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Conflict is a fact of life—even within the church, and it will
never be completely eliminated. The two most common re-

sponses to conflict are to ignore it and hope it goes away or han-
dle it badly. In either case, the only thing likely to go away is part
of your congregation.
Well-managed conflict, on the other hand, is good for your

church. Well-managed conflict is a healthy part of a growing, re-
sponsive, in-touch church body.
We surveyed more than 40 pastors about their experiences with

church conflict. Although we’ve gone to great lengths to protect
the identities of the individuals and the churches involved, you’ll
recognize the human frailties that lead to conflict and the spiritual
triumph that leads to restoration.
We thank the pastors and laypersons who shared their experi-

ences with us, and pray that the Lord will empower you to use the
ideas, accounts, and suggestions here to transform your church in-
to a powerful force for good in your community.
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PREFACE



The church board members of Broadview Community Church
got quite a surprise when they arrived at a meeting their pas-

tor called before church one Sunday morning. They all had known
about the meeting for most of the week, but no one knew the pur-
pose of the meeting. If they expected it to be routine, it was any-
thing but that. When they were all assembled, Pastor Al spoke.
“I’ve called this meeting to show you a questionnaire I intend

to require all church members to fill out at the close of the service
today. Some of the questions are for the purpose of updating our
files on church members. These questions ask a person’s address
and how long he or she has attended Broadview. Other questions,
however, have to do with the lifestyle guidelines in our denomina-
tional policy manual. They ask whether a person smokes, drinks
alcohol, or goes to the movies. I’ve become very concerned about
reports of members who are living a lifestyle that is not in harmo-
ny with those guidelines. This is particularly disturbing to me
when I hear it about those who hold positions of leadership in the
church. As you know, our annual church board elections are com-
ing up in a few weeks. After looking at the results of this question-
naire, I will instruct our nominating committee that it may consid-
er only those members who are living a life in accord with those
guidelines.”
Several members immediately raised their hands. They wanted

to know who had put the questionnaire together, and the pastor
acknowledged that he had done it himself, closely following the
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denominational policy manual. They asked for more time to look
at the questionnaire and discuss it before the pastor passed it out
to the membership. Pastor Al asked if any of the board members
had a problem with the requirement that church leaders live in ac-
cord with the denominational guidelines.
Bob spoke up. “No, I don’t, Pastor. But I have to tell you, if

people are not living according to those guidelines, I’m not sure
this is the way to deal with it. I’m afraid this questionnaire will
tear this church apart.”
Donna raised her hand. “Pastor, if I understand what you’re

saying, if my term is up and I check on my questionnaire that I at-
tend movies, I would not be eligible for reelection.”
“That’s right, Donna, but I know that wouldn’t be a problem

for you.”
Donna shook her head. “I have to agree with Bob. I’m really

afraid of what this is going to do to our church. Can’t you put this
off so we can talk about it?”
“If we put it off, we won’t be able to do this before the church

board elections. That means we’ll have to wait another year. We
need to address this situation now before we get more people in
leadership positions who don’t fit the guidelines of our denomina-
tion.”
When asked if the board was going to vote on the question-

naire, the pastor said that it was not, but that he would not tell the
church members that the board had approved it.
“Do you plan to tell them that the results will be used to deter-

mine who is eligible for church board elections?” asked Mike.
“By all means,” Pastor Al responded. “People need to know

how this information will be used.”
Wayne stood up and addressed the pastor. “Pastor, I’ve been a

part of this church for over 15 years and on the board for 10. I
can’t sit idly by and watch you destroy this church, and I don’t
want my name associated with this questionnaire in any way. My
letter of resignation from my board position will be on your desk
in the morning. This is wrong, Pastor. I have no objection to you
wanting people to live by denominational guidelines, but this is



not the way to go about it.” Wayne walked out of the meeting.
When Pastor Al proceeded with having church members fill out

the questionnaire after the morning service, there was an immedi-
ate and strong reaction. Many members could not believe that the
pastor was so callous and insensitive. Some of the board members
who were losing their positions had given many years of service
and thousands of dollars to the church.
Wayne’s letter of resignation was on Pastor Al’s desk the next

morning as promised, along with the resignations of two other key
board members. Several families immediately stopped attending. Oth-
ers who were offended stayed to try to help the church work through
the crisis. Later on, many of these families also stopped attending.
Attendance dropped and financial contributions plummeted.

Pastor Al was obviously not pleased to see what was happening.
However, he was convinced he had made the right decision. If
members were going to hold leadership positions in the church,
they should be models of the lifestyle guidelines described in the
denominational policy manual.
A group of seven or eight families that left the church decided

to begin holding Bible studies on their own until they could sort
out their options and decide what they were going to do. They
didn’t want to see their families go without the spiritual nourish-
ment they needed at this time, and they didn’t want to lose con-
tact with other families they knew and loved through their church
affiliation. Wayne served as the leader of the group, but he felt in-
adequate to provide spiritual guidance. He decided to call Pastor
John, a retired minister of the denomination living in the area who
was also a close friend of some members of the group.
Wayne told John about what had happened and asked John if

he would be willing to lead a Bible study for the group until a de-
cision could be made about what they were going to do.
John knew that Pastor Al would be very unhappy with him if

he started meeting with the group, but he agreed to do it. When
Al found out, he consulted the denominational leader for his area,
and they both agreed that as long as John continued to meet with
the group, the group was not likely to return to the church. The



denominational leader advised Al to call John and request that he
stop meeting with the group.
When Al called John to make this request, he informed John

that he and the denominational leader both believed that John
was contributing to the breakup of the church. John defended his
action by saying that he was only giving spiritual guidance to the
group while decisions were being made about what the group was
going to do.
The conversation ended with Pastor Al threatening to recom-

mend that John’s denominational credentials be rescinded.
“Well, I’m sorry about that, Pastor,” John told Al in parting,

“not just for myself but for you and the church, because you have
the opportunity to build a strong, dynamic church at Broadview,
and you’re in the process of tearing it apart.”
The next day Pastor John received a second phone call, this

time from Keith, the denominational leader in the area. Keith re-
peated the request that John discontinue meeting with the families
that had left the church. Again, John kindly, but firmly, asserted
that he would continue to meet with them until they figured out
what they were going to do. Keith set up a time when he and Pas-
tor Al could come to meet with Pastor John at his home. Keith re-
quested that John have his denominational credentials available
and that it would be necessary for him to surrender them at that
time. The meeting was set up, the three men had a polite but
frank discussion, and Pastor John was relieved of his denomina-
tional credentials.
Things then went from bad to worse. All of the members who

were meeting in the Bible study immediately contacted Al to say
they were withdrawing their membership from the church. They
and Pastor John also withdrew from the denomination. The group
discontinued meeting, and the families went their own ways,
mostly joining other denominations. It would be many years be-
fore Broadview would return to the size and vitality it had known
before the conflict.
Twenty years later, a subsequent pastor of Broadview Commu-

nity Church who had no part in the conflict heard about the



events that had torn apart the congregation in days gone by. He
decided a healing service was needed if there was ever to be any
binding up of the wounds that the conflict had inflicted upon the
congregation. The families that had left the church were invited to
come to the service and many of them did. While all expressed ap-
preciation for the pastor reaching out to them, none returned to
the church or the denomination. It’s hard to calculate the long-
term damage brought on by this conflict.
While names and some details were changed to protect the

identities of those involved, the essential facts have been reported
just as they occurred.
Mishandled conflict can wreak havoc in church. People are

traumatized and lives are turned upside down. Children and
young Christians get a poor image of what the church should be
like. The image the church portrays to the community is hardly
one that demonstrates Christian love. Mishandled conflict sends
the message that the church has no better means of addressing its
problems than do groups outside the church. Church leadership
ranks are depleted, persons who were instrumental in carrying out
the duties of the church leave, and important aspects of the
church’s work will go undone. The financial support base of the
church is drastically eroded. Serious conflict can produce grave,
negative effects on the life and ministry of the church and its peo-
ple. Great harm is done to the work of God and His kingdom.
There wasn’t necessarily anything wrong with the Broadview

church before the conflict arose. As a matter of fact, the church
was really quite healthy, effectively reaching the community with
the gospel message.
When the conflict developed, it showed that there were signifi-

cant differences among members as to what the qualifications
should be for leadership positions. The conflict also demonstrated
that the congregation didn’t have an effective way of identifying
and dealing with differences within the church. This is undoubt-
edly true of many churches.
Differing opinions within a church does not mean that the

church is a “sick” organization. Healthy churches exist and pros-



per while maintaining and managing significant differences among
their members. As a matter of fact, the conflict experienced at
Broadview presented both pastoral staff and laity with a potential-
ly valuable opportunity for learning and growth.
Conflict can provide an opportunity to grow and develop; it

does not have to be equated with illness that weakens the body
and must be eradicated. It can be an opportunity to learn about
yourself and how you manage under tension. It can be an oppor-
tunity to practice new behaviors and assess their relevance to oth-
er conflicts (Leas 2001c, 12).
The staff and members of Broadview Community Church could

have had very profitable discussions on the lifestyle guidelines in
the denominational policy manual. This would have permitted all
parties to express their perspectives while also learning the views
of others. These discussions would have helped the members of
Broadview know and understand each other better. People could
have learned that deeply committed members will sometimes dis-
agree with other deeply committed members.
How differently this would have turned out if Pastor Al had an-

nounced that there was to be an open forum to discuss the
lifestyle guidelines in the denominational policy manual. The stat-
ed purpose for the discussion could be to determine what role
those guidelines would have in upcoming church elections. This
was an outstanding opportunity for that role to be determined
from within the membership itself rather than imposed by congre-
gational authority. This opportunity was lost, however, because
the conflict was mismanaged.
This is not to say that after those discussions there would not

have been some members leave the church. Some members may
have understood those guidelines in a new way. Others may have
discovered there was strong support for the guidelines. Still others
may have realized that they had little chance of getting leadership
positions in the church. Any one of these people could have con-
cluded that there was a better fit for them in another denomina-
tion and left the church. If that had happened, however, they
would have left with much better feelings about the pastor and



the denomination and with fewer feelings of resentment and hos-
tility.
“Conflicts are power struggles over differences” (Halverstadt

1991, 4). The fact that these differences exist does not mean that
the church is in conflict, however. Differences should be expected
since people come into churches from a wide variety of back-
grounds that have determined their attitudes, beliefs, and values.
They also come with different views on what it means to be “the
church.” Conflict develops when opinions, positions, and propos-
als clash with regard to choices the church is making concerning
its ministry. If a struggle erupts over whose proposals, positions,
and opinions will prevail, the church is in conflict.
Differences in values lie at the heart of the most bitter church

conflicts. Some members value structure and order in the church
service while others value spontaneity and informality. Some per-
sons value reaching out into the community while others place
more value on building up the Body of Christ. Some members val-
ue impressive church buildings to attract new people, while others
value media outreach.
Our values determine what we believe and how we see the

world. Conflicts in church are often centered around the values
that are held most dear. When that happens, we can expect the
conflicts to be intense, highly emotional, and difficult to resolve.
Both Pastor Al and the members who left Broadway Communi-

ty Church would probably have said that their goal was to provide
the best leadership for the church. The two factions, however, had
very different values for determining what makes a person a good
church leader.
Pastor Al placed a high value on conformity to denominational

lifestyle guidelines. He wanted lay leaders who would model those
guidelines as an example to young Christians and to the new peo-
ple who were coming into the church.
The dissenting members would have put commitment to the

church as a local body as their primary value for determining
church leadership. They wanted people who demonstrated a will-
ingness to commit their time and resources toward the church’s



mission. This is not to say that they had no value for following de-
nominational guidelines, but this was not their primary value.
The stage was set for either an in-depth and helpful discussion

of the role the guidelines should play in church elections or a hurt-
ful, destructive conflict with long-term, negative consequences for
the church.
Another difference at the heart of the conflict in the Broadview

case was a difference of opinion as to how church leadership
should be selected. There were members who left the church who
totally agreed with Pastor Al in putting faithfulness to denomina-
tional lifestyle guidelines as nonnegotiable for determining church
leadership but differed strongly with the manner in which he
chose to implement that value. The value of their friends and col-
leagues and for what they considered fair treatment of church
members took precedence over their value for the denominational
guidelines or for the pastor himself. They therefore joined the
group of those who left the church. Some members valued their
relationship with Pastor John, and they left the denomination be-
cause of the way he was treated by the pastor and the denomina-
tional official.
A difference in values is latent conflict until one or both parties

choose to use the power available to them to incorporate those
values into the church decision-making process. Pastor Al used his
power as the pastor to determine which members met his criteria
for church leadership and to keep those who did not meet the cri-
teria off the ballot. The displeased members used their power by
withholding resources the church badly needed. When the power
struggle begins, church conflict is no longer latent.
Most difficult church conflicts are power struggles over value

differences. The value differences spurring most church conflicts
today center around worship styles, decision-making processes,
methods of interpreting Scripture, just to name a few.
It’s important to note that the use of power in working out val-

ue differences does not necessarily ensure a negative outcome. If
constructive means of addressing their differences had been pur-
sued by both “powers” at Broadview, the church could have gen-



erated new power for the achievement of the church’s mission.
They could have formed stronger relationships in the church’s in-
frastructure on which to build future church growth. They could
have developed effective means for dealing with future conflicts
that would have resulted in less disruption of the church’s work of
taking the gospel to a needy world.
Well-handled conflict produces positive energy for a church.

It’s called conflict transformation, and it’s a hot topic today. The
term was apparently first used by John Burton in 1988 (Dane
1988, 1). What we mean by this term is that the parties to the con-
flict work through it in such a constructive manner that significant
learning and development occurs in the lives of the individuals in-
volved as well as in the church as a whole. God is able to use the
openness and vulnerability of both pastor and people to make one
new creation empowered by His Spirit to carry out His mission in
the world with greater power than they had ever known before.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK* . . . Twenty years after comple-
tion of college and seminary I enrolled in a course on conflict
management in a doctor of ministry program. That course
made me wonder how I survived the previous two decades of
pastoral ministry.
An old farmer once said, “Go slow. Churches are a lot like

horses. They don’t like to be startled or surprised. It causes
deviant behavior.”
The congregational battles fought most frequently are not

over theology but over change.
Over the years I have used a process that has served me

well whether change affected only a handful of folks or an en-
tire megachurch. The first thing I do with an innovative idea is
test it with a few trusted people who represent a cross section
of the church family. Their reaction will tell me how most peo-
ple will respond should the change take place. I talk with
church board members, decision makers, and the average
person in the pew to get their feedback.
After sensing in a time of prayer the Spirit’s prompting, I



recently asked several what they thought about purchasing
the high school across the street from the church, which
would allow for the closing of the street to the north of our
property and enable much-needed expansion of our facilities.
Obtaining a reading from individuals and small groups helped
me prepare for the full-blown presentation and to see what
might have created conflict and controversy. The idea was
“owned” by the people and today the church is using the Fami-
ly Life Center and Youth Building seven days a week.
Pastor Al failed to adequately inform his church board and

to seek the input of the elected leaders or listen to the nomi-
nating committee. This administrative flaw alienated a key
segment of the church body. A more constructive leadership
style could have allowed a patient process for settling differ-
ences in a way that empowered all the people to use their gifts
and resources to accomplish the maximum Kingdom purpose.

*“From the Pastor’s Desk” sections were authored by Mel McCullough.



Before we discuss ways to deal with conflict in the church,
let’s establish a theological foundation for making conflict a

constructive part of church life. This foundation incorporates
scriptural principles as a means of advancing God’s mission in the
world. It is humbling that God chooses to do His work through
fallen, imperfect people like us. Scripture is clear, however, that
this is the role God has for the church and that we are to be His
agents of reconciliation to a broken and hurting world. Ask your-
self these questions:
1. Are Christians in the church maturing in their faith?
2. Are church members bringing in and ministering to needy
people?

3. Are church members demonstrating Christian love for each
other?

4. Is the church ministering to the needs in the surrounding
community?

Constructive conflict can result in advances in the church’s life
and ministry. Conflict that is not handled well damages our wit-
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ness to the world and keeps us from accomplishing the work the
Lord has given us to do (Halverstadt 1991, 10). If God’s work is to
be accomplished effectively when differences arise within the
church, it is imperative that we successfully use constructive con-
flict and curtail the occurrence of destructive conflict.
As we work with people embroiled in church conflict, we must

attempt to maximize the positive tendencies they bring to the
table and minimize their harmful tendencies (Halverstadt 1991, 7).
Each member brings an essential goodness into conflict in the
form of God-given interests, talents, and abilities. If conflict is
managed effectively, these resources will be essential in bringing a
new energy out of church conflict. Members will also sense a great
affirmation that results from making a positive contribution to
Christ and His kingdom. People who sense that their gifts have
been appreciated and used meaningfully to channel conflict into
significant church growth will be generous in sharing those re-
sources. They will also support church leadership as pastors and
lay leaders attempt to transform the conflict into new sources of
power for the church.
Unfortunately, conflict also brings with it temptations to ad-

vance selfish personal agendas, often at the expense of others in
the church.
One pastor tells of a conflict between two of his parishioners.

Each year the church has a special evangelistic outreach initiative
to the community, and they were in the process of planning for
the upcoming initiative. One of the planning committee mem-
bers—we’ll call her Alice—was new to the congregation, bringing
with her a variety of ideas for the evangelistic outreach initiative.
Another committee member—we’ll call him John—was the layper-
son who had been in charge of planning and directing the initia-
tive for many years.
The pastor heard from a couple of church members that in a re-

cent planning session John and Alice had a loud and extended ar-
gument over how the upcoming evangelistic initiative would be
organized. The planning session had not gone well, accomplishing
little, and the initiative was to begin in three months. The pastor



realized something had to be done soon if this year’s initiative was
to be successful.
He personally visited John and Alice in their respective homes

to discuss their differences during the planning session. Both of
them acknowledged that the unfortunate situation had occurred,
that little had been accomplished, and that the initiative was not
moving forward. The pastor asked each of them to reevaluate their
personal commitment to the evangelistic mission of the church.
He stressed the importance of the church demonstrating the prin-
ciple of Christian love and support for each other.
The pastor reports that at a fellowship time during a Sunday

morning service shortly following his visits, John and Alice were
seen hugging each other, and the evangelistic initiative was back
on track. By choosing to subordinate their personal agendas, John
and Alice were demonstrating the two basic concepts that form
the foundation for our theological view of healthy conflict, trans-
formation and community.

TRANSFORMATION

Richard Hays, in his book The Moral Vision of the New Testa-
ment, identifies the concept of a new creation as a central theme
of the New Testament. John and Alice demonstrated this commit-
ment to a new creation very well. Their conflict could have result-
ed in one or both of them pulling out of the planning committee,
potentially resulting in the church losing their valuable contribu-
tions to making the evangelistic initiative effective. They could
have used the planning process as an arena in which to fight out
their struggle for leadership, and they could have put more of their
energies into defeating the other than into planning an effective
campaign. The result not only may have been an unsuccessful
campaign but also may have resulted in great damage to the
church.
They chose instead to put aside personal agendas and allow

God to create something new in them as individuals, in their rela-
tionship, and in the work of the church. They became two strong
and effective members contributing meaningfully to the leadership



of the campaign. The church will grow as this new creation is put
to the service of the Lord rather than to their own selfish agendas.
Westerhoff writes that it is precisely this prospect of transfor-

mation that makes us so fearful of conflict (2001, 57). There is
pain in birth as a new creation is brought into existence in the
church. The comfort and predictability of the old way of doing
things is now behind us, and we’re not really sure what the new
life will be like. Will we be able to handle it? Will there be a
meaningful place for us?
Neither John nor Alice knew who would end up with the lead-

ership position in the new committee structure, but they were will-
ing to take the chance for the sake of the church.
We should not be content with a conflict management style

that only manages to somehow keep conflict in check while
church members tiptoe around sensitive topics. This kind of con-
flict resolution may accomplish nothing more than to restore rela-
tionships and conditions to their preconflict state. If the relation-
ship between Alice and John had been merely restored to its
preconflict state, Alice would not have made any meaningful con-
tribution to leading the campaign. This could have been a great
loss to the church.
Our goal is conflict transformation where God is allowed to

work through the conflict to bring new life into the church, pro-
viding it with power and resources it did not previously have for
achieving His commission.

COMMUNITY

Community is a second central theme Hays identifies in the
New Testament. He defines community as “what emerges with the
blending of the individual gifts of those in the Body of Christ
when those gifts are exercised more for the common good than for
the individuals themselves” (1996, 196-97). It is important to note
that this is a matter of priority. The emphasis on community does
not mean that the use of individual gifts results in no benefit to
the individual or that individual needs and interests are ignored,
but they are secondary to the advancement of the church’s mis-



sion.
For transformation conflict to occur, members put the good of

the church ahead of their own personal needs and interests. When
members are willing to do this, the transforming power of God
will often meet their deep personal needs in ways they never an-
ticipated.
When members use their gifts merely to advance their own in-

terests, they are missing out on some of the richest blessings the
Lord offers us through the church. Great joy is available to those
who give sacrificially of themselves to help their church bring
power out of the pain of conflict.
Again, Alice and John demonstrated this commitment to com-

munity. They recognized that their gifts were going to be of great-
est use if they were directed toward the church’s mission to reach
others rather than for personal recognition and reward. They
learned a lesson that will benefit them and their church for many
years to come.
God’s plan for the church is that as the church grows so do the

individuals within that church. It is a paradox in that only by de-
voting their gifts to the benefit of others can individuals realize the
greatest personal rewards. It should come as no surprise to us,
since Christ told us, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must
deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me. For whoever
wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for
My sake and the gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:34-35, NASB).
Practicing community also means depending on others in the

church. This is difficult to do in the midst of a church fight (West-
erhoff 2001, 55). In an individualistic society, the tendency is to
protect ourselves and be less concerned about the welfare of oth-
ers. Yet the concept of Christian community dictates that, even in
the threatening time of conflict, our gifts are to be directed primar -
ily for the common good and not for ourselves.
Alice and John had to trust each other to work for the good of

the church as a whole. They were dependent on each other to not
take advantage of this situation to get the upper hand. Alice’s gifts
had to be offered to the church in support of John’s leadership if



that was what was best for the campaign. John’s leadership posi-
tion had to be directed toward promoting Alice’s ideas and sugges-
tions, perhaps even to the extent of allowing Alice to take over the
leadership position on the committee. Community means depend-
ing on others to do what is best for the common good.
A youth pastor tells of a conflict he had with the parents of one

of his teen group members. The parents expressed their concerns
to him about some of the views he was expressing to the teens,
particularly those in which the pastor was associating gun owner-
ship with violence in society. The parents were ardent supporters
of the NRA and deeply opposed to the youth pastor sharing his
views on the topic. They were equally concerned with their son
having a youth pastor who held views so completely opposite
their own.
As the youth pastor and the parents talked, it became obvious

that there were many areas in which they held different opinions.
You can imagine the youth pastor’s pleasant surprise when the fa-
ther concluded the conversation by saying, “We still don’t agree
on much, Howard, but I trust you. I trust your heart” (Friend
1996, 19). This is the essence of Christian community. It is not
that we all hold the same views or goals for what we want our
church to be. What allows us to put our gifts in service to the
church before ourselves is that we trust the hearts of our brothers
and sisters in the Lord. Then we can negotiate with each other,
knowing that at our core we are all headed in the same direction.

CHARACTERISTICS OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY

When Christian community is fully developed, there are at least
four characteristics that will be demonstrated: respect, apprecia-
tion for diversity of gifts, accountability, and forgiveness.

Respect
Respect in Christian community includes respect for yourself,

respect for the rights and views of others, and respect for the com-
mon good of the church (Halverstadt 1991, 34-35). Many Chris-



tians have been taught that it’s wrong to promote one’s own inter-
ests or draw attention to one’s own ideas or beliefs. But we can re-
spect the good that God has put in us and respect the gifts that He
has given us by making ourselves available and asserting our-
selves into the community.
Keep in mind the distinction between assertiveness and aggres-

siveness. The aggressive person puts forth his or her views with
the goal of overpowering or dominating. The assertive person
wants his or her views to be considered as having equal worth
with those of others. It is good to recognize that your position is
one of many and all should be given due consideration.
When conflicts arise, many church members are reluctant to

speak up when, in fact, this is when the community most needs a
wide variety of ideas to consider. While it may be tempting to say,
“I’m not getting involved in that fight,” new ideas or positions
may be sorely needed. Conflict is not necessarily a win/lose situa-
tion. Sometimes an exit option is needed as a means of escaping
the power struggle between two positions, and the ideas of a by-
stander may very well provide that option.
A dose of respect for self is needed in order to jump into the

fray of conflict. Remember that a bystander’s contribution may
help the differing factions reframe the situation in a way they had
not even considered.
A fully developed Christian community will grasp the concept

of respect for others. It’s important to remember that everyone in-
volved is created in the image of God and must be treated with the
utmost respect. Character assassination, belittling remarks, and
deceitful practices that demean the worth of a person for whom
Christ died should not be tolerated.
Christians involved in conflict should respect others because

Christian love requires it and because every person in the conflict
has a truth we need to hear. Failing to respect anyone shuts us out
to part of the truth God has put within our community.
Finally, the Christian involved in church conflict should have

respect for the common good. The church is the embodiment of



Christ in our lives and is deserving of our highest respect. Al-
though we may not always agree with everything the pastor or
anyone else in the church says, we can disagree respectfully.
Churches will not be torn apart if all members have high respect
for their church community and keep protecting and preserving
the community as a goal during church conflict.

Diversity
“There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. There

are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are differ-
ent kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all
men. Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for
the common good” (1 Cor. 12:4-7). Of all people, Christians
should appreciate the importance of diversity in community.
One of the reasons we avoid conflict is because it highlights

our differences. There is comfort in thinking that we all are the
same. Many times our acceptance in the church community de-
pends on us being like the others with whom we worship. But the
Scripture is clear that while we worship the same God and serve
the same Lord, we have different gifts, we serve differently, and
we work differently. Have confidence that with the Lord’s help we
will be able to “fit these pieces into the breathtaking whole God
intends if only we are willing to struggle” (Westerhoff 2001, 56).
Paul writes that the differences God has placed within our com-

munity are for the common good. There is great strength in com-
munity when our variety of gifts all work in service to our mis-
sion. Celebrate our diversity and allow each of us to be the unique
person the Lord created us to be. To protect diversity is to some-
times encourage conflict, but if handled correctly, it will add great
strength to the community.

Accountability
One pastor we spoke with told of members in his church who

developed a musical group. Two of the group members were on
the church board and one was the Sunday School director. The
more the group performed together, the better they became, and



soon the group was getting invitations to be part of the Sunday
morning worship services in other churches. The musicians in-
formed the pastor that they would be missing church on many
Sunday mornings. The pastor asked if they had a limit in mind as
to the number of Sundays they would miss each month. They in-
dicated that they did not and that they planned to accept as many
invitations as they received. The pastor suggested that in that case
the Sunday School director and board members should resign their
positions. He indicated that it would be better if people in those
positions were regularly in church services. The group members
were extremely unhappy with the pastor and began to work to-
ward having the pastor removed from his position.
Accountability is not always a popular concept. The musical

group members apparently sensed no accountability to either the
pastor or the church.
Accountability issues are a source of frequent church conflicts.

A pastor we heard from told of a church board member he con-
fronted about a personal lifestyle issue that was clearly in viola-
tion of scriptural principles. He told her he did not see her behav-
ior as a good example in the church, particularly for a board
member. Shortly thereafter the woman’s husband stopped coming
to church altogether, and her children began harassing the pastor’s
children at school.
Members of Christian community are accountable to each other

and to church leadership for the lives they lead. Pastors are ac-
countable to church members and to denominational leadership
for their attitudes and actions.

Forgiveness
The pressure of conflict often causes people to say hurtful

things they would not say otherwise, and people are often deeply
hurt as a result of power struggles.
David Augsburger writes that true forgiveness re-creates as well

as reconciles. This happens when people release the past, view
the present in a new light, and open the future to new possibilities
(1992, 282). Em Griffin reports on research he did with college



students on forgiveness. When he asked them how they knew an-
other person had forgiven them, a frequent response was “the
person mentioned it to me once, but never mentioned it again.”*
The other person had released the past.

*Quoted from paper delivered by Em Griffin at a Religious Speech Commu-
nication Association convention.

But releasing the past is not enough if transformation is to take
place in the relationship and in the church. It is important for
both parties to be willing to see others in the conflict in new
ways. If individuals can put away the “us vs. them” way of think-
ing about those with whom they have been fighting, a new rela-
tionship can be created that allows both parties to see that they
really need each other. Finally, both parties should open them-
selves to new risks so that the present can be transformed into a
new reality that did not exist before. New ways of relating to each
other will open up new possibilities for service and ministry.
Through forgiveness, conflict can be an agent of transformation
that will allow God to “do a new thing” in His church.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . I was intrigued by the title of
a book, Great Church Fights, by Leslie Flynn. The book started
with the account of a group of children who worked hard to
build their own little cardboard clubhouse.
As they thought about their club rules, they put together

three rather useful ones:
1. Nobody act big.
2. Nobody act small.
3. Everybody act medium.
Impressive theology! And pretty good human relations.

“Acting medium” is essential for dealing with conflict accord-
ing to biblical principles. God was saying to His Church, “act
medium” when Paul wrote, “Be devoted to one another in
brotherly love; give preference to one another in honor” (Rom.
12:10, NASB). Living our scriptural principles in the community
of faith is showing grace to one another. The world does not



expect to receive grace from human beings. But this is founda-
tional to the Christian’s attitude and actions if conflict is to be
healthy and well managed in the church.
The pastor who took the risk to interface and build a bridge

between John and Alice is to be commended for providing a
compelling example of how to preserve community while bold-
ly stretching the church to commit to the missional goals.
Such accountability is one of the most demanding jobs of a lo-
cal pastor.
Early in my ministry I was made aware of a moral issue be-

tween a board member and a Sunday School teacher that ob-
viously violated scriptural teaching. Both had families and ex-
tended families in the church and were admired for their hard
work for the church. Nevertheless, I had to confront the moral
failure and request their resignations. A strong lay leader and
my denominational supervisor were kept informed, and I
sought their advice and counsel.
Some of the families impacted were distant from me and

even the services of the church for a few months, but time and
events eventually revealed the truth. The significance of the
moment of accountability for the health of the local body was
revealed when two leaders confessed that they had been dan-
gerously close to moral failures in their own lives, and the
courage to speak the truth in love had been the warning they
needed to resist the temptation.
The initial conflict became redemptive and transformation-

al in the long term. Such conflict management may not resem-
ble grace at first, but in the long haul God can use it to admin-
ister grace at a strategic time in the church’s life.





Contrary to popular opinion, conflict is not a sign of a weak
church, weak church leadership, or even a need for spiritual

renewal. And conflict isn’t necessarily a sign that a church has
spiritual problems. As a matter of fact, it can be a sign that nor-
mal, healthy growth—including spiritual growth—is taking place.
Conflict is a normal part of all human organizations, including the
church.
It could be argued that a pastor or lay leader should be con-

cerned if his or her church is completely conflict free. That could
be a sign that, instead of new growth occurring, the old ways of
doing things are going unchallenged and that new ideas are not
part of the church process. Then, if new members bring with them
new ideas, those new ideas can be seen as challenges by those in
power, and conflict is born.
Parsons and Leas go so far as to take the position that healthy

churches create tension. It is their opinion that tension helps
churches stay flexible and ready to change. They believe that if a
church lacks the ability to change, it will get stuck in a rut and be-
gin to decline (2001c, 64). As new people come, if the church fails
to adjust to meet their needs, the newcomers will walk in the front
door and right out the back.
Tension in the church not only keeps the church flexible but al-

so can help keep the staff and members current on their problem-
solving skills. With fresh problems presenting themselves regular-
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ly, members and staff learn to identify problems quickly and are
able to work together to solve them. When problems are solved
and their needs are met, people are at home in the church family,
and the Lord’s kingdom is advanced.
If a church is stuck in the rut of doing the same things in the

same way and spearheaded by the same people, no healthy ten-
sion is created to stretch its leaders in ways that can meet today’s
needs. Rick Ryding, former professor of Christian education at
Mount Vernon Nazarene University, is fond of saying, “The seven
last words of the church are, ‘We’ve never done it that way be-
fore.’” Effective problem solving provides fertile soil for new
growth.
Those who believe that conflict is a sign of a weak or sinful

church tend to deny that conflict exists in their churches. That de-
nial comes at a heavy price because conflict has to be managed if it
is to benefit the church. When the conflict is ignored or denied, the
opportunity to manage the conflict is lost. The conflict then takes
on a life of its own (Pneuman 2001, 51). People forget what they
were actually fighting about and before you know it, the conflict is
driving the church rather than the church managing the conflict.
Suddenly it’s not about the issues anymore; it’s about the pow-

er struggle itself. Without a clear issue to address, the conflict be-
comes extremely destructive and begins to tear down the Body,
leaving behind broken lives, compromised careers, and severed re-
lationships. The good news is that well-managed conflict can lead
to constructive growth and change in a church.

PASTORS’ SURVEY

We asked 40 pastors to identify the sources of conflict in their
churches. Of the 35 different sources these pastors identified, fol-
lowing are the most frequently mentioned and the number of pas-
tors who included that source in their list:

1. Communication problems (11)
2. Differences over church mission and direction (9)
3. Personality conflicts (7)
4. Family conflicts (i.e., husbands and wives, parents and



children, etc.) (6)
5. Competition (5)
6. Interpersonal relationships (5)
7. Misunderstandings (4)
8. Jealousy (3)
9. Turf protection (2)
10. Personal agendas (2)
11. Lack of forgiveness (2)
12. Work distribution in the church (2)
These identified sources fit into three broad categories with the

number of times each category was identified:
1. Relationship problems: communication, personality con-
flicts, family conflicts, interpersonal relationships, competi-
tion (28)

2. Spiritual problems: jealousy, lack of forgiveness, carnality,
envy (11)

3. Differences over mission and direction (9)
Three important observations can be made regarding these re-

sults. The first is that the church’s mission and direction was only
one of the 35 different sources of conflict pastors identified in the
church. All the others had to do with relationship problems and
spiritual problems in the community. Although it is likely that
some relationship problems are directly related to spiritual prob-
lems, there is no doubt that spiritually active and dedicated Chris-
tians still have relationship problems.
The second observation is that of the conflict sources identified

by the pastors, only 9 out of 48 were related to the church’s mis-
sion and direction. This means that more than 80 percent of the
time pastors believe the conflict in their churches is brought on by
relationship and spiritual problems.
The third important observation is what is not on the list. Only

one pastor was bold enough to take the position that 50 percent of
church conflict is caused by defensiveness on the part of the pas-
tor. Not one other pastor mentioned the pastor as a cause of
church conflict. We suspect that if lay members had filled out the
questionnaire, we would get a different story.



RESEARCHERS’ AND CHURCH CONSULTANTS’
PERSPECTIVES

While the perspective of pastors on the causes of church con-
flicts gives us important insight, it is not the only perspective.
Those who have served as church consultants and those who have
done research on church conflict also have valuable information to
share. From their combined experience, the following list of con-
flict sources emerges.

Communication
Bob has served Main Street Church as senior pastor for more

than 20 years. Also on staff are the associate pastor, the youth pas-
tor, and the worship pastor. Josh, the youth pastor, told Bob two
weeks ago that he had accepted a position at another church.
Staff meetings had been tense for the past couple of months—

ever since Josh took a group of young people to a professional base-
ball game, and it turned out several of the young people drank alco-
hol at the game. Bob believed Josh when he said he had no idea
they had been drinking until they got in the van to come home.
Even though the group was in a stadium that held more than
30,000, Bob felt Josh had not been diligent in overseeing the group.
Amazingly, the drinking incident wasn’t widely known

throughout the church. Bob and Josh met with the teens’ parents
to discuss the situation. One of the parents, Allison, was also a
board member, but Bob was sure none of the other board mem-
bers knew of the incident.
At the regular monthly board meeting when Bob announced

that Josh would be leaving, Josh was the only staff member who
wasn’t there.
“The next item on our agenda is not pleasant for me,” Bob an-

nounced to the board. “Josh has informed me that he will be leav-
ing to accept a position at another church. He will still be working
with youth but will have more administrative responsibilities. Josh
has basically done a good job for us, and I’m sure all of you know
that his isn’t an easy job.”



Allison was noticeably shaken when Bob announced that Josh
would be leaving, and he wondered if she was assuming that Josh
had been fired because of the drinking incident. The other board
members seemed to accept the announcement at face value. No
questions were asked, and Bob offered no further information.
A couple of days later, Bob received a call from a church mem-

ber saying that Josh was telling people that the pastor had “ripped
me up one side and down the other” in the board meeting. Bob
was confused. He racked his brain to figure out what he had said
that could have been taken that way.
Bob immediately went to Josh’s office, walked in, and closed

the door.
“Josh, is it true that you’re telling people that I ripped you up

one side and down the other in the board meeting when I an-
nounced your resignation?”
“What I heard is that you were really critical of the job I’ve

done as youth pastor. Is that true?”
“No, that isn’t true. I wouldn’t do that. Who told you that?”
“That’s what Mike (the associate pastor) told me the morning

after the board meeting.”
“What exactly did he tell you I said? Did he say I ripped you up

one side and down the other?”
“Not exactly. He said you didn’t have a lot of nice things to say

about my work here.”
“Well, it’s really not correct then to say I ripped you up one

side and down the other, is it?”
“Well, you didn’t exactly give me a ringing endorsement.”
“Even if that is true, Josh, you’re telling people I said something

that you know I didn’t say. That isn’t ethical or professional.”
Bob then headed immediately to Mike’s office, but Mike had al-

ready left the office for the day in order to take care of some
church banking business. Bob called Mike at home and told him
he had an important matter to discuss with him and wondered if
he would be willing to come back to the office. Mike agreed, and
about 20 minutes later he walked into Bob’s office.
“What’s up?”



“Mike, a problem has developed over my announcement in the
last board meeting that Josh was resigning. Josh tells me that the
next morning you told him that I was very critical of his work here
as youth pastor. Is that true?”
“Well, that’s how I interpreted what you said. You didn’t really

give him a ringing endorsement.”
“But, Mike, I didn’t say one critical word about Josh or the

work he’s done for us. I’m afraid you and Josh have done a lot of
damage with your reports about what took place in that meeting.
With him telling that story, the teens probably think I fired him. I
don’t know why you were telling Josh what happened in board
meeting anyway.”
“I’m sorry, Pastor. It won’t happen again.”
The situation at Main Street Church demonstrates the sort of

communication problems that can occur in church. Maybe Josh
sensed that Bob held him responsible for the drinking incident.
Then when Mike reported that Bob hadn’t given a “ringing endorse-
ment,” Josh’s imagination filled in the rest. Mike contributed to the
problem by passing along his interpretation of what the pastor said.
If he thought the pastor wasn’t giving Josh his due, he should have
taken it up with the pastor rather than reporting it to Josh.

Protecting Confidential Information
Another communication problem that plagues churches is the

failure to protect confidential information. Pastors and lay leaders
must be clear with members of committees and task forces when
discussions are confidential. On the flip side, pastoral staff and
church members need to honor that confidentiality when it is called
for. Some pastors and lay leaders have members sign a pledge of
confidentiality before serving on nominating or search committees.
Release of confidential information can destroy relationships, ca-
reers, and people’s reputations. A person who fails to respect confi-
dentiality should forfeit his or her right to serve on committees
where this is important. If a pastor fails to respect confidentiality,
this should be addressed in his or her performance review.



Communication Problems Caused by Conflict
Conflict itself is often the cause of communication difficulties.

People in conflict may become overly defensive and put up emo-
tional walls to defend themselves. These walls keep information
from coming in and going out, and rumors and misunderstandings
abound, intensifying the conflict. Essentially, the conflict starts feed-
ing on itself, becoming more complicated and difficult to resolve.
Pneuman reports that when a church is troubled, the informa-

tion exchanged between the church staff and the board is often in-
adequate, causing people to feel they are being deliberately misin-
formed or that information is being hidden from them. When an
“us vs. them” mentality forms and angry words are exchanged,
the original issue takes a backseat to which side will win and
which side will lose. This fight is much more difficult to resolve.

Power
The pastors who filled out our survey gave many examples of

fights in their churches that were basically power struggles—usu-
ally over who was going to control what was happening in the
church. Here are some examples:

� New people come in and challenge the way things are done.
� Newly elected church officers try to stamp their individuality
on their areas of responsibility, producing resistance from
those who are affected.

� Young people resent the older people controlling their activi-
ties and want to try things not previously allowed.

� The pastor has ideas on how to run the church while the
church board thinks it should set the direction.

All of these situations are struggles for control, and they are a
common source of church conflict.
One pastor reported an intense struggle between a group of

older, longtime members and a group of younger, newer members
who wanted to see change. While these conflicts appeared on the
surface to be about music style, use of liturgy, and other matters
of church polity and practice, the underlying issue was a quest for
power.



The older members thought the younger members didn’t have
enough experience to run the church. The younger members
thought the older members were out of touch. But the only con-
flicts addressed were the surface ones, and the underlying conflict
was never really resolved. So the conflict kept reappearing in one
form or another, and people started leaving the church.
Power struggles between the pastor and the board or other in-

fluential members have the capacity to do great damage to the
church’s effectiveness and future. Some cases result in the pastor
or the church members—and sometimes both—leaving the
church, seriously disrupting the church’s ability to achieve its mis-
sion. Other struggles occur over church resources, causing mem-
bers to withdraw their attendance and their financial support.
An essential ingredient for a sense of community to exist in the

church is for members to be accountable to one another. If a pow-
er struggle develops from a lack of accountability, the church has
some very deep issues to deal with that will challenge its spiritual
heart and soul.
Cosgrove and Hatfield make the point that some pastors may

resort to political maneuvering to keep those who differ with them
on certain issues from getting positions of power in the church
(1994, 21). Pneuman makes a similar point by saying that some
pastors have been known to “stack the lay leadership of the con-
gregation with folks who support whatever the pastor is trying to
lead the church to do and be” (2001, 53).
If those who differ with the pastor perceive that they are rou-

tinely excluded from positions of leadership in the church, the
pastor can expect either continual, unproductive conflicts or for
many creative and insightful people who happen to differ with the
pastor to leave the church. Neither of these outcomes will result in
the church achieving its potential for ministry, and the church will
continually fall short of what the Lord has called it to be.

Value and Need Differences
“Conflicts stemming from incompatible personal values and

needs are some of the most difficult to resolve. They often become
highly emotional and take on moral overtones. A disagreement



about who is factually correct easily turns into a bitter argument
over who is morally right” (Whetten and Cameron 1998, 323; see
also Halverstadt 1991, 2; Pneuman 2001, 45; and “When Conflict
Erupts in Your Church,” 15). Almost all of us know of church
splits resulting from differences over worship styles such as con-
temporary music vs. traditional music, theology, social action,
evangelism, and so forth, because those involved see these con-
flicts as being at the core of what the church is about.
In these disagreements it is often nearly impossible to reach a

compromise that permits everyone to feel as though he or she has
had input into the final decision. Either-or fights seldom have a
win-win outcome. They almost always produce win-lose or even
lose-lose outcomes.
For those involved, church fights are not about incidentals but

rather about the core values on which the church is based. And
that is exactly why they often turn so nasty.

Need for Respect
“Whatever the surface issues in dispute, the underlying cause

of conflict usually lies in the deprivation of basic human needs
like love and respect. . . . If disputes resemble the matches that
light the fire, the frustration of needs is like the flammable tinder”
(Ury 1999, 118).
People often expect their churches to be the place where their

basic need for love and respect will be met, particularly if it’s not
being met at home or at work. One pastor reported about a new
convert who was angry when he was not appointed as a Sunday
School teacher. He felt the pastor didn’t appreciate his gifts, and
he started talking to longtime members in an effort to gain their
support in putting pressure on the pastor to give him this assign-
ment. Fortunately the veteran members recognized and supported
the pastor’s position that the new convert needed to mature spiri-
tually before he would be ready to take on a teaching position.
This need for respect is also frustrated when people feel that

their opinions are not listened to or valued. Of course, we are all
ready to listen to supportive opinions but find it much harder to



listen to those who disagree with us. Pastors and lay leaders will
want to be very sensitive to the opinions of new people and those
who have differing opinions. When people feel shut out, their
need for respect is frustrated and the seeds of conflict are planted.

Scarce Resources
“A church system that is losing such resources as money, vol-

unteer work hours, communal self-esteem, or status in the larger
community is ‘put on edge’ emotionally. Parties to conflicts within
that system are more likely to displace and act out system tensions
and fears on one another” (Halverstadt 1991, 68).
When there is a fixed amount of resources to be distributed

throughout an organization and those resources are scarce, this
can set off conflict that is generally win-lose in nature. Those who
are the losers are not likely to be supportive of the decisions.
Scarcity of resources also sets off self-esteem problems because

members wonder why new members are not coming into the
church, why current members aren’t giving more, or why so few
people are volunteering to carry out church activities. This can re-
sult in finger pointing at someone else as being the cause of the
problem. The resulting resentment can cause conflict that is diffi-
cult to pinpoint or resolve. It will be necessary to focus back on
the basic mission of the church and away from the defensiveness
caused by scarcity of resources.

Change
Change is a source of conflict that was not mentioned by any of

the pastors who completed our survey. Perhaps because pastors
are often the initiators of change, and they were reluctant to name
themselves as a source of conflict in the church. Many books on
leadership encourage pastors to make significant changes in the
church early in their tenures to demonstrate their ability to pro-
vide the leadership the church needs, thus inspiring confidence.
However, new pastors rushing into change frequently produce

conflict (Pneuman 2001, 49). Perhaps the change is warranted to
move a church away from lethargy and apathy, but the pastor and



church leaders should be aware that if the conflict is not handled
effectively, it could have negative results such as loss of resources
and membership.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . One of the values I have
found in attending seminars or reading the literature that an-
alyzes church conflict is realizing not only that conflict is nor-
mal in any alive, growing organization but also that such
knowledge gives insight into how to classify conflict. It is es-
sential for leaders to pray for wisdom to know if the conflict is
more a relational and communication breakdown, a result of
sin and spiritual immaturity, or perhaps a basic philosophi-
cal/missional difference.
Perhaps the most memorable conflict in my ministry came

while I was a young and inexperienced pastor. The church was
growing through outreach to young adults in our community.
New converts were being baptized, received into the member-
ship of the church, and finding places of leadership and ser -
vice in the congregation. A strong and influential leader took
me to lunch and told me we could not assimilate so many new
members. He further opposed the new building we desperately
needed for Christian education and fellowship.
As the pastor and leader who was casting the vision for the

future of the church, I had to boldly communicate to the lay
leaders and congregation that our church had to continue
evangelizing our community and providing space to disciple
and fold these new Christians into our church family. Thank-
fully, the church continued to reach new people for Christ, and
the new building was constructed. Pastor Bob could probably
have avoided some of the conflict that developed over the res-
ignation of the youth pastor if he had a policy of handling deli-
cate personnel issues in executive session that would have dis-
missed other church employees like Mike from the meeting.
This could have prevented the misrepresentation of how the
resignation was handled by the senior pastor. Some conflict



can be avoided by carefully planning meetings in a way that
anticipates possible misunderstandings that use up the spiritu-
al and relational resources that detract from the church’s
main purpose.



It’s important for church leaders to effectively identify differenttypes of conflict and be equipped to respond accordingly. Speed
Leas, in Moving Your Church Through Conflict, has contributed
greatly to providing insight into different conflict levels and devel-
oping understanding and conflict resolution strategies. His book
forms the basis for most of the material in this chapter.

ASSUMPTIONS

The concept of conflict levels is based on several assumptions.
The first is that there are differences in conflict levels according
to the level of intensity the conflict has achieved. These levels
can be identified by (1) the objectives parties are attempting to
achieve and (2) the language they use to talk about the conflict
(Leas 2001c, 19). Church leaders should analyze these two factors
before deciding on a response.
The second assumption is that the response of church leaders

must be appropriate to the level of conflict. There are no cookie-
cutter approaches to dealing with conflict. The wrong response
could make an intense conflict worse.
The third assumption is that conflict is experienced different-

ly by different people within the same church (18). Some mem-
bers may consider the conflict a threat to the church’s very exis-
tence while others cannot figure out why people are so upset.

4

CONFLICT LEVELS



The final assumption we will make is that conflicts do not all
start small. Many pastors assume they will have a chance to deal
with all conflicts at low levels, thereby avoiding major upheaval.
Unfortunately, this is probably not true.
Leas writes, “I doubt that future researchers will be able to

show a predictable pattern of conflict development from easy to
difficult. Depending on what is at stake, the level of fear in the
system (or individual), the skill with which people manage differ-
ences, and other such factors, conflict may begin at high levels
without going through easier, lower ‘stages’” (18).

CONFLICT LEVELS

In discussing conflict levels, it is important to remember that
we are defining conflict as power struggles over differences. There-
fore, when church members become aware that they have compet-
ing goals or differing opinions, this does not mean they are auto-
matically in conflict.* Based on our definition, then, we will
discuss five levels. The first two are really preconflict levels fol-
lowed by three levels of actual conflict. Our levels are as follows:
1. Awareness of Differences
2. Confronting the Differences
3. Power Struggles
4. Fight or Flight
5. Intractable

*Our approach differs from that of Leas on this point. He calls his first two
levels of conflict “Problems to Solve” and “Disagreement.” Since our definition
of conflict includes a power struggle, our first level of conflict “Power Struggles”
is the same as his third level “Contest.”

Awareness of Differences
At the preconflict level, members become aware that others in

the church disagree with them on important matters. Some people
have aggressive evangelistic goals for the church while others put
more emphasis on discipleship. Some value a structured, formal
worship style while others value an informal, less-structured ser -
vice. For the awareness of differences to exist, the differences must



be significant.
Now members must decide how to respond. They can tell

themselves that differences are to be expected in the church and
decide to live with it. They will only do this if they see more risk
in exposing their differences than in confronting them. People are
not likely to expose the fact that they disagree if they think people
who are important to them will be displeased and their place in
the group will be jeopardized.
At this point, the differing members have not engaged each

other on the differences, but they may have discussed them with
the pastor or other members they know and trust. These discus-
sions are designed to help the members determine if they are
alone in their thinking. In higher levels the purpose of these dis-
cussions will be to recruit allies.
Communication about the issues at this point is very rational,

emotions are under control, and those involved are taking full re-
sponsibility for their positions. Personalities are not involved, and
they are directly confronting just the issues. If they determine that
the evidence does not support their conclusion, they are open to
modifying their positions.
If church leaders discover that members are differing over sig-

nificant issues, they should attempt to get a rational discussion go-
ing with those members. At this point the members need informa-
tion that will help them understand the issues more fully. They
may be open to alternative points of view that could result in bet-
ter understanding of themselves, their church, and their faith. This
is an important growth opportunity for these members and the
church as a whole.

Confronting the Differences
At this second precursor level of conflict members decide to

confront the differences they perceive with others in the church.
Their goal is to get others to agree with their position.
They begin to form arguments that they think will be persuasive in

getting church leadership to see things their way. If they are in con-
flict with church leaders, they begin thinking of ways to get other



members to support them. They are designing strategies that they
hope will result in their values and interests prevailing in the church.
The openness to other ideas that we found in level one is missing

in level two. The objective now is more about persuading others to
agree with them than it is to fully understand the issues. They decide
whether new information is right or wrong based on whether it con-
firms what they already believe. Evidence supporting their position is
accepted; evidence refuting their position is rejected.
Communication at level one was characterized by rational, spe-

cific descriptions of the problem. At this level people focus more
on trends or movements they perceive as either supporting or
threatening their positions (Leas 2001c, 19). It becomes harder to
get people to make clear connections between evidence and con-
clusions in their arguments about issues. They don’t feel as close
to some people in the church as they once did. When they actual-
ly engage in discussions with those with whom they differ, it is of-
ten difficult to see how their responses match with the point the
other person is making.
We see increasing emotional distancing from those with whom

they differ. Some say this distance is being created to prepare for
an attack. Before they can feel justified in attacking the opponent,
the opponent must be made out to be the enemy.
In addition to emotional distance, the emotional “tide” is rising

at level two. This should be the focus of church leaders who are
attempting to keep these differences from developing into a power
struggle. This is the optimal point for church leaders to have a
positive influence. If they can intervene before the power struggle
breaks out into the open, it will be easier to get the parties to lis-
ten to each other. Once people make their stands on issues public,
it is difficult to get them to change.
Whether the two sides will begin to listen to each other de-

pends highly on the amount of trust between the two factions and
the amount of trust both sides feel toward church leadership.
Leaders must focus on helping all members see that everyone in
the church is committed to the same mission or purpose and reas-
sure both parties that leadership can be trusted to protect the par-



ties’ respective interests. If that base of trust is established, then
perhaps the leader can help the members trust each other.
Muzafer Sherif’s research demonstrated the importance of get-

ting people of differing positions to focus on what he called “super-
ordinate goals.”* This takes the focus off the differences and places
it on the aspects of the community that all members hold in com-
mon. In the church setting, leaders can help differing members see
the church’s mission or vision for the future as a superordinate
goal. Ideally, members will direct their individual goals and objec-
tives toward achieving the mission the Lord has for the church.

*Taken from graduate course in social psychology attended by author and
taught by Carolyn Sherif at Pennsylania State University, 1972.

Note that we are not saying that these members should put
aside their individual interests, because that is unlikely. Rather
they must see that their individual interests will be achieved at
least as well, if not more fully, by focusing on the more all-encom-
passing goal of the church’s mission.
We referred earlier to a church member who said to a pastor,

“We don’t agree on much, but I trust your heart.” Once trust like
this has been established, a foundation has been created on which
to base a discussion of the issues.
Perhaps an ad hoc committee could be formed to address the

issue with representatives of the differing positions asked to serve
on the committee. Sherif’s research demonstrated conclusively
that putting those of differing opinions in the same group to work
together works only at levels one and two of the conflict. Once the
conflict has broken out into the open, this strategy has less chance
of working.
When people at high conflict levels are put together in a group

charged with arriving at a mutually acceptable solution, the meet-
ing becomes a new arena in which to wage the conflict. Rather
than a productive problem-solving exercise, this often adds fuel to
the fire and does not have a positive outcome.

Power Struggles



At this first open conflict level, the differences between mem-
bers have broken out into win-lose power struggles (Leas 2001c,
20). Uninvolved members begin to notice that people on one side
of the conflict are consciously avoiding contact with those on the
other side. Of course, this separation only serves to keep the con-
flict from being resolved, but the emotional tide is now so high
that members of opposing groups feel uncomfortable being around
each other.
Communication at this level is marked by distortion, innuendo,

and extremes. Those outside the conflict are confused by people
they considered rational making highly irrational statements.
The power struggle becomes evident as members form al-

liances to defeat the “enemy.” All energies are now directed into
winning the battle; discussions are about personalities rather than
issues. Strategies are planned to exclude the opposing party from
the church’s decision-making processes.
Members are not yet at the point of attempting to drive the op-

position from the church, which is typical of the fight or flight
stage. At this level the parties are still engaging each other as
members of the same organization. They believe they will eventu-
ally be able to win the battle and those who opposed them will
come around.
Those who are attempting to manage the conflict should begin

by working with the respective sides separately in an effort to low-
er the intensity of emotions. Only then will they be able to ration-
ally discuss issues. If emotions are especially high, church leaders
may want to seek outside help to deal with the situation. Speed
Leas takes the position that outside help is needed in most church-
es when the conflict actually breaks out into the open.
Outside help can be particularly vital if the pastor is one of the

parties to the conflict. Once the pastor is identified as a party to
the conflict, he or she loses the ability to have significant influ-
ence on those who are taking the opposing view. It may be in the
pastor’s best interest to bring in outside help so that the conflict
does not move to the fight or flight level where major segments of
the church are working to drive the pastor and his or her allies out



of the church.
The conflict manager’s primary goal at this level is to encour-

age the development of a cooperative rather than competitive
frame for the discussions and to focus on interests rather than on
positions (Ury 1999, 41-42). Conflict managers may be able to
help opposing parties see that they share similar interests even
though they have taken very different positions in the conflict.
Once similar interests are identified, a more cooperative frame can
be placed on the discussions.

Fight or Flight
When conflict reaches this level, it is very dangerous to the

well-being of the church as a whole, membership and leadership
alike. Now the fighting parties are taking the position that there is
not enough room in the church for them and the members on the
other side of the issue. The focus on what is good for the church
as a whole is replaced by what is good only for one’s own coali-
tion or subgroup.
Communication is reduced to bitter, hurtful comments intended

to drive others out of the church. If by the grace of God there is a
positive outcome to the conflict, when it is over, some members
will need to ask for forgiveness and repent for some of the things
they said and did.
The pastor and board should not assume that they have the re-

sources necessary to deal with conflict at this level without out-
side help. Neither should they appoint an individual who leads
one of the warring coalitions to head up a task force to look into
the problem (Leas 2001c, 22). There is little likelihood that one
who has already taken one side or the other will be able to focus
on the good of the church. It is more likely such a person will do
whatever serves his or her coalition, hoping in the end to drive
out the opposition.
If the pastor is a party to such a conflict, it may or may not

help to involve higher denominational authorities. Pastors who re-
sponded to our survey reported both positive and negative results
of such intervention. The advantage of an outside consultant is
that he or she is not automatically viewed as someone who is bi-



ased toward or against the pastor’s side of the conflict.

Intractable
In describing this most intense level of conflict, Speed Leas

writes, “An example of this kind of behavior in churches is where
members of a church which has dismissed a pastor feel con-
strained to see that the pastor does not get another church posi-
tion, and hinder the pastor’s search” (22). Parties to the conflict at
this level are not just angry, they are out for revenge, hoping to do
real harm to those on the other side.
Here the language takes on the characteristics of what Eric Hof-

fer calls the “true believer.” Such a person believes that he or she
is fighting for eternal principles of much greater importance than
any local issue. The other side is characterized as having evil in-
tents, which can only be responded to by attack. An all-out effort
to drive them out of the church is launched.
Those who disagree with the “true believers” are called “evil”

and “out to destroy our church.” They may even be labeled as
“aligned with the forces of Satan.” The prognosis is very poor for
a successful conclusion to conflict at this level.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . As pastor of a large church, I

chair a church board with a diverse group of construction workers,

homemakers, university professors, medical doctors, union workers,

teachers, lawyers, home-school parents, and so forth, who have

every imaginable perspective and expectation for the church.

Recently some of our youth interns were required to attend a

church board meeting for a class at the university, and it was a meet-

ing consisting of a one-hour discussion of one agenda item with mo-

tions, amendments, substitute motions, motions for the previous

question, and about every possible parliamentary procedure in

Robert’s Rules of Order. Afterward, one of the wide-eyed interns

asked what I thought about all the comments from the fellow on the

back row. I explained that I thought he asked some good questions.

His arguments perfected the recommendation into a better decision

than it would have been without the courteous but spirited discussion.



I knew this group of individuals and trusted them to handle the con-

flict in a positive and constructive way. After the meeting, members

whose opinions differed during the discussion lingered together in the

hallways and on the parking lot laughing and talking about their golf

scores and making points they forgot to bring out in the previous dis-

cussion. It was the Body of Christ at its best.

If as the presiding leader I had sensed that the reasoned discus-

sion with emotions under control was getting out of hand and focus-

ing on personalities, if I had discerned that there was a growing lack

of love and trust that might undermine the unity of our community, if

they started attacking those on the other side of the issue as though

they were the “enemy,” then it would have been my responsibility to

step in to keep the conflict from emerging into a win-lose power

struggle.

When conflict is not handled lovingly, it not only is a distraction to

Christian believers but also consumes essential resources that should

be channeled toward the mission of the church. The world will be more

apt to believe that Jesus was sent by God to the earth—not just when

we have better evangelistic tools and excellent buildings and inspiring

music and seeker-sensitive sermons—the world will believe He is the

answer as they see us lovingly problem-solve.





Over the years school shootings have rocked the United States.
These destructive conflicts have created a thirst for informa-

tion on the warning signs that violence is about to erupt.
As it turns out, in almost every instance there were largely ig-

nored early indications that trouble was brewing. A lot of atten-
tion is now being focused on two things: Learning to identify early
warning signs and learning how to respond when the warning
signs appear.
William Ury, in his book Getting to Peace, describes many con-

flicts where identifying early warning signs were picked up and offi-
cials intervened, successfully averting a destructive situation. Church
leaders can learn important lessons here about detecting trouble and
intervening to forestall a conflict’s potentially damaging effects.

WHY IS EARLY INTERVENTION EFFECTIVE?
Identifying early warning signals of conflict and intervening ef-

fectively has two important benefits. The first is that those in-
volved can deal with the conflict when emotions are under control
and before it becomes explosive.

5

EARLY WARNING
SIGNALS AND CREATING

FIREWALLS



Also, dealing with early warning signs often keeps a second
wave of conflict from developing. Suppose a church is dealing
with fewer and fewer people volunteering for jobs in the church.
This could be an early sign that conflict is developing. If church
leaders deal with this right away, they may avoid a much nastier
conflict over why they didn’t act sooner. It’s much less tumultuous
to deal with a drop in the number of volunteers than with frustra-
tion among members over a lack of leadership.
Let’s discuss some early warning signals of church conflict and

what church leaders can do to create “firewalls” to keep the con-
flict from destroying their churches.

EARLY WARNING SIGNALS

Early warning signals of potential conflict in churches come in
three forms: attitudes, behaviors, and systemic indicators.

Attitudes
Three attitudes that are breeding grounds for conflict are

closed-mindedness, authoritarianism, and a win-lose orientation.
When these attitudes are found in the church, the seed of conflict
has been planted. 

Closed-mindedness is probably the attitude of church members
that most frequently leads to conflict. A member who suffers from
closed-mindedness sees everyone in the church in one of two
camps: those who agree with him or her and those who are wrong.
Imagine the response of closed-minded people when a new

pastor makes suggestions on changes that should be made to at-
tract new members. The pastor is at first gently informed that
things have been done this way for many years. If the pastor per-
sists, he or she is reminded that the people who support the
church and pay his or her salary want things to remain the way
they are. If the pastor remains convinced that changes should be
made, the power struggle likely breaks out into the open and the
church is in conflict.
People develop and maintain attitudes because those attitudes

serve their interests. When a worship style, version of the Bible, or



approach to Bible study provides a sense of security for people,
they develop attitudes that will help protect the things that are
comfortable for them. People can defend their interests more easily
when they are convinced that their way is right and all others are
wrong. They begin to build a defensive structure to ward off oppo-
sition. They look for Bible verses to support their position. They
build alliances with others who agree with them. They read books
by authors who agree with their position. In extreme cases, those
who dare disagree are seen as attacking the Bible and the church.
When church leaders see extremely closed-minded attitudes de-

veloping, they should take this as an early warning sign that con-
flict is on the way.

Authoritarianism develops when closed-minded people devel-
op a strong desire to control other members. If these people get in-
to positions of power, they not only are not open to change but al-
so are in a position to impose their views on others.
The authoritarian attitude of the pastor is a frequent source of

church conflict, especially if the pastor has been at the church for
an extended time (10 years or more).
Some pastors become convinced that they know better than

anyone else what is right for the church. They resist other views
and use their power to entrench their positions. Other pastors be-
come comfortable with a particular way of doing things and then
convince themselves that it is the only right way. Still others de-
velop a defensiveness growing out of their own personal insecuri-
ty, and they develop an authoritarian attitude to ward off chal-
lenges to their positions. The one pastor who indicated that
pastors are a source of conflict estimated that half of church con-
flicts are caused by defensiveness on the pastor’s part.
Trouble may begin when new people come into the church

with ideas for change they think will help the church grow. The
pastor with an authoritarian personality quickly resorts to power
moves to ward off the attack, and the church finds itself in con-
flict.
A win-lose attitude is the third early warning sign that the

church is headed for conflict. People with this attitude see them-



selves in competition with those around them. Every disagreement
is a battle where someone will win and someone else will lose.
The cooperative personality looks for ways to agree with others to
build strong relationships. The competitive personality looks for
weaknesses in others to use as a way to gain an advantage.

Behaviors
Certain behaviors can signal that conflict may be on the way.

When leaders see these behaviors, they should be on the lookout
for conflict.

Drop in attendance is one of the earliest indicators of emerging
conflict (Leas 2001c, 14). It may mean that those who are frustrat-
ed but not heavily invested in the church are leaving. Even more
worrisome, however, is that others who are frustrated and heavily
invested may be staying to fight. This is why it is important to talk
with people who leave the church. Church leaders may discover
frustrations they were unaware of and can then take action to ad-
dress them.

Withholding of financial resources and withdrawal of mem-
bership are two other indicators, but they are generally not as ear-
ly a warning as drop in attendance (14). Withdrawal of member-
ship may not occur until the church conflict is well under way.
Church leaders make a mistake if they do not take action until
members begin to withdraw their membership. There are almost
certainly other early warning signals they are ignoring.

Withdrawal of personal contacts should be taken as an early
warning sign of approaching conflict (14). Sometimes the pastor
will notice that people who often talked with him or her in the
past hardly stop to talk at all anymore or may stop coming to
functions they know the pastor will attend. This development
should be looked into to see if there is trouble brewing.
While there may be other very understandable reasons for

these changes, such as a revised work schedule, an expression of
concern from the pastor may go a long way. If there is a problem,
the pastor has taken the initiative to address it.

An increase in complaints is another behavioral indicator that



conflict may be on the way (14). Every church has chronic com-
plainers, so the pastor must have his or her hand on the pulse of
the church to know when the number and severity of complaints
has increased. When members who are usually satisfied begin to
complain, church leadership should pay attention.

Deterioration in critical church relationships. Mary was the
secretary at the Colonial Hills Community Church. She liked to tell
people she had trained two pastors, three youth pastors, and two
worship ministers during her 10 years as church secretary. Mark
was the fourth youth pastor to come along during her tenure.
Sue, the senior pastor, was starting to get vibes that things were

not going well between Mary and Mark. Mark was enormously
popular with the young people of the church. He stayed up until
all hours of the night with them, visited them at their high
schools, and had a wonderful sense of humor.
One day Mary overheard one of the young people saying how

refreshing it was to have a youth pastor with a sense of humor.
The teenager said she was tired of adults in the church who were
sourpusses like Mary. Mary was devastated. She began asking her
friends if they thought she was a sourpuss, and of course, her
friends told her they didn’t think so at all. She told her friends that
ever since Mark came as youth pastor, the teens had been refer-
ring to her as a sourpuss.
One of Mary’s friends, Anne, was the mother of two teens in

the group. Anne took her daughter Kim aside one day.
“Kim, how are things going in the teen group?”
“Oh, great, Mom. I think Mark is awesome.”
“What makes him so great?”
“He’s just like us. He has a great sense of humor. He has us

laughing most of the time.”
“I hope he gets serious sometimes.”
“Mom,” Kim replied with an obvious tone of exasperation in

her voice, “he’s a pastor. That’s what pastors do. What do you
think, he has to be serious all the time? I get tired of the adults in
the church sometimes. You all need to lighten up. Especially Mary.
She’s a real grouch.”



Anne was barely able to restrain her anger at hearing her friend
described that way. “Who told you Mary was a grouch?”
Now Kim is really getting irritated. She answers with anger ris-

ing in her voice.
“You see, Mom, that’s exactly what I mean. You adults are al-

ways trying to crack down on somebody. Lighten up!”
Anne is not used to Kim talking to her that way. She is con-

vinced that the things Kim is saying must have come from Mark.
Meanwhile, Mark is beginning to resent Mary talking to him as

though she were his boss. He realizes he had a lot to learn, but he
figured that once he began to learn his way around she would rec-
ognize him as a professional and not tell him what to do so much.
Unfortunately, he had seen no sign of that, and it was really begin-
ning to get to him.
In fact, Mark was being very professional about his relationship

with Mary. He had not said a word about her to the teens and cer-
tainly did not refer to her as a sourpuss. He had heard several of
the teens talk about her that way, however. One night when he
heard them talking that way, he confronted them.
“Hey, you guys, that’s no way to talk about Mary.”
“Aw, come on, Mark,” said Brian. “Mary could turn milk sour

just by looking at it. I’ll bet she wakes up with a frown from ear to
ear every morning. I can just hear her now. ‘There go those
teenagers again, acting like life was fun or something.’”
Jennifer chimed in her support, imitating Mary’s high-pitched

voice perfectly. “You kids are beginning to get on my nerves.” The
whole group laughed.
Mark decided then that he was going to gear an upcoming de-

votional to a discussion about being loving in relationships. He al-
so knew he was going to have to talk with Sue about his relation-
ship with Mary because right now he did not feel very loving
toward her himself.
When Pastor Sue learns that this conflict is developing, hope-

fully she will realize that the conflict between Mark and Mary is
only one aspect of it. It has the potential to spin off into conflicts
between teens and parents as well as between Mark and parents.



If she approaches it as only between Mary and Mark, she will
miss early warning signs of other conflicts that are developing.
One pastor who filled out our survey wrote about problems

that developed between the church’s secretary and the children’s
pastor in his church. These people in critical positions could begin
to build alliances around them. Before you know it, you have war-
ring camps in opposition to each other.
A pastor could take the approach that these two adults should

be able to work this out for themselves. This pastor, however, took
the deterioration as an early warning signal and took the initiative.
He talked to each of them separately to express his concern. He
asked that they let him know if there was some way he could help
them address their differences. Fortunately, the situation appeared
to be improving.
Sometimes church members and staff members—particularly

those in important positions—have poor communication skills in
handling differences with others. If this is the case, it is an early
warning signal that conflict is likely to break out in the areas
where they serve.
While the pastor may be able to make a change in the case of

the staff member, it would not be so easy with a church member
in an elected position. One of the difficulties with volunteer organ-
izations is that there may not be anyone else who can fill the posi-
tion the person holds. In that case, church leadership must be con-
tinually alert for potential conflict coming from those areas. This is
not an enviable position for any church leader.

Provoking incidents should always be considered an early
warning of potential conflict. In the most extreme cases, this
would include threatening remarks or charges that are made
against others in the church. These comments should never be
passed off lightly or assumed to be nothing but talk.
One pastor who completed our survey wrote about a person in

the church having a dream about an older member of the church.
In her dream this older man had committed a serious crime. She
told her granddaughter, who was a member of the church’s teen
group, that she should stay away from that man because he had



committed a serious crime. The girl then told her youth pastor
what her grandmother had said.
Unfortunately, this situation did not turn out well. In the end

the youth pastor had to leave the church, and the incident turned
out badly for the teen and her family. When incidents like this oc-
cur, the pastor should assume that it would take a miracle to keep
conflict from erupting. These sorts of incidents have the potential
of doing great damage to churches, to the careers of pastors, and
to the lives of the people in the church.
Pastors and church members alike must be held accountable

for their words, particularly when they are threatening or accusa-
tory in nature. Unless these members are confronted in love about
this type of talk, it can become a cancer that is destructive to
Christian community in the church.

Systemic Indicators
Sometimes there are signs in the system itself that conflict is on

the way.
One of these is the tendency for the relationships between

people in the church to be superficial. The communication sys-
tems in some churches tell members to always put on a happy
face. People tend to keep their problems and frustrations to them-
selves because of unspoken messages to say something positive or
say nothing at all. If these frustrations build to an explosion, the
church will have a big problem that will probably necessitate out-
side help.
A second sign of impending problems in the system is that

church leaders are unable or unwilling to recognize problems
(Leas 2001c, 26). Pastors and lay leaders often say they are the last
to know what is going on in the church. This happens sometimes
because members sense—rightly or wrongly—that leadership
doesn’t really want to hear about problems. Again, frustrations
within the membership build.
In some cases, people in leadership positions are really not in-

terested in knowing the frustrations members have with what is
happening at the church. In either case, the frustrated members



are without a healthy means of addressing their differences.
A third systemic factor is the existence of a competitive goal

structure in the church (Johnson and Johnson 1982, 251). Pas-
tors, like other leaders, should be careful not to set up competitive
reward systems in the church that lead people to believe that the
only way they can succeed is if someone else fails. Some kinds of
competition in a church are healthy, but members should never
feel that they must compete with others for the approval of the
pastor or other leaders.
Another system signal occurs when members form power al-

liances rather than directly address their differences (Leas
2001d, 17). People are more attracted by those who agree with
them than by those who disagree. Therefore, when a difference of
opinion develops, they avoid the person who disagrees, forming
coalitions with people who share their opinion, rather than direct-
ly addressing their differences. Warring camps are formed, frustra-
tions increase, and differences go unaddressed.

CREATING FIREWALLS

Firewalls are built into computer systems to keep viruses and oth-
er unwanted intrusions out of the system. In the same way, churches
can build “firewalls” into the church’s communication system to
help keep conflict from doing serious damage (Gulbranson 1998).
Firewalls can serve two important purposes in the church.

First, they can keep some frustrations from developing by dealing
with situations before conflict breaks out. Second, they provide a
means of dealing early on with those frustrations that do develop
while they are still manageable.
There are four important strategies pastors can take to con-

struct firewalls in the congregation.
1. Openly acknowledge that conflict is expected and can be an
avenue for growth.

2. Develop a reputation for fair and equitable decisions.
3. Develop an early alert system.
4. Establish a Community Development Team.



Openly acknowledge that conflict is expected and an avenue
for growth. When people realize that conflict is a normal part of
any church life, they are more likely to talk about the conflicts
they observe. Church members are more inclined to express their
opinions when they realize that having people of differing opin-
ions is a strength rather than a weakness. The more ideas the
church has to draw from on how to make the church grow, the
better off it will be.
People with differing points of view will be watching to see if

their ideas are just dropped or are taken seriously. If the pastor lis-
tens politely, smiles, nods, and then does what he or she was plan-
ning to do all along, members get cynical and frustrated. When dif-
ferences of opinion are expressed, it is very important that church
leadership welcomes and seriously considers all suggestions.

Develop a reputation for fair and equitable decisions. Church
members must perceive that when they express their frustrations,
they get a fair hearing followed by a process that treats all mem-
bers fairly (Ury 1999, 172). The church is not immune to situa-
tions in which powerful families are given preferential treatment.
The pastor must make sure that all constituencies in the church

are listened to carefully (Pneuman 2001, 53) and responded to
fairly. This allows construction of another firewall that keeps con-
flict from having its potentially destructive effects on the develop-
ment of Christian community.
This is particularly important with regard to distributing the

church’s resources. These resources could be finances, the pastor’s
time and energies, physical space, or materials. The process by which
those resources are allocated throughout the church should demon-
strate that all parties have equal representation and consideration.

Develop an early alert system. Training church members to
identify the warning signals of impending conflict will create an ear-
ly alert system to spot “smoldering embers” before they erupt into
flames. The people who are closest to frustrated members will be
the first to see the early warning signs and are the ideal ones to alert
church leadership that trouble may be brewing (Ury 1999, 131).
To build these firewalls, the pastor must take three actions:



1. Convince all members that it is important for everyone to be
on the alert for early warning signs.

2. Train members to identify early warning signs.
3. Develop response strategies to be implemented when early
warning signs are detected.

Church members should have training to learn to manage dif-
ferences before the differences become power struggles. This train-
ing builds firewalls throughout the church that prevent minor con-
flicts from developing into big problems.
As churches grow, the church staff cannot be personally in-

volved in resolving all conflicts that develop. As the church organ-
ization becomes more complex, it will need a more highly devel-
oped system of responding to conflict. Developing an early alert
system can provide such a firewall.

Establish a community development team. Universities and
businesses are increasingly seeing the need to establish teams to
provide someone for people to contact when they observe conflict
developing. Many organizations find this is a very effective strate-
gy for reducing the number and severity of conflicts.
This team can make an important contribution by providing

anonymity for members who need to address differences with each
other. Obviously, people chosen for this responsibility must have
proven themselves as spiritually mature, good problem solvers, and
committed to hold information in the strictest confidence.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . My father-in-law, Dr. Hardy
C. Powers, was a gifted leader who anticipated conflict before
it was apparent in the family or the church. He once said to
my wife, Jeannie, after a pastor had walked away, reflecting
on the advice he had shared, “That pastor is a good and godly
man, but he lacks cat whiskers.” He explained that the
whiskers on a cat permit this animal to sense and detect ob-
jects before it runs into a brick wall. But he said this man runs
full speed into a closed door, and when his nose is bleeding
and his eye is black and swollen, he says, “This is a door.”
Good leaders realize when the warning signs of conflict and



frustration are present and anticipate them before someone is
hurt and becomes a casualty.
Preventive work includes preaching and teaching the bibli-

cal principles of how to care for, pray for, and listen to one
another. Modeling openness and loving people provides the
bridge for our people to give us feedback. The larger the
church grows, the more essential it is that senior pastors have
staff members who recognize the indicators of conflict.
When I have led the church I pastor through significant

change, open forums have provided a time for questions, even
anonymously submitted on 4" x 6" cards, so that the misun-
derstandings, misinformation, and rumors can be addressed
to preclude divisive conflict.
As a pastor I have learned that it is important to be a good

listener and be open-minded to the views of all members.
Sometimes this will mean taking the leaders of both sides of
an issue to lunch to let them know you want to carefully listen
to their positions. Conflict will be reduced if those involved
know you do not have a bias toward either side and they have
the opportunity to feel your spirit and trust your heart.



There’s a war raging in the Mars Hill Church that provides a
good example of the family-member-types of roles individuals

fall into during church conflict.
During the week, the Mars Hill facility is used as a day school

and is run by Marsha, a member of the church. Marsha is continu-
ally criticized by the church’s Sunday School teachers because the
Sunday School classrooms are in terrible disarray almost every
Sunday morning. The Sunday School teachers say the day school
teachers act like they’re the only ones using the classrooms. Mate-
rials are left out on the tables, equipment is not put away, and
Sunday School supplies are used by the school and not replaced.
The Sunday School teachers claim it takes at least a half hour on
Sunday mornings to get their rooms ready for class.
Allen, the Sunday School director, is extremely frustrated and

feels the church’s day school should be closed if the situation is
not remedied. He points out that the day school has not been in-
strumental in bringing new people into the church in its 10-year
existence—which was the primary reason the school was started.
The school is barely breaking even financially and he feels the re-
sources being poured into the school could be used more effective-
ly in other efforts.
Mike, the youth and children’s pastor, feels caught in the mid-

dle between Allen and Marsha. The senior pastor, Wayne, has
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asked Mike for his recommendations but is beginning to recognize
that Mike generally parrots Marsha’s argument that the school is a
ministry to children who would not get religious instruction were
it not for the school. Wayne realizes that Mike doesn’t seem to
recognize the legitimacy of the concerns raised by Allen and the
Sunday School teachers.
One morning Allen called Pastor Wayne and informed him that

three of the Sunday School teachers were going to resign if the sit-
uation wasn’t resolved. He said he had talked to Marsha about it
several times and the last time she suggested that the Sunday
School teachers were exaggerating about the condition of the
classrooms on Sunday mornings.
When Pastor Wayne suggested that he would ask Mike to meet

with Allen and Marsha to get the issue resolved, Allen told him
that Marsha had Mike wrapped around her little finger. He re-
quested that the matter be put on the agenda of the next board
meeting; it was time for the church to decide if it wanted a Sunday
School program or a day school. Allen’s belief was that if the
board voted to keep the day school, then many of the Sunday
School teachers would tender their resignations.
When the discussion of what to do about the school came up

in the next board meeting, the arguments the pastor heard more
than any others were Marsha’s arguments for keeping the school
open, even though she wasn’t in the room. He tried to support
Allen’s concerns, particularly the idea of thinking of other ways to
bring new people into the church, but his efforts had little effect
on the outcome of the discussion. While some board members
agreed with Pastor Wayne, most said nothing. It was obvious that
the subject of doing something about the day school was not up
for discussion.
Tom, one of the board members, spoke up. “Pastor, I don’t

think this board has ever really considered what the real mission
of our church is. Why are we here? What are we trying to accom-
plish? If we don’t know what our mission is, how will we know if
we’re accomplishing it?” Again, there was no response. The issue
was dead.



THE CHURCH AS A FAMILY

When striving to understand what is happening during a
church conflict of this kind, it is helpful to think of the partici-
pants as members of a family. For the balance of this chapter we
will use this approach to help us understand the difficulty that has
arisen in the Mars Hill Church.*

*Cosgrove and Hatfield, in their book Church Conflict: The Hidden Systems
Behind the Fights, use this family systems approach to help us understand the
roles people play in church conflicts. Their approach also helps us know how to
work toward making conflict a positive aspect of church growth.

Principal Players
You will generally find that there are no more than five princi-

pal players in a church conflict (Halverstadt 1991, 84). If you are
having difficulty identifying the principal players, it might help to
first identify the social or political groups in the church. All organ-
izations, including churches, are organized into social or political
groups. Some may be organized by age, such as senior citizens or
parents of teen agers. Other groups may be more political in na-
ture.
Conflicts are about power, and one of the first things those in-

volved in power struggles do is attempt to build a coalition of sup-
port. The principal players have likely recruited a group of people
for a power base from which to wage the conflict. Perhaps there is
a group lobbying for a particular worship style or a new church
building. Often the major players in a church conflict are people
who represent groups such as these. Once you identify the group, it
is then easier to determine the identity of the group’s leaders.
If you identify the social subgroups or political segments in the

community, those who generally represent or speak for these
groups should be considered possible principal players to the con-
flict.
Identifying the principal players might sound easy to do, but

sometimes it isn’t, particularly in church conflicts. People are of-
ten not open about the fact that they are at odds with others in the



church. At times there seems to be an unwritten rule that Chris-
tians aren’t supposed to disagree. Therefore, some members try to
cover up their conflicts with a masquerade of being on good terms
with everyone.
At other times the principal players are hard to identify because

some of the parties are fighting unfairly. To cover up they put on
the pretense that they would never fight with someone in the
church and, if asked, would deny it.
Therefore, either because Christians are not supposed to fight

or because some of the parties are fighting unfairly, it may be hard
to identify the principal parties to the church conflict.

Parents and Children
Once you have identified the principal players in the conflict,

the next step is to identify the roles played by each of the major
and minor participants, and at this point the family metaphor
comes more fully into play. The family structure of a church is the
way the church members informally decide who has the power to
influence the church’s decisions.
Often this informal family structure will be more powerful than

the church’s formal board and committee structure (Cosgrove and
Hatfield 1994, 24). Frequently the principal players in the conflict
will take on the roles of parents in the church family. When the in-
formal parents of the family exercise their authority, they do not
have to convince others to follow their lead; they do not have to
win elections to gain their official positions. Their authority is just
accepted because of their role as parent (61-62).
People who wield this authority are not labeled as parents be-

cause they are more mature than others in the church or because
the pastor has decided they should be parents. They are parents
because others in the church follow their lead. In the Mars Hill
Church, Marsha is clearly a parent in the church’s informal family
structure. Even though she has no position on the church board,
board members are following her lead with regard to the church’s
school. When Pastor Wayne listened to the discussion in the
church board meeting, it was as though Marsha was present in the



meeting. It became clear that a significant number of church
board members were “children” whose “parent” was Marsha.
As in the parent role, those who play the child role in the sys-

tem are not necessarily called that because of their maturity level
or their willingness to accept responsibility. They are children be-
cause they have chosen to follow the lead of the parent. They
have decided to do whatever it is their parent suggests they do.
Mike handles much responsibility as the church’s youth and chil-
dren’s pastor; however, he is a child in the church system because
he follows Marsha’s lead.
Church members often take roles in church similar to those

they took in their families of origin. If an individual tended to ac-
cept the influence of a strong, authoritative person in his or her
natural family, that person may find it very difficult to counter a
strong, authoritative “parent” in the church. Even a pastor may
have a hard time standing up to an authoritative layperson on the
board who plays the role of parent. In this case, the layperson is
the real power in the church. In an ideal situation, however, the
pastor is a parent in the church’s family structure.
Parents within the same family-type structure are not necessari-

ly in conflict with one another. They can and often do defer to
each other by mutually agreeing to divide up responsibility in the
church. One church parent assembles a family subgroup around
him or her for organizing evangelistic efforts while another parent
assembles a different family subgroup for taking care of the
church’s discipling activities.
This can cause increasing interdependence, however, and the

areas of responsibility can sometimes overlap, causing more con-
flict (Ury 1999, 99-100). These situations can be effectively negoti-
ated as long as there is an open boundary between the parents.
Parents must negotiate based on areas of expertise rather than the
desire to exercise power. “Parents” with rigid boundaries and neg-
ative uses of power will produce a church with a great deal of
harmful conflict.
The parental role is not determined by the affection the parent

has for others or by the affection others have for the parent. The



parental role is determined by the informal authority the parent
has over others in the system.

The parental child. Sometimes the pastor wants members of
his or her pastoral staff to behave more as a parental child, a role
similar to that of older siblings in a literal family. Staff members
who play this role willingly accept the pastor’s authority, but oth-
ers in the church look to them for leadership. They are given con-
siderable latitude in making decisions in their given areas, but
everyone recognizes that the pastor is the final authority. If the
pastor expects the staff member to act like a parental child while
the staff member chooses to take the “child” role, there will be
problems in the relationship. The pastor will think the staff mem-
ber is not exerting leadership while the staff member will feel the
pastor is not exerting appropriate leadership.

The independent child. Just as an independent child in a natu-
ral family resists obedience to either parent, independent children
in church families do not follow the lead of any parent in the
church. On one hand, the independent child can be the voice of
reason in calling for calm discussion rather than following the lead
of either parent. On the other hand, he or she can cause real trou-
ble by refusing to cooperate with anyone. Some pastors and lay
leaders find it difficult to work with independent children because
they do not automatically follow the lead of those in authority or
in parent roles.
It is clear from Tom’s contribution to the discussion in the

board meeting that he plays the role of the independent child in
the Mars Hill Church. He does not follow the lead of either the
pastor or Marsha. He calls for examining the issue from the per-
spective of the church’s mission and could end up supporting ei-
ther side.

Boundaries
Once the roles of those involved in the conflict are identified, it

is time to analyze the nature of the boundaries between the play-
ers. The fact that a layperson operates in a parent role does not
mean that he or she is in conflict with the pastor. Looking at the



boundary between the “parents” will help determine whether they
are in conflict and what that conflict is like.
In examining the boundary, look for two things. One is the

means the parties use in their attempts to influence each other.
The second is the quality of the communication that flows across
the boundary.
An open boundary means that there is a reasonable opportuni-

ty for the two parties to have open, meaningful communication.
Even though there is conflict, the parties are attempting to influ-
ence each other with reason and appeal to facts. This is a sign that
the parties are willing to develop a good working relationship to
negotiate conflicts. However, if one of the parties becomes defen-
sive, the boundary can quickly change and so does the nature of
the conflict.
If, at the onset of the conflict however, there is a rigid, closed

boundary, this indicates that the communication is poor. There is
little or no open, honest communication, and the possibility of the
parties working out a conflict between themselves is not good.
In the Mars Hill conflict there is a rigid boundary between Mar-

sha the day school director and Allen the Sunday School director.
There is no reasonable discussion of the issues on which to build
an agreement. Each party’s only interest is in overpowering or
driving out the opponent.
A third type of boundary, the diffuse boundary, exists when

one person is too close to another person and the parties have dif-
ficulty acting independently. A diffuse boundary exists between
Mike, the youth and children’s pastor, and Marsha. There is no
clear and open discussion on the issues of the day school between
the two of them. They tend to act so much in concert with each
other that neither of them has an independent position.
There can also be combinations of these boundary types. A dis-

puted boundary is when one party attempts to communicate as
parent to parent, but the other does not respond from the parent
role. A disputed boundary exists between Pastor Wayne and Mike.
Pastor Wayne attempts to discuss issues with Mike as two respect-
ful parents do, but Mike responds, not as a parent to people in the



church, but rather from the position of Marsha’s child. The result
is lack of clear and open messages flowing between Mike and the
pastor. This makes addressing the issue very difficult.
In the Mars Hill conflict those who look to Marsha as the par-

ent in the church family predominate the membership of the
church board—including Mike. This places Pastor Wayne in a par-
ticularly vulnerable situation. Few board members wish to stand
up to Marsha, the dominating parent, demonstrating how the in-
formal family system can be more powerful than the formal orga-
nizational system. The pastor is now in the unenviable position of
someone else in the family structure having greater influence than
he does regarding what to do about the school. If Marsha is “par-
ent” to those board members only on the day school issue, that is
one thing. If she is parent on all issues, Pastor Wayne is in an un-
tenable position. She basically controls the “family” and thus the
church.

Bystanders
Both Hugh Halverstadt and William Ury give considerable at-

tention to those in the communication system who are not directly
involved in the conflict. Halverstadt refers to these people as by-
standers while Ury calls them “the third side.” Halverstadt writes
that
a bystander in a church conflict is a party whose interests—
purposes, needs, desires, or responsibilities—are related to the
impact of a conflict’s resolution on the community or church
entity housing it. Bystanders are more invested in how princi-
pals resolve their differences than in what principals’ resolu-
tions may be. Bystanders are like parties in a fishing boat in
which the principals get into a fight. Their primary concern is
that the principals’ behaviors not sink the boat. (1991, 47)
Ury refers to the third side as “the emergent will of the commu-

nity” (1999, 14). That will comes to the forefront when these by-
standers let it be known to those in conflict that they will not stand
idly by and allow the fighting to destroy their community. They are
the physical representation of the concern for the common good.



This good is of greater importance to them than any of the issues
causing conflict.
This is not to say that these bystanders will act. We have seen ex-

amples in our society of people standing by and watching an inno-
cent person brutally attacked in a public setting. At times the third
side is silent, confirming the statement credited to Edmund Burke
that “all that is necessary for evil to prosper is for good men to do
nothing.” If, in fact, the bystanders do nothing, it is very possible
that a conflict will destroy or do long-term damage to a church.
However, there is obviously real danger in getting bystanders

involved in a church fight. It may serve no purpose but to widen
the conflict to a larger portion of the church. The conflict manager
will need to carefully orient the bystanders to their important role
if this is to be avoided. Properly oriented bystanders can play a
critical role in making the conflict a positive, rather than negative,
influence in the church.
There is a second risk of using bystanders. The parties to the

conflict may get the bystanders to “resolve” the conflict. This elim-
inates the need for the involved parties to really resolve the con-
flict between themselves (Halverstadt 1991, 49). When that hap-
pens, the conflict manager can be assured that a short-term
solution to the conflict has been achieved, and when that happens
the conflict is almost certain to erupt again.
One of most important roles bystanders can play in their efforts

to protect the common good in the midst of the conflict is to work
for a win-win solution. Seldom do all parties come into a church
conflict with equal power. Therefore, the bystanders can help bal-
ance out the power so that the conflict is addressed by parties of
equal strength. “Individually, people may not prove very influen-
tial, but collectively they are potentially more powerful than any
two conflicting parties. Organizing themselves into a coalition, by-
standers can balance the power between the parties and protect
the weaker one” (Ury 1999, 15).
When they do this, the bystanders can insist that the interests

of all parties are represented. They can arrive at a successful con-
clusion to the conflict without the powerful parties “steamrolling”



over the weaker members. The Bible frequently emphasizes the
need for the church to look out for those who are the weaker
members of the community. This should be a characteristic means
of resolving church conflicts, which distinguishes us from those
outside the church.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . This chapter contains infor-
mation that is particularly practical and helpful to church
leaders who are looking for insights and useful tools to ana-
lyze conflict in the church. Conflicts can be grounded in turf
battles, control issues, or gifts of the people involved and the
component of the church’s mission that the individual is pas-
sionate about.
In the case of the Mars Hill Church, Allen made a mistake in

creating a win-lose outcome by giving the board an ultima-
tum. However, it is helpful to raise questions regarding the re-
al mission of the church and determine which ministries will
help accomplish this mission. This mission focus is crucial in
budget planning, programming decisions, and stewardship of
space and staff resources. Making decisions from the perspec-
tive of the church’s main mission helps to remove the strong
personality tendencies to control and influence behind the
scenes.
Such conflicts can be assessed by identifying the roles peo-

ple play in the conflict and by determining if change can occur
in the existing system or if the structure or policies have to be
changed to make the mission the priority rather than the opin-
ions of one strong personality or family.



The systems theory provides a powerful way to grasp a better
understanding of why and how conflict occurs in churches.

Rather than looking at churches as collections of individuals, the
systems approach suggests that we look at individuals in the
church as part of a network. We know that not all networks are
the same. They differ in important ways that help us understand
why the people in a particular network behave the way they do,
which can help church leaders analyze their churches as commu-
nication systems. This knowledge can help leaders prevent harm-
ful conflict in the first place or provide helpful strategies for effec-
tively handling conflict when it does occur.
Systems theory teaches us the following basic concepts about

conflict in the church.
1. Churches are systems with interconnected parts. Each

part of a system is in some way related to every other part. To
some degree, the whole system is affected when anything—good
or bad—happens to one part of the system. There is no such thing
as two members having a private battle that does not involve the
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church as a whole. The impact may be small for some members,
but everyone is affected.
No one person can do everything that needs to be done. We have

to depend on each other to fulfill the mission to which the Lord has
called the church. When we are dependent on other people, what
happens to them affects us. Therefore we are in some way intercon-
nected with every other person who is a part of our church.

2. The closer the conflict is to the center of the church, the
greater the impact on the church as a whole. If a conflict breaks
out between two members who are only marginally involved, the
impact on the church as a whole will be slight. If the conflict is
between the pastor and members of the board, however, the con-
flict has the potential of tearing the church apart. From a more
positive perspective, however, a conflict between the pastor and
members of the church board can produce positive, long-lasting
change in the church. It all depends on how the conflict is han-
dled. The important point is that conflict at the central part of a
system has significant impact on the whole system.

3. All systems serve some purpose, whether or not the peo-
ple in the system know what that purpose is. Every human sys-
tem is serving some purpose, and it is important for people in that
system to know what that purpose is. Perhaps a church is holding
a neighborhood together just by being where it is, and the mem-
bers are not even aware of it. Perhaps the only purpose being
served by a particular church is keeping the people who are in
power in their positions. Whatever the purpose is, all systems
achieve a purpose of some kind. People should know what pur-
pose their church is serving and then ask themselves, “Is this the
purpose God has for this church, at this time, in this place?”
Conflict often breaks out in church when certain members are

unhappy with the church’s purpose. If the church is caring for the
comfortable and avoiding the needy, members with a heart for
missions will not be content. If members who think the purpose of
the church is to promote middle-class American values see shabbi-
ly dressed people welcomed into the church, there will be trouble.
Many churches are in conflict over worship styles. Some church



members see the purpose of the church as keeping alive old val-
ues and traditions while others see this purpose being achieved,
but no new people coming into the church. They want to change
the purpose.
A pastor can help prevent serious conflicts in a church by lead-

ing the members through the process of answering the following
questions.

�What purpose is our church actually serving right now, and
how do we know?

�What purpose should our church serve (1) at this time, (2)
with these members, (3) in this location? (This would be an
excellent time to examine the mission statement as well as
the objectives flowing out of that statement.)

� If our church is not serving the purpose it should be serving,
what must we do to make that happen?

� Are we willing to make the changes, perhaps sacrifices, nec-
essary to make that happen?

Such questions could indeed set off conflict in the church, but
conflict may be necessary for growth. Change hurts. But if han-
dled well, changes can result in significant growth for the church,
its people, and its pastor.

4. Systems achieve their purposes by giving balance and or-
der to the work of the church. The basic function of a communi-
cation system is to provide structure so that people in the system
can work together in harmony to achieve their purpose. Individu-
als can coordinate their efforts by forming a network that allows
them to share information about the work they are doing in the
system. Policies and procedures are established that help ensure
consistency from one part of the network to another. The more
people share information about their work with others in the net-
work, the more orderly and balanced the work will be.

5. Systems have “rules” that govern how people communi-
cate in the network. Sometimes these rules are formally written
out in policy manuals or handbooks. In other cases these rules are
unwritten but people abide by them just the same.
As indicated earlier, churches often observe the unwritten rule



that Christians shouldn’t fight. This doesn’t mean there is no con-
flict; it simply means that the conflict will be handled covertly
rather than out in the open where it could be dealt with more ef-
fectively.

6. Almost all systems are made up of a collection of smaller
groups or cliques. Identifying these smaller groups is a helpful
way to identify the lay leaders in the church. Generally, lay leaders
have assumed leadership roles in one of these smaller parts of the
communication network. These leaders can play critical roles in a
church conflict because either they are in the heat of the conflict
or they play an integral role in bringing the conflict to a successful
resolution.

7. The whole is greater than the sum of its parts. When peo-
ple form groups, the dynamics of the group create an identity for
the group that cannot be totally explained by looking at the indi-
vidual members.

CONFLICT AND THE CHURCH COMMUNICATION SYSTEM

Discussing the church as a system does not indicate lack of in-
terest in people as individuals. Rather, studying churches in this
way helps us understand individual people better (Halverstadt
1991, 61). The systems perspective also helps us understand how
conflict can have a beneficial effect on churches. Parsons and Leas
have observed that a church’s success can often result in its even-
tual decline if the church is stuck in a particular way of doing
things. Members mistakenly assume that what has been good for
the church up to this point will always be good for it, and they
lose the creativity and originality that resulted in success in the
first place (2001, 62).
The strategies that grew the church from 50 to 100 members

will most likely not be the best strategy for growing it from 100 to
200 members. When the environment in which a system exists
changes, the system must adjust if it is going to continue to
achieve its purpose.
Conflict often challenges the church system to explore new av-

enues in carrying out its mission and innovative ways to use its re-



sources as efficiently as possible.
That is why Whetten and Cameron observe, “Conflict is the

lifeblood of vibrant, progressive, stimulating organizations. It
sparks creativity, stimulates innovation and encourages personal
improvement” (1998, 321). When conflict blocks the path a sys-
tem has used for a long time to achieve its purpose, it forces the
system to seek out new paths.
Unfortunately, conflict also has the potential of impeding the

system’s most effective path to achieving its purpose. Pastors and
church leaders who ignore conflict do so at their own peril (321).
Unresolved conflict may force the system into choosing a path that
makes ineffective use of its resources, and people who have signif-
icant contributions to make to the church’s mission are excluded.
The church’s ability to meet the needs of the people it is serving
will be hampered, causing the church to enter a state of decline.

RULES THAT GOVERN CHURCH SYSTEMS

There are both formal and informal rules about how things
should be done in the church. Formal rules can be found in
church policy manuals or church board minutes but are generally
not as important in understanding how conflict is dealt with in the
church as are the informal rules (Halverstadt 1991, 62). A male
pastor who is unaware of an informal rule that while women in
the church may hug each other, men do not hug the women, can
get in big trouble in little time. It doesn’t matter that the “rule” is
not in writing.
Two types of informal rules make it difficult to deal with con-

flict in the church: enmeshment and avoidance (Halverstadt 1991,
62-63). “Enmeshment is a form of empathy without clear borders
differentiating ‘self’ from ‘others.’ When two persons are en-
meshed with each other, they feel each other’s feelings as their
own. Those who tend toward enmeshment also feel (or imagine
they feel) the emotions of others around them and often confuse
those emotions with their own” (Cosgrove and Hatfield 1994, 39).
When church members have such close emotional ties with each



other, it is too risky and hurtful to deal with conflict. They fear
that the hurt others feel will also hurt them, so they act as though
the conflict doesn’t exist.
Halverstadt gives the following examples of informal rules of

enmeshment, which often exist in churches.
� Christians always take care of others.
� If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything.
� Read others’ minds rather than know your own.
� Caring Christians don’t hurt others’ feelings.
� Being kind is more Christian than being honest (1991, 63).
While rules of enmeshment result from too much emotional in-

volvement, rules of avoidance result from too little involvement.
In this situation, there is such emotional distance between people
that they have too little invested in the well-being of others. In
their estimation, the risks of engaging in conflict are far greater
than the possible benefits. This is often the result of hurtful previ-
ous conflicts, and they want to do everything possible to avoid a
similar experience.
Halverstadt gives us the following examples of informal avoid-

ance rules.
� Don’t bring up things that anger others.
� Deny or discount your own feelings around others.
� Talk in generalities, not specifics.
� Talk only about noncontroversial things like the weather.
� State your own opinions indirectly as hearsay or as “people
are saying” (63).

When rules of enmeshment or avoidance are the “laws” that
tend to dominate the church’s communication system, conflict will
not be directly addressed. The unmanaged conflict will continue
to damage the church’s ability to accomplish its purpose.
Fortunately, there are constructive informal rules that can help

a church make conflict a positive force. These rules encourage
openness that allows the conflict to emerge so members can con-
front it head-on. These rules are conducive to a high level of trust
in the community that allows people to take risks and are essential
for healthy communication systems. Old ways of doing things can



be challenged, and the church can grow.
Halverstadt provides the following examples of constructive in-

formal rules for dealing with church conflict.
� Be real. Exercise self-control when interacting with others.
� No one here is perfect. Mistakes are human and forgivable.
� No one here is superior or inferior. Everyone is valuable.
�When differences arise, there will be no labeling and no per-
sonal attacks.

� Honesty is the best policy.
� Speak for and be yourself.
� No personalizing of issues. Address behaviors, not persons.
� Conflicts are problems to be solved, not contests to be won
(65).

POWER

Power, at its simplest, can be defined as the ability to influence
others according to the desires of the person exerting the influ-
ence. When trying to understand and successfully resolve a
church conflict, it is of paramount importance to understand how
power is operating in the church communication system. Paul
Tillich writes that “every encounter, whether friendly or hostile,
whether benevolent or indifferent, is in some way, unconsciously
or consciously, a struggle of power with power” (1954, 81).
The discussion of power in scholarly and popular literature

tends to have a negative moral tone to it, as though the use of
power is a “dirty fighting” technique in church conflicts. The use
of power is neither positive nor negative in and of itself, but con-
sidering the kind of power used and the purpose for which it is
used sets its moral tone. As Halverstadt puts it, “Power is a moral
good when it is exercised assertively in accountable, straightfor-
ward, and respectful ways with others” (1991, 78).
One reason for a widely held negative view of power in organi-

zations stems from the fact that conflicting members seldom have
equal power. When one person has more power than another, we
expect the more powerful person to use that power to overwhelm



the opposition.
Another reason for the negative view of power is that we be-

lieve that not only does power play a critical role in church con-
flicts, but also one person or party to the conflict only gets power
at the expense of others. When you add to this that the accumula-
tion of power in organizations can be intoxicating to some people,
these individuals appear to be on a continual drive to control the
organization and the lives of those in it.
Those on a power “high” do not seem to understand how threat-

ening it is to others to have more and more of the power in the or-
ganization controlled by a person or group with whom they are in
conflict. When those who feel threatened decide that the powerful
are shutting them out of reasonable control over their own welfare
while at the same time their own interests are served by staying in
the church, that church is in for a very harmful conflict.

Kinds of Power
In determining the role of power in a church conflict, it is help-

ful to know the kind of power used.
Reward power is used when those who have control over

things or positions that people in the church value use them to in-
fluence others. We touched on this earlier in our discussion of
sources of church conflict when members perceive that those who
agree with the pastor are rewarded with important posts on the
church board or other influential positions. Members of the congre-
gation also use reward power over the pastor when they attempt to
influence the pastor’s decisions with the promise of supporting him
or her in the next congregational vote on pastoral renewal.

Coercive power is the flip side of reward power in that it
threatens to punish the other if the attempts at influence are re-
jected. Earlier we cited the example a pastor gave of a music
group that formed in his church consisting of several lay leaders.
The group was being invited to participate in the Sunday worship
services of other churches in their community, necessitating their
absence from Sunday morning services at their own church. When
the pastor suggested they limit the number of services they would



miss or give up their leadership positions in the church, they be-
gan to work toward the pastor’s removal. They were exercising co-
ercive power by trying to punish the pastor for not supporting
what they wanted to do.
Pastors or other church members sometimes use referent pow-

er when they attempt to influence others by emphasizing their
connections in networks that are important to the church. For ex-
ample, a lay leader may attempt to use his or her connections with
denominational leaders to influence the pastor. Similarly, pastors
can get considerable referent power when it becomes apparent to
the membership that the pastor has the ear of denominational hi-
erarchy.

Expert power is one of the most positive ways to influence oth-
ers in the church in that it is a result of a person’s knowledge or
information that is critical to the church’s ability to successfully
fulfill its mission. Whereas the other kinds of power are not based
on any resource that is necessarily of any benefit to the church,
expert power gives influence to people who genuinely have the
ability to help the church fulfill its purpose. Examples of people
with expert power are those who are gifted teachers who can con-
tribute significantly to the church’s discipleship program or those
with gifts that enable them to minister to wounded church mem-
bers and help them deal with the deep hurts of their lives.
When the allocation of power is closely tied to the accomplish-

ment of the church’s mission, the use of power is more likely to
have a positive effect on resolving church conflicts. When the
power base is more political in nature and not of any real benefit
to the church’s mission, church conflicts tend to be resolved more
for the benefit of those exerting the power than for the well-being
of the church.
Conflict managers should ask themselves the following ques-

tions about the role of power in the church’s system:
�What type of power is being used and by whom?
� Toward what end is the power being exerted and will it ad-
vance the church’s mission?

�What is the balance of power in the church? The manager’s



most important role may be to balance out the power among
the conflicting parties so that negotiation can proceed based
on the fundamental issues involved (Halverstadt 1991, 78).

The conflict manager’s attention should be focused on facilitat-
ing quality communication, restoring the balance of power, and
facilitating the use of power in a way that will enable the church
to fulfill the Lord’s mission.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . One the most graphic
metaphors or images of the Church in the New Testament is
the apostle Paul’s description of the Church as the Body of
Christ. In the midst of Paul’s teaching about spiritual gifts, he
writes to the Corinthians: “For even as the body is one and yet
has many members, and all the members of the body, though
they are many, are one body, so also is Christ” (1 Cor. 12:12,
NASB). The apostle continues to describe how important all of
the members or body parts are to the physical body, the foot,
the hand, the eye, and the ear. And he says, “The eye cannot
say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you’” (v. 21, NASB); and he
concludes that every member of Christ’s Body has value, gifts,
and a God-given purpose.
This is a compelling picture of the interconnection and inter-

dependence of the members of the Church. The scripture
makes clear what the world would miss with its love of power
and celebrities. Even the weakest link in Christ’s Body has
something of value to contribute and communicate. Leaders
who are pressured to find generous financial gifts to under-
write the budget and to recruit the best talent in town to grace
the platform and classrooms must never forget that humility
and servanthood are still the foundation for authentic Kingdom
work. And our communications system is to include all who are
impacted by the conflict that comes to every church.
When I met with a church board following the call to be the

pastor, I asked what the mission statement was, and not one
leader could give one line or even the concept from the pur-
pose statement. They said they knew the church had one on



file and suggested I ask the associate pastor or business man-
ager for a copy of it. I knew that my first year as pastor would
involve working with those leaders to write a mission state-
ment they would own and hold one another accountable to ful-
fill.
Our Lord knew we would get a lot more accomplished for

the Kingdom together than we could apart. And we can stay
together if we love one another sufficiently to analyze the sys-
tems and the relationships that will enable us to avoid conflict
over the minor matters and give ourselves to passionate
prayer and open discussion of whatever will empower us to
major on our main mission.





Once conflict actually breaks out in a church, interested par-
ties will become strident in their efforts to pursue their own

goals and will begin to employ various fighting strategies to try to
make sure their side wins. The use of fighting strategies is neither
unethical nor unchristian, it is a normal part of human behavior
as people attempt to resolve differences among themselves.
Contrary to what Christians are often taught, there are actually some

positive aspects to “fighting” in relationships. It can often “clear the air
and bring suppressed problems into sharp focus” (Ury 1999, 177).
While we take the position that fighting can be healthy, the tac-

tics used can be either ethical—which we will call fair fighting—
or unethical—which we will call dirty fighting.
Getting the church to use fair fighting strategies is important for

building Christian community in the way it resolves differences. A
strong Christian community is built through a process that devel-
ops year to year, not something that is accomplished overnight.
Fair fighting strategies utilized today will create the environment
for healthy approaches to conflict in the future.

FAIR FIGHTING

Church conflicts are best resolved when the interests of all parties
are given full and equal consideration. When individuals feel that
their interests have not been represented in reaching a final decision,
they are not very likely to be supportive of those decisions. They may
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be secretly resentful that they were not respectfully heard out, and
this may sow the seeds of discontent and future conflict. Those who
choose to fight fair not only want their own interests represented but
also want the interests of those who disagree to be expressed as fully
and clearly as their own, believing that this is the way the community
will arrive at a quality decision that all members can support.
Halverstadt takes the position that assertiveness—not aggressive-

ness—is the key to fair fighting in church conflicts (1991, 91). It is
important that people be given the tools and encouragement to de-
velop the skills necessary to speak up for themselves and their ideas
in church meetings so that those who are decision makers can hear
the interests of everyone who will be affected by their decisions.
Those who are committed to fair fighting want to be certain

that all ideas are expressed openly and fully so that outcomes are
not determined by intimidation or misrepresentation or other dirty
fighting tactics. They believe that all interests should receive equal
treatment rather than some interests receiving preferential treat-
ment over others.

Fair Fighting Tactics
People who fight fairly are open about expressing their own

thoughts, feelings, and interests. They accept themselves as peo-
ple of worth, created in the image of God, who have a valuable
and important role to play in the church. They fully accept Martin
Luther’s concept of the priesthood of the believer, embracing that
every ministry role in the church is important and everyone’s in-
put is worthy of consideration if the church is to arrive at solu-
tions that will help it achieve its mission.

Fair fighting means taking ownership for one’s own ideas
and feelings. Individuals should be willing to take ownership of
their own ideas by stating, “I think . . .” or “I feel . . .” rather than
“Some people think . . .” or “I know others feel . . .” when that
person is really expressing his or her own thoughts or feelings. By-
standers or the conflict manager should strive to empower all par-
ties to represent their own interests, but those who fight fair will
do their best to avoid speaking for others.



Fair fighting means holding oneself accountable to others in
the church for one’s own words and actions. Everyone makes
mistakes, and everyone is sometimes inconsiderate of others. Part
of the discipline of the Body of Christ is to help us know when we
have committed an offense so that we can make amends. Those
who fight fairly are concerned about justice in the Christian com-
munity, believing that justice is most fully carried out when we
make ourselves accountable to the common good. A person inter-
ested in fair fighting listens carefully to what the other person has
to say, possibly seeking the counsel of others in determining
whether some injustice has been done.

Fair fighting means addressing interests, positions, and be-
haviors rather than personalities. Disagreements that focus on
personalities deteriorate into competitions that result in some peo-
ple winning and others losing. When the community deals with
conflict by addressing underlying issues, this will work toward ar-
riving at a solution that will meet the needs of broader church
constituencies, taking the focus off personalities.

DIRTY FIGHTING

It would be ideal if all parties involved in church conflicts would
pursue a win-win approach that protects the interests of all in-
volved. It is safe to say that this is not the approach most often uti-
lized. Unfortunately, there are many parties to church fights who
choose to use dirty fighting tactics, adapting a win-lose attitude.
“I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not

do, but what I hate I do” (Rom. 7:15). Paul’s statement characterizes
well those who use dirty fighting strategies in church conflicts. They
know what they are doing is wrong, but in their minds the conflict
has reached a level that they must use whatever means available to
win—even if those means are unethical. The risk of losing the fight
somehow seems greater than the risks of violating ethical standards.
In understanding why people choose dirty fighting tactics, it is im-

portant to examine the context in which the church conflict occurs.
When individuals in the church are losing their jobs in the secular
world, when churches are in danger of closing, or when church lead-



ership positions are being eliminated and finances are a serious con-
cern, the likelihood increases that dirty fighting tactics will be used
(Halverstadt 1991, 83). These sorts of threats make people more de-
fensive, and unethical methods of winning are easier to justify.
The tendency to employ dirty fighting tactics to drive out fair

fighting is a problem in church conflicts. Sometimes it’s necessary
for the conflict manager to intervene to prevent this from happening.
To simply say that the ends do not justify the means will not

dissuade dirty fighters. They are convinced that the goals for which
they strive are honorable, perhaps even essential to the church
achieving its mission, and according to their distorted thinking, any
means they choose will serve the best interest of the church.
Dirty fighters sometimes justify their tactics by rationalizing

that the other side has more power or the command of more re-
sources. At other times it is those who have the most power who
choose to fight dirty because they believe that damage will be
done to the church if the other side wins the battle, and they think
almost anything is justified.
Dirty fighting takes the focus off of the basic issues and puts it

on factors such as personality, power, and influence. Important re-
sources that should be directed toward the business the Lord has
given the church to do are now directed toward achieving selfish
and personal ends that are often in contradiction to what the
church should be doing.

Dirty Fighting Tactics
Refusal to be open with others is a dirty fighting tactic, partic-

ularly when information is kept from others in the conflict that
could have a significant impact on the choices or decisions made.
For fair fighting to take place, all parties must work to openly ad-
dress the issues before the church without pursuing hidden agen-
das that are designed to deny the open participation by all church
members whose interests are at stake.

“Character assassination is the usual mode of attack in church
fights” (Leas 2001a, 27). While those who use this tactic may not
be willing to admit it, the basic purpose of this tactic is to hurt,
demean, or even destroy the other party to the conflict. The use of



character assassination moves the conflict to a very harmful level
for both the parties involved and the church itself.
Relationships within the church are damaged for a long time af-

ter a bitter conflict in which character assassination has been a
major fighting strategy. People are not willing to make themselves
vulnerable to others when their character has been maligned in a
past conflict. Relationships are strained, resources are heavily
guarded, and the church cannot carry out its ministry.

Repressive tactics to prevent others from having their interests
shared with those involved in the conflict is another dirty fighting
strategy. This silencing strategy is sometimes used to:

� Limit the alternatives considered so one’s own appears to be
the most desirable.

� Keep the decision makers from discovering weaknesses in
one’s own position.

� Keep others from gaining recognition that could lead to them
developing a basis for leadership.

� Suppress comments that could be construed as critical of
one’s leadership or contribution to the church.

These repressive tactics may actually have the appearance of le-
gitimacy when carried out through maneuvers in parliamentary
procedure that keep those representing opposing positions from
participating in the discussions. Repressive tactics can also be
veiled threats or actual punishing behaviors directed at those who
have taken opposing positions. Perhaps those who disagree are
threatened with loss of leadership positions or pastors are remind-
ed of impending church votes on pastoral renewal as strategies for
getting one’s own way through repressive means.

Divisive language is a means of carrying out several other
dirty fighting strategies in church conflicts (Halverstadt 1991, 105-
6). A common one is the use of we/they terminology in an effort to
make it appear that the opposition is a group of outsiders who do
not really belong in the church. Language is purposefully used to
divide, to put up barriers, or to make others feel as though they
are not really in tune with the majority of church members.
Another dirty trick is name calling, which is a form of divisive



language in which a label is attached to the opposition that the
dirty fighter knows is grossly unfair. Labels may be words like
“hypocrite,” “unchristian,” or other words that demonize people
in the eyes of others in the church, taking the focus off the issues
and placing it on prejudice against certain individuals that have
been labeled.
The use of deception or deliberate lies is another harmful trick

that occurs when one party to the conflict untruthfully reports
what the opposition thinks, has said, or is planning to do. The lies
are used to get people upset with the opposition and create the
impression there is really more danger to the church than is actu-
ally the case.
Those who use unethical means of fighting also may resort to

intimidation tactics with those with whom they are in conflict.
They interrupt others who are speaking, invade their space by
standing too close to them, use a loud voice or other communica-
tive behavior intended to dominate anyone who differs with them.

Refusal to be accountable to others for the manner in which
one engages in conflict is another dirty fighting tactic. These indi-
viduals may set themselves up as a “law unto themselves,” some-
times taking extreme actions such as “taking the church’s financial
records, changing the locks on the doors, barring entrance to meet-
ings, starting competing congregations, disrupting meetings, and su-
ing the congregation in civil court” (Leas 2001c, 18).
It will generally take intervention from bystanders to restrain

those who employ dirty fighting tactics. It requires individuals rep-
resenting the church as a whole to confront them about their be-
havior and insist that these behaviors stop.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . Charles Swindoll, in his book
The Grace Awakening, tells about the Quaker who owned an
ornery cow. Every time he milked her, it was a clash of two
wills. One particular morning the cow was unusually irritable,
but the Quaker was determined to endure the session without
any harsh words. As the farmer began to milk her, Ol’ Bossy
stepped on his foot with all of her weight. He struggled silent-



ly, groaned a little under his breath, pulled his foot free, and
then sat back down on the stool. She then switched her tail in
his face like a whip. He merely leaned away so it would not be
able to reach him. Next she kicked over the bucket, by then
half full of warm milk. He started over, mumbling a few words
to himself; but he never lost his cool. Once finished with the
ordeal, he breathed a sigh of relief, picked up the bucket and
the stool, and as he was leaving, she hauled off and kicked
him against the barn wall 12 to 15 feet away. That did it. He
stood to his feet, marched in front of his cow, stared into
those big eyes, and he shook a long, bony finger in her face
and shouted, “Thou dost know that I am a Quaker. Thou dost
also know that I cannot strike thee back. But I can sell thee to
a Presbyterian!” My apologies to all Presbyterians. Don’t
threaten people with whom you have differences. The Lord al-
lowed Barnabas and Paul to have differences, and He will al-
low you and your church to have disagreements without re-
sorting to worldly or carnal weapons.
To avoid the conflict that would harm the church, it is im-

portant that the pastor or conflict manager teach the group or
perhaps the entire congregation that certain behavior is inap-
propriate in the midst of church disagreements. It is always
wrong to misrepresent the truth or to exaggerate or lie and
then justify such behavior because there is some important
principle at stake.
Some destructive tactics can be avoided if leaders will con-

sistently follow the constitution or bylaws of their governance
or the local church’s policies that have been established over
time to avoid behavior or decisions that would harm the church
body. As a denominational executive of a large group of
churches, I once met with a church board that had already as-
sumed responsibilities that the bylaws of the denomination as-
sign to the denominational executive. When this section of the
constitution was brought to their attention, they replied that
they did not follow the church polity. If I as a leader had been
inconsistent and followed the bylaws when it benefited me and

.



disregarded them when it was not to my advantage, then I
would have been on shaky ground. But since I gave my best ef-
fort to consistently follow those guidelines, I was on good
ground to fight fairly with these local leaders. The result was
that the previous actions were rescinded, and the church board
operated in accordance with denominational governance.
Neh. 5 teaches about conflict management. Nehemiah knew

the conflict during the building of the wall at Jerusalem after
the Exile could blow up in his face, and the wall would never
be built. God’s chosen people were fighting against each other
and manipulating one another. There was definitely some
dirty fighting going on in and around the Holy City.
Leaders must know that this kind of internal conflict is

worse than an outside enemy. When church members fight
each other unfairly, it tears them apart and distracts them
from the main mission, which for Nehemiah and God’s people
was the building of the wall to protect the city of Jerusalem.
Nehemiah, in a time of crisis, became the conflict manager

who had to confront those who were fighting dirty. And in all
organizations there are times when a leader has to step out
and confront behavior and attitudes that will be damaging to
the cause of the Kingdom. Nothing will undermine the mission
of the church quite like a church fight that gets out of hand
and leaves casualties and hurts that will be a stumbling block
to the church at present and for generations to follow. May
God give us both wisdom and courage as leaders to know
when to confront or restrain dirty fighting while enabling the
conflict that will help the church grow and fulfill the biblical
mandate.



THE MOUNTAINVIEW CHURCH

The Mountainview Church’s history was marked with tri-
umphs as well as tragedies. When George Martin accepted

the call as pastor of Mountainview, the church was rebounding
from its most recent tragedy.
Ten years earlier the congregation was blindsided and devastat-

ed when their popular pastor was suddenly removed for “conduct
unworthy of a minister of the gospel.” His credentials were re-
moved, and he left the ministry but continued to live in the com-
munity. A few congregants and a couple of board members were
still in frequent contact with him. The next pastor was there for
only a short time, feeling unaccepted by the membership.
The next pastor, the one who immediately preceded George, was

there for eight years. During his ministry the attendance had
climbed back into the upper 400s. The board made it clear to him
that it wanted the church to grow to 800 or 900 in attendance.
While there were those who were obviously pleased with the
growth, the pastor heard continual comments that compared him
unfavorably with the pastor who had been removed. There were
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suggestions made to him that he later learned had been relayed to
him from that pastor. It was obvious that the removed pastor’s in-
fluence was still strong in the church. Even though he led the
church through a building program that provided a much-needed
education and fellowship wing, the criticism and comparisons con-
tinued, and he left for a larger church in another part of the country.
After becoming the pastor, George Martin wondered if he

would have accepted the call if he had known the whole story. He
felt strongly, though, that the Lord had called him to Mountain-
view, and he had a vision for growing this church to become a
major force for the Lord in the community.
During the first year at Mountainview, George kept all three ex-

isting pastoral staff members. One of them had served the church
for over 15 years. But George saw many signs that another staff
member, the minister of music, had never really disconnected
from the pastor who had been removed. The minister of music
seldom acted on suggestions George made for changes in the mu-
sic ministry, and changes he did make were later found to have
been at the suggestion of the former pastor.
When George released the minister of music, two board mem-

bers and a significant number of others were very unhappy. They
continued to be quite vocal about their displeasure.
Church attendance slipped somewhat after the music minister

was released, but the number who left is considerably smaller
than the number of new people in the church.
George considers team building one of his strengths. In each of

the churches he has pastored, he successfully built a strong sense
of teamwork in the pastoral staff. That sense of teamwork is devel-
oping now in his second year at Mountainview, and George is
gratified by the united front the staff now presents to the church.
He loves the members of his staff and feels a deep commitment
from each of them. The staff member who has been there for
more than 15 years is a particularly strong advocate for George.
George’s vision for Mountainview is “Teams Working Together

for Christ.” His messages challenge people to ask themselves,
“What team am I on?” and “What is my team doing to reach this



community for Christ?” When he meets with members of various
groups, such as the teenagers, he asks them the name of their
team and asks them what their team is doing to reach other teens.
George has dealt with significant problems, however. A recent

problem surfaced when his wife let him know that one of the
board members, Martha, was complaining to members that the
church services didn’t seem to be as evangelistic as they had been
under previous pastors. George immediately called Martha and
asked if they could meet at his house after the evening service on
the following Sunday. Martha agreed.
When Martha arrived on Sunday night, George’s wife served

cookies and coffee and then discreetly left the room so that George
and Martha could talk. George told Martha that he had been with
the church almost two years now and was interested in how she
thought things were going. He told her that his reason for request-
ing her to come to the house was because he wanted to know if
there was anything in particular that she felt should be discussed.
“Well, now that you mention it, there is something. You know

that I’ve been a part of this church for most of my adult life. I re-
member over the years the many times I’ve seen people going to the
altar at the close of our service. I remember the night I stepped out
at the close of a service, and my life has never been the same. To be
frank, Pastor, since you’ve been our pastor, we just don’t seem to
have those evangelistic services much any more. I really miss that.”
“I appreciate your honesty, Martha,” George responded. “I

know you don’t have a critical spirit, and I can see that this is
something important to you. If you don’t mind, I’d like to share
with you how I see the Lord using me at Mountainview.”
George went on to share his vision of how the Lord is using his

gifts in team building to reach the community. He reminded
Martha of the training sessions on friendship evangelism where
members learned how to share their faith with their friends, and he
gave her several examples of new people in their church who were
there because a member had shared his or her faith with them.
Martha thought quietly for a moment, then said, “Pastor, you’re

right about new people coming into the church. But couldn’t we



have both friendship evangelism and evangelistic services? Why
does it have to be one or the other? If we had both, maybe even
more people would come.”
“My theory is that we all should be involved in the evangelistic

program of the church,” George replied. “I don’t want all the
evangelism left up to me. That’s why I put most of my efforts into
preparing the members to reach out to their friends and neighbors.
I think right now I have the ministry balance that best suits the
spiritual gifts the Lord has given me. I’d appreciate it if you would
put together a team to join me in praying for the Lord’s leadership
with regard to our church services. I can think of a couple of peo-
ple who would be interested in being members of that team if it
sounds like a good idea to you.”
Martha agreed to head up the team, and the pastor asked her to

have the team pray about what role the church services should
serve in reaching the community for Christ.

PREPARING TO COMMUNICATE

A great deal of the effectiveness of communication is deter-
mined ahead of time. Communication skills are significantly en-
hanced by careful preparation.

1. Is the person with whom you intend to communicate a
“parent”? If so, who are the “children”? Or is he or she a “child”?
If so, who is the “parent”? Is he or she an “independent child”?
(See chapter 6.) In our example, the fact that Martha is a board
member does not necessarily mean she is a parent in the church’s
family structure. But if she is a parent, it is likely that the people to
whom she has been complaining are her children in the church fam-
ily structure, and George will want them to know that he and Martha
have met and agreed on a strategy for addressing their differences.

2. What is the person’s role in the church’s communication
system? As a member of the church board, Martha holds a central
role in the system. How this conflict is handled could have signifi-
cant positive or negative implications for the church.

3. At what level is this conflict? (See chapter 4.) Are there



widespread conflicts among church members regarding the church
services? Pastors and other leaders are continually amazed at how
quickly conflicts spread. George believes this particular conflict is
at a low level. When conflicts have escalated to levels four or five,
involving the other party in a task force to work on the problem is
seldom effective.

4. What are the deep interests of those who are in conflict?
In his conversation with Martha, George became convinced that
this conflict was a legitimate concern of Martha’s and was not
driven by the agenda of the former pastor. His strategy for com-
municating with her is shaped largely by this knowledge. If the
agenda was driven from outside the church, another strategy
would have been necessary.

5. What is the relationship of the conflict to the vision you
believe the Lord has given you for the church? The goal is for
conflict to become a means of transforming the church so that the
vision becomes reality. George keeps his focus on that vision as he
works through the conflict. If Martha’s concerns resulted in the
board telling George he needs to put more effort into evangelistic
services, his vision could be jeopardized.

COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Conflict is threatening to people. They feel threatened with the
loss of the familiar, with the possibility of personal attacks, or
with harm coming to people they love. They feel threatened with
rejection by others in their church.
When people feel threatened, they become defensive and try to

protect themselves. One of the ways they protect themselves is by
closing down to people they think might hurt them. The only peo-
ple they are open to are people they feel they can trust. The peo-
ple they most need to be in contact with are those with whom
they have significant differences, yet these are precisely the people
they try to avoid.
When people aren’t communicating with the ones with whom

they have conflict, the information received is usually either second-
hand or thirdhand and full of rumor and distortions about the is-



sues and the people involved. This results in bad decisions built on
misinformation, making the conflict worse and more destructive. It
becomes a downward spiral that deteriorates. This is why it is so
important for those in conflict to have good communication skills.

Active Listening
The most critical communication skill when dealing with conflict

is active listening. Active listeners pay careful attention to both the
words and the nonverbal behaviors. Pastor George, in the situation
presented here, was impressed with the sincerity of Martha’s con-
cern about the services. He may have picked up both verbal and
nonverbal communication signals on which to base his impression.
On the verbal level, Bob noticed that Martha described her own

personal experience. She described deep, personal feelings about
an evangelistic service that was a turning point in her life. She
didn’t describe how other people feel about the situation such as,
“A lot of people are unhappy about the changes you have made in
our church services.” She didn’t use a Billy Graham crusade as an
example, which would be very different from the situation in their
local church. She didn’t use win-lose language—“Either the servic-
es change or I am leaving and taking a lot of people with me”—to
describe her feelings. Her words didn’t indicate a need to win a
battle with the pastor. Rather, she showed genuine desire to do
what will bring people to the Lord.
George probably also noticed the nonverbal ways in which

Martha communicated. He knows it is easy to badly misinterpret
nonverbal signals, so he was careful about the meaning he at-
tached to them. Nonverbal signals need to be interpreted in terms
of the person as a whole and not as isolated incidents.
The pastor detected a warmth in Martha’s voice and, although

she didn’t make much eye contact with him, he interpreted that as
her way of protecting herself from seeing his disappointment
when he heard what she had to say. He observed the same
warmth in the expression on her face. If her facial expression had
been hostile or tense, George would have been on the defensive
and would not have made himself vulnerable to Martha.



George demonstrated active listening by reflecting back to
Martha what he heard her saying. This convinced Martha that he
was really listening to her and not just giving her an opportunity
to express herself in the hope that would be enough to keep her
happy.
Reflecting is an especially important communication skill when

dealing with conflict. It is important to say to the one with whom
you are discussing the issue, “Now, let me tell you what I hear
you saying, and you tell me if I have it straight.”
George’s active listening was demonstrated most of all by his

recommendation that Martha form a team to pray about the direc-
tion of the services. This says to Martha that he is open to serious
consideration of doing things another way.
Unfortunately, those with whom a pastor is in conflict will not

always address the situation in warm and open ways. If someone
is yelling at you, the inclination will be to yell back. But if you can
control your emotions and communicate concern and understand-
ing to the person who is on the attack, the emotional content of
the situation can be lowered substantially.

Assertiveness
Assertiveness is not the same as aggression. Assertive people

seek to advance their agendas while showing regard for the agen-
das of others as well. Aggressive people push their own agendas
without regard for the welfare of others.
Pastors surveyed emphasized the importance of addressing con-

flict as early as possible. This requires assertiveness on the part of
the pastor or lay leaders. It’s tempting to ignore conflict in hopes
the parties involved will somehow resolve it and the conflict will
go away. If, however, intervention is needed and doesn’t happen,
the conflict will be much harder to deal with when the leader is fi-
nally drawn in.
Sometimes parties in conflict don’t want intervention, but the

conflict has potential to do such harm to the church that the
leader must intervene. The assertive leader will intervene in a way
that communicates to all that the primary concern is the church’s



mission. The leader must demonstrate that when the church’s
mission is advanced, the interests of all are valued.
Assertiveness is also needed when people who wield power in

the church are taking advantage of those who have no power.
Sometimes lay leaders need to be assertive with pastors who use
their power to overwhelm those who differ with them. Con-
fronting others in love as set out in Eph. 4:15 is an important skill
for the leader attempting to manage church conflict. If a party to
the conflict is employing dirty fighting techniques, it may fall to
the conflict manager to confront that person to discuss the harm-
ful effects his or her tactics are having on the church and other
members. The conflict manager should be careful to describe the
person’s behaviors and its effects rather than accusing or blaming
the person. He or she also will want to communicate a deep re-
spect and concern for the person, knowing that the dirty fighting
tactics may grow out of scars or wounds that have been carried for
many years.

Reframing is a strategy the conflict manager can use to change
members’ perceptions of the nature of a conflict. For instance, if
reductions are needed in programs or personnel, the conflict man-
ager can help members put a “pruning” frame on the discussions
as opposed to one that highlights decline or deterioration. The ef-
fective conflict manager uses his or her communication skills to
put a positive frame on conflict. This increases the possibility of a
positive outcome.

Timeliness, clarity, and accuracy will be hallmarks of the suc-
cessful conflict manager’s efforts to keep all parties informed as he
or she guides the church through the conflict management
process. It is important that all involved receive accurate informa-
tion when they need to know it in a clear, well-organized format.
Hundreds of years ago, a Roman rhetorician said the crucial

question is not whether your message can be understood but
whether it can be misunderstood. This is still an excellent question
for conflict managers to ask themselves today. “Is it possible for my
message to be misunderstood and, if so, in what way can I express
it that would reduce misunderstandings as much as possible?”



Redundancy improves the likelihood that accurate information
will get through to church members. If there is an important meet-
ing coming up to discuss some aspect of the conflict, it should be
announced at least twice both orally and in writing. This strategy
also provides evidence that the conflict manager is working hard
to keep all church members informed during the process.

Don’t tell people not to be angry or upset (Leas 2001a, 44).
The conflict manager wants to know how people are feeling as
well as what they are thinking. If you tell members not to be an-
gry, you are signaling that you are not concerned about the anger
they feel or the reasons for that anger. Suppressing anger will not
resolve the conflict. Resolution will come when that anger is dealt
with in a positive manner.

Don’t accuse people of negative motives (Whetten and
Cameron 1998, 338). As an example, let’s say one of the parties to
a church conflict stands up during a meeting and charges that the
pastor is not accountable enough to the church for his or her ac-
tions. If the conflict manager responds in a way that appears to ac-
cuse the member of “grandstanding” for personal benefit rather
than for the purpose of resolving the conflict, it could be a very
serious mistake.
The conflict manager is making an assumption about why the

person spoke up in the meeting—an assumption that may or may
not be true. It is not possible to observe motive; therefore, any
statement made about someone’s motives are inferences that
could be untrue and unfair. Also, while the person’s statement
may have caused discomfort for the pastor and others, the person
may have been speaking for a sizeable contingency in the church
and felt this was the appropriate time to make the statement. Fi-
nally, making such a statement before the whole congregation
could serve as a catalyst for getting all parties to recognize that
there is a problem that needs to be addressed.
The effectiveness of the conflict manager’s communication is

the key to establishing and maintaining relationships with all par-
ties to the conflict. The quality of these relationships will deter-
mine the quality of the information and support he or she receives



from the parties to the conflict.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . I once attended a class on
conflict management, and as a case study was presented to
the class, one of the pastors in attendance tearfully confessed
that he identified so strongly with the example that he didn’t
feel he could respond without personal bias. Just the night be-
fore he had attended a church meeting where hurtful things
were said about his leadership, his ministry, and even his fam-
ily. We wondered how he could have attended the class with
the weight of all the baggage he brought with him. Suddenly
we realized that this was a God moment, and we gathered
around our fellow pastor and laid hands on him and prayed
for healing, peace, and for God-anointed answers for the con-
flict he faced in his church.
The pastor of the church cited in this example in chapter 9

is to be commended for his boldness in casting his vision for
the future for team building to reach the community for
Christ. He was also wise in communicating with Martha, listen-
ing to her concerns, and then enlisting her to lead a team to
pray and work to enhance the evangelistic vitality of their
worship services. I have discovered in my own pastoral min-
istry that when I prepare carefully crafted questions and think
through the positive affirmations I can communicate with au-
thenticity, the much better the outcome.
The anointing of God’s Spirit is available for communicat-

ing vision from the pulpit as well as empowering the one-on-
one encounters with key leaders who have a contribution to
make in moving vision to reality.



Jane is a relatively new member at Elm Street Church. Shortlyafter completing the membership class, she was elected to the
church board. She is a young professional who is very popular
with other young people in the church.
Jane’s profession is financial planning, so she was obviously

interested in the financial statements that were distributed at the
first board meeting she attended as a new member. Almost imme-
diately Jane realized that the financial statements were difficult to
read and didn’t follow standard accounting principles for present-
ing information on a balance sheet.
Right after that first board meeting Jane approached the senior

pastor, David, to share her concerns about the treasurer’s report.
She asked David if he felt the church treasurer, Alex, would be
open to her offer to help in organizing the financial statements.
David told her he had been concerned about the financial state-
ments since becoming pastor five years ago, and when he asked
Alex questions in that regard, Alex was not very forthcoming in
answering his questions.
David went on to tell Jane that Alex might not appreciate the

implication he needed help with the financial records, and if she
decided to offer her assistance, she needed to be careful not to
give the impression that she didn’t think he knew what he was
doing. David also shared with Jane that the church was about to
submit a loan application for financing for the new church annex.
He was concerned that the financial records might not be in order,
jeopardizing the chances of getting the loan.
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David reminded Jane that Alex’s brother, Scott, is also on the
church board and suggested that Scott might be willing to ask Alex
if he would like Jane’s help with the extra work of getting the finan-
cial documents prepared for the loan application. Jane liked that
idea and told David that she would contact Scott about doing that.
The very next Sunday morning, three board members ap-

proached David and asked if he knew that Jane had raised ques-
tions about Alex’s abilities as church treasurer. They saw no rea-
son Jane should question Alex’s competency to do a job he had
been doing for 10 years and wanted David to speak to Jane and
ask her to leave Alex alone. David agreed to speak with her.
When David reached Jane, she was clearly upset. She told

David that when she talked to Scott and asked him to talk to Alex
about her offer to help prepare the financial documents for the loan
application, he told her that he would talk to Alex, but that Alex
was very well organized and probably wouldn’t need her help.
About the time the three board members were talking to David

on Sunday morning, Alex, Scott, and another board member con-
fronted Jane and told her they resented her raising questions
about the job Alex was doing as church treasurer.
Alex accused Jane of wanting the job of church treasurer and

talking behind his back to the pastor and other board members.
She tried to assure Alex that she didn’t want his job and was only
trying to be helpful. She told him that the pastor had suggested he
might want some help preparing the loan application. Alex then
asked her pointedly if the pastor had expressed doubts about the
way the treasurer’s job was being handled. At that point, Jane re-
alized the conversation was getting out of hand and told Alex that
she would find some other way to be helpful to the church family
and that she didn’t really think they should discuss it any further.
“Did the pastor tell you I have been treasurer for 10 years and

that the church is in good financial condition?” Alex asked.
“Alex, I said I don’t want to talk about this any more,” Jane

replied, and she turned and walked away.
After reporting this conversation to David, Jane told David that

she felt hurt and angry that she had been attacked in this way



when she was just trying to help the church. David told her he was
sorry she had to go through that and promised to talk with Alex.
Within hours David was confronted by a group of young profes-

sional people in the church who expressed their displeasure about
the way Jane was being treated by the church board. They wanted
Alex to apologize to Jane and give Jane access to the financial
records to see if they were in order. They reminded David that as
members of the church they were entitled to see all financial
records as well as to appear at a board meeting and call for an out-
side audit of the records. They told David that was exactly what
they intended to do unless Alex invited Jane to look over the
records. David realized it was time for him to invite Alex for a talk.

THE PASTOR’S POSITION IN THE CONFLICT

David can see two coalitions building, with Alex as the “par-
ent” of one “family” and Jane as the parent of the other. Alex’s
coalition is made up of longtime members who also happen to
hold the majority of positions on the church board. Alex has used
his position as treasurer to build a strong power base. The “chil-
dren” in his family are in influential positions that he has helped
them get and keep. Alex is always a member of the nominating
committee and frequently chairs that committee.
The second family is made up of young professionals who are

relatively new members. They hold Jane in high regard and look
to her for leadership. It was their votes that were chiefly responsi-
ble for her election to the church board. They consider the other
coalition—or family—as control freaks who don’t want younger
people in leadership positions. They are angry that these older
members seem to be more interested in hanging on to their power
than in seeing the church grow. And they are very angry about the
way Jane is being treated by this more powerful coalition.
The church communication system has a high concentration of

power in Alex’s family. Therefore, the two coalitions are out of
balance—a situation that is not conducive to successful negotia-
tion. David must find a way to put the two coalitions in balance to



reduce the tendency for either side to begin using dirty fighting
tactics. When the powers are in balance, the parties are much
more likely to fight fairly.
Although David doubts the young professionals would carry

out their threat to appear at a church board meeting to demand an
independent audit, they should not be taken lightly because the
threat is an early warning signal that they intend to be heard. The
advance warning may be a sign that they have confidence in him
and the church’s decision-making process to protect their inter-
ests. If they conclude their confidence is misplaced, dirty fighting
tactics may appear.
The fact that a contingent of church board members approached

David at the same time another contingent confronted Jane should
signal him that Alex’s coalition has launched an offensive to pro-
tect their interests. They may only desist when the opponent has
been defeated or driven out, which bodes ill for the church.
One result could be that Alex’s “family” will become a clique

that runs the church with occasional “guerilla attacks” from those
who are not part of the dominant group. If the clique has sufficient
power—which it appears to have at this time—those who are un-
happy will eventually leave the church. The church will become a
revolving door of people coming in, getting frustrated, and leaving.
The church’s growth and mission will be seriously jeopardized.
Another result could be that the group of young professionals

will become strong enough to mount a serious challenge to Alex’s
coalition. Such a challenge could consume the whole church, forc-
ing everyone to take a side, eventually splitting the church.
Whether David realizes it or not, he does not have the luxury

of confronting this conflict while it is still at a low level of intensi-
ty. It likely is already a level three conflict, meaning he should se-
riously consider seeking outside help. Elm Street Church is inde-
pendent, so there are no denominational authorities to go to for
assistance. It would be advisable for David to consult other veter-
an pastors or contact a church conflict consultant for advice.
David is not a party to the conflict yet. His job right now is me-

diating between Alex and Jane. He needs to create an environment



where both of them feel safe in negotiating the conflict for them-
selves. This won’t happen overnight. In the meantime, all parties
must accept a level of uncertainty while the conditions are created
in which Alex and Jane can negotiate with each other in love.
David realizes that the church board may soon be aligned

against him if it becomes known that he is unhappy with the way
Alex is handling the church treasurer’s job. He feels that he has
been drawn into a no-win situation between the two coalitions. At
this point he cannot choose whether or not he will be involved in
the conflict; he can only choose his role in it, and even that may
not be totally within his control.
If David is successful in his mediation between the two coali-

tions, a conversation between Jane and Alex in which they negoti-
ate directly will eventually take place. But first, David’s efforts will
be directed toward coaching them in the use of fair fighting tac-
tics. If he can get them to commit to that, then they can begin to
negotiate directly. Ideally, the process will begin by repairing their
relationship so that they can focus on the issue of church finances
without attempting to overpower or outmaneuver each other.

MEDIATION PRINCIPLES

1. The Christian conflict manager can intervene with a ration-
al, creative problem-solving process under the guidance of the
Holy Spirit to move the conflict toward resolution (Halverstadt, 8).
David cannot wait for the conflict to play itself out. This unman-
aged conflict could eventually destroy the church and perhaps
even end his career.
2. David’s task is to develop a positive relationship with Jane and

Alex as individuals so that he can coach them into repairing their re-
lationship. To get drawn into their relationship is to risk triangulation
where both Jane and Alex attempt to use David against each other.
3. There may be “independent children” in the church who

could be helpful to David in achieving a successful resolution to
the conflict. These members will be independent thinkers with
skills and resources they can use to protect the church. David



must focus on the system as a whole rather than allow his atten-
tion to be narrowly directed to the fight between the two coali-
tions.
4. After the parties have built a relationship of trust and respect

with each other, they can focus their attention on the issue. It would
be counterproductive to address the issues before that relationship is
established. If the conflict manager concludes that the parties are not
able to successfully repair their relationship, it may be necessary, as
a last resort, to move from mediation to arbitration in which an out-
side agency imposes a solution on the church.
5. Church members tend to lose sight of the important reasons

the church came into being in the first place when the church is
experiencing internal conflict (Leas 2001a, 12). The church’s mis-
sion should be stressed to all parties involved. Members are not
asked to forget about their own interests, but they are asked to
pursue their interests in a way that benefits everyone.
6. Getting to the resolution of a conflict is a gradual process in

which sometimes what appears impossible at the beginning seems
almost natural at the end (Ury, 181).
7. Conflict managers should focus more on the parties’ inter-

ests than on their positions (41). David should be more concerned
about Alex’s and Jane’s needs than on their opinions regarding
church finances. If he shows them he can and will protect their in-
terests, they will feel safe in negotiating their positions.
David decided that it was time for him to speak with Alex and

asked him to come to the church office. He began the conversation
by telling Alex he was very concerned about the conflict that was
occurring between him and Jane. When Alex voiced his belief that
Jane was trying to take his position of treasurer, David tried to as-
sure him that no one wanted that to happen. He went on to ex-
press his concern that there would be major repercussions for the
church if this matter wasn’t settled. He told Alex that he was go-
ing to set up a committee of members who were not involved in
the conflict to help bring good from it.
“Why do you want to bring other people into it?” Alex asked.
“Because,” David explained, “this is a matter that affects the



whole church. I don’t believe other members would want to sit by
and watch this fight tear our church apart.”
“Then why aren’t you working through the church board?”
David explained, “Because it’s obvious that most of the board

is already involved in this conflict. I need members who are not
committed to either side. We need to set up a process to protect
our church and bring some good out of this.”
Alex angrily informed David that the board members were go-

ing to be very unhappy. He accused David of never wanting him
to serve as church treasurer. He informed David that the church
board was going to have a thing or two to say to David about the
way he was handling his job as pastor. With that, he got up and
walked out the door.
David is really in need of help at this point. Alex was clearly

threatened by the process of bringing other members into the situ-
ation, and he continued to use accusation and blame to deal with
the conflict. The danger level for David and the church was rising.
David called a veteran pastor that he respected to discuss the

situation. This pastor agreed that David was doing the right thing
by bringing other respected church members in to help.

Marshaling the Forces on the Sidelines
The battling coalitions in the Elm Street Church represented a

significant portion of the church’s leadership and membership, but
not all of it. David approached two members he knew to be wise,
spiritually grounded individuals who contributed significantly to
the church.
Joyce worked part-time as administrator at a senior citizen cen-

ter in town and taught a Sunday School class for older adults. She
was not part of any particular clique or coalition in the church.
David considered her to be a thoughtful, compassionate person
who cares about the community and people.
Matt was a high school biology teacher who had devoted a lot

of his time to the teen group in the church. His spiritual develop-
ment over the past several years as well as the leadership he had
shown with the teens was well respected. He had been a board



member in previous years but decided to have his name left off
the ballot in the last board election. Matt had been helpful in deal-
ing with a previous conflict between a group of teens and some
board members over how the teens were using church facilities.
David met privately with Joyce and Matt to share his concerns

about the emerging conflict. He began by asking them to keep
their discussions in the strictest confidence. Once they agreed to
his request, David told them about the struggle developing be-
tween longtime church members and the newer, younger members
who wanted to offer leadership but had been rebuffed. He told
them about the threats and dirty fighting tactics being used by
both sides. David told Joyce and Matt that their job was not to de-
cide the conflict but rather to set up and monitor a process that
would ensure that all parties fight fairly so that the conflict could
be brought to a successful resolution.
Joyce and Matt agreed to help David and also recommended that

he recruit two or three other church members to join them, which
he did. David ended with a conflict resolution task force of four to
work toward bringing good out of the conflict. He set up a board
meeting on the following Sunday to introduce the task force and in-
vite the members to suggest procedures the task force could use.

The Board Meeting
The next Sunday David introduced the conflict resolution team

to the church board. Following are his comments to the board:
“I’m very concerned about a conflict that is developing in our

church that has the potential of doing great damage to our church
and its mission. A church fight could derail the progress we’ve
been making and cause some people to leave the church. I don’t
think anyone in this room wants to see that happen. Jane isn’t
here, and I’m sure that isn’t a coincidence; I didn’t see her in
church this morning, either.
“I’ve been approached by two different groups about this devel-

oping problem. One group—which consists of many of you—is
upset because you respect the job Alex has done as church treas-
urer and you think Jane is questioning his work. The other group



is upset because they think some of you ganged up on Jane and
accused her of doing things she didn’t do. Both sides are accusing
and blaming, which is not the way to handle this situation.
“I have asked Matt, Joyce, Tim, and Jerry to serve on a conflict

resolution task force to help me protect our church as well as
bring good out of this. I believe conflict can be good for our
church, but it has to be handled very carefully. If we all go into
this just trying to defeat the other side, our church is in trouble. If
we go into it with the idea of making something good happen for
all of us, we will be better off after the fight than we were before.
It all depends on whether or not we are willing to put the mission
of our church ahead of our own personal interests. These four
people are going to try to help us make something good happen.”
One of the board members asked why Jane and Alex couldn’t

just work it out without getting anyone else involved. David ex-
plained that he hoped someday the two of them would be able to
sit down and discuss the financial records of the church but that
right now that probably couldn’t happen. He explained that they
had to work on straightening out their relationship before they
could talk about finances.
One of the board members wanted to know if Jane and Alex and

the pastor could sit down and get this straightened out. Another
board member asked Alex if he would feel more comfortable if
someone besides the pastor sat in on his and Jane’s discussions.
Alex said that he would, so David asked the conflict resolution team
to work with Alex and Jane to find someone outside the church to
help them by acting as facilitator when they met together.
The pastor ended the meeting by asking the board to leave the

problem in the hands of the conflict resolution team, Jane, and
Alex so that the process could work.

ANALYSIS

Let’s look at some pointers we can take from the Elm Street
Church conflict.

� The pastor took the warning signs seriously and selected a



mediation process appropriate for the level of danger he be-
lieved existed.

� David accepted responsibility for his part in creating the con-
flict by not addressing his concerns about the financial
records years earlier. He further complicated things by telling
Jane that he had questions about Alex’s performance.

� Bringing other members into the situation helped bring the
power between the two coalitions more into balance.

� Bringing in an outside mediator between the two parties in-
creases the probability of success—although it doesn’t guar-
antee it.

� David, knowing that Alex doesn’t trust him, was agreeable to
bringing in an outside party to facilitate the conversation be-
tween Alex and Jane. This may be painful for David, but he
was committed to doing what was best for the church.

This conflict was not resolved at this point. Alex may still have
another power play up his sleeve. Jane hasn’t agreed to the process
and may already have made up her mind to leave the church. The
important point is that a process based on fair fighting has been set
in motion. It is equally important that the process has been en-
dorsed by the church board and others in positions of influence,
and this well help ease uncertainty and tension in the church.
Now the church must wait and rely on the willingness of the

parties to cooperate, the skill of the outside facilitator, and the
help of the Lord to bring power out of pain.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . Leaders may decide to delay
a response when they become aware of interpersonal conflict
between church members, but when finances are involved, the
very integrity of the church may be called into question. This
conflict cannot be ignored.
Pastor David is to be complimented for his prompt action

and good decisions once the conflict became evident. He was
assertive and thorough in pulling together key components
that will hopefully lead to eventual resolution of the conflict
and save the church from serious fracture.



The process supported by the church board and the conflict
resolution team will hopefully keep the church safe from de-
structive conflict, and the Elm Street Church will emerge even
stronger as it pursues the mission the Lord has given its mem-
bers.



The conflict at Elm Street Church is potentially damaging to
the church, the members, and Pastor David. In the hope that

good for the church could come forth from the conflict, a conflict
consultant, Martin Brown, was called in.
David held a meeting in his office with Marty and gave Marty

as much information as he knew about the conflict and its origins.
He acknowledged mistakes he made that very well may have
caused the conflict to grow, and he filled Marty in on the roles of
the key players. He told him about the meeting with the church
board, establishing the task force, and the fact that Alex had
agreed to meet with Jane if someone was brought in from the out-
side to mediate. He also mentioned that Jane was not in church
Sunday and had not attended the board meeting, so she was un-
aware of the task force and that Alex had agreed to meet with her.
It was a clear concern to Marty that Jane had not attended church
or the board meeting, and he said he would make an effort to talk
with Jane as soon as possible.
David and Marty then had a long discussion to give Marty the

background of the church’s history, some general information
about the church’s political structure, and other information to
help Marty understand the conflict. Marty asked a lot of questions
about both Alex and Jane. He wanted to know about any previous
conflicts in which they had been involved as well as how well
they tended to get along with others in the church.
Marty then talked about what he saw as David’s role in the

conflict. He told him that as much as possible it would be good for
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him to stay out of the conflict. Marty indicated, however, that
there might come a time when David would have to take a stand
on how the church finances are handled. He told David that he
would let him know if he saw such a time approaching so that
David could prepare to address the issue. Marty commended
David for bringing the other church members into the situation
when it appeared the conflict was escalating and for seeking the
advice of a veteran pastor on the approach he was taking.
Marty also told David that it had probably been a mistake to

send Jane to Scott rather than going directly to Alex. Another al-
ternative would have been for David to approach Alex directly
himself. Either way, it would have been best to address the matter
without getting other board members involved. One of these op-
tions likely would have allowed David to clear things up with Alex
without setting off the power struggle between factions in the
church.
At David’s request, the church secretary set up a meeting be-

tween Marty and Jane at a local coffee shop for later that day.
Marty introduced himself and told Jane that he had been contact-
ed to help the folks at Elm Street Church work through this con-
flict. Their conversation went like this.
“Is this really so serious that someone from the outside has to

help us?” Jane asked.
“Well,” Marty answered, “there are some serious charges and

threats being made, and when a conflict gets to this level, the
church usually needs some help. The pastor isn’t taking this light-
ly. Did you know that Alex agreed to meet with you to try to work
this out?”
“Yes, I heard,” Jane replied. “As soon as he apologizes for am-

bushing me with his friends, I’ll consider meeting with him. Until
then, there isn’t much for us to talk about.”
“I take from your comment that you would be open to repair-

ing the relationship with Alex, then. Is that right?”
“Are you saying I’d have to be the one to repair the relation-

ship?”
“No, not at all,” Marty answered. “It would be something the



two of you would do together. I’d be there to help you, but it
would be up to you and Alex to do the work.”
“The way things are in that church, I’m not even sure it’s

worth the effort,” Jane replied.
Marty asked her why she felt that way.
“That is Alex’s own little kingdom over there. He controls the

nominating committee and the finances. No one is going to get
any significant position in that church unless they’re willing to do
just what Alex wants. The way I see it, even the pastor is power-
less to do anything about it.”
Jane acknowledged that she still felt a lot of anger and hurt

over being confronted by Alex and his friends. Marty agreed that
the three of them converging on her after church was wrong. He
told Jane he felt the first order of business was to repair the rela-
tionship with Alex. If that was successful, then they could work
on other issues she wanted to raise.
Jane agreed to think and pray about it.
After meeting with Jane, Marty set up a meeting with the con-

flict resolution task force. He wanted to keep them informed of
every step taken in working through the conflict. Marty asked
David to be present in the meeting also.
When Marty met with the task force he asked them to sign a

form agreeing that they would not share with anyone else the
things that were discussed among them. He then explained the
following principles that he employs in helping churches deal with
conflict.
1. He is not there to resolve the conflict for them. He is there to
help the people directly involved resolve it for themselves.

2. He is working for a triple win—a win for each party in-
volved and a win for the church. He doesn’t want anyone to
come out a loser.

3. His specific measures of success are:
� Reduced tension
� Improvement of problem-solving strategies
� No loss of members and/or return of lost members within
18 months



� Decisions made will be honored for two years (Leas 2001b,
5)

Marty informed the task force that Jane and Alex were not ready
to meet together at this point—especially as far as Jane was con-
cerned. He explained that it might be necessary for him to meet
with Jane several times before she would be willing to meet with
Alex. He said that he wouldn’t set up a meeting between the two of
them until he felt certain it would produce a positive outcome.
One of the task force members asked Marty why Jane was un-

willing to meet with Alex, and Marty explained that Jane was very
hurt and angry and felt she had been ambushed by Alex and two
other board members. She felt that all she was doing was trying to
help and that she had been accused of trying to steal the treasurer
position away from Alex.
Marty went on to tell the task force that it was important that

they understand that there were issues beyond the way the church
finances were being reported. He explained that the young profes-
sionals that were new members of the church felt they were being
blocked from leadership positions, and if this issue wasn’t re-
solved, the church would become a revolving door with new
members coming in the front door and going out the back. He told
them that the basic question to be answered was whether or not
Elm Street Church was ready to change.
“Who’s blocking them from leadership?” one of the task force

members asked.
“Jane sees that she is the only young person on the board. She

also sees Alex as always on the nominating committee and usually
chairing it. In her opinion he is controlling the finances, and she
feels he is also controlling who gets into church leadership posi-
tions.”
“Maybe we should have board members rotate off the board

every three years or so,” suggested Tim.
“That’s really not up to us to decide,” Jerry replied.
“That’s right,” said Marty. “But a conflict resolution task force

has several responsibilities. One of them is to make recommenda-



tions on how the church can avoid conflicts like this in the future.
You may want to recommend to the church board that a review of
the church’s organizational structure is warranted.”
“Pigs will fly before that happens,” Jerry retorted.
“I hope that’s not the case,” Marty said. “Because if it is, the

board better be prepared for a group of Jane’s friends to show up
at a board meeting and demand an external audit of the church’s
books.”
“Do you think they would really do that?” Matt asked.
“When people think their legitimate concerns are not being ad-

dressed through normal channels, they will resort to raw power
moves,” Marty explained.
“Aren’t the church’s books open for any member to look at?”

asked Joyce. “Jane can see the books anytime she wants, can’t
she? After all, she’s a member of the board.”
“Well, actually,” David looked down in embarrassment, “Alex

keeps them at home.”
“I didn’t know that,” Jerry objected. “Those books should be

kept in the church office. Pastor, I think you need to tell Alex to
bring them back to the church.”
“I’m meeting with Alex later today,” Marty said. “I’ll talk with

him about it.”
When Marty and Alex got together for their meeting, Marty in-

troduced himself and thanked Alex for meeting with him. Alex
shared with Marty his feelings regarding the conflict and acknowl-
edged to Alex that he didn’t want to see anything bad happen to
his church. Marty asked him what bad things he wanted to avoid.
Alex said he didn’t like people fighting, particularly in church, and
that the reason he had agreed to meet with Marty and Jane was in
the hope of stopping the fighting.
“If Jane was sitting here with us tonight, Alex, what would you

say to her?” Marty asked.
“I’d ask her why she’s trying to take the church treasurer job

away from me and why she’s talking behind my back. By the way,
why isn’t she here meeting with us?”
Marty told Alex that Jane was hurt and angry and that she still



wasn’t ready to meet with him. He talked about his role as conflict
consultant and explained to Alex that he would also be meeting
with Jane to discuss her thoughts and feelings on the conflict. He
acknowledged the church’s strong financial position and compli-
mented Alex on the job he had done as church treasurer. Alex told
Marty that he had never had formal accounting training but had
drawn on his experience from running his own business.
“You are to be commended for the fine job you’ve done, Alex,”

Marty said. “Do you mind if I take a look at the books?”
“I don’t keep them here,” Alex admitted. “I keep them at home.

If anyone has a question about the finances, all they have to do is
ask and I’ll get an answer by the next board meeting.”
“Alex,” Marty asked pointedly, “why don’t you keep the books

in the church office? Don’t you think that’s really where they be-
long? The board members seem to feel strongly that the books
should be available to them.”
Alex reacted angrily and suggested that the board was trying to

take his job too.
“Alex, no one is trying to take your job. Everyone is trying to

do what is best for you, Jane, and the church. It would be easy for
all involved to just throw up their hands and go to another
church. But if that happens, everyone loses. Sacrifice and forgive-
ness are the only things that will get us through this. Tell me hon-
estly why you don’t keep the books at the church.”
“I know where every penny of the church’s money is,” Alex an-

swered. “I never took an accounting course, and I probably don’t
show it the way the accountants would want me to, but I’m proud
of the job I’ve done for my church.”
“Alex, you have every right to be proud. The pastor and the

church appreciate the good job you’ve done and the hard work
you’ve put into it. But Jane wants to do her part too. She can help
by showing you how to put together some of those reports. Really,
Alex, that’s all she wants to do.”
“To tell you the truth,” Alex answered, softening, “I was getting

nervous about the loan application. I was afraid the bank would
ask me questions I couldn’t answer. Deep down, I know I need



some help. I’ll have the books in the church office tomorrow
morning.”
For now, Marty’s strategy is to uphold the ideals of love, sacri-

fice, and forgiveness and let Alex and Jane apply them to their
own lives. The conflict manager will allow the parties involved the
opportunity to do the loving, sacrificing, and forgiving for them-
selves. Only if they show an unwillingness or inability to do this
will the manager become more direct in calling for such action.
Accusing or blaming is seldom the way to get people to change
their behavior. The manager must model the approach he or she
wants the parties to take.
Marty has prepared the way for repairing relationships, but

some fundamental issues remain, such as the concerns that Jane
and her friends have about access to leadership positions. Before
Marty can move on to any other issues, though, he must persuade
Jane to meet with Alex. He has prepared Alex to come to the
meeting with an apology, but now he must get Jane in the frame
of mind to accept the apology.
Jane agreed to meet with Marty again in the same coffee shop.

After exchanging greetings, Marty asked Jane what she had been
thinking and feeling about the conflict in the last several days.
“Oh, I don’t know, Marty. I guess I’m just not sure it’s worth all

the stress I’m feeling right now. I feel like church should be a
place where I can get away from some of the stress of my job, not
just add to it.”
Marty agreed with Jane about that but added that he’d had a

very good meeting with Alex and felt that Alex was ready to do
his part to repair his relationship with Jane. When Jane asked if
Alex was going to apologize, Marty said that he would not ask
Jane to meet with Alex if he thought Alex was going to verbally
attack her again but that he preferred to let Alex speak for himself.
Jane agreed to meet with Alex and asked if Marty would be

there. He assured her that he would.
“Let me ask you this,” Marty continued. “If you and Alex meet

and you’re able to make a new start on a good relationship with
each other, are there other issues you want to discuss with him?”



“That’s for sure,” Jane replied. “I think it’s important that the
church not go back to business as usual. I think the newer,
younger people in the church should at least have the opportunity
to be considered for leadership positions. Otherwise, they’re going
to move to other churches. The thing is, I wonder if that might be
what Alex wants—to make it impossible for new members to feel
involved so that he can just keep things the way they’ve always
been with him running just about everything.”
“I don’t think Alex would be willing to do his part in repairing

the relationship if that was the case,” Marty said. “We have to be
a little patient with him. He’s feeling unappreciated right now.
This is hard for him, just as it’s hard for you. As I told him, this is
our chance to demonstrate that love, sacrifice, and forgiveness are
what we’re all about. If we can demonstrate those three things, I
think we can work this out so that everyone feels good about it.”
The next evening Marty, Jane, and Alex met. Both Jane and

Alex were a bit nervous and ill at ease when they entered the
room. Marty attempted to make them feel a little bit more comfort-
able and then tackled the issue that had brought them together.
“I want to thank both of you for coming here. By agreeing to

meet together it shows that both of you want to do what’s right
for your church and for yourselves.
“Basically we’re here for the two of you to talk to each other. I

plan to stay mostly in the background. If I feel I need to step in at
some point, I’ll do that. If that doesn’t seem to be necessary, then
I’ll be quiet. If either of you thinks you need my help, feel free to
ask me for it.
“There are just a few ground rules that I’d like for you to abide

by. First, please speak only for yourselves. Avoid saying things
like, ‘Many people in the church think . . .’ or ‘Some people say 
. . .’ That won’t help get to the root of the problem and solve it.
Each of you needs to own up to your own thoughts and feelings
and speak only for yourself.
“A second guideline is to describe how you’re thinking and

feeling rather than making accusing statements to the other per-
son. It’s important that you try to see this conflict from the other



person’s perspective. If you stick to talking about how you see the
situation, that gives the other person the opportunity to under-
stand what you have at stake.
“Do these guidelines seem reasonable to both of you?”
Jane and Alex both agreed that they did.
“Do either of you have other guidelines you’d like to suggest?”

Marty asked. Neither of them did.
“OK, then, let’s begin. Alex, based on the talk you and I had

earlier, would you like to begin?”
Alex at first stumbles over his words and looks down at the

table. As he begins to talk, though, he becomes more comfortable.
Jane also is looking down at the table, but shortly after Alex starts
talking, she looks directly at him. It is obvious from the beginning
that Alex is conciliatory.
“I apologize for the way I’ve treated you,” Alex begins. “It was

wrong of me to say the things I said to you that Sunday after
church. I’m sorry.” Alex now looks up at Jane.
“Thank you, Alex,” Jane responded. “I’m partly to blame for

not going up to you right after the board meeting. I didn’t know
you, and I didn’t know how you’d respond. I really am not after
the treasurer’s job, Alex. It’s obvious to me that you’ve taken good
care of the church’s finances.”
“That really means something coming from you, Jane. Thank

you. If you could find the time to meet with me, I’d really appreci-
ate it if I could ask you some questions about keeping the books
and putting together the treasurer’s report.”
“I’m sure I could. I’d like to help in whatever way I can,” Jane

said. Jane’s tone belies the fact that she’s not feeling quite as re-
lieved as Alex feels, but Alex begins to make motions like he
thinks the meeting has come to an end. Jane doesn’t say anything,
so Marty intervenes.
“Before we go, Alex, I think there’s something else Jane would

like to talk about. Is that right, Jane?”
“Yes,” Jane replied. “Alex, I’m sure you’ve noticed that there are

quite a few younger people like me who have started coming to Elm
Street Church. We all appreciate what you and other longtime mem-



bers have done to build up the church. But it appears to me that
there just isn’t much opportunity for newcomers to get positions of
leadership in the church. What would you think about having
church board members rotate off after serving three or four years so
that newer church members could have more opportunity to serve?”
Alex’s tone now changes markedly. “Jane, don’t get me wrong.

I’m really glad we have new people coming to the church, and we
need new members. But I think it’s the people who have been
around for a long time who should be in leadership positions.
We’re the ones who really know the church and have worked hard
to make it what it is.
“When Scott decided not to run again, that opened up the op-

portunity for you to get elected. But I don’t think it’s right to take
a job away from somebody just because they’ve been in that job
for three or four years. What if we ended up with all new people
on the board? I think things are fine just the way they are.”
“But, Alex,” Jane objected, “to the new people it looks like you

control the finances as well as who the church leaders are because
you’re always either on the nominating committee or you’re the
chairman of it.”
“Marty,” Alex turns to Marty, “I don’t want to start another

fight. I’m afraid if I say anything else it’ll come out wrong or I’ll
be misunderstood. I think I’ve made my position pretty clear. I
hope Jane and I can work together on getting the church’s books
in shape, but on these other things, we’ll just have to agree to dis-
agree.”
Marty concluded the meeting with a prayer and thanked Jane

and Alex for their willingness to meet. He told them he would re-
port the outcome of the meeting to the Conflict Resolution Task
Force and to the pastor.
When Marty met with the pastor and the task force, he report-

ed the following:
� Jane and Alex repaired their relationship.
� Alex will return the church’s books to the church office.
� Alex and Jane will work together to get the financial records
in shape and to prepare the loan application.



Pastor David and the task force were very pleased with what
had been accomplished.
Marty was disappointed to have to tell them that Alex wasn’t

open to relinquishing control of the finances or the nominating
committee.
“Alex feels that the people who have put long years of service

into the church know it best and should be rewarded for the years
they’ve put into building the church into what it is today,” Marty
reported. “He thinks new people should be considered for posi-
tions as they come open but that no one should have to give up a
job after a certain number of years.
“At any rate,” Marty continued, “I don’t think you folks need

my services any longer. The conflict intensity level has decreased
substantially, and I don’t think anyone is going to storm a board
meeting. Now you’ll have to deal with how you’ll govern your
church. I think the folks in this room are very capable of deter-
mining how to proceed from here.”
After Marty left the meeting, Pastor David told the task force

that he was sure their work was not finished. He said he was con-
vinced that the organizational structure of the church must be
opened up or it would lose most of the new people. He asked the
task force to work with him to put together a new structure. He
said he would tell the church board what he was planning and ask
board members for suggestions as to what the new structure
should be.
Two of the board members were very unhappy when the pastor

shared his plans with the board. One of them accused him of try-
ing to bypass the people who were duly elected to make decisions
for the church. David told them that the ultimate authority was
with the membership as a whole and that a matter of this magni-
tude should be taken directly to them. One of the two disgruntled
board members attempted to start a behind-the-scenes move to
have the pastor removed but gathered little support, and he has
since left the church.
Two years have now passed, and the church has been working

with a new organizational structure for a year. In the new struc-



ture, the church board members rotate off the board after serving
three years and may then be elected to serve again after one year.
The nominating committee consists of the chairs of the major
church committees, which are elected positions. Since the new by-
laws do not allow the church treasurer to serve as the chair of the
finance committee, Alex is no longer on the nominating commit-
tee.
David was pleased with the way the church made the transition

to the new structure. There were no threats or confrontations, and
people spoke their minds in the church meetings with all members
given a fair hearing regardless of how long they had been mem-
bers. The new structure passed the congregational vote by a fair
margin. As far as the pastor knows, the disgruntled board member
is the only person who left the church because of the change.
Jane and Alex have a good working relationship. Jane has

taught Alex many accounting practices that he can use in handling
the church books. And Jane has learned a lot from Alex about the
early days of the church and the sacrifices that were made to keep
the church going when things were difficult financially.
The Elm Street Church is a transformed church. The relation-

ships between members, the way the church makes decisions, and
the quality of those decisions are all improved because those in-
volved in conflict chose to love, sacrifice, and forgive.

ANALYSIS

Marty, the conflict consultant, realized that his services were
needed only as long as the conflict was at a level the church could
not control. Once the conflict level was reduced, it is much better
if those directly involved in the conflict take responsibility for
bringing the situation to a resolution. If the church consistently
turns to outside help to solve every conflict, the church will not
grow and develop in its ability to manage conflicts, develop strong
relationships, and make quality decisions.
Pastor David exerted real leadership in handling this potentially

explosive situation. He recognized when it was time to call in out-
side help, and he realized that his own involvement in the conflict



made it impossible for him to successfully mediate between Jane
and Alex. He also decided at two critical points to bypass the
church board and go directly to the church membership as a
means of balancing out the difference in power between the new
people and those already in power.
David chose to work within the church’s legitimate decision

making. He formed the task force that resulted in a recommenda-
tion to the congregation for action, and he was willing to accept
the consequences of the church’s decision.
Marty intervened in the negotiation between Jane and Alex on-

ly when it appeared that they were not going to get to one of the
basic issues about which Jane was concerned. It is not uncommon
for those without power to feel too intimidated to bring up the
points they want to see addressed. Sometimes they just leave the
church to avoid confrontation. The mediator’s role is often to sup-
port those who are overpowered and restrain those who are over-
powering.
This case demonstrates how difficult it is to transform a conflict

into positive energy that will move a church toward achieving its
mission. In this instance the pastor recognized his limits and also
recognized when leadership was called for. The mediator was able
to handle a high level of emotional intensity with calmness and
confidence. But most importantly it was the willingness of those
involved to be forgiving and to ask forgiveness that moved this
conflict to a resolution that was good for the church.

FROM THE PASTOR’S DESK . . . Marty Brown had just the
right balance of toughness and tenderness to intervene in a
difficult chapter of the history of Elm Street Church. He spoke
the truth in love and brought caring, warmth, and under-
standing to the conflict. As an outside consultant he moved in
like an evangelist and with the Spirit’s help created an envi-
ronment where forgiveness and reconciliation could repair a
broken relationship. Marty then wisely stepped back and let
the pastor deal with the next issue of opening up the leader-
ship to newer members.



This model is the ideal every leader hopes and prays for
when there is major conflict afoot that can do great damage
to the church.
Many years ago I faced a similar scenario, but the strong,

powerful leader decided to leave the church. A few close
friends of his joined him, and a new congregation was planted
in a growing community 10 miles away. Today it is a vibrant,
growing church.
The departure of some of the leaders opened up leadership

positions to a group of young adults who then led an evange -
listic thrust into the community resulting in the building of
new facilities to accommodate the growth. Looking back, I see
now how God used what appeared to be failure to resolve the
conflict to transform the pain into bold plans for building the
Kingdom.
Paul and Barnabas, in the New Testament, had disagree-

ments and even went their separate ways. But the conflict didn’t
keep them from risking their lives to achieve the mission that
eventually turned the Roman world upside down. May we all be
so devoted to our Lord that we are ready to be the servant lead-
ers who will display love, sacrifice, and forgiveness to further
the kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ.



Tim Johnson was the pastor of the Broad Street Church for 10
years. During his tenure the church’s membership grew from

50 to 150 with Sunday morning worship attendance averaging
about 225, making the sanctuary comfortably full. Most of the
growth, however, occurred during the first 7 years of Tim’s min-
istry with little or no growth occurring over the last 3 years. While
this was of some concern to Pastor Johnson, he reasoned that the
fact there was little room for more people in the sanctuary may
have caused the church’s growth to reach a plateau. Tim suggest-
ed to the board that it might be time to start holding a second
Sunday morning service, but there appeared to be little interest in
doing that among the board members.
Tim was also aware that some folks in the church were unhap-

py with a recent decision he made concerning the Barnabas adult
Sunday School class. Sharon Allison was the teacher, and the class
had grown to about 40 people in regular attendance on Sunday
mornings. Pastor Johnson talked with Sharon about the possibility
of dividing the class so more people could participate in dis-
cussing the lesson. He also noted that attendance had leveled off,
and his study of church growth suggested that dividing the class
could be a stimulus to a resurgence of growth. The pastor asked
Sharon to discuss the matter with the class members and let him
know their feelings.
Sharon reported back a couple of weeks later to tell Pastor
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Johnson that there was a significant difference of opinion among
the class members as to whether or not the class should be divid-
ed. Sharon didn’t have a strong opinion one way or the other, say-
ing that she could see reasons both for and against dividing the
class. She suggested that the pastor take the matter to the Sunday
School board for its input.
Pastor Johnson did discuss the matter with the Sunday School

board, but there was no consensus on the issue. Tim felt a deci-
sion needed to be made, so he decided that the Sunday School
class would be divided.
Pastor Johnson was aware of another possible problem lurking

just below the surface that concerned his personal lifestyle. Tim
and his wife, Laura, always dressed very well, as did their chil-
dren. He bought a new car every three years, usually an expensive
model that was out of reach for most members of the congregation
he served. Although he had never been confronted on this issue,
every once in a while Laura told him that she had perceived some
discontent regarding the lifestyle they enjoyed.
Tim had one friend in particular, Mike Bryant, whose counsel

and friendship he counted on. Mike was a former evangelist sell-
ing insurance for a large company in the area. He taught a Sunday
School class and served on the church board. Tim felt Mike was
someone he could talk to about matters pertaining to church. Mike
was very careful never to speak with anyone else about the things
he discussed with the pastor.
At coffee one morning, Tim decided to talk to Mike about his

concerns that some members were not happy with him as their
pastor. Tim was reluctant to bring up the subject, but he respected
Mike’s opinion and really wanted to know what Mike thought
about it.
After Tim shared his concerns with Mike, he asked Mike if he

also felt there were people in the membership who were dis-
pleased with his performance as pastor.
“Well,” Mike replied, “if you’re saying there are some people

who don’t agree with your decisions, I think that’s always going to
be the case. You’ll never be able to please everyone.”



“That’s not exactly what I mean,” the pastor responded. “I get
the impression that some folks think I should let the board make
more decisions rather than making so many decisions myself. But
when I make decisions, I’m always careful to talk with people like
you and Sharon Allison before I decide. Sometimes I also ask the
board as a whole for its opinion before I decide. I just see my posi-
tion as pastor as one of a leader who sets the direction for the
church.”
“Tim, I really couldn’t say how many people are unhappy

about that. I know some are, but that’s to be expected. I think you
just have to do what you feel is right and lead according to what
you think is best for the church. Your approach to leadership is
certainly biblical from my point of view. That’s not to say it is the
only biblical approach, but it certainly is one of them.”
“Part of my problem,” Tim continued, “is that I don’t even real-

ly know which people are unhappy. If I knew who they were, I’d
go talk with them.”
“If you don’t know who they are,” Mike said, “you can’t really

be sure anyone’s unhappy. I heard there were some people who
were really unhappy about your decision to divide the Barnabas
Sunday School class. But I also realize that the class was getting
too large, and you explained your reasons for doing it. It’s just that
some people really didn’t like that.”
“But I asked Sharon to discuss it with the Sunday School class,

and there was no consensus on what we should do. Even Sharon
said I should go ahead and do what was best for the church.
When I asked the Sunday School Board, it was divided on what
should be done. I just made my decision based on what I thought
was best for the class and for the church.”
“And you did the right thing,” Mike responded. “As I said earli-

er, you’re not going to please everyone all the time.”
“Do you think I should meet with the folks who are unhappy

about the Barnabas decision?” Tim asked.
“I don’t know,” Mike said. “You’re not going to put the class

back together based on what they have to say, are you?”
“No.”



“Then it’s probably best to just let it go and not get their hopes
up.”
About two weeks later, Sharon Allison came up to Pastor John-

son before the start of Sunday School classes. She told him that
she and a few other people would like to meet with him after the
morning service. Tim asked what topic was going to be discussed,
and Sharon said they wanted to talk with him about the future of
the church.
Tim was understandably anxious about what would transpire

at the meeting, and he immediately sought out his wife and told
her of his discussion with Sharon. Laura hadn’t heard anything
about it and didn’t know any more than Tim did. Tim thought
about finding Mike Bryant before the start of Sunday School, but
then he remembered that Mike was out of town and a substitute
teacher was going to be teaching his class. He went to his office,
shut the door, and prayed that the Lord would help him preach
that morning and calm his anxieties about the meeting planned
for right after the service.
Tim preached quite a good sermon in spite of his concern. He

thanked the Lord for His help and was grateful that concentrating
on the sermon helped him keep his mind off the meeting.
Immediately following the service, Tim greeted people at the

door. He was concentrating so completely on talking with the peo-
ple as they left the sanctuary that he paid no attention to the num-
ber of people gathering at the front. When he turned to head back
to his office, he was stunned to see a group of about 30 or 35 peo-
ple gathered in the front pews. He went immediately to meet with
them. They were all sitting in the first three rows, and he stood be-
fore them.
“I understand you folks want to meet with me,” Tim said.
Sharon Allison was obviously the spokesperson. She remained

seated as she spoke. “Pastor, there are some other members of our
group who wanted to be here this morning but couldn’t. There are
probably 10 or 15 more who had to miss because of other commit-
ments.
“After a lot of prayer and discussion, we’ve decided that we’ll



be starting another church. We want you to know that this isn’t a
decision we’ve reached lightly. For some of us, this has been our
church home for more than 10 years. We know we’ll be leaving
behind people who have become some of our closest friends. But
we’re convinced this is the right thing for us to do. We know you
didn’t know this was coming, so we don’t really expect you to say
anything right now. We just didn’t feel right about writing this to
you in a letter or leaving without saying anything. We knew we
had to share this with you face-to-face. It’s our prayer that the
Lord will continue to be with this church and bless it, and we pray
He’ll bless our new church. This will be our last Sunday here.”
The pastor was in such shock, all he could say was, “Thank

you for sharing this with me in the way you have.” He then turned
and walked back to his office. He closed the door and wept.
After about half an hour alone in his office, he went home and

shared what had happened with his wife. She was equally upset,
and they wept together. Tim and Laura didn’t realize that this wasn’t
the last shock they would face. One more loomed ahead of them.
As the day wore on, many questions began to come to mind.

Who was behind this? Who would pastor the new church? What
would the denominational leader for the district think and say
about all this? Did he even know? Was it done with his approval?
Why did these people want to leave the church? Was this all be-
cause of splitting the Sunday School class? Surely not. Where
would the new church meet? Would even more church members
leave when they found out what was happening? Was this the end
of Tim’s ministry?
Tim decided to call Mike Bryant first thing on Monday morning

to get together and talk about what was happening. He knew Mike
could help work through his feelings and would have suggestions
for somehow getting these people to reconsider their decision.
Maybe Mike would agree to meet with the group and begin a
process of getting the church back together.
Tim wasn’t able to catch Mike before he left for the office the

next morning, but he had Mike’s cell phone number. He’d never
called the number before because he didn’t want to disturb Mike



while he was working, but he decided this was a unique situation.
When Mike answered, he was driving to a meeting with an out-

of-town client about an insurance matter. He immediately recog-
nized the pastor’s voice.
“Good morning, Tim. I thought it might be you calling.”
“I guess you heard about what happened at church yesterday,”

Tim said.
“Yes, I did.”
“Is there a chance we could get together sometime today to talk

about it?” Tim asked.
“I won’t get back into town from meeting with this client until

late tonight. But there’s something I need to tell you. First, I want
you to know that I had nothing to do with organizing this group
or the decision to leave the church.”
This was the first time Tim had heard the phrase “leave the

church.” For some reason, those words had a much harsher ring
than “start a new church.”
“So what you’re saying is,” Tim asked, “this is not so much a

move to start a new church as it is to leave my church.”
Mike was obviously jarred by the question; the uncertainty in

his voice spoke volumes to Tim.
“Tim, please don’t take this the wrong way.”
“How am I supposed to take it when 50 people stand up and

say they’re leaving my church? Is this supposed to be something
I’m excited about?” For the first time, the pastor began to feel an-
gry over what was happening.
“Tim, what I need to tell you is that last Sunday night the

group came to me and asked me to be the pastor of the new
church. I prayed about it all week, and Saturday night I told them
I would be their pastor.”
The anger was intensified by feelings of betrayal and disbelief.

Tim had no idea what to say; he simply hung up the phone.
When he gained his composure, he went home to talk with

Laura. Again, they wept together. “How could he do this to me?”
Tim asked, not really expecting an answer. “He was my friend. I
told him everything. I trusted him.”



Tim decided it was time to call the district superintendent, Rev.
Kenneth Jackson. After getting Rev. Jackson on the line, Tim told
him about the shock he had received the day before after the
morning service and about the second shock he had received that
morning. “Do you know anything about this?” Tim asked.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Tell me what’s going

on.”
Tim recounted the events as they had transpired.
“Rev. Jackson, some of these people who are leaving are major

leaders and financial supporters. How could they be so unhappy
without me knowing anything about it? I just can’t see how I can
go on pastoring this church. Who knows how many other people
feel the way they do? How can I go back there and preach to that
congregation next week when everyone knows a major portion of
our church has left?”
Rev. Jackson listened carefully. “Tim, first I want to say that

I’m so sorry you have to go through this. I can only imagine what
you’re feeling right now, and I know it must be terrible. Let me
pray with you.” Rev. Jackson then prayed for the Lord’s presence
and healing in the lives of Tim and Laura and their children. He
could hear the weeping in Tim’s voice on the other end of the line.
“Thank you, Rev. Jackson. I just can’t believe that Mike Bryant

agreed to pastor that church. He and I met regularly, and I shared
so much with him about my concerns. I guess that wasn’t such a
good idea.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” Kenneth answered. “We need to get to-

gether to talk. I’m going to clear my calendar for tomorrow, and
I’ll drive down to spend some time with you and Laura. Will you
be available if I get there about ten o’clock in the morning?”
“Yes, we will,” Tim responded. “I can’t tell you how much I ap-

preciate you driving down here to see us.”
Tim and Laura spent the remainder of the day talking, crying,

and praying. Tim wished he could talk with someone in the
church who could help him understand what was happening. Lau-
ra told him that she had no idea there was such unrest in the con-
gregation. She was feeling more and more angry about the way



her husband was being treated.
Toward the end of the day, Tim called the church secretary and

asked her to call a special meeting of the church board for
Wednesday evening. He felt that regardless of the outcome of the
meeting with the district superintendent, he wanted to talk with
the remaining church board members about what had happened.
Maybe they could help him understand why this had taken place.
Rev. Jackson spent four hours with Tim and Laura. He told Tim

that he would contact some of the people who left the church to
help him determine what had happened. He did not hold out the
possibility to Tim and Laura that they might come back. He knew
that when people take drastic action like this, they seldom come
back.
As Rev. Jackson prepared to leave, he asked to pray with Tim

and Laura. Tim spoke up. “Rev. Jackson, before you pray, there is
something I need to say. Laura and I have talked and prayed about
this a lot, as you can imagine. I have to tell you that my confi-
dence in my own ability to pastor this church is deeply shaken. I
thought things were going well. Attendance had leveled off, but I
thought that was because of our facilities. I guess I should have
known something was wrong when the board wouldn’t even dis-
cuss the possibility of a second worship service. But I never saw
anything like this coming.
“I’ve asked the church secretary to call a meeting of what’s left

of the church board for tomorrow night. I plan to tell them that I
don’t believe I can lead them out of this crisis. I just can’t lead
people when I don’t know what they’re thinking and feeling about
me. I have no idea what we’re going to do, but I’m not interested
in being assigned to another church. I think it’s best that I take a
break from the pastorate and figure out whether this is really what
God wants me to do. I’m not at all sure it is.”
“Don’t you think you should take some more time to think and

pray about this?” Rev. Jackson asked. “I’m afraid you’re making
this decision based mostly on how you feel right now. I don’t
want you to rush into a decision you’ll regret later.”
“You may be right, but I know I can’t continue to lead this



church. I’ll tell the church board that this is the way I’m leaning.
Then I’ll take another week to think and pray about it and let you
know what we’ve decided. This is as much Laura’s decision as it
is mine.”
“What will you do? How will you support your family?” Rev.

Jackson asked.
“I have no idea. But I believe the Lord will provide for us.”
The next evening Pastor Johnson met with the remaining

church board members. “I know you all probably know by now
why I called this meeting. After church Sunday morning a group
of about 35 people from our congregation asked to meet with me.
They said there were about 10 or 15 others who could not be at
the meeting. I have since received a list of 52 people who are part
of their group. They told me that they’ve decided to start a new
church. In other words, they’re leaving our church. They asked
Mike Bryant to be the pastor of their new church, and he has
agreed to do that. I have to tell you that I’m deeply shaken by this.
I just can’t believe that all this was going on behind my back, and
no one came to me to tell me about it.
“Yesterday, Laura and I met with the district superintendent. I

told him that I don’t believe I can continue to lead this church un-
der these circumstances. He asked that I not make a decision
based on my emotions, so I agreed to take a week to continue to
think and pray about it. Laura and I won’t be here on Sunday, so
the pulpit committee needs to find someone to preach. I’ll let you
know what we decide, but I think you should know that you may
need to begin the search for a new pastor.”
A week later Pastor Tim Johnson submitted his official letter of

resignation as pastor of the Broad Street Church. Tim’s brother
managed a large department store in a nearby town, and he of-
fered Tim a position as the appliance department manager, and
Tim accepted. Tim and his family moved out of the large, spacious
parsonage into a small apartment. After working for his brother
for two years, he accepted a position as the manager of an auto
parts store in the same town for a significant salary increase.
As Rev. Jackson began to understand the situation more clearly,



he saw that there was no way those who left the church would re-
turn. He initiated the process of searching for a new pastor for
Broad Street Church. Tom Anderson was called as the new pastor,
and the church began to grow.
At the same time, the new church pastored by Mike Bryant be-

gan to grow. Mike continued to pastor the church for about three
years, and then he went back into the insurance business. The
new pastor got along very well, and even though they remained
smaller than the Broad Street Church, new people continued to
come at a steady pace. Six years after the group splintered from
Broad Street Church, the total attendance of both churches was
significantly larger than that of Broad Street at the time of the
split. Both churches flourished spiritually and continued to grow.
One day Tom Anderson made a phone call to Tim Johnson.
“Tim, this is Tom Anderson, pastor of the Broad Street Church.”
“Hello, Tom. I understand things are going very well at Broad

Street. You must be doing something right over there.”
“Well, I thank the Lord for His goodness to us. I was wondering

if you and I could get together for lunch someday soon.”
“If you’re hoping I can help you with a problem at the church,

Tom, I don’t think I’m the one you should be asking.”
“Oh, no. I would just like to meet you for lunch.”
Tim agreed, although in his heart he felt some reluctance.

What Tim didn’t know was that Tom was feeling a call to move on
to another church. During the time he had been at Broad Street,
he realized there was a core group of people there who really
loved Tim as their pastor. Tom’s goal was to get Tim to come back
to Broad Street Church as its pastor.
A couple of weeks later, Tim and Tom got together at a restau-

rant near Tim’s work.
“Tim, I’ve been the pastor at Broad Street for about six years

now, which I’m sure you know. I’m really feeling like I have ac-
complished what the Lord had for me to do there. I’m telling you
this in total confidence, Tim, because other than my wife, I
haven’t told this to anyone. I don’t see myself at Broad Street
Church for more than another year or two.



“I don’t know whether you knew it or not, Tim, but no one
else left the church six years ago other than those who met with
you that Sunday morning. Those who remained were terribly sor-
ry to see you leave as their pastor. I know that must’ve been an
awful experience for you, and everyone understands that you did
what you felt you had to do. But I’ll tell you right up front that my
goal is to see you come back as the pastor at Broad Street.”
“It’s great of you to come here and tell me this,” Tim respond-

ed. “But that’s really out of the question. I’ll never put me or my
family through anything like that again. With the Lord’s help and
a wonderful wife and family, I’ve worked through that situation.
It’s behind me.”
Tom continued to meet with Tim. After a period of about two

years, Tim began to feel that the Lord was calling him back to
Broad Street. At first Laura was very hesitant. “The Lord may be
calling you,” she told Tim, “but He sure hasn’t told me!”
Tim began to pray earnestly for a clear sign from the Lord as to

what he should do. His work at the auto parts store was going well,
and the owners were pleased with his work. He and Laura had
bought a home, the nicest home they’d ever owned. Deep inside,
though, Tim knew that he was not fulfilled in this line of work.
One day Tim received a call from Rev. Jackson, the district su-

perintendent. Rev. Jackson asked to meet with Tim and Laura.
When he was face-to-face with them, he told them that Tom had
announced his resignation to the members of the Broad Street
Church. He also told them that he had met with the church board
about securing a new pastor. He said that he had come to tell
them that the church board had voted to put Tim’s name before
the congregation for a vote. The church board’s unanimous rec-
ommendation to the congregation was to call Tim to be their pas-
tor. The congregational vote was also unanimously in support of
the board’s recommendation. He was officially inviting Tim to
come back to Broad Street Church.
It would be very difficult to describe the mixed feelings that

Tim and Laura experienced. At the very least, just knowing they’d
been invited back to pastor the Broad Street Church eased the feel-



ings of failure and rejection they’d been dealing with for years. At
the same time, the idea of making themselves vulnerable again
was very frightening. Should they really sell their nice home and
move back to the parsonage?
Laura looked at Tim, shook her head, and said, “I can’t believe

we’re going to do this.”
“No one has said we are yet,” Tim responded. “Rev. Jackson,

we need some time to pray and talk about this. I’m sure you un-
derstand.”
“Of course,” Rev. Jackson responded. He prayed with them and

left with a promise to call them in a week or so.
Tim and Laura did a lot of talking and praying that next week.

One of their children was in college now, and the other, Kim, was
a junior in high school. They had no idea what Kim would think
about going back to Broad Street Church and moving back to the
parsonage. They were somewhat surprised when she indicated she
wouldn’t mind. She’d kept in touch with some of her friends
there, so it wouldn’t be like moving to a totally new neighbor-
hood. After about three days they knew without a doubt that the
Lord was calling them back to Broad Street Church.
Tim called Rev. Jackson and told him they accepted the call. He

submitted his resignation at the auto parts store, and they put
their house on the market.
Tim and Laura went to meet with the church board at Broad

Street. Some of the board members from eight years ago were still
there. The board planned a homecoming service for Tim and Lau-
ra for their first Sunday. The service was followed with a delicious
meal and many hugs. Tim and Laura felt they had come home.
Tim and Laura both felt, though, that there was unfinished

business. About six months after their return to Broad Street, Tim
called the pastor of the church that was started by those who left
Broad Street years earlier.
“Pastor, you probably don’t know me, but my name is Tim

Johnson,” Tim started the conversation.
“Oh, yes, I know you, Pastor,” Pastor Mark Miller responded.

“You’ve just returned as pastor of Broad Street Church, right?”



“I guess word gets around, doesn’t it?”
“That’s for sure. What can I do for you?”
“Well, Mark, I’d like to address your congregation. You know

there was a split in our church a few years ago, and I believe the
Lord is in the process of healing the wounds that occurred then. I
don’t feel like that process will be complete until I have a chance
to address those who left our church eight years ago.”
“I’m glad to hear that a healing process has started,” Pastor

Miller responded. “By all means you can address the congrega-
tion. When would you like to do that?”
They set a date for several weeks later.
Tim thought and prayed a great deal about what he would say.

He called Rev. Jackson for his counsel and prayer support. He and
Laura talked and prayed that he would have just the right words
to say when the time came.
It would be interesting to know what went through the minds

of those who left Broad Street Church eight years earlier when
they heard Pastor Johnson was coming to speak to them. Some
questioned the wisdom of Pastor Miller’s decision to let him come.
After all, there would be many people in the church who weren’t
around when the split occurred and would have no idea what he
was talking about. Pastor Miller told them that he believed a heal-
ing process was underway by the Lord’s guidance, and he was not
about to stand in the way.
The agreed-upon day came. Tim was nervous about what he

was going to say. At the same time, however, he was keenly aware
that the Lord was with him as he rose to speak.
“I want to begin by thanking Pastor Miller for the opportunity

to speak to you this morning. I believe that this morning is a sig-
nificant step in a healing process the Lord has started in my life
and the lives of our congregations.
“Most of you probably know that your church was started by a

group of people who decided eight years ago that they wanted to
start a new church. They were attending Broad Street Church at
the time, and I was their pastor. I was totally unprepared for their
announcement one Sunday morning that they were leaving our



church. I had no idea then, and have none now, as to why they
thought they had to do that.
“One of the reasons I’m here this morning is to ask your for-

giveness for whatever I did that made you feel you had to leave
our church. You’re good people, and I’m sure you had good rea-
sons for what you did.
“I also want to say to you, however, that the way you chose to

do it caused me and my family great pain. Most of you know that
I was so devastated by what happened that I left the pastorate for
more than eight years. I wish you had come to talk with me about
your frustrations; I believe we could have worked together to
make things right.
“You probably know that the folks at Broad Street have now in-

vited me back to be their pastor. Laura and I have accepted their
gracious invitation. We feel like we’ve come home, and I thank
the Lord for His healing in our lives.
“Before the healing can be complete, however, I think we need

to take one more step. Our church would like to invite you to join
us for an evening of thanksgiving and celebration. We want to
thank the Lord together for His goodness to our churches and to
celebrate our oneness in Christ. We’ll all bring food and have a lot
of good singing and good preaching. We trust you’ll accept our in-
vitation.”
Pastor Miller rose and said, “Pastor Johnson, we’ll happily ac-

cept your invitation and thank you for it with all our hearts.”
And what a service they had!
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