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Negotiation, Collaboration, and Consensus Building 
working with others to create something greater than the sum of individuals 
working separately 

 

Some biblical examples of people working together include: 
(1) Daniel and a chief official. In Daniel 1:8–16, the wise young man negotiated with a 

chief official over food and drink. Together they found an outcome that pleased both 
of them.  

(2) Abigail and David. A story recorded in 1 Samuel 25:1–35 involves Abigail, the wife 
of a wealthy man named Nabal, and her negotiation with King David. A private 
discussion appears to have kept David from an unnecessary battle and bloodshed, as 
well as leading to his marriage to Abigail after Nabal’s sudden death. 

(3) Nehemiah, guards, laborers, nobles, and officials. An important moment in rebuilding 
Jerusalem’s walls in mid-5th century BC is detailed in Nehemiah 4. The Jews were 
under constant threat from their enemies, so it required a creative solution and 
coordination to stay under watch until their task was complete.  

 
Topics Covered 

 
(1) Matters Typically Negotiated in Churches 

(2) Negotiation Concepts 
(3) Collaboration Concepts and Examples 

(4) Consensus Concepts 
(5) When the Consensus Position Is the Problem 

(6) Keys to Transformative Outcomes 
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Matters Typically Negotiated in Churches 
 

• Worship Styles (Music) 
• Structure 
• Demographics (Generational, Ethnic) 
• Leadership Inclusion  
• Resource Allocation 
• Core Values 
• Philosophy & Methodology 
• Selection of Leaders  
• Worship Locations, Buildings 
• Leader & Member Expectations 
• Processes

 

These subjects are influenced by: 
 

• How well we and others are doing 

• The individuals who have an official seat at the table (their roles, mental models, 
history, and values) 

• Individuals who have the ear of those who have a seat at the table 

• The makeup and balance of the decision-making group 

• The strength of personalities of those involved 

• Those who possess relevant information 

• Backchannel conversations 

• The way other churches are handling the same subject 

• Those who might disengage, speak out, or leave 

• Culture and previous congregational history 

• The degree to which we consider and integrate various perspectives across 
generations, genders, and backgrounds 
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Negotiation Concepts 
 

Basic Negotiation 

• Strategy—cognition (acquiring knowledge) and gaining insight to improve intuition 

• Communication—two-way exchange of ideas that leads to understanding 

• Process—methodology by which we can advance the discussion to a better place 

 
Discerning Issues, Positions, and Interests 

• Issues—An identifiable or concrete question that must be addressed in order to reach 
an agreement. Issues tend to be tangible and measurable. What the conflict is about. 

• Positions—A desired outcome or a definable perspective on an issue. Positions tend to 
be mutually exclusive and incompatible. Where the parties stand. 

• Interests (often veiled)—The motivations that underlie a position that may reflect 
values, concerns, desires, needs, or limitations. Interests may be concrete or abstract. 

 
Integrative (Collaborative) Negotiation (aka Creative Problem-Solving)

• Goal: Reaching agreement by expanding the pie 
• Value-creating 
• Multiple solutions 
• Win-win 
• Issues & Positions & Interests 
• Preserves relationships 

 

Distributive (Competitive) Negotiation (aka Positional Bargaining)

• Goal: Dividing a substantive pie 

• Parties operate from fixed points 

• Very predictable outcomes 

• Value-claiming 

• Limited solutions 

• Issues & Positions 

• Assumes a fixed pie 

• Use of tactics 
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Mary Parker Follett (1868–1933), management expert, emphasized a concept called “constructive 
conflict” which was the art of reframing a conflict. 

There were two highly competitive sisters who quarreled over a single orange they each 
wanted. Neither sister would budge until the mother intervened and cut the orange in half, 
giving them each half of the orange. One sister squeezed the juice into a cup from her half 
while the other grated the skin of her half for a recipe. They both only ended up with half 
of what they wanted. If they had sat down and discussed why they each wanted the orange 
they could have seen that they each could have had the orange because they wanted 
different parts! That would have been a win-win!1 

 
Famous negotiator Herb Cohen made Follett’s concepts more known. Herb Cohen is the author of 
You Can Negotiate Anything: The World's Best Negotiator Tells You How to Get What You Want 
(1980), and Negotiate This! By Caring, But Not T-H-A-T Much (2003). He had an unparalleled 
track record in negotiations. Some of the things he emphasized were:  

(1) gaining perspective through requisite detachment—“Train yourself to step back, so you 
can see the pattern, relationships, and interconnection of things.” 

(2) apologizing (fessin’ up to messin’ up) 
(3) avoid mirror imaging your values on the one you are negotiating with 
(4) consider the interests of the other side 
(5) build a trusting relationship 
(6) if you already have a relationship begin with integrative approaches 

 

Baptize negotiation practices with Jesus’ words: 
 

“So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums 
up the Law and the Prophets.” (Matthew 7:12) 

 
We will look at negotiation in the context of collaboration and building consensus. 

 
  

 
1 Mary Parker Follett, "Constructive Conflict" in H. Metcalf & L. Urwick (eds), Dynamic Administration: The Collected Papers of Mary Parker 
Follett (New York: Harper, 1942). 
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Collaboration Concepts and Examples 
 
Collaboration is “the action of working with someone to create something new, produce a better 
outcome, or solve a predicament that aligns with a shared vision.” It often involves cross-
pollination among those of different training, roles, interests, and experiences. Solutions tend to 
emerge after there is a willingness to embrace unconventional ideas and rely on those with 
expertise, experiences, or profound curiosity more than on position. In congregations, 
collaboration usually occurs for short-term projects such as funded projects and quickly formed 
task forces. Like consensus building, collaboration requires self-awareness and humility. Some of 
us are natural collaborators. For others it requires learning. 
A Bell Labs Story. There is a true collaboration story from the early technology industry, involving 
the largest phone company in the US, that serves as a parable. A leader asks, “Why are we doing 
what we are doing for so long, and satisfied with such little progress?” 
In 1951, the 33-year-old consultant Russell L. Ackoff was a faculty member at a top school of 
science and engineering research in Cleveland. He traveled to Bell Labs in Murray Hill, New 
Jersey to consult with one of their section heads, Peter Meyers. When he arrived, he learned that 
Meyers had to attend an emergency meeting with the VP and that the appointment was canceled. 
Both men were upset. Then Meyers suggested Ackoff sneak into the meeting of nearly forty 
people, mostly Bell Labs section heads. Russell entered the room and sat near the back of the room 
across the aisle from Peter, just before the VP arrived, stood at the podium, and said, “Gentlemen, 
the telephone system of the United States was destroyed last night.”2 
After some awkward silence, followed by the VP’s big laugh, the meeting went in a new direction. 
He asked what the three leading technologies of Bell Labs were, and when they were invented. It 
turns out they were all developed before 1900. Bell Labs had been an organization that largely 
made incremental changes for five decades.  
Over the next few days, the section heads, in six groups 
of six that included the covert consultant, were given 
different problems to solve, and the solutions of each 
team would have to be integrated with the solutions of 
the other teams. The team that Ackoff joined was 
commissioned to rethink the telephone handset itself. 
They came up with over ninety ideas—such as 
touchtone, caller ID, voicemail, portable phones, 
videophones, and over eighty other ideas that came 
into existence between a few months later to the 1990s. 
The VP conjured the startling imaginary crisis—“the 
telephone system of the United States was destroyed 
last night” in order to goad management to imagine 
starting over and move in the direction of innovation. 
 

 
2 Reported in the introduction to Russell Ackoff’s Idealized Design: How to Dissolve Tomorrow's Crisis...Today. 
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We don’t know for certain what the other five groups developed, but we can make educated 
guesses. Whatever they worked on, the ninety-plus ideas for the new handset were dependent on 
them, such as moving from tubes to transistors and the development of satellites. The practice of 
interdependency is not only a factor in technology, medicine, and transportation, it is also true for 
addressing challenges in churches. 
ICOC Cooperation Agreement. A promising sign toward strong togetherness in the ICOC was the 
collaborative process that concluded with a “Plan for Unified Cooperation” paper released in 
March 2006. Early attempts to unify the ICOC over the summer of 2005 failed, in my view, 
because they represented only the perspectives of like-minded senior figures. Not bad, but too 
narrow. Striving to develop a cooperation plan among just a few individuals illustrated the need 
for the missing step of collaboration. 
A second approach a few months later involved a nomination process at an International 
Leadership Conference (ILC). It was based loosely on Acts 6. A very diverse representative team 
of nine individuals was nominated to work on a global agreement. Between September 19 and 
early November, forty proposals were collected through an email address listed on Disciples 
Today. 

My role was document coordinator and teacher. A 
first draft was completed in late 2005, and it evolved 
through wider review over the next few months. I 
even had it examined by two prominent members of 
the Churches of Christ, both of whom were professors 
and ministers. 
In the end, more than a hundred individuals 
influenced its shape. Though it is accurately viewed 
today as a bulky “period piece,” the endeavor was 
rewarded. Within two years, over 90 percent of the 
ICOC churches concurred with the agreement, which 
focused on shared beliefs, geographical regional 
alignments, and delegates’ processes. Most of the 
other churches stayed connected. 
I attribute its positive value to collaboration through 
integrative thinking, in which the feet, hands, ears, 
eyes, and nose were respected and worked together (1 

Corinthians 12:15–26). Elders, evangelists, missionaries, teachers, and many others, both men and 
women, represented our churches. The outcomes revealed that greater cooperation was possible 
because collaboration led to a better approach. 
The Metro LA Region Leadership Change. In 2016, the region of the Los Angeles International 
Church of Christ that met on Sundays in Gardena went through a major change. Some significant 
developments led to the departure of the region’s lead evangelist. The circumstances were not 
widely understood. Over the next two years there continued to be problems in how the situation 
was reported, how the ministry was being led, and with competition among ministry staff. Some 
of the staff and non-staff appealed for help, and a task force of members from the congregation’s 
Ministry Leadership Council (MLC) investigated the matter. 
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After the task force made an initial assessment, I was brought in to join them to evaluate the 
situation and make recommendations. After interviewing 110 members of a ministry of over 500, 
and surveying many more, the task force and I identified the problems in a report that received 
wide support. However, we had a new situation. The remaining ministry staff and many of the 
members needed new leadership but did not want to take a chance on returning to the previous 
cultural problems that left some of the previous ministers untethered and not sufficiently 
accountable. 
We proposed a plan based on a three-team collaboration, where each team represented the interests 
of a select group. The three teams were: 
 

Team A—the task force, five members 
Team B—sixteen members of paid and 
unpaid ministry staff, both men and women 
Team C—sixteen representatives of the 
ministry, selected through a survey 
 

All three teams had the freedom to work on any combination of the following things: 

• A Vision Statement 

• Primary Unifying Principles 

• A Leadership Model 

• Criteria for a Lead Couple 

 
I worked closely with Team C, which had several schedule and circumstance advantages 
and saw them as an opportunity to serve all three teams. We met eleven times to work on 
all four components and came up with a good first draft. Team B reviewed this document 
on four occasions and made recommendations, making substantial enhancements. Team A 
was very satisfied by the progress and made only one additional suggestion to the 
document. The entire process lasted from late November 2018 to early February 2019. Our 
report was sent to the ministry and used in interviewing and hiring the next lead couple. 
The spirit in the ministry was greatly enhanced by the open process. 
In all the examples, both secular and spiritual, there were the following features: 

(1) Everyone involved had clear roles. 
(2) There were distinct areas of focus for individuals and/or teams. 

(3) Integrating perspectives and/or contributions was taken seriously. 
(4) The outcomes were exponentially greater than would have been achieved separately. 
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Consensus Concepts 
 
The concept of consensus that is more in line with most churches involves deep listening, 
facilitation, the possibility of negotiation and debate, defining a threshold, and acting in unison. 
Defining Consensus. Consensus often means different things to different people. Therefore, it 
should be defined specifically for the group or organization. The political version of consensus is 
far different from the decision-making model practiced by activists, most churches, nonprofits, 
and other nonpolitical organizations. In strongly bureaucratic circles, consensus sometimes 
requires unanimity. The way it is achieved in some political sectors is by continually attaching 
legislation and money to a controversial bill to eventually win over everyone.  
The more popular concept of consensus is influenced by the Quaker movement, which has a long 
history of making group decisions without voting. The techniques they have used vary, but they 
have universally practiced information sharing, active listening, the use of a facilitator, time limits 
on each perspective, and attempts to synthesize everyone’s perspective in an outcome. The 
facilitator usually has the approval to determine if someone is not uniting with the group decision 
out of selfish interests and lack of concern for the group, but they are not “in charge” of the 
outcome. Their goal has been “unity, not unanimity.” 
A widely cited article by Randy Schutt, “Consensus Is Not Unanimity,” conveys a standard 
understanding of consensus used outside the political spectrum. 

Many people think of consensus as simply an extended voting method in which 
everyone must cast their votes the same way. Since unanimity of this kind rarely 
occurs in groups with more than one member, groups that try to use this kind of 
process usually end up being either extremely frustrated or coercive. Decisions are 
never made (leading to the demise of the group), they are made covertly, or some 
group or individual dominates the rest. Sometimes a majority dominates, sometimes 
a minority, sometimes an individual who employs “the Block.” But no matter how 
it is done, this coercive process is not consensus.3 

Clearly, an expectation of unanimity allows for a tyranny of one. Another reference from the same 
article acknowledges the importance of healthy debate and self-sacrifice. 

Good consensus process relies heavily on problem-solving, questioning, empathy, 
self-sacrifice, and nonviolent direct action. In a good process, conflict is not 
ignored or covered up, but encouraged. Issues and proposed solutions are 
thoroughly thrashed out until a good solution is found. Like any good nonviolent 
action, ideas are severely challenged, but the people involved are listened to, loved, 
and supported. When there are no easy solutions, then individuals must be willing 
to sacrifice their preferences for the good of the group.  

If a person or subset is unable to work cooperatively, the group must not cave in to the dissenting 
position. The wholeness of the group and of the constituents that the group represents is more 
important than the will or desires of any individual. Anyone whose pattern of behavior does not 

 
3 http://www.vernalproject.org/papers/process/ConsensusNotUnanimity.html 
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allow for a healthy consensus process should be removed from the group, according to Schutt, 
“ideally, offering support and guidance to their next endeavor.” 
Proposed Consensus for Church Leadership Teams. Decisions made in a congregation vary in 
significance. In the New Testament there were different methods for different situations (Acts 
1:15–26, 6:1–7, 15:1–35, 16:4). There are not enough details to provide an exact roadmap from 
any of those situations; however, we can see the importance of appealing to Scripture, recalling 
past precedent, listening to different perspectives, recognizing some respected witnesses or roles 
more preeminently than others, developing succinct summaries, and making time-efficient 
decisions. While the Acts 6 decision pleased the “whole group” (v. 5), there is no evidence that 
the Acts 15 decision won over the Judaizers in Antioch or Jerusalem. 

Majority consensus is used for mission-critical decisions when the outcome: 
• affects all members of the team or team of teams 
• will have a long-term impact on the group's performance 
• requires coordination among many partners 
• requires the full commitment of the team and extended teams 

 
The model of consensus practiced among individuals of equal or interdependent roles can mean a 
few things:  

• a process for a fact-based presentation of an idea or proposal 
• facilitated listening, discussion, and allowance for dissenting opinion 
• possible incorporation of ideas from dissent in the pursuit of a durable and harmonious 

decision 
• after a predetermined time for hearing out all sides, the course of action with the greatest 

support becoming the new direction 
• going with the plan that has the greatest support, between the status quo and the new idea 

(a group might have an internal threshold for all proposals) 
• when the threshold or strong majority is reached, everyone in the group living with and 

fully supporting an idea or the decision, regardless of whether it was their main preference 
• if the proposal involved risk or came with intense debate, the ability of a team member to 

request an after-action review (AAR) at some point in the future that assesses the results 
of the decision 
 

The decision makers can agree to their own internal threshold for defining “strong-majority” 
decisions. For instance, “We will stay with the status quo until we reach 80 percent agreement on 
a different approach.” A consensus decision determined by discussion and debate is a win-win 
conclusion because every team member feels that their position was heard, and no one had to be 
silent about their deeply held convictions. While not everyone will necessarily believe that the 
strong-majority decision was the ideal one, it's one they can live with to move forward and advance 
the team. (There is a better version of consensus, which I will get to shortly.) 
A facilitator for the discussion should be chosen based on the situation. There will be topics 
facilitated among evangelists, among elders, and among both. There will be naturally gifted 
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facilitators among evangelists and elders, who will probably end up in these roles more frequently. 
A facilitator must not take a strong position; they must be able to act as a neutral party, even 
supporting ideas that are different from their own. I suggest using the insights gained from previous 
experiences and past assessments to determine who is best suited for each situation as it arises. 
One thing to watch out for in consensus decision-making is when outcomes are regularly decided 
behind the scenes, where proponents work the relationship system and always get their way in the 
meetings. 
Majority consensus, as I have described it thus far, involves persuasion, pleading, ingratiation, 
compromise, and coming to an agreement to end an impasse, whereas convergence consensus 
involves discovery, facts, being rational, and striving to sit in different seats. If the atmosphere is 
“safe” for facts to be faced and all ideas to be heard and evenly treated, minds can converge on the 
better or right outcome. This leads to teams working more closely in unison. A few aids for 
converging are: 

(1) Seek the best thinking from everyone and invite participants to individually submit 
their ideas in advance, before groupthink comes into play. 

(2) Fully consider all the pros and cons. 
(3) Encourage ideas that even sound wrong, if there might be a useful kernel of insight or 

grain of truth behind the idea. 
(4) Seek important facts, put them in context, and believe them. 
(5) Ask hard questions such as “Are we avoiding the right idea because of unstated 

consequences?” 
 

 
 

When the Consensus Position Is the Problem 

 
The pursuit of consensus sometimes has a bad rap, like the opposite dynamic when endeavors are 
attempted by rogue narcissists. Self-determining autocrats and death by committee are the two 
extremes. The problem of consensus never leading to progress might be caused by 

(1) People have committee mindsets, but not conviction and comradery about a shared goal 
or even about the congregation’s well-established North Star principles. 

(2) The team has been unspiritual for so long that they cannot discern when God might be 
doing a new thing. 

(3) Too many ideas have gone to this group to die, but the same naysayers cannot produce 
an idea that galvanizes support. 

(4) Too many people lack courage and they talk courageous people out of great steps 
forward. Imagine if Moses merely focused on working conditions in Egypt, or if Jesus 
asked the Sanhedrin to weigh in on his plans, or if Martin Luther asked his bishop to 
edit the inaugural document of the Reformation, the 95 Theses. 
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Keys to Transformative Outcomes 

 
We opened this module with a list of high-stakes topics such as worship styles, structure, resource 
allocation, core values, methodology, leader selection, meeting locations, and so forth. It should 
be obvious why we began with conflict competence in Module 1 and continued with better 
practices for change management in Module 2. Module 3 has been about developing positive 
human interactions and meaningful conversations toward learning and change. 
Let’s conclude this module with a few practical keys. To begin, imagine an area in which you 
would like to see concrete ideas for progress, growth, or change. Then consider a potentially more 
idealized future. The following keys to transformative outcomes concern some combination of 
atmosphere, proactive training, and steps. 

 
(1) Ensure that there is a safe place to initiate important conversations on important topics 

and pay attention to the ones that increasingly matter in the congregation. 
(2) Provide roadmaps for introducing new ideas. (To be discussed later within the 

Resiliency System training.) 
(3) When ideas are risky at a high level, the topics must be mitigated differently, depending 

on many possible variables. Perhaps a challenge you are facing can be evaluated by: 
(a) piloting the subject with a group on a smaller level 

(b) conducting the implementation in a large group over a limited time, then evaluating 
(c) collectively studying the subject as it was developed in another congregation  

(4) Tap into the expertise of spiritually minded individuals who have experience in fields 
related to the topic that requires attention. 

(5) Train the leadership and/or the congregation through role-playing a fictional situation 
involving congregational change that requires the actors to negotiate, collaborate, and 
develop a compelling consensus for moving forward. 

(6) Provide an example of a letter that appeals for change that is well written, articulates 
the subject and the issues very well, and comes across in a charitable tone. 

 

 


