather than questions that generate a "yes 
or no" response or otherwise simple answers.  

o How has our church made a difference in your life or in the life of someone else 
lately? 

o What have we done as a congregation lately that you enjoyed or benefited from? 
o What is something you think we could improve that would enhance our ministry 

as a congregation? 
o What is something you are looking forward to in the life of our congregation? 
o What is the best thing we have done as a church family in the last five years? 

 
Follow-up questions to individual’s responses are great. They help deepen the 
conversation and provide greater understanding. Here are some sample follow-up 
questions: 

o Please say a little more about that 
o What causes you to think that . . . ? 
o How have you experienced that to be true? 
o Can you give us an example of that? 
o Can anyone else give us some insight about this? 
o What do others think about this idea? 
o What is a potential benefit of this idea? 
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o What is a potential liability of this idea? 
 

• Closing (5 minutes) 
Thank the group for coming and participating. As for feedback about how to improve the 
meeting next time. Close with a brief prayer. 

Follow-up from the meeting 
Issues that are raised in the meeting should be:  

• Recorded (on newsprint pad of paper) 
• Referred to appropriate leadership groups for further discussion and possible 

recommendation for further action 
• Reported on regarding follow-up activities at the following church conference or 

appropriate venue. 

Some Suggested Ground Rules: 
1. Any issue or question can be raised  
2. Everyone is free to speak who wishes to do so. 
3. Speak for yourself, not for others. 
4. Agree to share the discussion time with everyone wising to talk (i.e., don’t allow any 

individual or group to use all the allotted time to the exclusion of others). 
5. No personal attacks or abusive behavior is allowed. Keep the conversation issue-focused, 

not person-focused. 
6. No decision-making allowed—the meeting is for raising issues, paying compliments, 

identifying areas of concern, asking questions, dreaming about the future, and discussing 
important issues. Decision-making happens at a later time. 

7. Make the meeting the meeting. Important issues need to be discussed with everyone 
present—not just those we think will agree with us. Don’t allow the parking lot or the 
phone lines to become the “real” meeting after the meeting.  

8. Agree not to quote each other. Feel free to talk with others about what was discussed in 
the meeting (i.e., the content, topics, etc.,), but refrain from quoting anyone directly. 
Quoting is easily distorted, misunderstood, or taken out of context. Just don’t do it! 


