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1.
The reality of conflict in the church

a)
Conflict is inevitable.



Because we are human, different and sinful.



The Bible, the history of the church and experience confirm this.

b)
Conflict is a positive as well as a negative reality.
Negatively, it results in church splits, tension, broken friendships and brings dishonour to Christ.
Positively, it enables crises to be faced and issues to be clarified  Handled correctly, it strengthens character and deepens understanding.

The vital issue isn’t whether there will at times be conflict but how the 
conflict is handled.


c)
What are the common areas of conflict in churches?


Individualism and independence are strong among Baptists!



Common areas include the following:  



Individuals who fall out, families and marriages, pastor and deacons /



elders, division within the leadership, theological issues, unhappiness re.

pastor (autocratic, incompetent etc..), unspiritual members who abuse congregationalism, pastoral unhappiness (inadequate support, unrealistic expectations etc..), misconduct in leaders, the spirit of Diotrephes.  Division in the leadership invariably disturbs the whole church.
Brian Jardine distinguishes, rather helpfully, between two kinds of dispute:


i   Concerning issues.


ii  Concerning emotions / feelings /people.

He states that in serious disputes the latter overwhelms the former.

In my experience most conflict revolves primarily around people not issues.  The way people handle issues becomes the decisive factor.
2.
The importance of unity for the church.

Unity isn’t about everybody agreeing about everything all of the time.  It is rather a basic agreement on values and goals and a strong, visible consensus about how and what decisions are taken.  The Bible says a great deal more about unity than most Evangelicals / Baptists seem to recognise.

a)
The words of Jesus



John 17:20ff, Jesus’ High Priestly prayer.



Just before His death Jesus chose to pray about the unity of His church.


Matthew 5:9 “Blessed are the peacemakers.”
b)
The general exhortation of Scripture.


Psalm 133 “How good,..when brothers live together in unity.”



Philippians 2:2, 4:2

Ephesians 2, 4:1-16
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c)
The reconciliation made possible through the cross.


Ephesians 2:16



2 Corinthians 5:18f

The root meaning of reconciliation is “change” or “exchange.”  Relationships which were wrong are made right, and un-christian relationships and attitudes are exchanged for those that are truly Christian.  Reconciliation “is the renewing of warmth and trust after a period of hostility and conflict.”  

(New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology.)

d)
The experience of every church.


Unity and reconciliation bring a wave of God’s blessing.



Disunity and disharmony prevent it.

Blake Coffee’s book, “5 Principles of Unity” is biblical and practical and has been widely used in our Baptist churches.  
3.
Key principles in resolving church conflict


a)
What peacemaking isn’t


i    Peace at all costs.



ii   A middle – of – the – road compromise



iii  A non-committal “And what do you think?”



iv  A one-man show.  Corporate wisdom is vital.


b)
What peacemaking is – the key principles

i    The ultimate goal:  people will move from their own agenda to  God’s

     (H. Blackaby), so that God will be glorified in the church.


           ii   The standard:  the clear teaching of God’s Word.



iii  The desired outcome:  the issues will be clarified, the tension
                           defused, the anger and hurt identified, a biblical perspective given,
                           and agreement reached on how to proceed.



     Sometimes resolution will mean “agreeing to disagree”

                           Acts 16:36-41.
                           Resolution should always include personal reconciliation, or at least

                           steps which will be taken towards it.
                       iv The Christian method: “speaking / seeking / striving for the

                            truth in  love” (Eph.4:15).

4.
The 2 pillars of Christian peacemaking:  truth and love Eph. 4:15

Both truth and love.


Not one without the other or one at the expense of the other.


Truth without love will be cold, impersonal and judgmental.
Love without truth will be soft, flabby and vague.

a) Standing on, and striving for, the truth.

 Remember that:  our human understanding of truth is always incomplete and
                 subjective;

          : truth for me is both what I think and what I feel;


          : God’s principles as given in the Bible are objectively true
                                  John 17:17.
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Guidelines for the mediator/s
i     Identify the issues.  Listen carefully as each party in turn shares, 
                            uninterrupted, their story.  Questions, objections etc. will come – 
                            but should not be allowed until all parties have finished.

                            Try to understand what each party is actually saying, and summarise  

                            it for yourself.

ii    Listen carefully for the emotion.

      Ask yourself, why does that person feel as he does?

      Don’t  try to remove the emotion too early.  It provides a necessary

      release and reveals the pain and anger that have been experienced.

iii   Clarify the issues for  everyone’s benefit.

iv   Deal with the main issues. Don’t try to deal with every point.

v    Put the issues into a biblical context.

      
b)  Moving in love towards a God – honouring solution
“The greatest happiness of life is the conviction that we are loved – loved for    ourselves, or rather loved in spite of ourselves” (Victor Hugo.)

Love is the central Christian grace 1 Cor. 13:13.  Christians are urged to “follow the way of love” 1Cor.14:1.

Christian peacemaking seeks the destination of love through the means of loving truth.

i     The best way to resolve issues is by the affected parties speaking
      face to face.

 
                 An initial written summary might be helpful but my experience is that 
      e-mails and memorandums lead to counter documents and are a
      negative factor.

                      ii    “Speaking the truth in love” requires Christian restraint and constraint.

      Fighting, shouting, finger pointing and unrestrained anger are unfitting
      and should not be permitted!

                              iii   Remember that people are hurt by words as well as actions.  

                            The  “sticks and stones” saying is untrue.

           
               iv   The mediator should stress Christian values and behaviour. 
   Colossians 3:12-15 and Galatians 5:22f are particularly appropriate
   and may profitably be read.  Honesty, humility and forgiveness are
                            Christian  imperatives. 
                            Blake Coffee is helpful in this area.
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v   Negative conflict injures people.  In addition to resolving issues, the
 fall-out of people must be attended to – with care and love.  Even if
                           someone is basically wrong he must know that he is loved.

 vi. The desired end result includes repentance, forgiveness, apology,
      personal reconciliation and possibly restitution.
5.
Some practical suggestions.


a)
At the beginning agree on how to deal with the issue.



The pastor and elders / deacons will normally give the lead.   

b)
Seek respected outside help, especially where the the leadership is divided.

c)
Begin with Bible reading and prayer, and end in prayer.
d)
Summarise the main conclusions in a brief document and concentrate on the agreed outcome and the way forward.  Don’t summarise what people said.

6.
2  additional issues requiring the study of the church leadership.

a)  The church’s understanding of Matthew 18:15-17.

                      My understanding is that the passage deals with a fall-out between 
                individuals.
                Personal disputes must be dealt with as the Bible sets out – first a private 
                meeting, then take a couple of others if the person is unresponsive, then go to
                the whole church.
                This is not the only passage which deals with conflict.  For example, there are 

  passages which deal with the standards which God requires of leaders and             

  how misconduct should be dealt with.


b)  The legal principles to be followed in staff dismissals or pastoral conflict.


      Danny Vorster, our BU Legal Adviser, will deal with this. 
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