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Dir. of Leadership Development & Intercultural Competency, NYAC 

 

 

“I am convinced that men hate each other because they fear each other. They fear each other because 
they don’t know each other, and they don’t know each other because they don’t communicate with each 
other, and they don’t communicate with each other because they are separated from each other.” 

–from speech at Cornell College, 1962, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

 

“… if we expect any salvation, redemption, healing and new life, the first thing we need is an open 
receptive place where something can happen to us. Hospitality, therefore, is such an important attitude. 
We cannot change the world by a new plan, project or idea. We cannot even change other people by our 
convictions, stories, advice and proposals, but we can lay aside their occupations and preoccupations and 
to listen with attention and care to the voices speaking in their own center. … To convert hostility into 
hospitality requires the creation of the friendly empty space where we can reach out to our fellow human 
beings and invite them into a new relationship.”     –from Reaching Out, p54, by Henri Nouwen 

 

Resolving conflict and helping groups of people work through disagreement is something all 
leaders must do in their work. Dialogue is an important feature of this work, and if done well, 
can lay the groundwork for transforming the conflict or disagreement into a process of 
consensus-building with the possibility of healing, peacemaking, and unity. Our work in 
developing dialogues across difference can help to change the way people see each other 
across spectrums of political, religious and ideological disagreement. When we change our 
paradigms and perspectives, we can change our thinking, our ideology, our words, our speech, 
our actions and our relationships with each other and with the God of all people.  

Facilitating healthy dialogue is the work of extending radical hospitality so that the people of 
God may encounter the Christ-light within each other. It is important to note that a dialogue is 
not a discussion or an informal chat. It is not a debate and it is not a competition with winners 
and losers. It is an intentional conversation that emphasizes the relationship of the people 
engaged as well as the goal of mutual understanding and a desire to identify common ground.  

Facilitators are the key ingredient to setting up a positive dialogue across difference. 
Successful facilitators are able to:  
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• Remain impartial in a dialogue; maintain a position that supports the process of 
dialogue, and not show through appearance, speech or reputation to prefer or support 
one side over the other. Ex.: If a person is known to be a staunch supporter for the X 
Team and is facilitating a conversation between X and Y Teams, then the Y Team 
members will maintain suspicion of the facilitator’s preference no matter if the 
facilitator is able to remain objective or not.  

• Provide a calm and non-anxious presence. This is especially important if there is a 
person who breaks the group’s ground rules or inflammatory comments are made that 
are particularly hurtful to members of the group.  

• Maintain a space that is welcoming for everyone by setting and applying ground rules, 
holding everyone accountable to the ground rules, and extending kindness and 
compassion to all people when ground rules are broken. All people are welcome, all 
voices and shared thoughts are welcome. Make it a shame-free and no-judgement zone.  

• Have a reputation of credibility in the community; is known to be trustworthy and 
respected. A person’s reputation in the street will follow them into the dialogue space.  

• Know their weaknesses, their triggers and hot spots. If there is a certain phrase or topic 
that is especially difficult for the facilitator, know how to recognize them and step back 
if needed. Self-awareness is very important. Facilitators must be mature enough to 
know themselves, and also gracious enough to set clear boundaries for themselves. 
Facilitators will also need to recognize bias in themselves and others and be adaptive in 
engaging in intercultural conversations.  

• Be active listeners and able to remain mentally present with the group for the entire 
dialogue. To guide the dialogue, facilitators may need to help the conversation stay 
focused, reframe statements that may be confusing for some members of the group, or 
accurately summarize a long statement for the group to digest. Facilitators are also a 
boundary-keeper, reminding folks about the commonly-held ground rules, and 
compassionately hold folks accountable when they have stepped over the boundaries.  

 

Creating space for hospitality is a wonderful framework for understanding dialogue. Just as 
you would prepare for an important dinner event in your home, a dialogue requires a great deal 
of preparation. Consider how you invite your guests, determine the menu (does anyone have 
allergies?), and set the table. The same kind of work, time, thoughtfulness and preparation goes 
into preparing to facilitate a dialogue.  The majority of the dialogue work happens before the 
dialogue even takes place.  

• Purpose: Identify the Purpose of the Dialogue and share it with all who participate in 
the dialogue. Allowing everyone to know the purpose of the dialogue (for example: “we 
will come to a decision by the end of our dialogue”) and their role (for example: “you 
will help us make the decision”) will help them feel welcome, wanted and empowered 
to take on their role in the dialogue.  
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• Participants: Identify who is in the group and/or who should be in the group. What 
“roles” might these people play? Thoughtfully consider group dynamics. Is there a 
particular person(s) who may hold more power than others? How can you create equity 
in the space among all people so all voices are heard? Will all the participants have the 
same access to the needed information to be part of the dialogue? Plan to distribute or 
share information before the dialogue so everyone can come as an informed and equal 
dialogue partner.  

• Setting: Find a setting that is welcoming, safe for all and will assist the facilitator in 
creating dialogue among the participants. Is it a neutral space? Will it be a safe space for 
all participants? Will it be welcoming, inviting? Will it feel intimate or will the size of the 
space be overwhelming? How will chairs/tables be set up—will they have their backs to 
one another or will they be facing one another? Will there be one person elevated while 
speaking or will everyone be on the same physical level? For a dialogue, it is most 
helpful to have everyone facing one another to encourage participation and 
relationship-building. This is why many facilitators choose round table or circles to set 
the space. *Consider the cultural setting of the space. The cultural norms and values of 
the group members and the setting will impact the dialogue.  

• Time: Plan a timeframe that is reasonable to meet the purpose of the dialogue. Ensure 
there is enough time for each element of the dialogue. Plan to meet the cultural 
expectations of the group regarding time. For example: in culture A, the group will 
arrive after the start time, but will expect to end on time. In culture B, the group will 
arrive late and will expect to end late. If needed, ask the group for permission to go over 
time, so there is group agreement.  

• Refreshments: Keep them comfy. Drinks, snacks, something to help everyone feel 
refreshed and present. People will check out if they are both mentally and physically 
uncomfortable. This also applies to temperature, external noise level, using a mic so 
everyone can hear one another, etc. 

• Invitation: Make sure everyone is invited at or around the same time so there is no 
suspicion of favoritism. Ensure the invitations are sent out with enough time to plan to 
attend; avoid last-minute invites.  

 

BEFORE the Dialogue— 

Before the dialogue takes place, the facilitator can begin to set the tone of Radical Hospitality 
and Welcome. The facilitator should have:  

1. Agenda. Have it set before the meeting and if possible, share it with all participants so 
everyone knows what to expect. During the meeting, post it prominently for all to see.  

2. Confirmation of who is coming. 
3. Copies of materials/handouts for everyone.  
4. A clear process that will help build trust before beginning discussion of difficult issues.  
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5. A plan for the “worst-case scenario” 
6. A clear process for community evaluation, reflection and “next steps” for everyone to 

have before the leave the dialogue time.  
7. A team, back-up support, and/or possibly a co-facilitator. Try not to lead a dialogue 

where the facilitator is the only one in the room working towards peace or common 
understanding. Identify allies for change and engage them in preparing for the dialogue 
early on. Everyone on the support team or co-facilitation team needs to be on the same 
page in terms of intention, approach, methodology and roles. Most importantly: 
facilitator and team need to be in prayer support for one another!  
 
 

Suggested Dialogue Agenda:  
1. Welcome and introductions. This is a great way to help everyone feel oriented to the 

purpose, who is in the room, and to ease any anxiety about the dialogue. The facilitator 
sets the tone here by extending the welcome to everyone into the space. Suggestions: a 
prayer or a song that is about connection and community may be helpful to open up the 
space.  

2. Purpose/Agenda and Establish Ground Rules. This is the process where the facilitator 
begins to build trust in the room, an important feature to have before dialogue can 
begin. There needs to be agreement among participants to the purpose and agenda of 
the dialogue. One way to build community is to have everyone agree physically (hands 
raised) or verbally (say “Yes!”). Next, the facilitator can explain the purpose of ground 
rules in establishing a way participants will relate to one another during the dialogue. 
Examples for ground rules can be:  

a. Respect for one another. 
b. Keep it on the “I”—I will speak for myself and not anyone else or other groups of 

people, how I feel, and be accountable to my behavior. Ex: Instead of “When you 
said XX, you made me feel…”, one could say “I heard you say XX, and I felt …”.  

c. No Crosstalk: no interruptions, do not speak while others are speaking, do not 
verbally attack others 

d. Be honest and authentically yourself.  
e. No rants, monologues, speeches that could monopolize the group’s dialogue 
f. Will the group allow the facilitator to be the one to monitor these ground rules? 

Hold people accountable to the things we said, or interrupt those who have been 
talking for more than 3 minutes straight?  

3. Acknowledge that dialogue is hard work. Thank everyone for coming into this space to 
engage in this hard work. Encourage everyone to hold each other compassionately, 
tenderly and with great love through the dialogue. Remind folks of their common unity 
in Christ, and that we can be generous with our grace, as God is generously gracious to 
us. This helps set up the community intention to enter into dialogue with their neighbor 
in mind. It can help them be attuned to a heart of peace rather than a heart of war, be 
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attuned to each other’s vulnerability as well as their own, and see each other as human 
and a neighbor.  

4. ENTER INTO THE PROCESS of dialogue—determine ahead of time what information or 
instructions to introduce, how to proceed, how participants can engage in the dialogue, 
if there will be a time for break-out conversations, how information is shared (orally, 
visually, etc.) and if it is processed in small groups or the large group. Set expectations 
that can reasonably be met within the allotted time so no one feels overwhelmed or 
that the dialogue is a failure because all items were not addressed. Use a method that 
will help participants express their thoughts within the framework of the dialogue.  

5. Evaluation, reflection and Next Steps. Always make the time for the group to close out 
the dialogue with evaluation, reflection and next steps, even it means cutting the 
dialogue time a little short. Ask open questions that require some reflection and more 
than a Yes/No answer. Ask the group to reflect on their work, ex: what was helpful? 
How did the dialogue work achieve the desired goal? Did participants learn something 
they did not consider before; if so, what was it and how does it change their 
perspective? This will help facilitators gather some quick data to prepare for the next 
meeting or next steps. “Next steps” gives the group an opportunity to agree on what the 
participants will do with the dialogue work that has been done. It can include agreeing 
on action steps, the next meeting time, what they will do before the next meeting, etc.  

6. Close with Celebration. This is an opportunity to celebrate the participants for their 
hard work, and to let them know they are welcome to participate in the action steps 
and return for the next meeting. Remember to THANK THEM for their participation, for 
staying focused and present, and for engaging in the hard work of dialogue across 
difference. Close the time with a prayer, a blessing or a song.  
 

AFTER the Dialogue— 

Plan to meet with the support team and/or co-facilitator immediately after the meeting for an 
initial assessment. Consider the group dynamics, how participants engaged, things to celebrate 
and things to work on, and hanging questions that were not answered. Plan to meet or 
communicate with participants or allies for change either formally or informally within the 
week after the dialogue to assess their responses. These assessments and evaluations will 
inform the next steps of the dialogue process.  Stay centered in prayer and connected to the 
purpose of the dialogue process. 

Some dialogues may need more than one gathering to move toward the goal, others may 
achieve their goal in one gathering. Be patient and trust the Holy Spirit to be in the room, in the 
midst of the dialogue and with you, as the facilitator.  

 


