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Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come alive, and go do it.  
Because what the world needs is people who have come alive. 

~~Howard Thurman 

 

A Phenomenology of Conversation: A Guide to Ministry 
By Dr. W. Craig Gilliam 

 
Your great mistake is to act the drama/ as if you were alone.  As if life 

were a progressive and cunning crime/with no witness to the tiny hidden 
transgressions.  To feel abandoned is to deny/the intimacy of your surroundings. .  

Put down the weight of your aloneness and ease into/the conversation. . . 
~~David Whyte 

 
My work is the world. Here the sunflowers, there the hummingbird - equal seekers 
of sweetness. Here the quickening yeast; there the blue plums...”                                   
                                                   ~~Mary Oliver 

 
. . . the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity,                                                  

faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.                                                                                          
 ~~Galatians 5:  22-23 

 

Ministry is about conversations and relationships.  As Meg Wheatley once remarked,  
“. . .when we talk about things that matter to us, the world begins to change,” as does our 
way of standing in and conversing with it. 
 
When congregations invite us into their world to help them rediscover their way when they 
have been jarred from their paths while experiencing some loss, grief, hurt, sadness, 
stuckness, conflict or pain, the questions we ask to each are similar.  Who are the people, 
what are the stories they carry that want to be told or need to be told--happy stories, sad 
stories or glad stories; what are the conversations emerging, and how do we help to create 
the space for those stories to happen?  Where is the generative conversation trying to be 
spoken? Where is the “quickening yeast”?  Where are the sunflowers and the 
hummingbirds? 
 
Conflict transformation and ministry in general are about conversations and relationships.  
Ministry in general and our work in conflict transformation in particular is not as much 
about conflict, fixing problems or the next program for a congregation. At a deeper level, it 
is about the phenomenology of conversation.  We enter the community and conversation 
through the portal of a present unknowing, a different ear, a perceptive eye, an imagination 
refusing to come too early to a conclusion.  In other words, we pay attention and walk with 
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and alongside people into and through those conversations 
they are having within themselves, with God, and with others 
around them. Our role is to pay attention with a kind of fierce 
attentiveness to those conversations and why they are so 
difficult and what is happening along the way. 
 
We listen into the given system, context and culture for what 
are some of the variables that are impacting the conversation 
and making it difficult.  Also, we are listening for the variables 
that can help a congregation move through the conversation in 
a vibrant, discerning, honest, responsible way.   

 
As we listen to the conversations and stories, additional questions that often emerge are:   
What is the dominant narrative and is it helping or hindering the community and 
individuals in it? Are their alternative narratives not being heard or told? 
 
Neither conflict transformation nor ministry in general is about the consultant, facilitator, 
guardian or minister being the fix-it person or savior.  They are not about quick fixes or 
magic wands.  They are about commitment, patience, integrity and diligence to hold the 
space, respect the stories, love the people, honor the spirit and timing, listen into the 
conversation, connect with their humanity and watch for God, whose middle name is 
Surprise!--this third other who is trying to emerge. This work and ministry is about 
listening to and being present with both the spoken and unspoken, the light and the 
shadow, the visible and invisible, the conscious influences and unconscious impacts and 
engaging those respectfully, with honor and dignity. 
 
When we enter congregations, watching the relationships and listening to the 
conversations, we are also asking, how do we prepare the space for the conversation that 
needs to happen and create a container that can possibly hold the heat if and when it is 
released?  This has to do with the people present, the place and our way of being in it with 
openness and attentiveness.  Sometimes we refer to this way of being as an I-Thou way. 
 
Ministry is contextual, thus, no two situations are exactly alike; one size does not fit all.  
Imitators do not work as well, nor do cookie cutter approaches.  Maintaining alertness, 
attentiveness and openness to the uniqueness of each person and the novelty of every 
situation in the midst of familiarity adds to the challenge of hearing the nuances. As the 
poet, David Whyte says, “Alertness is the hidden discipline of familiarity.”     
 
Helping the community or individuals re-frame and de-blame the conversation, to connect, 
converse and belong to Self and other is at the heart of the labyrinth of relationships, lost 
paths and unknown destinations. 
 
Once we enter the community through their invitation and our 
agreement, step by step, breath by breath, word by word, sentence 
by sentence, story by story, engagement by engagement, with 
intentionality, we invite, we pay attention, we challenge, we 
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encourage, we converse, we affirm, we gently nudge, we walk alongside and hold a soft 
candle so they and we can find the next step that will lead on a path deeper into soulful 
relationships and meaningful ministry and growth.  We are aware of their shadows and 
difficulties as well as our own and are companions to the vulnerabilities as well as the 
triumphs.  
 
Sometimes congregations or groups of people with whom we minister are ready and 
transformation and healing happen quickly.  Sometimes it takes time, and we celebrate the 
small changes.  Sometimes, they say “no, we have had enough of the process.”  For even the 
people who say “no more,” we try to honor, believing that they, too, have had seeds planted 
that will grow in their own due season.  They, too, have a reason and wisdom.  Instead of 
creating labels or a narrative of blame, we remind ourselves that no one needs to be forced 
or coerced to go where they are not open to travel.   
 
In this past year’s journey, I have come to believe that much of our ministry is about the 
phenomenology of conversation. Our ministry is not only about conflict transformation but 
about inviting, creating and holding space for emerging conversations toward ministry; 
deep, active listening not so much advising, coaching and sounding wise; being able to hold 
‘not-knowing’ and the courageous questions calmly, non-anxiously;  not so much about 
disconnect as connection; not so much about a narrative of blame as an invitation to 
responsibility; not as much about the chaff as it is about the wheat and the positive growth 
and deep roots that are happening.  We are about the many wellsprings of conversations, 
wisdom and insights emerging. 
 
We pray that this New Year will hold for you some rich conversations, deep journeys, 
wonderful wheat and a harvest of responsible relationships that allow you to know 
belonging and deep communion.  It really is about relationships and the conversation.  
What are the conversations you need to be attentive to this New Year?  
 

Agree or disagree, you are invited into the conversation! 
 
 
 

A real conversation always contains an invitation. You are inviting another person to reveal herself or 
himself to you, to tell you who they are or what they want. 

~~David Whyte 

 
 
 
 

Being true to yourself really means being true to all the complexities of the human spirit. 
~~Rita Dove 

 
 
 
 

 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/d/davidwhyte523638.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/d/davidwhyte523638.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/d/davidwhyte523638.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/r/ritadove345389.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/r/ritadove345389.html
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~~Recognizing Our Need for Help and Conversation~~ 
 

As individuals and communities, we grow well only with a continuous succession of 
extended hands.  Through those difficult thresholds of life, we cannot go it alone 

without robust vulnerability. The overwhelming need for help in an individual human 
life and a communities’ life never changes.  Without help, we cannot pass through the 

door that bars us from the next dispensation of our life; we cannot give birth. 
To know the necessity of help, to know how to look for it, how to ask for it, and how to 

give it is one of the most important transformative dynamics that allows us to give 
birth in our communities and individual selves again and again.  The way forward is 

in-between and among us realized through responsible conversation.  Thus, as 
ministers, we offer help as midwives to the mysterious wonder of incarnation,               

the invisible possibilities becoming visible through us as individuals                                
and the communities to which we belong. 

 
~~W. Craig Gilliam 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The New Year 
~~Howard Thurman 

 
[Something] very important belongs to the New Year. It is the chance to relate to something 
beyond our families, our cares, our responsibilities – some cause, some purpose, or some kind 

of human need. Suppose this year you select one thing outside the needs of your family and 
your responsibilities about which you will be concerned. This you try to understand and to 
relate to so that you will feel yourself being extended beyond the boundaries of your little 

world and its responsibilities. 
 

 In addition to all the things that you are doing as a part of your responsibilities as a husband 
or wife or daughter or what have you, there is something else, some independent something 
out here, some people, some causes, some purposes, something to which you will give part of 
yourself. Now this may be done in terms of the repairing of fences that broke down in your 
relationships during the past year, so that as you move into the New Year, you will have a 

sense of being present                                                                                                                                                    
and accounted for in every minute, in every hour, in every day. 
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A line of peace might appear 
if we restructured the sentence our lives are making, 

revoked its reaffirmation of profit and power, 
questioned our needs, allowed 

long pauses. . . . 
~~Denise Levertov 

~~Prayer Meditation~~                                                                                                                      
by John Winn 

 
Dear God, that is what I need to do more often:                                                                                 

seek out the wise among us.                                                                                                                
Truthfully, though, I am sometimes frightened by wisdom,                                                           

too easily seduced by shrewdness.                                                                                                              
Yet, I know that wisdom can lead me to the Truth and shrewdness can lead me                               

down a dead-end street.                                                                                                                      
Shrewdness too often moves about secretly.                                                                              

Wisdom aims to reveal more and more,                                                                                           
reaching out to a star, even, in its quest for truth.                                                                                     

So, dear God, help me to seek out the wised among us more often,                                                
unafraid to be overwhelms by the Truth to which wisdom will lead me.                                      

Amen! 

An excerpt from John Winn’s book, Selections.                                                                                                            
Available on-line from Barnes and Noble or Amazon. 

 
 
 

Where is the Life we have lost in living? Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? Where is the 
knowledge we have lost in information? 

~~T. S. Eliot 

 

We believe that no matter who tries to exile the genuinely holy, it will never work for long, for it is 
seeded innately in the psyche, in the spirit, soul, and body.  The holy is not something placed into us.  It 

is a radiant light that blossoms from us.                                                                                                               
~~Clarissa Pinkola Estes 

 

Sincerity is being oneself without thinking of oneself. Self-forgetfulness is at the heart of sincerity.  
That means that if we try to force sincerity, we shall merely produce insincerity and hypocrisy.                      

Once we start being self-conscious, we can't be true.                                                                                                       
To attempt anything self-consciously is to forget that we are members one of another."                                                                                               

 ~~Arthur Henry King 
 

 

 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/tseliot121647.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/tseliot121647.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/tseliot121647.html
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Upcoming Opportunities through 
The Center for Pastoral Excellence 

 

WEBINAR – 2014 hosted by JustPeace– 1
st
 series 

January 23rd (Thursday) – “Cultivating JustPeace Leaders and                                

Communities” with the JustPeace Staff. 

February 19th (Wednesday) – “Homiletical Hot Potatoes:                                            

Preaching on Difficult Topics” with Dr. Alyce McKenzie. 

March 20th (Thursday) –“Trauma Transformation and Narrative” with David Anderson 

Hooker. 

April 23rd (Wednesday) – “Appreciative Inquiry and Faith Communities” with Joy Samuels. 

May 21st (Wednesday) – “Emotional Systems, Conflict Transformation and Faith 

Communities” with Dr. W. Craig Gilliam. 

 

Please save these dates! Beginning in January, JustPeace will offer a series of 5 webinars 

designed to strengthen principles and skills in faith-based conflict transformation. 

Go to https://sites.google.com/a/justpeaceumc.org/webinars/                                                     
for more information and to register. 

The webinars will cost $25 per webinar or $100 for all 5.  They will begin at 10AM ET (9AM 

CT, 8AM MT, 7AM PT) and last approximately 1 hour and 30 minutes.  CEU’s are available if 

participant registers for all five sessions.     

 

RIM Gatherings 

 

RIM One -  February 4, The Wesley Center, 9:30 – 3:30 

 

Abbey Retreat, St. Joseph Abbey, Covington, LA, May 12 – 14.                                                                  

For RIM One, Two and Three and other ministers who want to be part of these experiences— 
 

Mark your calendars and contact Craig Gilliam or Linda Gregg for more information. 
 

 

https://sites.google.com/a/justpeaceumc.org/webinars/
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Transition Seminar:  Manna for the Journey,  
May 3, 2014, The Wesley Center 

9:00 – 3:30 
$45 per family 

 
 
 

~~Poetic Reflection~~ 

 To the New Year                                                                                                                   
W. S. Merwin 

With what stillness at last                                                                                                                          
you appear in the valley                                                                                                                              

our first sunlight reaching down                                                                                                                 
to touch the tips of a few                                                                                                                           

high leaves that do not stir                                                                                                                           
as though they had not noticed                                                                                                                

and did not know you are all                                                                                                                   
then the voice of a dove calls                                                                                                                   

from far away in itself                                                                                                                                    
to the hush of the morning 

so this is the sound of you                                                                                                                         
hear and now whether or not                                                                                                             

anyone hears it this is                                                                                                                             
where we have come with our age     

  our knowledge such as it is                                                                                                                      
and our hopes such as they are                                                                                                        

invisible before us                                                                                                                            
untouched and still possible 
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For everything we know about God’s Word is summed up in a single sentence:  Love others as you love 
yourself.  That’s an act of true freedom. 

~~Galatians 5 (The Message) 

 
 

One definition of eternity is that we are not alone on this planet, that there are those who've gone 
before and those who will come, and that there is a community of spirits. 

~~Rita Dove 

 
The sacred is discovered in what moves and touches us, in what makes us tremble. 

~~Sam Keen 

Do no harm. 
Do good. 

Stay in Love with God. 
~~Ruben Job 

 

Thanks for your ministry! 

If we can be of assistance, please let us know. 

Have a Happy New Year! 

 
For more information, please contact: 

Dr. W. Craig Gilliam, Director 
504-250-4046 

wcraiggilliam@hotmail.com 
and 

Linda Gregg, Administrative Assistant, 
225-490-0308 

centerforpastoralexcellence@la-umc.org 
The Center for Pastoral Excellence 

LA Conference, UMC 
 

 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/r/ritadove345432.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/r/ritadove345432.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/r/ritadove345432.html
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/178984.Sam_Keen
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