
 

 

Appreciating Our Churches 
An Appreciative Inquiry Approach to Mission Planning 

 

Section 1: Introducing Appreciative Inquiry 

Evaluating and planning as a church can sometimes be a depressing experience. In no time at all, 

we are caught up in identifying and even lamenting our shortcomings and failures. We are far from 

what we would like to be. Beating ourselves up isn't helpful or productive, however. What if we 

started from our successes, from the times when we have felt the Spirit at work in our midst? What 

if we started from the times when we worked well as a community, from the occasions and 

situations when we were at our best?  

On other occasions, we dream dreams and share visions and can be hugely motivated and 

energized, but they can remain ambitious aspirations, remote from any confidence that we might 

actually get there. What if we began with what we knew we could do (because we’ve sometimes 

done it) and acted to repeat and extend our achievements?  

Appreciative Inquiry uses the idea that if we notice and appreciate what is good and working well, 

then it will appreciate or increase. It will also give us energy and leave us feeling upbeat and more 

positive. It is not only about seeing happy, positive things and ignoring any difficulties or problems. 

It is about the discipline of learning to appreciate rather than to slip into negative or cynical thought 

patterns. The art of appreciation often requires practice. 

This document aims to guide you through an appreciative process to help you to reflect and review 

as a whole church: what has God done, what is God doing and what might God be doing in the 

future? In each of the four sections there are a number of different activities for you to choose to 

work through. You don’t have to work through them all: you can pick and choose as you see fit. You 

might like to use different activities to include people from different areas of church life. For 

example, in section two, a house group might like to tackle the conversation activity while the 

church stewards might sit together to write the welcome letter. Whatever you decide to do, please 

make sure that each activity feeds into the wider church conversation. There is no hard and fast 

rule as to how you do these activities; they are simply here to help you reflect and review as a whole 

church.  

There are a few things which will help you and your church to get the best out of this process:  

 Engage with as many people from your church as possible and invite them to join the 

conversation 

 Listen carefully to what is said – let us not fall into the trap of assuming we know how people 

will respond 

 Give those from the different areas of church life who are engaging in the activities the 

opportunity to feedback their reflections and responses 

 Be respectful. There may be disagreements, and if so then we must disagree with respect and 

care for the thoughts, feelings and visions of others 



 

 

 Surround the conversations, the activities, the whole process in prayer. A great way to 

encourage all the people of your church to participate, even if they can no longer access 

Sunday worship or a house group meeting, is to ask them to pray 

 Have the courage to trust that God is at work in your church and in your people, with even 

greater plans for you 

 Keep returning to the question ‘Where is God at work here?’ 

Worship suggestion 

One of the group reads the passage from Philippians which appears in the box below.  

The same person reads the passage again a second time, very slowly and deliberately, with all 

joining in reading the words that are in bold, pausing for a few moments after each of those words/

phrases. The pace and pauses are important for each and all to affirm and receive the key 

thoughts.  

Icebreaker 

Spend a few moments thinking of something good that happened to you last week.  

What was good about it? What made it good? How did it feel at the time? How does it feel now?   

Identifying the problem 

The dominant model for organisations to look at themselves is the ‘identify the problems and fix 

them’ approach. The focus is on what is wrong or lacking. It assumes that there is some 

organisational deficit and that the priority is to remedy this. Spend a few minutes working on what 

the potential strengths and limitations are of this approach. There is a handout for you to use if you 

wish. 

Attitudes and Assumptions  

The questions we ask are not neutral: they can lift us up or pull us down. Our questions reveal our 

view of reality; a ‘story’ we tell about the world. Negative stories about our churches shame and 

depress us, sapping our energy. Positive stories empower us, making us feel that good things are 

possible, even in challenging situations. Something that seems to threaten us can also be seen as 

an adventure on which we are invited.  

An appreciative inquiry approach is one that is rooted in:   

 Feeling positive about ourselves 

 Drawing energy from achievement 

 Recognising what works for us 

 Believing we can do it again 

 Thinking out how to do it again 

 Creating what we imagine 

 Using the experience of past successful change to implement present change ideas  

Beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honourable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever 

is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if anything is worthy of 

praise, think about these things.  

Philippians 4:8 



 

 

Telling ourselves our stories 

Those who do not have the power over the stories that dominate our lives, power to retell them, 

rethink them, deconstruct them, joke about them, and change them as times change, truly are 

powerless because they cannot think new thoughts.  

Salman Rushdie, One Thousand Days in a Balloon 

 

The brains of human beings seem built to process stories better than other forms of input.  

Thomas Newman  

 

Good stories provoke curiosity – and other stories.  

William J Bausch, Storytelling, Imagination and Faith 

 

Storytelling has the capacity to directly engage the heart and imagination in such a way that a 

deeper level is listening is activated, which opens the eyes of perception.  The greatest value that 

arises from a story does not arise from the content of the story text.  That is the apparent value.   

The deepest learning happens in the unspoken story that is generated by the mind mixing of 

images called forth during the telling.   And, the space of timeless sacredness experienced in the 

process.  The thinking mind is kept entranced by the content, while the images dip down and 

uncover and awaken the dreaming imagination and intuitive intelligence of the listener.  

Laura Sims, quoted by Jane Magruder in Watkins and Bernard J Mohr, Appreciative Inquiry 

 

We recognise the power of story to entertain, to teach, to motivate, to energise, to move, to 

challenge. But bad stories can do exactly the opposite – disengage us, teach us unhelpful 

messages, de-motivate us, sap away our energy, desensitise us and confirm our worst thoughts.  

That’s not to say that we should shun or shut away the more difficult stories: the ones we would 

rather not hear; the ones that portray a less attractive narrative; the ones that demonstrate 

weaknesses. Yet if we allow the negative stories to be dominant,  undermining our capacity, then 

we may struggle with the challenges of our situation more than we need to.  

Thinking of your church or other organisation you know well, reflect on how negative and positive 

stories have impacted on its life. There is a handout for you to use if you wish.  



 

 

Section 2: Remembering, noticing and appreciating 

Part a: appreciating our church(es) 

Write a letter  

Imagine that someone has just moved into the area and you wanted to tell them all about the good 

things your church/Circuit has to offer. What might you say? How might you express the things that 

you value about your church?  

Share your experiences   

In pairs answer the following questions. Try and give each person the time and space to answer 

fully without it slipping into a conversation. Perhaps give each person five minutes to share before 

swapping over.  

 Remembering your entire experience in this church, when were you most alive, most motivated 

and excited about your involvement? What happened? Who was involved?  What was your 

part? Describe how you felt.  

 What do you value most about your church? What activities or ingredients or ways of life are 

most important to you?  

Make a list 

Write a list of everything that your church does or has done in the past. Try and include as many 

people as possible and come up with as many things as you can. Once you have a long list, invite 

people to highlight the things which people have most valued, appreciated or enjoyed. Perhaps you 

could put the list in a public space in the building and invite all those who use the building to 

highlight what they appreciate most.  

Part b: appreciating our people  

Find the Cathedrals  

Three men are chipping rock in a quarry. Each is asked what they are doing. The first says he is 

chipping rock. The second says he is providing for his family. The third says he is building a 

cathedral.  

If you’re just chipping rock, you’re a common labourer. Providing for your family gives you a 

personal purpose. Finding the cathedral in your work can generate inspiration and motivation.  

Reflect on what might be the ‘cathedral’ – in other words, the poetry or beauty – in each area of 

church life. There is a handout for you to use if you wish.  

(You might want to involve those who do these roles and see if their ‘cathedral’ or beauty of their 

work matches with your external view).   

 



 

 

List and Pray 

List the names of everyone you can think of in the church family. Perhaps write them out on pieces 

of paper or post-it notes. Spend time reflecting on the list of names – who are the people that go 

with these names? How well do you know them? What do they do outside of the church? What 

skills and gifts do they have? What interests them?   

Notice the diversity of the people. Take time to thank God for them all, for who they are and for 

what they bring.   

Why not distribute the names and each commit to pray for someone on the list, or for any number 

of those named?  

Share your experiences 

Answer the following questions. These could be answered in pairs as before or perhaps as part of a 

bible study or house group session.  

 Remembering your faith journey, who has inspired, helped or supported you along the way? 

How was this expressed? What did they do? How did you respond?  Describe how you felt.  

 Who in the Bible do you admire? Who are you inspired by? What is it about them (character, 

actions, talents etc.) that connects with you? What do you value about their story?  

 What skills, gifts or experiences from your life outside of the church do you recognise in 

yourself? When have these been used or could be used in church life and mission?   

Part c: appreciating Ourselves in Community  

The Stories We Tell  

Each person understands the world in a way that is unique to them and to their life and experience 

up to this point, and therefore each person’s reality is subjective. As best you can, complete the 

handout with speech bubbles showing the different stories told about your church, noticing that the 

bottom boxes are hearsay and a little bit of educated guesswork.  



 

 

Section 3: Appreciating our visions, hopes and dreams 

 

Let’s affirm that what we have already joyfully achieved is the Spirit of God breaking into our life 

together, and that the Spirit has power to sustain what is good in our midst. Our ideal or preferred 

way of being is not some impossible dream, but a conscious bringing of what we have found 

enjoyable and enlightening and enriching and energising from the edge of our life, where it has 

made occasional appearances, to the very centre or core of our life.  

Take some time to recap what you have done so far. What has been appreciated in your church, 

your people and your community?  

Three Hopes and Dreams  

Gather as many people as possible and give each person three small pieces of paper – post-it 

notes work well. Invite everyone, in light of the areas of appreciation that have been explored, what 

three hopes and dreams they would like to see in their church. Don’t limit with timescales or 

logistics, just allow people to hope and dream.  

Once everyone has written their hopes and dreams, read through them together and see if there 

are any areas of similarity. This is not about specifics but general themes – what categories would 

you use to group them? Physically moving the pieces of paper or post-it notes can really help this 

process.  

Please note that this is not a voting process, but a discernment process. Allow plenty of time 

therefore for reflection and prayer about these areas of visioning. It may be helpful to write up what 

hopes and dreams have been offered and the broader categories they have been grouped under. 

Then allow a week or two for everyone to think over what has been suggested.  

It can be helpful to repeat the 'Three Hopes and Dreams' exercise as the church continues to 

appreciate its value and worth, as well as that of its people and community.  

I Can See…  

Individually finish the “I can see…” statements below. Then in pairs or small groups, share your 

visions.  Are there similarities? What do you think makes a ‘vision’ different from a ‘hope’ or a 

‘dream’? After discussion make any changes to your statements.  

 I can see that our church will be known as a church that…  

 I can see that God will use our church to…  

 I can see…  

Feel free to be creative and imaginative and ambitious. It’s how you want things to be, not what you 

reckon is probable or possible.  

 

“I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men 

shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions.”  

Joel 2:28  



 

 

SOAR  

A SOAR exercise is visionary and also helps to identify measures of success. Use the questions in 

each box on the handout as a guide to complete the exercise. You can draw images or write bullet 

points – it’s up to you. Sometimes it helps to complete the aspirations before the opportunities. 

Review your SOAR regularly.  

You are now in the future!  

Visualise what your renewed church looks like:  

 What are the key traits or characteristics?  

 How different does it look from how it is now?  And what are the main differences?  

You might like now to write a short description of what this renewed situation looks like.  

Remember, you are in the future – so write it in the PRESENT tense – as if your wishes have come 

true. Don’t worry about perfect prose – just tell it how it now is.  



 

 

Section 4: Transforming our dreams into our plans  

First, let’s test the robustness of our dreams 

Here are some criteria for testing our dreams for our renewed church:  

1. Is it more than a distant hope: are we able/willing to express our ideals as if they already exist 

rather than expressions of what ‘ought’ or ‘should’ be?  

2. Is it provocative: does it stretch, challenge, or interrupt the status quo?  

3. Is it grounded: are there examples which show that the ideal is a real possibility?  

4. Is it wanted: if you achieved these changes, are they what you desire as a community?   

5. Is it positive: is it expressed affirmatively, rather than what you don’t want to be?  

How well did your visions and propositions stand up against these criteria?  

What modifications do you now want to make?  

What steps can I take to enable my church to flourish?  

When completing the table on the handout, it may be helpful to think about the following things:  

 What are the gifts, talents and passions could I share more of with my church?  

 What is the first, simple step I can take towards this future for my church?  

 What might I need to give up or stop doing to enable me to take these steps?  

How will we do the things we’re going to do? 

Let’s think about the implementation of change. Think of a situation in which change seemed to be 

implemented well. What made it go well? What was done well in relation to (for example):  

 sharing and spreading the vision?  

 developing a sense of common ownership? bringing everyone on board?  

 rooting the changes in the shared values and commitments?  

 utilising the ideas and gifts and stories of each and all?  

 achieving clarity about the change?  

 building the relationships to implement the change?  

 drawing on our heritage?   

 respecting diversity and difference?  

 facilitating the organisational adaptation necessary to support the change?  

 encouraging imagination and creativity?  

 giving support and encouragement to those who contribute to the change?  

 ensuring that resources of different kinds are available to make the change happen?  

 nurturing the learning to support the change?  

 sustaining the change in the period of transition and bedding it down?  

Closing worship  
As suggested in the opening session, read together Philippians 4:8.   



 

 

 

Bibliography 

Lau Branson, Mark, Memories, hopes and conversations (Herdon, Virginia: The Alban Institute, 

2004) 

Magruder Watkins, Jane and Bernard J Mohr, Appreciative Inquiry: Change at the Speed of 

Imagination (San Francisco: Jossey Bass/Pfeiffer, 2001)  

Whitney, Diana and Amanda Trosten-Bloom, The Power of Appreciative Inquiry (San Francisco: 

Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2003)  

 

This resource has been adapted from material produced by the Yorkshire Plus Learning Network 

and the Wey Valley Circuit, South East District, with grateful thanks.  


