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Effective Organization 
Development Methods  
for Gathering and 
Using Information 
 
 

 

 
Listening creates relationship ... Listening moves us closer, it helps us become 
more whole, more healthy, more holy. Not listening creates fragmentation, 
and fragmentation is the root of all suffering. I love the biblical passage: 
"Whenever two or more are gathered, I am there." It describes for me the 
holiness of moments of real listening. The health, wholeness, holiness of a 
new relationship forming. I have a T-shirt from one conference that reads: 
"You can't hate someone whose story you know." You don't have to like the 
story, or even the person telling you their story. But listening creates a 
relationship. We move closer to one another. Margaret J. Wheatley 
 
 

• Become a listening parish. Teach skills for contemplation, communal discernment 
and interpersonal listening. Establish a pattern of opportunities to listen deeply to 
God, creation, others and self. Learn methods and tools that facilitate collective 
listening. 

• Coach people in how to be open to influence in their spiritual life while also 
accepting responsibility for their spiritual life in a manner that fits their situation and 
life commitments. 

• Provide opportunities in which people can reflect on and shape their spiritual 
discipline. 

• Listening to God and each other opens onto the other elements. It is in listening 
that a parish can move beyond the distortion of the Promise as a struggle between 
change and stability. The Gospel mystery in which we lose life to find life is activated 
in the process of listening. 

 
 
Listening 
 
Benedict writes of listening carefully with “the ear of your heart” and wants what is 
received in the listening to be “put into practice” or accepted “willingly and carried out 
vigorously.” It is about translating what we have heard into action. This process of listening 
and responding is obedience. 
 
An assumption in organization development (OD) is that information that is engaged will 
create pressures and expectations in systems, that information has a catalytic effect in 
organizational change. OD consultants have all heard the advice to “let the data speak.” 
 
If we are to hear God, the society we live in, one another, and ourselves the parish needs 
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structures, processes and a climate for listening. If the data is to “speak” the parish needs 
to be a listening community that nurtures listening people. 
 
Obedience to One Another 
 
Obedience to one another is another thread that can make up a Benedictine fabric to 
strengthen parish life. This is part of developing a “listening parish.” 
 
The Latin word “oboedientia” comes from a root concerning hearing. Obedience is about 
hearing and responding to what we hear. In the people, circumstances and things of 
community life we are able to listen for God, for God’s will, God’s rhythm, God’s spirit. 
 
Obedience is about caring for those with who we are in community. Joan Chittister’s 
translation of the Rule states, “Obedience is a blessing to be shown by all, not only to the 
prioress and abbot but also to one another ....”(Chapter 71) and later, “try to be first to 
show respect to the other (Romans 12:10) supporting with the greatest patience one 
another’s weaknesses of body or behavior, and competing in obedience to one 
another”(Chapter 72). 
 
“Obedience to one another” is a process of listening and responding to what we hear. That 
calling, if heard by a literalist spirit and an unskilled community, can become a pattern of 
communal dysfunction. Training people in skills for contemplation, discernment, 
intercession are part of the competency base needed. A related understanding is of how 
organizations develop and express unhealthy cultures in patterns of dependency and 
counter dependency, over involvement and under involvement, enmeshment and 
distancing and can improve by moving into patterns of interdependence, self-differentiation, 
and engaged-detachment. 
 
 

Methods 

Leadership Conference or Retreat  

Each year have a leadership conference. The idea is for leaders to take the time to get 
their “heads above water” and to see the parish in broader and deeper ways. This can be 
at a retreat center or at the parish. It might just be the rector and vestry or could be open 
to anyone who was willing to participate and help with follow-up work in the three months 
after. It helps to use an external consultant at least every two or three years. One 
consultant worked with three parish vestries at a joint conference. All three attended the 
same weekend. Working with all three at the same time allowed them to afford the 
services of a more experienced consultant. It’s was a three-year contact allowing them to 
build on what was done the previous year. It also gave the consultant the opportunity to 
understand and get perspective on each. The vestries were guided through an agreed 
process of doing some work in common and a lot of time in for each vestry to work on its 
own.  

A leadership conference needs to include time for the Daily office and activities that build 
connections among those present. It’s a time to explore parish dynamics, strengths, and 
opportunities in relationship to the primary task and core processes.  
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In one parish they required the vestry to attend and invited any parishioners to participate 
as long as they would attend all the sessions and help with the follow up work. By being that 
open about participation they did three things. First, it expanded the amount of listening 
and response. More people contributed to and owned the direction. Second, it helped build 
a sense of community by creating stronger relationships among people. Third, it allowed 
them to identify people with the gifts for leadership. The rector and wardens could see who 
had the gifts and would tap them later to be on the vestry or take on projects.  

Channeling Process  

Parishes require more ways to identify and focus on needed conversations and issues than 
just yearly leadership gatherings. Some have established a “channeling process” that 
allows the parish to gather people’s concerns, new ideas, and insights about emerging 
issues and put them in a channel, a pathway, toward decisions and action. One way of 
doing that is at every third vestry meeting, and at some meetings of the parish community, 
set aside time to have small groups record on newsprint “concerns” and “wish we would 
do” lists. Share the lists and have the whole group prioritize items. If the group is small 
and/or has good group discipline and skills, this could be done as a whole group. The 
process can be done about the totally of parish life or a segment. The key is for the 
community and its leaders to carefully listen and respond.  

Testing Process  

Another practice that can be used regularly is a “testing process.” This is used in setting 
boundaries on how emerging issues will be engaged.  

The process in too many parishes is one of listening and responding to the most anxious, 
cynical and passive people in the community. The clergy, wardens, the vestry, or even a 
whole parish community can get so caught up in trying to please or pacify a few people 
that disproportionate time, energy and resources get tied up in issues that are not really in 
the parish’s best interest. This misdirection also usually leaves a resentful undercurrent in 
the community while not really addressing the anxiety of those who raised the initial 
concern.  

Even when leaders know who is raising an issue, without a broader listening process they 
usually do not know whether it is an interest of just those people or of a wider segment of 
the community.  

A “testing” process helps a community cope with situations in which a few persistent 
voices press a concern or idea that would have an effect on the community’s life. What 
they are saying may represent a widely shared view or it may simply be their view. Those 
expressing the issue may not really know how many they represent. Imagine the informal 
one-on-one coffee hour discussion. Someone is making the rounds, letting others know 
about an important problem in the parish. People are listening and even nodding. Is it 
agreement or politeness?  

The use of a “testing process” requires leaders to use sound judgment in deciding when 
the process is likely to produce valid and useful information as well as help the community 
manage its anxiety. Overuse may result in an increase in the community’s anxiety, less 
listening, and  
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ineffective action. However, the danger in most parishes is not overuse but the absence of 
any way for the community to define itself in relationship to emerging issues. A rule of 
thumb might be to use a “testing process” about four times/year with the whole 
community and possibly ten times with the vestry.  

The “testing process” can be done for a few minutes at the community’s coffee hour, at 
vestry meetings, in working teams and at community meetings. It will usually be most 
effective if done when the group is gathered rather than in a paper survey. Face to face 
processes are usually more effective in promoting careful listening and effective response.  

A possible process is to identify the issue and put it on a spectrum of some sort. Have 
people indicate where they are on the spectrum, and summarize the result, along with 
what the next step will be, if any.  

Community Meetings  

Some parishes have started having community meetings three times a year. These are 
opportunities to have all those willing to gather focus on one significant issue. Parishes do 
it around things such as hospitality, membership growth, and finances. The meetings are 
usually about 1 1⁄2 hours long. They may include “channeling” (gathering prioritized lists of 
issues to address and moving them into a channel for action) and ”testing processes” or 
some other way to gather information related to the topic.  

 
 
 
 

From “Obedience” and “Define and Shape a Parish Culture with Benedictine 
Characteristics,” Chapter Three, in Fill All Things: The Dynamics of Spirituality in the 
Parish Church, Robert A. Gallagher, OA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


