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Grace, Gratitude, and Growth – 
Spiritual Stories and Congregational Transformation
Compiled by the Commission on Education and Nurture, August 2007
Appreciative Inquiry – A Rationale

Do meetings at your church sound like this:  “We’ve got problems we don’t know how to fix.  Where on earth do we begin?” 
Or like this:  “We have a rich history and stories to tell.  What are our strengths and how do we build on them?”

Regardless of the overall tenor of your church Session, committee, and ministry team meetings, the process of Appreciative Inquiry could provide a welcome respite from the negative and a welcome move towards the positive.
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is based on a simple concept:  by focusing attention on positive memories and experiences, organizations can be transformed for the better.  By focusing on strengths, joys, memories and life-giving stories of an organization at its finest and most vibrant, those who are part of the conversation become part of gracious solutions instead of simply rehashing old arguments and perceived deficits.  Appreciative Inquiry is a discipline for positive change in the lives of businesses, organizations, and especially, churches.

In his book Memories, Hopes, and Conversations:  Appreciative Inquiry and Congregational Change, Mark Lau Branson accurately captures what is possible when Appreciative Inquiry is used well:
Reforming congregational conversations along positive lines is not avoidance [of perceived problems] but reorientation.  Grace precedes call.  Congregations have observed, tasted, and claimed the narratives of God’s presence and transformative power – and the remembering brings those stories into the present, providing the new day with perceptions and availability and wonder.  We bless our churches as we help them tell stories of truth and love, grace and justice.  Expectancy is nourished as the ripples of conversation spread through the church.

Throughout scripture, God is continually calling the people back to a spirit of gratitude and grace, to turn towards the gracious, life-giving power of God.  Appreciative Inquiry is a process by which the positive, life-giving power of God breathes life into church committee meetings, worship services, but more importantly, the entire ethos of a church.

The concept of Appreciative Inquiry is not a new one, though much formal academic work has been done on it in the past twenty years.  An excellent description of Appreciative Inquiry’s theory, fundamentals, and uses can be found at www.appreciativeinquiry.case.edu.  The concept of fostering gratitude, and the life-giving aspects of an organization or community can be found throughout history.  In the Bible, many examples can be found in which the scripture writers called for the people to be grateful for all that God had done.  Whether it is in the Psalms, the prophets, the teachings of Jesus, or the letters of Paul, being grateful for God’s goodness is the starting point for creating healthy lives of faith.

The process of Appreciative Inquiry can be adapted to any church and has a variety of uses.  A Session can use AI questions to help them envision a church’s future, Sunday School classes and church committees could use the questions to talk about and remember the positive aspects of a congregation’s life and history.  People could use AI questions in worship services, around the table at family night suppers, and pastors could use the questions one on one during pastoral care visits.

There are four simple steps to the process:  

1. Initiate positive conversations

2. Inquire of various members of the congregation

3. Imagine a future for your church based on the results of the Inquiry phase

4. Innovate the imaginations and hearts of a congregation by making provocative proposals that can shape and change the future of a church

Within these four steps, there are needs for more details on formulating AI questions, collecting and compiling data, and interpreting that data in the correct way.  The book Memories, Hopes, and Conversations:  Appreciative Inquiry and Congregational Change by Mark Lau Branson (Alban Institute, 2004) is an excellent, one-book overview of how the AI process works in a congregation.  Branson documents the use of AI at First Presbyterian Church in Altadena, California.  

The Commission on Education and Nurture proposes the use of Appreciative Inquiry in churches across the Flint River Presbytery.  It is time for our congregations to talk about what gives them life and vitality and to use that conversation to help shape the future.  As part of Flint River Presbytery’s missional focus, the CEN is bringing the process of AI to the Commission on Ministry and Ministerial Support.  The Look-Listen report of 2006 found that many churches in our Presbytery are over-reliant upon their pastors.  AI provides an opportunity for a pastor to empower his or her congregation with their own stories and memories.
Below, you will find more on the process of Appreciative Inquiry and some sample questions that could be adapted and used in any congregation.  

Appreciative Inquiry – Process
The 5 Basic Processes of Appreciative Inquiry

1. Inquire into stories of life-giving forces.

2. Locate themes that appear in the stories and select topics for further inquiry.

3. Create shared images for a preferred future.

4. Find innovative ways to create that future.

THE PROCESS in MORE DETAIL…

INITIATE

· lay foundations for beginning AI process – structure and focus of the inquiry committee
· determine the research focus – identify specific areas that require study
· form the generic questions – shape AI questions to fit specific study areas – these questions will provide a starting point for conversations
· create the initial strategies – talk about how research will be conducted
INQUIRE

· finalize interview questions – shape and reshape AI questions as you seek specific results
· develop a protocol – create rules and strategies for interviewing
· select interviewees – choose a wide cross-section of the congregation (young and old, active and not-so-active, be open to interviewing everyone who has a story to tell
· assign and prepare interviewers – train interview team on proper ways to conduct interviews
· conduct interviews – do this in a timely manner so as not to over-extend the process and wear down volunteers
· gather data – keep track of data collected
IMAGINE

· collate data – have a way to organize the data
· share data – share within the inquiry committee and the Session
· find life-giving themes – find up to five distinct themes within the interview results and group data around these themes
· decide themes for initial focus – choose one or two themes on which to focus
· develop provocative proposals – create proposals based on these themes to not just capture the positive energy from the past that made these themes important in the life of a congregation, but proposals that inspire imagination among the members of the congregation
INNOVATE

· informal personal initiatives – find innovative ways to make the “provocative proposals” a reality
· informal initiatives of pairs and small groups – find ways to create creative sparks among individuals, families, and small groups
· initiatives and collaboration of formal committees – find ways to bring innovative ideas surrounding the common themes of inquiry into the larger church structure of formal church committees and the Session
· formal initiatives of official boards – create excitement around innovative initiatives at the Session level and have the Session work to make these initiatives a reality
UNDERSTANDING  THE LANGUAGE OF THE PROCESS
A theme is an idea or concept about what is present in the stories that people report are the times of greatest excitement, creativity, and reward.  For example, in many stories you may hear that when the topic covered by the question is at its best, people report, “a feeling of success” or “clarity about purpose” or “fun and excitement”.  These phrases are themes.

ESSENTIALS OF PROVOCATIVE PROPOSALS


Provocative proposals build on the data and engage our corporate imaginations.

1. are stated in the affirmative, as if already happening

2. point to real desired possibilities

3. are based on the data

4. create new relationships, including intergenerational partnerships

5. bridge the best of “what is” toward “what might be”

6. require sanctified imaginations, stretching the status quo by pushing boundaries

7. necessitate new learning

8. challenge organizational assumptions and routines

CREATING PROVOCATIVE PROPOSALS

1. Focus on an area of the church’s life and mission.

2. Locate peak examples.

3. Analyze factors that contribute to the faithfulness/goodness of the church’s life and mission in that specific area.

4. Extrapolate from the “best of what is/was” to envision “what might be”.

5. Construct a proposition of what is possible, expressed as if it were already true.

**Appendix E --see page 141 of Memories, Hopes, and Conversations:  Appreciative Inquiry and Congregational Change by Mark Lau Branson (Alban Institute, 2004)
 Appreciative Inquiry – Questions

Listed below are suggested AI questions that are designed to help you facilitate a process of conversation, reflection, and visioning.  Listen intently, record carefully, and secure data for future reference and presentation.

Introductory Exercise

1. Remembering your entire experience at our church, when were you most alive, most motivated and excited about your involvement?  What made it exciting?  Who else was involved?  What happened?  What was your part?  Where, when, and how have you experienced God at our church?  Describe what you felt.

2. What do you value most about our church?  What activities or ingredients or ways of life are most important?  What are the best features of this church?

3. Make three wishes for the future of the church.

Sample Questions

Set 1: Relationships  

Opening Question

1. Reflecting on your entire experience at our church, remember a time when you felt most engaged, alive, and motivated.  Who was involved?  What did you do?  How did it feel?  What happened?  Where and how was God involved?  

Value Questions

2A. When you consider all of your experiences at our church, what has contributed most to you spiritual life?  What relationships or programs or events have been most powerful and helpful in fostering the congregation’s relationship with God?  Are there particular characteristics or traits of our congregation that are most valuable as we grow as spiritually, both personally and as a church?  Tell me what has made a difference and how that has happened.

2B. What are the healthiest, most life-giving aspects of the relationships among people at our church?  What would you say has been most valuable about your friendships?  Have certain groups been valuable for you?  What would you say is most important about how we relate to each other?  Give me some examples of how we live together at our best.

2C. When you think about how our church has related to our community and to the world, what do you think has been most important?  When we are at our best, how do we express God’s love and mercy and justice to others?  What have been your own most important ministry or missional experiences in relating to others beyond our own church?

2D. Don’t be humble; this is important information: What are the most valuable ways you contribute to our church personally – your personality, your perspectives, your skills, your activities, and your character?  Give me some examples.

Summary Question

3. What do you think is the most important, life-giving characteristic of our church?  When we are at our best, what is the single most important value that makes our church unique?

Wishes

4. Make three wishes for the future of our church.  Describe what the church would look like as these wishes come true. 

Sample Questions

Set 2: Ministry Areas

Opening Question

1. Reflecting on your entire experience at our church, remember a time when you felt the most engaged, alive, and motivated.  Who was involved?  What did you do?  How did it feel?  What happened?  Where and how was God involved?  

Value Questions

2A. What are the most valuable aspects of our congregation’s worship?  In worship experiences at our church, what do you believe has been most significant, most helpful in making worship alive and meaningful?  When worship is at its best, how does it shape us?  How has worship helped connect us with God?  Describe those times when we are most engaged in and shaped by worship.

2B. Concerning our relationships with each other, our fellowship, what characterizes us at our best?  How would you describe those times when you have seen Christian behaviors and qualities that have increased the congregation’s social health, faithfulness, love, and unity?  

2C. In all of the ways we connect with the local community, the nation and the world, what do you believe are the most important and meaningful elements of our church’s outreach?  Describe those times when you believe the church was most faithful or effective in missional activities.  What have been your own most valuable experiences?

2D. Don’t be humble; this is important information: What are the most valuable ways you contribute to our church’s ministry – your personality, your perspectives, your skills, your activities, and your character?  Give me some examples.

Summary Question

3. What do you think is the most important, life-giving characteristic of our church?  When we are at our best, what is the single most important value that makes our church unique?

Wishes

4. Make three wishes for the future of our church.  Describe what the church would look like as these wishes come true.  
.
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