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Day 4 of 6

The Witnesses
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The problem of holding on….
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The Case Study

❖ Jamie – Finance Chair and on Board of 
Directors.  Experienced and wants to 
‘clean up’ a neglected area. 

❖ Chris – Church Secretary with many years 
of experience.  Strong, hardworking, 
committed, comfortable with familiar.
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Culture of System

Structure of System

Relationship/styles

Disagreements

Misunderstandings

Personal
Issues

WHERE THE CONFLICT LIES
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Questions

1. What is the conflict about?  What different 

layers does this reside?

2. Who owns what? 

3. What is the possible impact of this conflict 

on the congregation?

4. Who is responsible to address this issue?

5. Who can play a supportive role in addressing this 
issue?
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courageous conversations

OBSERVER – The Witnesses
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OBSERVER

The person who either 
witnesses the moment OR 
hears about it after the fact.

Note:  This is your most 
frequent role in the cast of 
characters of source, target, 
observer and person in 
authority.
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The Observer

One of the most powerful roles to change 
things.

It is also the most underplayed role.
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The Observer:  Person was a witness 

❖ The person who was at the meeting 
when the exchange happened.

❖ The person who witnessed the 
conversation in the foyer.

They were there (though not always 
visible)
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You said…..

❖ we might not know much about where the 
source and target are coming from, what 
their history is, so it's good to ask a question, 
allow a conversation to get down to what 
the issue is

❖ someone raised that in the example video, 
we saw disrespect both ways, in not getting 
the work done and not explaining why

❖ saying we feel uncomfortable with what we 
witnessed might open up the conversation
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The Observer

What is it like to witness a disrespectful 
exchange between two people?

What does it feel like to witness this?
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Observers 

See no evil, hear no evil,
speak no evil

❖ The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for 
good (wo)men to do nothing. [Edmund Burke]

❖ Washing one's hands of the conflict between the 
powerful and the powerless means to side with the 
powerful, not to be neutral. [Freire] 

❖ In the end, we will not remember the remarks of our 
enemies but the silence of our friends. [Martin 
Luther King]

COPYLEFT

The Observer

Small Group

1. Identify 3-5 things the Pastor, the person in 
the pastor's office or the caretaker could do 
that could be supportive and non-partisan?

2. What is the danger of doing nothing?

3. What is the danger of taking sides (either 
Chris or Jamie)?  What does taking sides 
look like?
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The Observer (Witness) Elements p. 88

1. Check-in (“Do you have a minute?”)

2. Name the action/what you observed (facts)

3. Let the person respond (get information)

4. Explore the possible effects: on you, others, the 
congregation  

5. Clarify expectation in future (if relevant) 

6. Problem solve (what the source or target will do 
next)

7. Close (gracefully)
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Let’s say you were the guest in the pastors 
office.  Your goal is to support Chris and or 
Jamie to address the issue.

❖ How could you approach Chris?

❖ How could you approach Jamie?
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The Observer

Explaining your intent:

❖ I don’t want this situation to get worse.

❖ I want to support you to find a resolution 
to this situation.

❖ You are both valued members of the 
congregation and I don’t want either of 
you to be this frustrated.

❖ Other….
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Observer Practice (1)

In Pairs

1. You were a witness and approach Chris or Jamie 
(your choice)

2. Use the model….

3. See if you can get Jamie to take the next step in 
resolving the issue by being a good ‘source’ and 
talking to Chris.  OR See if you can get Chris to take 
the next step in resolving the issue by being a good 
‘source’ and talking to Jamie. 
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Debrief

1. What did the person practicing the skills 
do that worked for you (affirmation)?

2. What is one piece of advise or tip that 
would have made the conversation even 
more effective for your character?
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Move to Coaching p. 93

1. Vent – invite the person to speak, listening actively and with 
empathy

2. Clarify – name the issues you hear the person raising that 
s/he needs to resolve.

3. Imagine – Highlight the interests and goals that the person 
has in the situation to help broaden their imagination of how 
the conflict could be resolved.

4. Choose – Explore what the person feels/thinks is the best 
approach (e.g. talk about it, mediate it, go to a higher 
authority) for dealing with this conflict or problem.

5. Prepare – Coach the person to prepare him/her for the next 
steps.

6. Follow Up – Check in with the person to see how it is going.
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The Observer: Was told about it

There are two ways you could have heard 
about it.

❖ From the source, target or observer (a 
witness)

❖ From someone who was not present
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GOSSIP
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What is Gossip

Gossip is evaluative talk about an absent 
person. It is considered a fundamental and 
universal human activity and can be 
positive or negative. Whether acts of 
gossip have constructive or destructive 
effects depends primarily on the intentions 
behind the gossip.
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Fact

60% of conversations between adults is 
about people who are not present.

It is not all evaluative.
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Gossip is…

❖ Talking about another person in a way 
that you wouldn’t if they were present

❖ Saying things that you haven’t said 
directly to them.

❖ Taking about another person that makes 
you right and better than them.
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Observer Practice (2)

In Pairs (reverse roles)

1. You are a member of the congregation.  You have heard something about 
the buzz but not much.  

2. Another congregant comes to you and says something like…. 

Chris supporter:  Did you hear what Jamie did to Chris last week?  Can you 
believe it.  Apparently, Jamie has not even apologized.  Somebody needs to talk 
to them.  This is unacceptable!

Jamie Supporter:  Chris is hopeless.  Jamie is finally doing some great work and 
there Chris goes again blocking progress.  How long have they worked here?  
We need to address this issue?

3. You respond in a constructive way.  Clarifying intention and identifying 

what they or both of you can do to support resolution.
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Other Ideas

❖ Sometimes if you just listen you are seen 
to be communicating agreement/ 
rightness.

❖ Why are you telling me this?  What are 
you hoping that I will do?

❖ The problem with hearing one side of the 
story you don’t know what is fact and 
what is made up stories (that the talker 
believes to be true).
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