
Thriving 
Congregations

EMPATHETIC LISTENING



The Vibrant Faith THRIVING CONGREGATIONS are 
Getting Ready to Innovate



AND We’re going to Get Ready by Listening!  



OFTEN CHURCHES and other organizations Innovate like this:

“Well, it seems great to me”

Of course it does, you made it.

If you shipped it to the world (or even showed it to a colleague) it might 
be because you liked it. You made it for yourself.

https://feeds.feedblitz.com/~/646060922/0/sethsblog/posts~Well-it-seems-great-to-me/


But if your music, your graphic design, your website–whatever your work is–
isn’t resonating with the market, it might be because you forgot to make it for 
them.

● Empathy is at the heart of design.

● What do people in this group think looks great? What do they need?   

Make that. …Seth Godin



Before Jesus Healed

He Listened



To the woman at the well
To blind Bartemaus

To the man born blind
To Zaccheus



WHY LISTEN?



Because WE Need to be transformed
From The Innovative Church by Scott Curmode. (Baker House, 2020)

Before we can invite people into the gospel story, 
we need to understand their story, what matters 
to them, what defines them.



• Before we can invite people into the gospel story, we need to understand 
their story, what matters to them, what defines them.

• We are NOT listening for the issues with their morality or doctrine. We listen 
for what they think about before they go to sleep at night.

• Some issues are their aspirations, and some their fears. “Longings and 
losses.” The Western tradition describes these as “the human condition.” 
These are also called questions of identity, belonging and purpose.

• The Gospel is God’s hopeful response to our shared story of longings and 
losses, and the gospel is what turns our longings and losses into a shared 
story of hope.

• We listen for the longings and losses of the people entrusted to our care.



Longing and Losses 
Questions

You do not need to use all of these 
questions to hear people well.

3-4 questions in any group you are 
listening to is likely the max.

You can use these questions or add your 
own.

● What are you hoping for?
● What have you lost in the last 

year?
● What are you grieving?
● What are you celebrating?
● What would you love to be 

able to do?
● What are you hoping for? 
● What’s one thing you longing 

for--for yourself? For your 
family?

● (For the community) What 
changes in our community 
are you looking for?

● How is God moving in your 
life (or in this community)?



THREE SPACES FOR Your
THRIVING CONGREGATION 
LISTENING



Online

● Ask 5-10 people from your church to use the questions to 
ask their friends/followers about their longings and losses 
on their social media accounts. 

● (In this process, you will find out what people at your 
church use what forms SM!).

● Ask your people who have volunteered to do this to return 
the responses (comments) they received after a week 
without names attached.



IN WORSHIP
When your people are gathering in person 
for worship again, create some time for 
distanced pods or groups of 4 and ask 
people at your church 2-3 of these same 
“longing and losses” questions.
Be sure to have a recorder in each group 
who writes down peoples’ responses. 



In THE COMMUNITY—Choose ONE
● Invite 5 people who live in the neighborhood around the church and hold a 

zoom conversation with them and ask them 2-3 questions about their longings 
and losses. Make sure someone is writing down their answers.

● Connect with 3-5 community or grassroots leaders in our community. Offer to 
buy them lunch. Ask them the longing/losses questions about your 
community. Make sure someone is writing down their answers.

● Ask 3-5 people from your church to invite their neighbors to a zoom lunch. Give 
them grub hub coupons to hand to their guests ahead of time. Ask them 2-3 of 
the longing/losses questions. Make sure that someone is writing down their 
answers.



When you have finished, give the responses 
to your coach, keeping the THREE “spaces” 
separate.

Vibrant Faith will do the “theme analysis” 
for your church.

You’ll use the results of your listening to 
begin the process of innovating with 
Christian practices.


