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Preaching Through Congregational Conflict 
Handling Conflict With Maturity 

 
Could Paul, David, or Peter preach at this congregation? All are known as great men of faith and yet they committed 

terrible sins in their adult years trying to serve the Lord.  
Peter denied Christ in spite of being warned about it beforehand. David’s sin of pride cost the death of 70,000 men in 1 

Chronicles 21. David was an adulterer and a murderer…yet called a “man after God’s own heart.” 
Perhaps Paul gives us words to encouragement if we’re having difficulty answering the question: (1 Timothy 1:15-16)  

"Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners--of whom I am the 
worst. {16} But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his 
unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life." 

Conflict has been experienced by individuals since Adam and Eve. It has been in the church at least since Acts 6. Conflict 
is in the church today, and it will be in the church tomorrow. Some conflict can be prevented, and some is unhealthy.  

The fact remains, though, that conflict is inherent in meeting personal and group needs. When conflict emerges as a result 
of growth (personal or group) or in an attempt to grow, it is natural and potentially healthy for the individual and the group. 
Thus, growth-oriented conflict, if managed properly, is hopeful, and is a sign of spirituality. 
 
There are several environments even in the Bible where conflicts arise:  

• Binding laws God hasn’t bound (Matt. 15:1-9; Rev. 11:18; 3 John 9-11).  
• Releasing laws God hasn’t released (Rev. 22:18).  
• Worship styles (1 Cor. 10:23--11:1).  
• Gossip  
• Imposing traditions and culture for law (Col. 2:14-21).  
• Imposing outdated law(s) (Gal. 4:9-11).  
• Favoritism by parents (Rebecca/Jacob; Jacob/Joseph).  
• Love of money (1 Timothy 6).  
• Holding only a form of godliness.  
• Foolish arguments (1 Tim. 3:3; 6:3-5; 2 Tim. 2:14; 2:23-24).  
• Constant chatter.  
• Hatred (Jacob/Esau).  
• Pride.  
• Preacheritis (1 Cor. 1:10-13).  
• Mind Sets (Rom. 14:1--15:7; 1 Cor. 8:1-13).  
• Words: Unkind and/or wrong time (Prov. 15:1)  
• Teaching TRUTH at the wrong time (1 Cor. 3:1-2; Heb. 5:12-14)  
• Meddling in quarrels w/o an invitation (Prov. 26:17; Deut. 24:11).  
• Value Systems.  
• Demanding a right (1 Cor. 9:1-22).  
• Not keeping one’s word.  
• Slander  
• Mocking.  
• Selfishness.  
• Temper  
• Anger.  
 
Some of the conflicts come as a result of our own preconceived ideas: the conflict between the “church of faith” and the 

“church of fact.” We think those in the church ought to be perfect…but we’re not perfect. And if we found a church that perfect, 
we’d not fit in! 

These issues remind me of a saying I heard many years ago: “To dwell above with those we love, oh, that will be glory! 
But to live below with those who know, well, that’s another story.” 

I have this statement on my desk as a daily reminder: “To err is human; to blame it on the other guy is even more human.” 
 (1 John 1:9)  "If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 

unrighteousness." 
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(1 John 4:20-21)  "If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his 
brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. {21} And he has given us this command: Whoever loves 
God must also love his brother." 
 
There are some conflicts which can be prevented 

Some conflicts can be prevented if the individuals involved genuinely accept the fact that personal and group conflict is 
inevitable. Failure on the part of the group to accept this fact will contribute to unnecessary conflict. This deception influences 
members to use denial as a defense mechanism to keep them from facing conflict when it emerges. Conflict is dynamic; 
therefore, the longer it is avoided in continuing relationships, the more it grows. 

Some conflicts can be prevented if the group has planned realistically and adequately for conflict resolution or 
management once it emerges. In many congregations there are no plans, much less realistic and adequate ones, for resolving or 
managing conflict.  

Some conflicts can be prevented if the group members accept that when conflict emerges, it does not necessarily mean 
that the persons involved are guilty of sin or that they will sin by confronting it. Group leaders and members need to perceive 
clearly that conflict is inherent in being both an individual and a member of a group. Conflict in and of itself is not sinful. The 
ones who are in conflict may sin by the way they respond to each other verbally or nonverbally, but conflict in itself is not sinful. 

Some conflicts can be prevented if the group members have realistic expectations of themselves. Many conflicts emerge 
because the group members have expectations of themselves which just are not realistic. Some of their expectations are as 
follows: 
• We should like each other all the time and never dislike one another.  
• We should always smile and be in a good mood.  
• We should always be joyful and never sad.  
• We should always be in agreement with each other and never disagree with one another – especially the leaders.  
• We should always be on the mountain peak and never in the valley of the mountain, or we should always be up and never 

down.  
• We should always count our assets (blessings) and never our liabilities (problems or conflicts).  

Some conflicts can be prevented if the leaders and the group members set realistic and achievable goals for themselves. 
They must then focus on the process of achieving them instead of focusing on the goals themselves. Conflict within the group 
may arise from a failure to set goals, or it may result from the setting of unrealistic goals. Also, conflict may emerge as a result 
of focusing only on the goals instead of on the means to achieve them. 

Some conflicts can be prevented if each member learns how to mind his own business. Considerable conflict may result 
from a member focusing on another instead of learning to think and speak for himself.  

(Proverbs 26:17) "Like one who seizes a dog by the ears is a passer-by who meddles in a quarrel not his own." 
(1 Thessalonians 4:11-12) "Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your 

hands, just as we told you, {12} so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on 
anybody." 
 
There are some conflicts which are unhealthy 

1. A conflict is unhealthy if it is the result of the members accusing, blaming and ridiculing each other, or if they take this 
approach in trying to resolve an otherwise healthy conflict. 

2. A conflict is unhealthy if it results from trivia and not substance. Another way of expressing the same concept is that 
group members must grow to the point where they differentiate their opinions from matters of faith. 

3. A conflict is unhealthy if the members are arguing about words and engaging in godless chatter to avoid the deeper 
Intrapersonal and interpersonal components of their conflict. 

(2 Timothy 2:14-17) "Keep reminding them of these things. Warn them before God against quarreling about words; it is 
of no value, and only ruins those who listen. {15} Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does 
not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth. {16} Avoid godless chatter, because those who indulge in it 
will become more and more ungodly. {17} Their teaching will spread like gangrene. Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus," 

(2 Timothy 2:23-26) "Don't have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, because you know they produce 
quarrels. {24} And the Lord's servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. {25} 
Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of 
the truth, {26} and that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has taken them captive to do his 
will." 
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(Titus 3:9-11) "But avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and arguments and quarrels about the law, because these 
are unprofitable and useless. {10} Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do 
with him. {11} You may be sure that such a man is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned." 
 
Leaders and group members who say they want to leave conflicts to time may be revealing the following: 

1. They actually are shirking responsibility for themselves and to other group members.  
2. They really do not know what to do and are not willing to be honest with themselves and others.  
3. They are not interested enough in helping other group members with their problems to experience the painful process of 

growing and learning how to be more helpful.  
4. They do not care enough to risk getting involved.  
5. They do not care enough to use some of their time for learning how to be with another in his or her pain. One of the 

ways of being cruel to people is to dismiss their pain and let time take care of them.  
A conflict is unhealthy if the members do not process their pain (fear, anger, embarrassment, guilt, etc.) of growth and 

conflict resolution. Emotional pain is inherent in growing or resolving conflicts; therefore, a conflict which otherwise should be 
healthy becomes unhealthy if the pain is not processed. 

A conflict is unhealthy if the group members are not willing to listen to each other. Even a healthy conflict becomes 
unhealthy if those who are in conflict with each other are not willing to listen to one another. For example, according to Paul, 
legitimate and potentially effective meetings can do more harm than good. 

(Jeremiah 6:16-17) "This is what the LORD says: "Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where 
the good way is, and walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls. But you said, 'We will not walk in it.' {17} I appointed 
watchmen over you and said, 'Listen to the sound of the trumpet!' But you said, 'We will not listen.'" 

(1 Corinthians 11:17) "In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than good." 
A conflict is unhealthy if some of the group members attempt to deal with it outside the relationship in which the conflict 

originated. This is a principle which leaders find very frightening; therefore, few percentage wise believe it or comply with it. 
However, the scriptures are very clear regarding this principle. 

Don’t let someone outside  of God’s will discourage you from doing God’s will. 
We need to see  the picture of the Father in Luke 15 as He (God) looks for the prodigal son to come home. 
(Matthew 6:14-15)  "For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. {15} But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will 

not forgive your sins." 
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Conflict Management 
 
Once upon a time a man was shipwrecked on a deserted island. He was an industrious, hard-working sort of man, so by the time he was 
rescued, 15 years later, he had managed to transform the island into a collection of roads and buildings. The people who rescued him were 
amazed at his accomplishments and asked for a tour of the island. He was more than happy to oblige.  
 
“The first building on our left,” he began, “is my house. You’ll see that I have a comfortable three-bedroom estate, complete with indoor 
plumbing and a sprinkler system. There is also a storage shed in the back for all my lawn tools.” The rescue party was astonished. It was 
better than some of their homes on the mainland. 
 
“That building over there is the store where I do my grocery shopping. Next to it is my bank, and across the street is the gym where I 
exercise.” 
 
The rescuers noticed two other buildings and asked what they were. “The one on the left is where I go to church.” “And the one on the right?” 
they inquired. “Oh, that’s where I used to go to church.” 
 
Conflict is a part of life. There is simply no getting away from this fact. As a leader, as a human being, you can be sure that you’ll face 
relational conflicts. No leadership model exists that will totally eliminate disagreements or clashes of personality. In fact, the tension that 
comes from conflict can be healthy and beneficial to growth if dealt with correctly.  
 
Jean Varnier, founder of L’Arche communities across the world that give disabled people the chance to discover their true worth and beauty, 
wrote, “Communities need tensions if they are to grow and deepen. Tensions come from conflicts…. A tension or difficulty can signal the 
approach of a new grace of God. But it has to be looked at wisely and humanly.”1 The question isn’t “Will I face conflicts?” but “How can I 
best manage conflicts when they arise?” 
 
Jesus and the Art of Conflict Management 
When Jesus addressed problems, he tackled them head-on. While delivering the Sermon on the Mount (and later in Matthew 18) he dealt with 
the issue of conflicts brought about either by others offending us or by our offending them: 
“If your brother sins again you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. 
But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’ If 
he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax 
collector.” -- Matthew 18:15-17 
 
 “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in 
front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.” -- Matthew 5:23-24 
 
While the Lord was addressing the problem of sin, there are broader principles at work in his teaching. And no matter which side has caused 
the problem, the solution is the same: First, go to the person with whom you are experiencing a conflict and address the issues face-to-face. 
Avoid involving a third or fourth person, especially if their knowledge of the situation will worsen the problem for the offending individual. 
Such discussions tend to intensify the conflict and further undermine the relationship. Judging from the amount of conflict experienced in our 
world, this is surely one of the most overlooked commands in Scripture. 
 
The fact that we are not appalled by the amount of broken relationships and persistent hostility between people is a sad indicator of our 
spiritual health as a believing community. The sins we are taught to avoid tend to revolve around lifestyle issues: drinking, smoking, going to 
the wrong kinds of movies or listening to the wrong kinds of music. But we are not dismayed by a lack of loving relationships.  
 
John Ortberg writes about a church-going man he calls “Hank.” Hank was filled with complaining and judgment. He was sour and easily 
irritated. His own children felt distant and unloved by him. Here is Ortberg’s main observation: But even more troubling than his lack of 
change was the fact that nobody was surprised by it. It was as if everyone simply expected that his soul would remain withered and sour year 
after year, decade after decade. No one seemed bothered by the condition. It was not an anomaly that caused head-scratching bewilderment. 
No church consultants were called in. No emergency meetings were held to probe the strange case of this person who followed the church’s 
general guidelines for spiritual life and yet was nontransformed.2 
 
Yet God abhors this. Our Lord summed up the total teaching of the Old Testament in one word: Love. “Love God and love people,” he says.  
The greater sins, the weightier sins, are transgressions against love. Grudges, gossip, slander – these are done in direct defiance to Jesus’ 
essential command. And these behaviors are tolerated all the time – even among Christians. We do not find them odd; we would find it odd if 
they suddenly disappeared.  
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Jesus tells us to first go to the person one-on-one. Second, go to the person quickly. Jesus counseled that, if someone is worshiping God and 
remembers that he or she has offended a friend, the appropriate response is to stop right there and go immediately to the offended individual. 
With those words Jesus made it clear that correct interpersonal relationships are more important than correct ritual.  
 
This tends to grate against religious folks who say that God must be our first priority. It is true that God should be our primary focus. 
However, our relationship with God is better gauged by our human relationships than by religious ritual. Although we cannot guarantee that 
the offended brother will accept us, we are obligated to make every effort “as far as it depends on” us (Romans 12:18). 
 
Interestingly, in both cases, Jesus’ advice is to take the initiative. When you have done something wrong, you go and make it right. When 
someone else has wronged you, you still take the first step.  
 
Larry Calvin says: Now wait just a minute. If your friend has something against you, you go to him? And if you have something against your 
friend, you go to him? That has you going to him in both cases, whether you have something against him, or you know he has something 
against you. When I first made that discovery, I remember thinking: That’s not fair! Then I realized that God is not asking us to do anything 
that he has not already done. You see, God is the initiator in the God-person relationship.3 
 
Jesus is not asking us to do anything he hasn’t modeled for us. He gave up heaven to come down to earth, become a servant and die to repair 
our broken relationship with the Father. In Jesus Christ, God takes the initiative. When we come to see how important people are to God, we 
will value the community Christ’s death makes possible. We will value it enough to take the initiative in resolving relational breakdowns. 
Effective leaders don’t ignore conflict. They manage it by creating an environment in which people are enabled to work through relational 
friction on a one-on-one basis. Only after such efforts have failed are others allowed to enter the conflict, and then only for the purpose of 
bringing about reconciliation. Conflicts can’t be avoided, but they can be managed. And a wise leader will devote himself or herself to 
learning how to do just that.  
 
Although we live in a world that is far from perfect, Scripture assures us that God is using this fallen world in preparation for the new 
heavens and new earth. In the meantime, God patiently awaits the right moment for the final resolution of all things. The Apostle Peter 
writes: The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but 
everyone to come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be 
destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare. -- 2 Peter 3:9-10 
 
In his creation, God is using conflict and pain to produce a greater good. Conflict, if properly managed, can also do this in the context of 
human relationships. 
 
The key to conflict management is prompt reconciliation by “speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15). Effective conflict managers know 
how to balance truth (confrontation) and love (reconciliation). Effective leaders learn to be peacemakers by dealing directly with 
disagreements and seeking amicable resolutions. David shows us that putting off confrontation only strains relations and inevitably 
compounds the problem. Avoidance allows bitterness to simmer and alienation to solidify.  
 
Constructive Conflict 
While the word conflict usually carries a negative connotation, conflict itself doesn’t have to be negative. That’s why this chapter is titled 
“Conflict Management” rather than “Conflict Resolution” – a conflict is not something that simply needs to be “resolved,” as though getting 
through it and moving on are the highest goals. Often we inappropriately assume that spiritual maturity will lead to fewer conflicts.  
 
But Larry Crabb suggests, “The difference between spiritual and unspritual community is not whether conflict exists, but is rather in our 
attitude toward it and our approach to handling it.”6  
 
Conflict produces energy, and energy can be channeled in positive directions. How can a leader make this happen? The Apostle Paul gives us 
the keys to managing conflict with the goal of a positive outcome: As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the 
calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity 
of the Spirit through the bond of peace. -- Ephesians 4:1-3 
 
The critical issue in conflict management – and the one that most strongly influences one’s approach to it – is this: “What will my proper 
management of this conflict accomplish?” Christians who live up to their calling (v. 1) must “keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of 
peace” (v. 3); that’s the preferred outcome. So how can a godly leader approach conflict so that it cements unity between the participants? 
Think your way through verses two and three. Ask what each element named contributes to managing conflict so that unity and peace result. 
“Be completely humble”; “[be] patient”; “bear with one another in love”; “make every effort to keep the unity.” Imagine how people would 
approach conflict if humility, gentleness and patience provided the context in which all participants viewed the solution, and if unity and 
peace were the sole motives. Imagine how the process would work if all participants exercised these qualities as they worked through 
conflict. Imagine that conflict, as intended, produced growth in individuals and unity between people. 
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You may object, “Conflict produces growth and unity? I’ve never heard of that before.” But conflict between people produces energy, and 
energy can be channeled in different directions. For example, a conflict between a husband and wife can serve as a venue for open and honest 
discussion, which can lead to greater understanding between the two and, in turn, a better relationship. Similarly, a conflict between two 
engineers over the design of a product can lead to a better design than either one was capable of producing alone.  
 
The key to positively channeling the energy that conflict produces is in exercising the qualities that Paul speaks of in verse 2. When we 
exercise humility, gentleness and patience with one another, we have a much greater chance of producing the best outcomes: greater 
productivity, more honesty, unity and peace (v. 3). Crabb writes about the impact confrontation can have when it comes from a person who 
recognizes, in humility, their own brokenness: 
 
Broken people can say hard things and we appreciate it, because they find no joy in the power of superior knowledge or superior morality. 
They take no pleasure in their being right and our being wrong. God’s glory matters to them, and it matters more than anything else. They are 
not proud of their wisdom. They don’t put their insight on display to win applause.7 
 
Loving Your Way through Conflict 
Few tasks a leader faces are more emotionally or mentally challenging than that of managing conflict. And yet, conflict is a fact of life in this 
world, so it’s crucial that a person in a leadership position learn how to manage it with an eye toward positive closure. Over the course of a 
career, every leader will have countless opportunities to work with others through relational, philosophical and methodological differences. 
On occasion those differences may lead to personal strife, and the leader’s opponent may appear to be an enemy.  
 
At such times the words of Jesus in his Sermon on the Mount will take on added significance: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your 
neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father 
in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.” -- Matthew 5:43-45 
 
Three ways by which we can do “love our enemies: 
1. First, we must develop and maintain the capacity to forgive. Such forgiveness doesn’t mean that we ignore the wrong committed against 
us. Rather, it means that we will no longer allow the wrong to be a barrier to the relationship. Forgiveness, according to King, “is a catalyst 
creating the atmosphere necessary for a fresh start and a new beginning.” 
 
2. Second, we must recognize that the wrong we’ve suffered doesn’t entirely represent the other person’s identity. We need to acknowledge 
that our opponent, like each one of us, possesses both bad and good qualities. We must choose to find the good and focus on it. 
 
3. Third, we must not seek to defeat or humiliate our opponent, but to win his or her friendship and understanding. Such an attitude flows not 
from ourselves, but from God as his unconditional love works through us.8 
As followers of Christ who seek to lead as he led, we must remember that the more freely we forgive, the more clearly we reveal the nature of 
our heavenly Father.

 
1 Jean Varnier, Community and Growth (New York: Paulist Press, 1989), pp. 120-121. 
2 John Ortberg, The Life You’ve Always Wanted (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), p. 32. 
3 Larry Calvin, The Power Zone (Fort Worth, TX: Sweet Publishing, 1995), p. 62. 
4 C.H. Spurgeon, The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit, vol. 15 (Pasadena, TX: Pilgrim Publiscations, 1970), p. 460. 
5 Lynn Anderson, The Shepherd’s Song (West Monroe, LA: Howard Publishing, 1996), p. 120. 
6 Larry Crabb, The Safest Place on Earth (Nashville: Word Publishing, 1999), p. 40. 
7 Ibid., 171. 
8 Reprinted by arrangement with The Heirs to the Estate of Martin Luther King, Jr., c/o Writers House, Inc. as agent for the proprietor. 
Copyright 1963 by Martin Luther King Jr., copyright renewed 1991 by Coretta Scott King. 
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Preaching Through Congregational Conflict 
The Preacher’s Understanding of Congregational Conflict 

 
I do not speak as an expert on congregational conflict – simply as a preacher who has spent a total of 11 years 
preaching/teaching for 3 churches that have been going through conflict.  
 
Our Perception of Conflict and the church 
A. Statements from Church Members: 
• “I thought the church was different from other organizations – especially in regard to conflict.” 
• “It just kills me when people are this ugly in any community – especially the church.” 
• If there is one place where people want to find a respite from the world – a place of peace and harmony, it is in the church.  
 
You’ve heard the story of the sailor who discovered a secret island--- with a man who had been stranded on it for a long time. 
After greeting each other and some time of great relief (he would finally get off the island) the sailor looked around and asked 
the stranded man why there were three (3) huts on the island. “One is my home,” he said, and “one is where I worship.” The 
third one? “That’s where I used to worship.” 
 
B. The Early Church Model. 
• Off to a good start – Acts 2:44-47 
• Bumps in the road:  
• Acts 5 – instances of false pretense and lying (Ananias & Sapphira) 
• Acts 6 – Neglect of the Grecian Jews causes conflict – the choosing of the seven. 
• Acts 15 – Dispute between Paul and Barnabas 
• Galatians 2 – Racial prejudice and religious elitism bring about a dispute between Paul and Peter.  
• I Corinthians – conflicts over talents, personal loyalties – unrepentant sinfulness… 
• Philippians – the conflict between Euodia and Syntyche 
• The list could go on and on – we haven’t even touched the Old Testament – Moses at one time is so frustrated with the 

Israelites and the conflict with them that he says to God, I am tired of these people won’t you just let me die…Any of you 
ever feel that way? 

 
C. Conflict is a Natural part of dealing with people – even God’s People – and should be expected.  
• Our expectations and our outlook many times determine to a large degree how we hold up under the strain of conflict and 

what we are able to accomplish through it.  
• Ex. Walking and stepping in a pot-hole you’re not expecting.  
• Preachers create conflict to some degree – by calling people to focus on God’s vision – that creates conflict for most people, 

because his vision is designed to cause change in our lives…and most people are resistant to change.  
• Even when a particular change is in our best interest, our inclination is to resist because that change implies that we are 

imperfect and are somehow lacking.  
• The reality of change is that we must reform our habits, reshape our values, alter our relationships or adopt new 

responsibilities.  
• A preacher who doesn’t expect conflict is going to get hurt – and will not last in the ministry…to help overcome conflict and 

benefit from it longevity is required. 
 
D. Conflict is not the enemy – How we choose to handle it can be.  
• Conflict is tension that can bring about opportunity for growth – both personally and relationally. 
• That is if conflict is handled correctly – if not handled correctly, it can lead to fragmented relationships and stifle the work of 

the church.  
 
The Escalating Stages of Unresolved Church Conflict (Kenneth C. Newberger) 

E. An Uncomfortable Feeling. 
• Something just doesn’t feel right, 
• You can’t put your finger on it. 
• Nothing explicit has been mentioned. (Wives are intuitive to this more than men) 
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F. A Problem to Be Resolved. (Issue-focused) 

• An identifiable problem has emerged and dealing with that matter is the focus – I didn’t agree with the point you 
made in your sermon last week – You hurt my feelings with what you said – I don’t think this building project is 
what we need… 

• The participants are civil and respectful to one another as they each share their perspectives on the issue. 
• Solutions are proposed and in most instances can be resolved in a calm and collaborative fashion to everyone’s 

satisfaction. 
• In my opinion this is the step that most people ignore – and it’s the reason that there is so much rancor 

sometimes in our churches.  
 

G. A Person to Differ With (Other person – focused) 
• The focus of the conversation changes from what should be done and what is the best solution, to a debate of 

who is right and who is wrong.  
• Frustration sets in because the attempt to achieve one’s goals is undermined by another.  
• Parties may become more cautious in dealing with each other.  
• The dispute can still be constructive if the parties make a greater effort to see the other person’s point of view.  
• On the other hand, if the matter is not resolved, the situation can easily deteriorate into destructive conflict.  

 
H. A Dispute to Win (Issue-focused – greater intensity) 

• Collaboration wanes. Other problematic issues often appear confusing the matters.  
• Disputing parties communicate less to each other and more about each other with those who take their 

respective side increasing polarization in the congregation. 
• While there may not be an intent to hurt one’s opponent, it often results.  
• Because the overriding goal is for one’s needs to be met or interests to prevail, there appears to be less concern 

about how that affects others, further exacerbating the conflict.  
• One side comes to believe that the other cares little about them. As one side seeks to achieve its’ goals, the other 

side feels like their interests are being all-too-readily dismissed or sacrificed. 
• Action then begets counteraction.  

 
I. A Person To Attack (Other person-focused – greater intensity) 

• A power struggle emerges – parties now see themselves as adversaries and “antagonists” (a Greek word that 
means “to struggle against” as in Hebrews 12:4) 

• When people begin to struggle against each other, watch out!!!  An invisible line is crossed that does not bode 
well for that relationship or for the church. 

• At this stage, original issues and context become secondary – the problem is now identified as a person or a 
group of people…they are the problem. 

• An “Us” and “them” mentality sets in. Emotions adversely affect objective thinking.  
• Selective perception confirms and fuels negative stereotyping – once stereotyped, the other side can be written 

off as – progressive, traditional, liberal, conservative – close minded – morons…you fill in the blank.  
• Parties avoid each other and assume the worst of the other – In the absence of direct communication, each 

faction views the other through an increasingly distorted filter of suspicion, false assumptions, exaggeration, 
misinformation and misperceptions.  

• Whereas each side justifies its own hostile behavior as reactions to its opponent and to external circumstances, 
the actions of one’s adversaries are attacks attributed to internal deficiencies in their character, competency, or 
spirituality.  

• Public admission of having exercised poor judgment or of having made a mistake becomes increasingly 
unlikely.  

• In this negatively charged environment, such an acknowledgement would likely open oneself to embarrassment 
and further criticism – the attempt to protect themselves, their vulnerabilities and insecurities is accomplished by 
attacking.  

•  
J. My Face to Save – (self-focused, greatest intensity) 
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 The term “face” refers to how a person is viewed by others. As long as someone is viewed as a respectable member 
of the community, all is well.  

 When one’s public image is seriously challenged, watch out for a significant escalation of the conflict.  
 To have one’s public image challenged is to be attacked on a very personal level.  It is to be charged with 

maintaining a false façade.  
 The attacker seeks to publicly unmask the other person’s true and despicable identity. To the extent that this 

“insight” is believed, the prior course of the conflict is reinterpreted.  
 With these new lenses, words or actions that may have been originally perceived in a positive light are now viewed 

as part of a larger, deceitful strategy – False motives are attributed throughout. The conflict is no longer understood 
in terms of shades of gray – it is perceived in terms of black and white and an ideological battle between the forces 
of good vs. evil.  

 To “save face” against such an attack on one’s identity, people will respond with an equally ferocious assault of 
their own. Disputants will unleash a torrent of negative descriptions against those who have attacked and maligned 
them, attempting in turn, to undercut and discredit them.  

 They will label those on the other side as unreasonable, immoral, untrustworthy, mentally unbalanced, and /or sub-
human – this conclusion justifies almost any action against the other side, exacerbating the cycle of conflict to 
dangerous levels.  

 
K. A Person to Expel, Withdraw From or Ruin (Other person-focused – greatest intensity) 

1. The parties are locked in an all-or-nothing battle.  
2. The church is no longer big enough for everyone. 
3. The solution is whether to drive out the problem person or people or leave. – or another way to state it is:  
4. The conflict may be so personalized, intractable, or irrational that the adversaries would rather suffer 

private loss or the church’s ruin to see their opponent defeated.  
 

L. The Aftermath. 
1. When the dust settles, the worship, fellowship, and the work of the church, as well as the individual lives 

of those involved are adversely affected…often for years to come. 
2. For some, winning the battle or driving a person from the church is still not enough – the ruination of a 

person’s reputation may continue long after the battle is over. 
3. Another faction will express shame and bewilderment for what they have said or done – others will have 

shame also but blame others who they claim led them to do and say such things.  
Conclusion: 

A. When it comes to matters of peace and unity, the New Testament couldn’t be clearer: 
1. Jesus said, “be at peace with one another.” – Mark 9:50 
2. Peter said, “seek peace and pursue it.” – I Peter 3:11 
3. Paul said, “Make every effort to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.” Ephesians 4:3 

B. Since Peace and unity are commanded in scripture and conflict is inevitable, what is the role that you I have as a preacher to 
reconcile the two? We will deal with that next Sunday night.  
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Preaching Through Congregational Conflict 
The Preacher’s Role in Congregational Conflict 

As we look at Preaching through Congregational conflict: 
a. Conflict is a natural and inevitable thing in the life of the church.  
b. It’s natural because the church is made up of people. 
c. It is inevitable because as preachers of the gospel – we are calling people to God’s vision – which demands 

change. 
d. Conflict in congregations can be constructive – it sharpens knowledge, forges relationships and provides 

opportunities for growth.  
e. The problem with conflict comes when it is not handled properly and allowed to escalate to the point where 

people become disagreeable with one another to the point where the person or persons with whom the dispute is 
with become viewed as enemies to be defeated rather than family to be reconciled with.  

 
Focus on the role of preachers and how we can play a part in helping heal conflict in congregations and stem the flow 
of conflict from being destructive to constructive.  
 

Preach the Word – II Timothy 4:1-5 

• The Power of the Word.  
• The word has the power to change the hearts of men – II Timothy 3:16-17 – All scripture is God-breathed and 

is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be 
thoroughly equipped for every good work. /  Hebrews 4:12 – the word of God is sharper than any double 
edged sword 

• The power to change lives is not in my eloquence, nor my ability to persuade – it lies in the power of the word 
of God as it is planted in the heart of good soil.  

• So I must constantly take people back to the word of God in order to heal conflict.  
• There are three specific things in relation to conflict that we need to lovingly emphasize to our congregations 

through the word.  
 
The Power of Going To Your Brother – Matthew 18:15-16 

• In my experience, the biggest problem with congregational conflict is that we don’t deal with things the way 
God tells us to deal with things.  

• In the stages of conflict we seem to have a propensity to jump to step four where parties communicate less 
with each other and more about each other.  

• Elders don’t need to entertain complaints about the preacher or a member from any other member without first 
asking the question; “Have you talked to this person about this?” If the answer is No – we need to lovingly but 
firmly be insistent that they follow God’s word and talk to there brother about it in private first.  

• More conflicts escalate because we lack the love and courage to go to our brother.  
• Accountability – Ex. Confronting with love. 

 
The Power of Diversity and Unity – Romans 14 

• The Bible is pretty plain that not everything is equally important. No chapter of the Bible is more emphatic 
about that that Romans 14. 

• We need to preach the truth that unity is not stipulated by uniformity on every point of teaching.  
• There are disputable matters and God gives us latitude to disagree on things and still be unified.  
• Romans 14:19-21 – Conflict is disarmed and unity preserved and strengthened when we put others ahead of 

ourselves.  
 



 11

Cultivating the Heart of God 
• God’s Word is communicated both in our sermons and our lives. 
• Paul teaches us to watch both our life and our doctrine – I can preach all the right lessons – but unless the lessons 

are embodied in my life – it will have little effect on healing conflict.  
• Emerson said – “What you are screams so loudly in my ears that I cannot hear what you say.” 
• I want to look at a couple of scriptures and how important they are for cultivating the heart of God in our life as 

we as preachers seek to facilitate healing in our congregations.  
 
Luke 6:27-36 
• Love seems like a cushy topic – but the law of love cuts like a knife – we all stand condemned by it – none of us 

loves like we should.  
• Love your neighbor as yourself??? – we are much more likely to be suspicious of our brothers motives than we 

are of our own – we are far more critical of our neighbor than we are of ourselves – we are more likely to believe 
the worst in others while putting the best possible spin on the things we say and to – and we seem to be more 
likely to forgive ourselves than we are our neighbor.  

• The kind of love described in this passage is an agape love – a love that arises not to fulfill a need of self – but to 
fulfill a need in another.  

• Love at a natural level always expects something in return – and can be the foundation for all kinds of trouble and 
turmoil – James says that this selfishness is the root problem of fights and quarrels – James 4:1-3 

• Ex. The love I show is more often more like the world’s love that God’s – People who dislike me, the group that 
is in conflict with me – I avoid – I give myself to people who like me, compliment me…do good to me.  

• Motives for love and  – Ex. "If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In 
doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head." – This is a statement of fact not a statement of motive. 

• God’s love healed the conflict in our lives and brought peace – and if we are to heal the conflict in our churches 
and bring peace we are going to have to love like Him – and that is a sacrificial and suffering love.  

 
Philippians 4:2 & 2:1-8 
• The conflict between Euodia and Syntyche – and Paul’s solution to them. 
• The love that heals conflicts is the kind of love that will give up heaven for earth – that will give up equality with 

God to become a man – that will pick up a cross and die for someone who doesn’t deserve it.  
 
Love Is Patient and it Never Fails. 
The need for patience. 
• Many times conflict has been brewing and not dealt with long before the preacher got there.  
• We need to remember that churches have a history – and once the conflict is addressed and has begun to be dealt 

with that there is a healing process that must take place and it can be long and protracted.  
 
Conclusion  

• People are often unreasonable and self-centered. Forgive them anyway.  
• If you are kind, people may accuse you of ulterior motives. Be Kind anyway. 
• If you are honest, people may cheat you. Be honest anyway.  
• If you find happiness, people may be jealous. Be happy anyway.  
• The good you do today may be forgotten tomorrow. Do Good Anyway.  
• Give the world the best you have, and it may never be enough. Give your best anyway. 
• For you see, in the end, it is between you and God. It never was between you and them anyway. 

 
I hope this has been helpful to you – one of the things congregational conflict has done – is contribute to a high 
dropout rate of preachers – Men of God who have been called by God are hanging it up because of frustration.  
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Solving Marital Conflicts 
No matter how well we are communicating with our marriage partners, there are bound to be some areas of disagreement. I have 
heard some couples claim that they never had a difference of opinion during all their married life. What a drab and colorless 
existence they must have had! The couple either possessed very little personal individuality or else were afraid to express their 
true inner feelings. It is hard to believe that God ever made two people so alike in every way that their opinions coincided in 
everything! 
 
Disagreements will come. Any of several causes can produce them. The first cause could easily be the rude discovery that our 
mates do not possess all the glowing qualities we visualized in them before the ceremony! Since we want to see desirable traits 
acquired and distasteful ones eliminated, we mentally enroll our mates in our school of marital reform! Then we proceed with 
the monumental task of remaking them into ideal mates. 
 
The wife’s favorite teaching method seems to be nagging, assisted by occasional ridicule, and, if necessary, by a periodic 
outburst of tears. The husband’s favorite teaching method seems to be the dig, that is, the cutting comment or sarcastic remark. 
He may also use an occasional angry lecture, interspersed with long periods of withdrawal and silence. Two sinful self-wills, 
each of which is torn between love of self and love of mate, are now interacting with each other and testing each other’s right to 
self-determination, with each seeking supremacy in the relationship. The result is conflict. 
 
At the heart of every conflict is self. Most people blame their conflicts on their circumstances: the unacceptable job, the small 
house, the fussy children, the poor neighborhood, the lack of money, the interfering in-laws. But the true problem is that the 
human ego wants unrestrained freedom to do as it pleases, expecting at the same time the unqualified approval of its mate.  
 
In other words, it wants to be the sun around which its mate orbits as a devoted planet. If two such stars would vie for centrality 
in the same solar system, the results would be chaotic—but that is exactly what has happened in many marriages! 
 
Sometimes young people are in a hurry to get married, often to escape an unpleasant situation at home. The real problem is not 
usually their home or their parents, however. It is their own sinful egos, and they invariably take them along with them when 
they get married! This ego begins to interact with another selfish ego, and the previous home problems are eclipsed by the new 
marital ones! First God wants us to learn how to deal with our old fleshly natures. Then we will be ready to interact happily with 
a partner in marriage. 
 
When meaningful communications have broken down in a marriage, arguments may erupt over the most trivial things, 
sometimes becoming so frequent and so heated that the couple begins to feel that they are incompatible. I seriously doubt that 
there is any such thing as incompatibility in God’s sight—just two wills that need to be conquered by Jesus Christ. When He 
becomes the center of the marriage, with each partner living for His glory, harmony and happiness will reign supreme. 
 
Suppose the conflicts do exist, however, and the couple is willing to make the spiritual adjustments that need to be made. How, 
then, do we resolve the dissension in our marriages? We need to realize, first of all, that an argument need not always be a 
destructive force. It could be the very thing needed to open the channels of communication and expose the festering sores of the 
soul that have been widening the gap between us. There may be some changes that need to be made, but neither the nagging nor 
the cutting comments are making them. They only tighten the tension and drive us farther apart.  
 
A good, lively discussion may be the only thing that will get our true feelings into the open. If so, then we need to get to it, to get 
started with the argument. But we must set some ground rules before we begin. Here are some suggested guidelines for a 
profitable argument. 
 
First, we must establish as our goal a deeper understanding of each other. If we can accomplish this, we will ultimately 
thank God for the disagreement. The goal of the argument is not to decide a winner and a loser. Nor is it to bring about changes 
in our mates. It is to gain fresh insight into how our mates think about the issues that affect us. It might be a good policy for each 
partner to restate the other’s point of view to his satisfaction. That will guarantee the accomplishment of this goal, at least to 
some degree. 
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Second, we must ask God to help us control our emotions. We often say things under emotional stress that we do not mean, 
things that hurt and cut and destroy. These things are not soon forgotten. The fruit of the Spirit is self-control, and we need to let 
Him manifest His calmness and control even in the face of unjust accusations or serious provocations. This is not to say that 
emotions should be excluded. We would probably never reveal how we felt in our hearts if emotions were not present. But 
though it is legitimate for our emotions to be present, they must be guarded closely by the indwelling Holy Spirit.  
 
Third, we must attack the problem itself—not the personalities or the motives. It is easy to become overly critical in any 
argument, and to make inaccurate character judgments of our opponent or to falsely accuse him of evil motives. When a wife 
fails to clean the house or a husband postpones some chore, the impatient mate may level an accusation like, “You’re just plain 
lazy.”  
That may not be the problem at all, and such an accusation could cause a great deal of unhappiness for a long time to come. 
“You did that just to get back at me,” is a favorite when your mate hurts you in some way. But who made you a mind reader or 
gave you the ability to discern motives?  
 
The Apostle Paul made an astute observation about people who judge others: 
(Matthew 7:2)  For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to 
you. 
 
(Romans 2:1)  You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge the 
other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things. 
  
Fourth, we must remember that angry attacks against us are sometimes provoked by exasperating incidents totally 
unrelated to us. Often when husbands or wives are irritable, their mates just happen to be the most convenient target for their 
angry outbursts. For instance, the pressure of the house and the children may have been building up in a wife all day long. She is 
tense and on edge when her husband comes in the door, happy as a lark. He hangs up his coat as a thoughtful husband should, 
but forgets to close the closet door—and she blows her top!  A husband filled with God’s love and understanding realizes that 
there is something more behind this than a closet door, and he responds tenderly and gently.  
 
Maybe the husband comes home acting like an angry bear. He is short with the children and critical of the dinner. A Spirit-filled 
wife understands that his actions are probably the result of pressure at work and not of hostility toward his family. If we would 
listen to our mates calmly and patiently instead of reacting indignantly at the first provocation, the real problem would soon 
emerge. Then, instead of an irate retort, we could offer sympathetic understanding, thus averting the trauma of an argument. 
 
Finally, we need to learn when and how to bring an argument to a conclusion. Some fights never end; they just go on for 
years! Others seem to die without coming to a conclusion, thus deepening the underlying resentment. “Let’s just forget about it” 
usually means, “If we discuss this much longer, I may have to give in!” If we are wrong, we should admit it. If we need time to 
think about it, we should say so. “I’m beginning to see your point, but I need some time to think it over.” Then do just that—
think it over before the Lord. 
 
Now the problems are out in the open. We have communicated with each other and therefore share a little deeper understanding. 
Now where do we go? How do we solve the conflicts? There are several biblical principles that should help us. 
 
First, we should concentrate our attention on our own faults, thinking first of those areas in which we can improve 
ourselves. The temptation when conflicts arise is to sulk over the wrongs committed against us, rehearsing all the old offenses 
and injustices we have suffered through the years. Then we begin building our case for the next confrontation! Forget it! Turn 
your mind to your part of the blame, however small it may be. Our own self-will and pride are invariably responsible for part of 
the conflict. It may have been the little demands we made of our mates for our own convenience. It may have been the 
indifference we showed toward our mates’ needs. It may have been the coolness we expressed because our feelings were hurt. 
All of this is selfish pride, and all of it helped intensify the conflict. Whenever there is a conflict pride is the cause, .and each of 
us is usually guilty of some of that pride. We need to admit it. 
 
(Proverbs 13:10)  "Pride only breeds quarrels, but wisdom is found in those who take advice 
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It’s so easy to let our minds drift to our spouses’ part of the blame. We are tempted to think that we acted as we did because of 
what our mates said or did. We think they are really the guilty ones. But this is a ploy of Satan. He wants us to think about our 
mate’s blame rather than our own in order to promote dissension.  
 
Jesus called this hypocrisy. “Hypocrite! First get rid of the board. Then you can see to help your brother.” 
 
Let’s ask God to help us acknowledge our own part of the blame. We must be ruthless with ourselves. It is so easy to be severe 
with others and lenient with ourselves. But this is egotism. True humility is tolerant of others and exacting with self. Once we 
acknowledge our sin of pride, God bestows both forgiveness and renewed marital harmony. 
 
Now that we have acknowledged our part of the blame and received God’s gracious forgiveness, we can ask Him to give us 
victory over our sinful self wills, so that we relinquish our craving to have everything our own way. We must ask Him to help us 
change what needs to be changed in our lives.  
 
When we are in the middle of a marital crisis we usually feel that our problems would be solved if only our mates would change 
their ways. It seldom occurs to us that we need the changing!  
 
By God’s grace we can become new mates. We never really change others for the better by carping, criticizing, and 
complaining. We only deepen the wedge that lies between us. We must give our attention to the one thing that we can change by 
God’s grace and power—ourselves! God does not expect us to improve our mates; He expects us to provide for their needs. 
When we improve ourselves, our marriages will also begin to improve. 
 
When our husbands or wives realize that we have stopped badgering them and have instead made significant changes in our own 
lives, they will begin to respond in kind. It will take terribly cold and callused hearts on their part to keep them from making 
some worthwhile changes of their own. What a gratifying reward for our unselfish attitude! 
 
Having dealt decisively with our own shortcomings, we are now ready to move on to the next step.  
The second biblical principle for solving conflicts is to forgive completely our mates’ faults. It is hard to forgive when our 
mates have not apologized. But look at it this way. If we have really acknowledged our part of the blame, we will have to admit 
that the offenses they committed against us may have been, at least in part, a result of the way we treated them.  
 
We have no choice but to forgive, even if they have not admitted their wrong. Eventually we are going to have to apologize for 
our part of the blame if we want a sweet spirit of harmony restored, and we will not be able to apologize in the proper way if we 
continue to harbor hard feelings. The only way to rid ourselves of those hard feelings is to forgive our mates fully for every 
offense that they have committed against us.  
 
There is no indication that the person who was wronging Peter ever apologized for it, yet Christ told him to forgive as many as 
490 times. He was teaching that there is actually no end to forgiveness. 
 
“But the hurt is too deep. I can’t forgive.” That is an interesting comment.  
 
Listen to Christ again: “Your heavenly Father will forgive you if you forgive those who sin against you; but if you refuse to 
forgive them, he will not forgive you.” 
 
It is impossible to overestimate the importance of forgiveness. When we grant forgiveness, resentment and bitterness disappear 
and our harsh and intolerant attitudes are replaced with genuine love and concern for our mates. 
 
Now we are ready for the final step. We have admitted to ourselves our own guilt and have forgiven our mates for their share of 
the blame. Now we must openly and frankly apologize to them for our part of the blame. It is a mistake to try to apologize 
before we have acknowledged our own guilt and forgiven our mates for theirs. Our apology will be far less than what God wants 
it to be. It will come out all wrong, and may even do more harm than good.  
 

• “I was wrong, but you were too.”  
• “I’m sorry I did that, but it wasn’t all my fault.”  
• “I’m sorry I said that, but what could I think after what you did?”  
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• “I’m sorry if I did anything to offend you.”  
 
None of these statements really admits to anything. They are not true apologies and really won’t fool anybody—least of all our 
mates! 
 
Only after our hearts have been set right before the Lord can we offer a genuine apology. “Honey, I’m sorry I …” (and we list 
the specific things we did or said to offend, or the exact attitude that has contributed to the conflict)—period!  
 
No “ifs,” “ands,” or “buts.” The words “Honey, I’m sorry” spoken from a broken and contrite heart are the sweetest sound on 
earth, and they will minister healing to our marriages.  
 
Why is it so hard for some people to apologize?  

• Possibly they tried apologizing once or twice but were rejected. Now they are afraid to try again. But the reason for their 
rejection may have been their own improper attitude when they offered the apology.  

• Some men think that admitting guilt is a sign of weakness. Actually, however, it is a sign of spiritual and emotional 
strength—a mark of a healthy, well-balanced personality.  

• Some people are afraid that they will lose face with the ones they love if they admit their faults. But the very opposite is 
true; by being honest about themselves, they will actually gain more respect than they ever had before.  

• Some insist that it would be hypocritical to apologize, since they will probably do the same thing again. But God says 
that we are to confess our faults to each other. Refusal is disobedience to Him. We must deal with the issue at hand as 
He directs, trusting Him to help us in future situations. 

 
Jesus taught that we must be reconciled with others before we can truly worship God. “If you are standing before the altar in the 
Temple, offering a sacrifice to God, and suddenly remember that a friend has something against you, leave your sacrifice there 
beside the altar and go and apologize and be reconciled to him, and then come and offer your sacrifice to God.” 
 
 If someone has something against us, it is probably because we have offended him. It is our responsibility to go to him, admit 
our fault, and be reconciled to him. Our worship will be less than it should be until we do. “But isn’t he supposed to forgive me 
even if I refuse to apologize?” Yes, he is. But each person must nevertheless answer to God for himself. We must do what God 
wants us to do, leaving the failures of others in the hands of God. 
 
The question “Who started it?” or “Who ought to make the first move?” is irrelevant. It makes no difference who started it. We 
ought to take the initiative in confession regardless of the situation.  
 
Even if we have been deeply hurt, to admit our part of the blame in unselfish and forgiving love will make it easier for our mates 
to admit theirs. No matter how minor our fault is, we ought to focus our attention on that and frankly apologize for it. God will 
then use our selfless spirit to resolve our marital conflicts. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 16

Preaching Through Congregational Conflict 
A Four Step Way of Dealing With Conflict 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 
    A.    "Conflict" Defined and Described. 
    Conflict happens when two people disagree about something. Despite the fact that people have a lot of similarities, since each 
of us is different from everybody else, we will have conflicts. Conflict is a natural part of life; it happens to us often. 
    For example, if a driver coming the opposite way from us wants to turn the same way we do, that can cause conflict. Most of 
the time we agree, almost instinctively, on what we each need to do. In another setting, suppose that my friend wants to play 
cards with me, but I want to go to a movie; or suppose that he or she wants to play golf and I want to go fishing - that can create 
conflict. Or how about choosing a place to spend the holidays? Shall we go to see my spouse's parents, my parents, both sets of 
parents, stay at home, or go someplace else? Perhaps we choose to go to each place for a different holiday throughout the year. 
Most of the time we work it out. 
    Conflict can be positive and healthy, as well as a learning and growing experience. When we deal with it in a healthy way, we 
can generally find a solution that satisfies both of us. This is what we call managing or dealing successfully with conflict. 
    Unfortunately, conflict also has its negative side, where we can not only disagree with each other, but sometimes we can also 
hurt feelings and fracture relationships. The purpose of this Paper is to show you that there are options for finding a better way to 
manage disagreements. 
 
    B.    Methods for Handling Conflict. 
    Customarily we handle conflict through avoidance or position-based competition. In the avoidance approach, people in 
conflict simply do not deal with their differences in order, for example, to keep peace in the family or in the office. This 
approach is useful if the differences are thought to be insignificant or if the people involved need time to "cool off." But it may 
be non-productive if the parties just let the conflict fester, as in the case of conflict between employee and manager. 
    In the position-based competitive approach, we hold to our positions and try to prevail over the other person. This approach 
has two strains: power-based and rights-based. 
    In the power-based strain, people settle their differences according to who has more power. This is a legitimate and important 
way to handle conflict. For example, without a chain of command, the VA has no way to organize its efforts. Additionally, 
without good employees working efficiently and efficiently to provide excellent care and services, the VA cannot carry out its 
mission. 
    In the rights-based strain, the parties in a conflict refer to their legal rights as the basis for resolving their differences. If they 
cannot reach agreement, they submit their claims to recognized authorities. The rights-based strain is also a legitimate and 
necessary way to handle conflicts. Where would we be without our court systems and our other grievance, complaint and 
appeals procedures? 
    The problem with both strains of the competitive approach is that one person wins and one person looses. As a result, feelings 
may be hurt, relationships may be unnecessarily weakened or destroyed, and commitment to decisions may be weak. There must 
be a better way to deal with conflict than this. 
    And there is! We can work together on conflict management initiative to increase the understanding and practice of interest-
based problem solving throughout the VA. 
 
    C.    Interest-Based Problem Solving. 
    What interest-based problem solving (IBPS) means is that there are times when it makes sense for people who have a problem 
to sit down together to see if they can solve it by talking about their mutual concerns. 
    People who are in conflict with each other often have common interests. In the workplace, for example, common interests 
include: the overall success of the organization, communication and team-work, professional competence for everyone, both 
quality and productivity, ethical treatment, and recognition of our diversity. 
    IBPS has some significant advantages over the avoidance and competitive approaches: 
1.    The parties will be more likely to feel that the decision-making process has been a fair one. 
2.    The parties will tend to be more committed to carrying out the agreements made.  
3.    They are likely to have a greater understanding of, and respect for, each other.  
4.    If future conflicts arise, they will have an example to follow, making it easier for the parties to  
       address the conflict and deal with it constructively. 
5.    IBPS often costs less in the long run than power or rights-based strains. IBPS produces results and 
       consistently maintains relationships between the parties - it may even improve the relationship.  
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    That is not to say that all conflicts should be handled the same way. Some differences just are not that big a deal. Others may 
be caused inadvertently, and there is just not much that can be done about them. 
    On the other hand, some disputes are big, important and tough enough that it makes sense to address them directly. It is 
important to realize in such situations that we have not two but three choices in how to do this: avoidance, competition, and 
analyzing our interests. There will always be a legitimate need for avoidance and competition as solutions to conflict situations. 
But let's reflect for a moment on the VA objectives: 
    *    Courtesy and Caring  
    *    Improve quality-driven productivity and customer satisfaction 
    In general, do you think that these objectives would be met better by basing our relationships with each other on power, on 
rights or on interests? We think it is fair to say that quality work is rarely achieved in an adversarial relationship. 
 
    D.    Recap on How We Deal with Conflict. 
    There are three primary strategies that we use to deal with conflict: 
        *    Flight - avoiding conflict and hoping that it will go away.  
        *    Fight - using authority, rights or force to attempt to prevail over others.  
        *    Unite - talking with other people to develop solutions that will satisfy mutual interests, some result that  
             they all can "live with." 
    Experience shows that we will be more successful in accomplishing our mission to the extent that we shift the balance in the 
way we manage differences. 
    Using various conflict management techniques supports the VA's objectives. By improving how we deal with conflict, we can 
change the culture of our organization, removing some of the barriers to reaching our objectives. The shift of balance in how we 
deal with people's differences will help, as we know from our own experience. If you treat people well and fairly, most of the 
time they will respond the same way. 
    If we treat each other honestly and fairly, we will create a friendlier working environment. And, ordinarily, that can increase 
quality-driven productivity. 
 
2. TWO SIMPLE (BUT NOT EASY) PRINCIPLES ON INTEREST-BASED PROBLEM SOLVING 
    A.    Principle #1:    Use Conflict as a Natural Resource. 
    Conflict is Natural -- Each of us perceives the world around us differently; we make decisions differently. We act in these 
ways due to our upbringing, our personalities, where we sit in the organization, our cultures, or even what part of the world we 
come from. We all have different points of view about different topics, and it would be strange indeed if we did not disagree 
from time to time. 
    Conflict Can Even Be a Good Resource -- You may remember that we mentioned this idea earlier. Conflict can be a first step 
on the way to improving communication, solving a problem, and even building trust and cooperation. If you belonged to a 
Quality Improvement Team you experienced these things. You practiced Interest-Based Problem Solving to develop agreements. 
 
    B.    Principle #2:    Respect People; Attack Problems. 
    When we have a difference with someone, it is not unusual for us to think something like: "We have a problem here, and the 
problem is YOU!" 
    Usual or not, this attitude will not get us moving down the road to mutual problem solving. Think about it the other way 
around: when someone feels that we are the problem, we tend to "get" the message (whether through their tone of voice, their 
body language, or simply the "vibes"). And our reaction tends to be defensive: "If I am the problem, then we have a big problem 
- because I am not likely to become someone else in the near future!" 
    But there is more. Deciding that "the problem is you" not only is not effective, it is also usually not true. In fact, the other 
person is a human being, in many ways like you and me, with hopes, dreams, fears, and imperfections. 
    If we need a more practical basis for distinguishing between people and problems, then look at the fact that making people the 
problem does not work. If we put people down, they are likely to put us down in return. 
    So do whatever you need to do to "distinguish between the person and the problem." This is an internal activity, and only you 
know how to do it for yourself. Some people draw on their religious heritage for guidance on how to do this. Others recommend 
"going up onto the balcony" in your imagination to see the conflict situation from an outsider's perspective. Whatever works for 
you, go ahead and do it before you move on to the next step. You will know you have succeeded when you can imagine yourself 
and the other(s) involved in the conflict standing side by side, facing the problem together: respect people; attack problems. 
 
3. THE FOUR STEPS IN INTEREST BASED PROBLEM SOLVING. 
    A.    Step #1:    Raise the Issue. 
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    "Issues" are the problems that are bugging us. 
    "Positions" are our unilateral solutions to those problems. If a problem is bothering you, and you want to solve it with the 
other person, you need to raise the issue. 
    When you raise the issue, do it in a way that shows respect for the other person, but that clearly expresses the problem and its 
effect on you. Do this as briefly as possible, and be immediately ready to listen to the other person's point of view. It may be that 
the other person raises an issue first or tells you (sometimes in no uncertain terms!) what his or her position is. 
 
    B.    Step #2:    Discover the Underlying Interests. 
    The good news about positions and issues is that they tell us exactly where to begin in resolving the conflict. The bad news 
about positions and issues is that they are only the beginning. 
    As you explore your positions and issues, you will find out about your interests, which are the foundation for agreements. But 
getting to that point requires work. For example, suppose you and your manager disagree on a due date for submitting a report. 
How could you approach this? To discover interests, first ask, then listen. "What needs to be done in order to complete the 
report?" "How much detail is desirable?" "How much time will it take to obtain that much detail?" "Does this assignment take 
precedence over other assignments?" "Why does the manager need the report on that particular date?" 
    Asking the questions is just the first part. It is the second part that most of us find difficult: listening. We tend to be so 
frustrated with the situation that we want to talk to get our point of view across. But of course that only gets the other party more 
frustrated; and, unless we are aware of what is happening, we tend to get ourselves into a situation where we can only fight or 
flee. 
    So the guideline is: If you are not in a mood to listen, do not raise issues. But when you do raise an issue, listen. Listen 
actively. In other words, really try to understand the other's point of view. And Listen, Listen, Listen. 
    If you do not understand what the other person is saying, ask more questions -- genuine questions, not "cross examination" or 
"leading" questions. Those are for the courtroom. 
    As you begin to think you understand the other's point of view, check it out with him or her. Repeat it back to see if you heard 
it correctly. If you did not understand what was said, ask the other person to tell you. That will give you another chance to 
understand. Someone once said, "To understand means to stand under, which means to look up to, which is a pretty good way to 
understand." 
    It is important to let the other person know your interests as well. Once someone feels genuinely listened to, he or she will 
tend to be more ready to hear your side. And then you will both have an understanding of the interests that must be satisfied if 
you are to reach agreement. 
    Once you both realize that you do understand where the other is coming from, ask about the reasons why, i.e., their underlying 
interests. Once you are clear on that, you will be starting to get some ideas on how to resolve the problem - you will have many 
more pieces of information to work with. But notice also what else happens through this "active listening": the other person gets 
to vent feelings. As a result, the "emotional temperature" begins to come down, and he or she begins to realize that you respect 
his or her point of view (and, by extension, him or her), whether or not you agree with the other position. (Ah, the luxury of 
simply being heard!) 
    In short, you are helping to shift the balance from "win-lose" position-based to "win-win" interest-based problem solving. This 
is worth solid gold as you move on to the next steps. Incidentally, "interests" almost always relate to some form of our "basic 
needs," such as shelter, safety, or satisfaction. 
 
    C.    Step #3:    Invent Options for Mutual Gain. 
    Here is where any training you may have received in "brainstorming" will come in handy. The basic rules for brainstorming 
are: 
    Go for quantity- as many ideas as possible. 
    Build on each other's ideas. 
    No critiquing or "killer phrases." 
    Any idea is okay for brainstorming. 
    Your goal here is to work together to generate as many possible solutions as you can which could satisfy the underlying 
interests you have identified in the previous step.  
 
    D.    Step #4:    Develop Agreements Based on Objective Standards. 
    You have just brainstormed options for mutual gain. Now evaluate those options as potential solutions - but against what? 
Two people who differ on something need to compare their proposed solutions to something besides their own desires and 
wants, to something outside themselves.  
    Normally for an option to provide a win-win solution, must meet objective standards such as being workable, equitable for 
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both parties, fair, legal, ethical, within cost, and capable of being implemented. Rather than . to assume that the other person has 
the same standards in mind that you do, discuss them to make sure that both of you have the same understanding of what the 
standards are and what they mean. For instance, what do "workable," "fair," and "ethical" mean to both of you within the context 
of your particular situation? 
    It may be important to consider more specific standards too. Are there community, industry, or professional standards that 
must be met? Think of the times that you have referred to the "Blue Book" value of a car: that is an industry standard, a 
commonly accepted reference point for sales price or trade-in value. What about the neighbors who want to put an addition onto 
their house? They must comply with local building codes and zoning regulations. Even in the VA , we have a professional code 
of conduct that we must follow. 
    Once you have agreed on the standards, then together choose a solution that appears to meet both of your needs. Usually when 
all the facts are laid out, one solution seems to have advantages over the others. Arrive at a solution that both of you can buy into 
and live with. Then test the solution. If that solution is not as effective as you thought it would be, or if the circumstances 
change, regroup and choose another potential solution. Try it out and see if that one works better. 
    Sometimes people come to agreement without spending a lot of time creating standards. As you become more experienced at 
IBPS, you may see the solution becoming clear as you list options. Just remember not to assume that you understand what the 
other person thinks or feels - check it out with him or her. Then if the solution meets both of your interests and needs, try it out. 
 
4. CONCLUSION AND RECAP OF PRINCIPLES AND STEPS TO SOLVING CONFLICTS. 
    In this Paper we have defined conflict and introduced you to a new way to handle conflict situations: Interest-Based Problem 
Solving. We showed how IBPS will contribute to accomplishing the VA's objectives for the future. 
    In closing, here is a quote that you might find useful. It is from an early chaplain to the United States Senate: 
    "I am only one, But still I am one. I cannot do everything, But still I can do something. And because I cannot do everything, I 
will not refuse to do the something that I can do." 
Edward Everett Hale  
(1822-1909)  
 
PRINCIPLES AND STEPS TO SOLVING CONFLICTS 
Principle #1 - This conflict I am in is natural, and can even be a source of improved relations and a good solution. 
Principle #2 - The other person is a human being with hopes and dreams too. I am going to respect this person. And attack the 
problem. 
    Step #1 -  Raise the issue clearly and with respect 
    Step #2 -  Explore issues to discover underlying interests 
    Step #3 -  Invent options for mutual gain 
    Step #4 -  Develop agreements based on objective standards 
 
5. READINGS ON CONFLICT RESOLUTION. 
William Bridges, Transitions - Making Sense of Life's Changes (Addison Wesley Pub. Co., Inc., 1980) 
    Bridges takes us step by step through the transition process, offering skills, suggestions, and advice for negotiating each of 
three perilous passages: endings the neutral zone, and beginnings. Whether you are at the beginning. the ending, or somewhere 
in the neutral zone of your own transition, this book offers many useful insights to help get you through it. 
William Bridges, Managing Transitions - Making the Most of Change (Addison-Wesley Pub. Co., Inc., 1991) 
    Bridges shows how you can help your subordinates deal with the coming changes. "You cannot get the results you need 
without getting into 'that personal stuff'." This book offers many ideas and case studies for learning these techniques. 
Thomas F. Crum, The Magic of Conflict: Turning a Life of Work into a Work of Art (Touchstone Books, 1988) - martial arts 
    This book presents Aiki as a method to master conflicts and turn frustration into fulfillment. It suggests that conflict can be an 
opportunity for making choices a change. 
Roger Fisher, William Ury, and Bruce Patton, Getting to Yes, Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In, with Answers to Ten 
Questions People Ask (Penguin Books, 1991) 
    "Yes but...what if they are more powerful? What if they won't play? What if they use tricks?" Here are some good approaches 
to consider 
Thomas Gordon, Leader Effectiveness Training (Bantam, 1984) 
    What stands out in this book is the middle part dealing with conflict.  Chapters VIII, IX, and X are especially relevant to our 
purposes. You will recognize our approach in these pages, with good, clear examples Chapter X, "Organizational Applications 
of the No-Lose Method", is very interesting. 
Joyce L. Hocker and William W. Wilmot, Interpersonal Conflict (Brown & Benchmark Publishers, 1991) 
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    This book is about an activity that requires energy, wisdom, and creativity. Our approach to conflict assumes that we do not 
have to continually experience destructive conflict. lt. can be transformed into a productive experience. offers a systematic look 
at the components of conflict, focusing on how we communicate with each other. 
Rebecca R. Luhn, Managing Anger: How to Convert Negative Anger into Positive Energy (Crisp Publications, 1992) 
    Luhn helps us make an individual assessment of the cause and effects of our anger, with methods that help us manage our 
emotions and deal with anger in a positive manner. 
Deborah Tannen, That's Not What I Meant: How Conversational Style Makes or Breaks Relationships (Ballantine Books, 1992) 
Deborah Tannen, You Just Don't Understand: Women and Men in Conversation (Ballantine Books, 1991) 
    Using many examples to make her case, Dr. Tannen suggests that interaction between women and men is actually cross-
cultural communication that can lead to troublesome misunderstandings. Through her insights into different ways of perceiving 
information, setting priorities, and making decisions based on gender, she shows ways of bridging the gap to communicate more 
effectively with each other. 
William Ury, Getting Past No: Negotiating with Difficult People (Bantam, 1991) - book and audio cassette 
    This book shows you how to get by obstacles to negotiation and succeed in what you are doing. Ury offers his five-step 
system to dismantle stonewalls, disarm tough bargainers, deflect attacks, and dodge dirty tricks. It offers techniques and 
strategies to identify the problem, develop practical proposals, and invent creative options to satisfy both sides 
William Ury and Scott Brown, Getting Together: Building Relationships As We Negotiate (Penguin Books, 1988) 
    Using many of the same techniques as in Getting to Yes, this book gives helpful applications to personal relationships. 
Jerry Wisinski, Resolving Conflict on the Job (AMACOM, American Management Association, 1993) 
    This is a volume in the "Work Smart" workbook series. It is interactive, whether you are listing conflicts you experience in 
different parts of your life, or answering questions on constructive criticism you feel you must make. 
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Preaching Through Congregational Conflict 
Difficult Relationships at Work - How to Influence the Uncooperative 

 
We rely on and spend more time with our colleagues than with most other people in our lives: yet we frequently experience 
conflict at work. This is a problem that is beginning to be recognised, but it is still not being dealt with either effectively or 
sufficiently. Conflict is such a broad term for what can be experienced, ranging from office gossip to outright bullying. In nearly 
every single office there are always going to be personality clashes at some point, and most of the time they will be fairly easily 
sorted out. However, sometimes they aren't and there is often no other option than to resign. The real problem underlying this 
situation is that people really don't have the skills to deal with these kinds of situations. They frequently accept the problem 
when it is happening and then get really upset afterwards. 
 
The Five Strategies for Dealing with Conflict 
1. Avoidance 
This is the most frequently used strategy along with accommodation. Here conflict is avoided and when it does appear the 
person using this strategy refuses to engage in the situation. 
 
Example: Someone making a sly comment and the person it was aimed at simply walking away. 
 
While this obviously is not a good way of dealing with conflict the majority of the time as it tends not to help, it is worth being 
considered as a strategy for when the conflict is just not worth the effort of being addressed. 
 
2. Accommodation 
Here you take the conflict and submit. 
Example: Listening to unhelpful criticism and believing it. 
 
Again, very frequently used especially where there is low confidence and self-esteem. This is another not very successful 
method of dealing with conflict, but it will do if you know that there is a solution coming soon. 
 
3. Compete 
This one means that you play the person at his or her own game and work hard to get your own way in the conflict. 
 
Example: Someone starts spreading rumours about you, so you do the same in return in an attempt to discredit the power of the 
other person's word. 
 
This can be very useful when the conflict is mild and you are passionate about your stance, but can lead to a vicious circle as the 
conflict escalates. Be very sure you want to use this strategy as lowering yourself to someone else's level rarely shows you in the 
best light. 
 
4. Compromise 
A much more useful tactic to use: here you don't give in to the conflict, but work out a solution somewhere between the two 
sides. 
 
Example: Someone delegates a huge amount of work to your already over-filled plate, you respond by taking on some of it, and 
then recommending that this person parcel out the rest to other people. 
 
This is the strategy of choice for most untrained managers as this is how we frequently deal with children in real life - and so it is 
a behaviour we all know about. This can of course lead to the obvious downfall of the actual solution leaving none of the sides 
happy. This is best to use when the goal is to get past the issue and move on - with the issue having relatively little significance. 
 
5. Collaborate 
The most useful tactic, particularly with extremes of conflict such as bullying. The aim here is to focus on working together to 
arrive at a solution, where both sides have ownership of and commitment to the solution. 
 
Example 1: 
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You and someone else are at completely opposed viewpoints over a project. You sit down with them and work out why they 
believe in their point of view, and explain your own. Clever and lateral thinking can provide a solution, which answers both 
sides, but is not a compromise. 
 
Example 2: 
Someone is bullying you at work. You talk to this person using the strategies below and collaborate on modifying their 
behaviour. 
 
Use this strategy when the goal is to meet as many of the current needs as is possible. The most difficult strategy if confidence is 
low as it involves actually naming the issue to the conflict-creator, which can cause huge anxiety and fear. 
 
To collaborate successfully on an issue such as bullying or continuing conflict you need to follow a few basic guidelines. 
- You must recognise that part of the problem is your own fault: you allowed it to happen and did not try to address it to begin 
with. You can use this aloud and actively take part of the responsibility, as this will put the onus onto the other person to take the 
other part of the responsibility. 
- Remember that we frequently don't like in others what we don't want to see in ourselves, but find occasionally anyway. Be very 
sure that you have not committed the same conflict and that you do not in the future. 
- Manage yourself during the resolution attempt - learn calming strategies if you are hot-tempered, or confidence boosters if you 
are shy. Try not to be emotional, as emotion will only make things escalate. 
- Maintain eye contact and use your body language to convey your belief in what you are saying. Don't fiddle with something 
nervously, don't cross your arms protectively, and don't put yourself on a lower level than the other person (such as sitting on a 
lower chair). 
- Don't believe that the best defence is a good offence - that is part of the Competing strategy. 
- Work the issue, not the person: this means addressing the behaviour rather than the entire existence of that person. There is a 
different level of ownership for behaviours, and people will take less offence if you criticise their behaviour than if you criticise 
them personally. Never lay blame, as this will only fan the fires. 
- If you are not getting anywhere, ask for further information from the other person about the reasons for their behaviour, but 
don't ask the questions with 'why' at the beginning - if you do this will actively put the other person under the spotlight and they 
will get defensive. 
 
Remember above all, that people who enjoy creating conflict are ultimately power-seekers who enjoy controlling others. 
Frequently this is because either they have suffered in a similar way before or feel that they have very little control over their 
own lives and does anything they can to feel in control. A little compassion will take you a long way both in resolving the 
situation and in putting it behind you when it is resolved. 
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Dealing with Conflict 

Conflict occurs when individuals or groups are not obtaining what they need or want and are seeking their own self-interest. 
Sometimes the individual is not aware of the need and unconsciously starts to act out. Other times, the individual is very aware 
of what he or she wants and actively works at achieving the goal. 
 
About conflict: 

• Conflict is inevitable;  
• Conflict develops because we are dealing with people's lives, jobs, children, pride, self-concept, ego and sense of 

mission or purpose;  
• Early indicators of conflict can be recognized;  
• There are strategies for resolution that are available and DO work;  
• Although inevitable, conflict can be minimized, diverted and/or resolved.  

 
Beginnings of conflict: 

• Poor communication  
• Seeking power  
• Dissatisfaction with management style  
• Weak leadership  
• Lack of openness  
• Change in leadership  

 
Conflict indicators: 

• Body language  
• Disagreements, regardless of issue  
• Withholding bad news  
• Surprises  
• Strong public statements  
• Airing disagreements through media  
• Conflicts in value system  
• Desire for power  
• Increasing lack of respect  
• Open disagreement  
• Lack of candor on budget problems or other sensitive issues  
• Lack of clear goals  
• No discussion of progress, failure relative to goals, failure to evaluate fairly, thoroughly or at all.  

 
Conflict is destructive when it: 

• Takes attention away from other important activities  
• Undermines morale or self-concept  
• Polarizes people and groups, reducing cooperation  
• Increases or sharpens difference  
• Leads to irresponsible and harmful behavior, such as fighting, name-calling  

 
Conflict is constructive when it: 

• Results in clarification of important problems and issues  
• Results in solutions to problems  
• Involves people in resolving issues important to them  
• Causes authentic communication  
• Helps release emotion, anxiety, and stress  
• Builds cooperation among people through learning more about each other;  
• joining in resolving the conflict  
• Helps individuals develop understanding and skills  
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Techniques for avoiding and/or resolving (board-superintendent) conflict: 
• Meet conflict head on  
• Set goals  
• Plan for and communicate frequently  
• Be honest about concerns  
• Agree to disagree - understand healthy disagreement would build better decisions  
• Get individual ego out of management style  
• Let your team create - people will support what they help create  
• Discuss differences in values openly  
• Continually stress the importance of following policy  
• Communicate honestly - avoid playing "gotcha" type games  
• Provide more data and information than is needed  
• Develop a sound management system  

 
Courageous decision controversies:  
The controversies usually involve: 

• Changes in the way "we've always done things"  
• Notions of fundamental values  
• Determined, articulate advocates for every side  
• Inability to compromise  
• Rampant rumors  
• Threats of retaliation at the polls at the next bond, levy or school  
• Board election  

 
Resolving Conflict 
Searching for the causes of conflict is essential to be successful in resolving the conflict. Nine possible causes of conflict 
include: 

• Conflict with self  
• Needs or wants are not being met  
• Values are being tested  
• Perceptions are being questioned  
• Assumptions are being made  
• Knowledge is minimal  
• Expectations are too high/too low  
• Personality, race, or gender differences are present  

 
Reaching Consensus through Collaboration  
Groups often collaborate closely in order to reach consensus or agreement. The ability to use collaboration requires the 
recognition of and respect for everyone's ideas, opinions, and suggestions. Consensus requires that each participant must agree 
on the point being discussed before it becomes a part of the decision. Not every point will meet with everyone's complete 
approval. Unanimity is not the goal. The goal is to have individuals accept a point of view based on logic. When individuals can 
understand and accept the logic of a differing point of view, you must assume you have reached consensus. 
 
Follow these guidelines for reaching consensus: 

• Avoid arguing over individual ranking or position. Present a position as logically as possible.  
• Avoid "win-lose" statements. Discard the notion that someone must win.  
• Avoid changing of minds only in order to avoid conflict and to achieve harmony.  
• Avoid majority voting, averaging, bargaining, or coin flipping. These do not lead to consensus. Treat differences of 

opinion as indicative of incomplete sharing of relevant information, keep asking questions.  
• Keep the attitude that holding different views is both natural and healthy to a group.  
• View initial agreement as suspect. Explore the reasons underlying apparent agreement and make sure that members have 

willingly agreed 
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Turning Conflict to Your Advantage 
12 rules to help you conquer life's daily battles. 
 

Everywhere you turn, the potential for conflict exists. Conflict with ourselves (Should I get up and exercise, or sleep in? 
Should I have this piece of dessert?); conflict with others (I was waiting for that parking place. That flight attendant was rude.); 
conflict at work (Why is the project over-budget and late? That's not my job!); conflict at home (Eat your vegetables! Why can't 
I go to the dance tonight?) 

Conflict is neither good nor bad—it just is. And what it is is a word derived from the Latin word "conflictus" (the act of 
striking together) and is defined as: 

a: competitive or opposing action of incompatibles: antagonistic state or action (as of divergent ideas, interests, or persons) 
b: mental struggle resulting from incompatible or opposing needs, drives, wishes, or external or internal demands 

No matter how you define conflict, the reality is that it's a part of life. What is important is that you recognize and deal with 
it appropriately. You can either let conflict or the potential for conflict drag you down or you can use it to lift you to new levels 
of performance. Understanding what conflict is and why it exists helps shape your response. 

Conflict generally results from poor communications, disruptions in routines, unclear goals or expectations, the quest for 
power, ego massage, differences in value systems, or hidden agendas. It finds its expression in rude, discourteous and sometimes 
hostile behavior; selfishness; strident and defensive language; lack of respect; and increased stress. 

So now that you see what it looks like, what do you do with it when it occurs? Following are some guidelines that will help 
you deal with conflict: 

1.  Ground yourself. When lightning strikes, lightning rods take the electrical current and run it harmlessly to the ground. 
So, too, can you take the jolts and divert them harmlessly away if you have a well-constructed foundation of core values that you 
adhere to. Having designed a personal mission statement that clearly articulates who you are and where you are going will help 
provide guidance and direction before the conflict even occurs. The old country song says it best, "If you don't stand for 
something, then you'll fall for anything." 

2.  Look for warning signs. Be in touch with who you are. Part of handling conflict is to be aware of your own personal 
strengths and weaknesses, your beliefs and perceptions and how they shape your response. For instance, if you perpetually run 
behind and you've got an important date, leave a little earlier than normal so that if you encounter traffic, you won't lose your 
cool and overreact. Build "fluff" into schedules. Likewise, set realistic deadlines for yourself and others. 

3.  Stay in control. Recognize that when you're dealing with people, not everyone will live up to your expectations all of 
the time. Reframe the stressful situation to keep your composure. Instead of overreacting when someone cuts you off on your 
morning commute, look for opportunities to be "nice" and let someone cut in front of you. Don't sink to their level. When you lie 
down with dogs you get fleas. 

4.  Keep a positive outlook. If you expect good things to happen, they will. Conversely, if you expect bad things to happen, 
you better believe you won't be disappointed. Your attitude will govern your response. 

5.  Maintain a sense of humor. Learn to laugh—harder and more frequently. Remember how hysterically upset some 
people can get and how comical it is. Don't let your boorish behavior provide comic relief for someone else. Laugh it off. 

6.  Establish ground rules. When conflict happens, set goals for how to resolve it. What would happen if we don't fix this? 
What would a successful resolution look like? Look for common ground. Keep focused on a positive, solution-based outcome. 
Perhaps the only thing you can agree on is to agree to disagree, but do it in an agreeable manner. 

7.  Drill down to the roots. Try to find the cause of the disease instead of just treating the symptoms. What is causing the 
conflict and why are you reacting the way you are? Everyone involved in the conflict needs to agree on a definition of the 
problem before the problem can be tackled. This could mean describing the problem in terms of each person's needs. There's an 
old saying that a problem well defined is already half solved. 

8.  Think win-win. In conflict, one party does not have to win and the other lose. Sometimes disagreement will lead to a 
more effective solution. Sometimes a good decision is reached when everyone has to give a little. To change is not to lose your 
own identity. As a matter of fact, by changing you find yourself. And you find others. The only way to find a solution that 
benefits all sides is to learn more about each other. Beats a power struggle any day. 

9.  Eliminate emotions. Separate your feelings from the problem. When your emotions get mixed up in the conflict, the 
outcome is in doubt. Emotions color your perceptions and your logic and cloud the rational thinking that is essential to arriving 
at a solution. 

10. Brainstorm. There might be a variety of solutions if everyone is focused on a positive outcome and engaged in the 
process. Challenge yourself and others to be creative about the possibilities available to you. 
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11. Concentrate on what you can control. What should you take ownership of and fix? What falls under your sphere of 
influence? What impact will you have on the desired outcome? Learn to focus your attention and activities, where you can make 
a difference. Don't get caught up in areas beyond your control. You've got to learn to let go of those. 

12. Take action. Once you've arrived at a win-win solution, accept it and implement it. Don't second-guess. Make sure each 
person takes responsibility for agreeing with the decision. 
 
When we accept and understand conflict, we allow ourselves to grow, change, and to be empowered. 
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Dealing with Conflict 
 

One of the lessons of postmodernity is that of the importance and necessity of sometimes living in cognitive dissonance. In 
other words, if language is symbolic and we hold truth in paradigm, it makes sense that there would be times when two things 
both seem to be true, yet contradict. But sometimes the thinking of thesis-antithesis comes more easily to us. At times an issue 
really does boil down to black and white, but at other times, our lack of skill in dealing with conflict arbitrarily drives a dispute 
to polar opposites.  

Division among Evangelical Christians is one of the tragic ironies of a historical movement committed - at least by 
confession - to Jesus' prayer "...that they may one" (John 17:11 - all references are from The New American Standard Bible 
unless otherwise noted). And its results are often devastating to organizations, denominations, local churches and individuals. 
What is equally tragic is that while these splits are often over doctrinal differences, the very basis for those doctrines --- the 
Scriptures --- provides principles for handling conflicts that, if followed, would frequently stave off such heart-wrenching 
divisions. For in many cases it is primarily a misfiring of relationships that exacerbates genuine differences of opinion and 
heightens conflicts to the breaking point. 

And, of course, conflicts are not limited to the context of church. Whether at work, in the home, or wherever, we've all been 
there: Locked into opposite positions; heels dug in firmly; glaring at each other. 

But I'd like to suggest that conflict, broadly defined, is not only something that can be resolved successfully, but also can be 
a positive force in the life of any community. Consider: Haven't you ever weathered a conflict with someone only to come out of 
the experience with a strengthened and closer relationship? The very work that's necessary to successfully resolve a conflict 
often enhances a relationship rather than weaken it. In addition, the fact that we all do not know everything and that our 
perspective is not invariably the correct one suggests that if we approach conflict with an open mind and a sincere heart we will 
make ourselves wiser people.  

The Book of Proverbs is replete with praises for the wise man who will accept correction (e.g. Proverbs 10:17, 12:1; 13:18; 
15:5,10,31,32,29:15). We will only learn and grow by discriminatingly submitting to others' wise insights and alternate 
perspectives. If, then, it's true that conflict can yield positive results, what light does the Scripture shed on a methodology that 
can guide us through the inevitable disagreements that we will encounter in all of life’s spheres? 

One of the most helpful passages that informs a methodology of conflict resolution is Philippians 2:3,4 where Paul writes: 
"Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; 
do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others." 

From this passage we learn the guiding principle that a radical focus on the other person is critical when resolving 
conflicts. 

 
Right Brain Considerations: Listening Beneath the Words 
Every conflict has two components: an emotional component and a rational component. Many of our frustrations in 

attempting to manage conflicts come when we confuse these components in our responses.  
 
The successfully resolved conflict typically is characterized towards its beginning by an emotional/empathic exchange, 

transitioning towards its end to a rational/ logic exchange. The emotional/empathic aspect of the conflict is more right-brain 
focused while the rational/logic component of the conflict is more a function of the left-brain. I.e. the rational/logic interchange 
typically deals with what we characterize as the substance of the issue, whereas the emotional/empathic aspect of the discussion 
is more the music of conversation. One of the most significant errors we make in attempting to resolve conflicts is focusing 
exclusively on the rational/logic component of the conflict. 

A key thing to remember: Respond to every emotional statement with an empathic response. It might be a "That must be 
really hard" or a "I think I'd feel the same way in your shoes" to a "Wow, I had no idea how you felt about this." You have to 
find the verbiage with which you're most comfortable and can naturally express. 

Most of us are pretty good with a perfunctory "I'm so sorry to hear that" or a similar phrase when we first encounter our 
disagreeing friend's emotion. The trick to effectively managing the emotional music of a conflict is to respond to every emotional 
statement with an expression of empathy. After our initial apology or expression of empathy we often feel silly repeating 
ourselves, but that's because we feel that we are repeating logical content. We are not repeating content. We are merely 
repeating expressions of concern and empathy. Realizing this frees us up to repeat ourselves because we understand that we are 
only conveying empathy in our repeated responses to our disagreeing friend's expressions of emotion. In addition, being aware 
of the essentially emotive character of our friend's comments also frees us up to ignore any illogic content they might express 
when upset. Many a conflict has locked into an unfruitful emotional versus logic interchange when one person was in their right 
brain and their opposite was in their left. 
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Managing the music of a successfully resolved conflict requires responding to every emotional statement with an empathic 
response. But it also requires a vigorous focus on the perspective of your disagreeing friend. 

Left Brain Considerations: Listening To the Words 
While the worst thing you can do in the middle of a conflict is slavishly follow some technique, it is nonetheless helpful to 

summarize the main things to remember in sequential form. 
1 - Listen for Understanding 
Initially, simply listen to what your disagreeing friend is saying. This conveys respect. 
2 - Employ the Acknowledgement Clause. 
After the person with whom you are disagreeing has stated their position, acknowledge that you have heard them with 

verbiage like, "I understand that you feel that way" or "I see." We are often chary to express ourselves this way, fearing that we 
are inadvertently conveying agreement. But acknowledging your friend's statement of position shows them that you are listening 
and conveys honor. 

3 - Ask Clarification Questions 
Step #3 is probably the most valuable of all these steps. For someone with an open heart and mind, it is here that the 

greatest learning is apt to occur. You basically want to ask enough questions to understand your friend's reasons for believing 
what she believes. You should ask questiosa with the same thoroughness and intensity as if you yourself were going to have to 
stand as the advocate for your friend's position. You should be able to make their arguments. When I do conflict mediation, I 
require each side to summarize the other’s position and then side B must sign off that side A has correctly understood side B’s 
position. This is step #3 

4 - Confirm Your Understanding of Your Friend's Position 
After you have asked a sufficient number of clarification questions to ensure that you understand not only your partner's 

position but also the reasons that they have chosen that position, the next step is to summarize for your friend their position and 
their reasoning. After such a statement, you should ask your friend if you have in fact understood what they have been saying. If 
they say no, then you go back to Step #3. If the answer is yes, then you can move on. 

An individual open to change at this point in the midst of conflict sometimes says, "I believe you have convinced me of 
your position."  

In a heated conflict, however, it is the rare individual who is capable of such maturity. 
5 - Request Permission to Reveal Your Position 
Unless you have been convinced to capitulate your position, the next step involves asking your opposite permission to 

reveal your thoughts on the subject at hand. It is the rare individual that after you have shown the patience and respect to listen, 
then ask clarification questions and then to confirm that you understand their position will not then allow you to state your 
position on the topic at hand. 

6 - Give Information 
6a - State Points of Agreement 
First of all, detail what you agree with in your friend's presentation. Note the continued rigorous focus on your opposite's 

point of view. This is reflected by the fact that even after you've secured permission to share your point of view, you honor your 
friend by first of all stating your agreements. 

6b - List Points of Disagreement 
Only after you have listed all of the points your friend stated with which you agree do you now detail the matters about 

which you continue to disagree. Because you have taken so much time to focus on your friend's point of view, they are now 
much more likely to listen to what you now have to say. 

The Heart of These Techniques 
Most of us have what I call 6b Addiction. That is, when someone states something with which we disagree, we immediately 

run to state our disagreement and our reasons. That is our typical left brain mistake. Analogously, as I've indicated, when we are 
in the midst of disagreement, it is also our tendency to shy away from sustained emotional-empathic interchanges - beyond - at 
times - a perfunctory "I'm sorry to hear that" - and prematurely attempt to drive the conversation to a rational-logic interchange. 
But the heart of Listening Beneath the Words and Listening To the Words is a rigorous focus on the emotions and the 
perspective of the person with whom we disagree. Accordingly, I'll suggest a 7th step that not only applies to the steps of 
Listening to the Words (focusing on your opposite's perspective), but also applies to the principle of responding to every 
emotional statement with an empathic response (what Stephen Covey calls Listening Beneath the Words). 

7 - Keep Dancin' 
Through the process of working through a conflict, it is critical that you - as it were - follow the lead of your dance partner. 

When they bring the focus of the conversation back to their perspective on the matter, follow them there. Acknowledge what 
they've expressed, ask clarification questions until you understand what they're saying and then confirm that you indeed heard 
what they said by rephrasing it. This will usually not happen just once in the course of your conflict! Though you are not 
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focusing on their position to manipulate, it is nonetheless true that your mature focus on their position is a powerful inducement 
for them to reciprocate and think more seriously about your opinion on the matter at hand.  

Similarly, throughout the process, when your opposite expresses themselves emotionally, do not be distracted by any illogic 
that's within their words, but focus on their emotions with empathic responses. This serves to build the relationship and 
empowers your friend to be able to transition the conversation from an emotional-empathic interchange to a rational-logic back-
and-forth where you can effectively address the substance of the issue at hand. But it is critical to remember that even after you 
believe you have made that transition don't forget to respond empathically to any further emotional statements your partner 
might make. 

Conclusion: The Heart of Destructive Conflict 
Conflicts are a necessary part of human existence. But they can become destructive when divorced from trust. In my 

personal experience, most of the time destructive conflict is the result of distrust falsely assumed for the other side. Maintaining 
a trusting heart will burn you sometimes, but maintaining a destructive spirit will burn you a lot more. And - for the Christian - 
there really is no other alternative (1 Corinthians 13:7).  
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Ministry to missing members 
How to respond when people drop out of church. 

 
 The Apathetic and Bored Church Member 
John S. Savage wrote a doctoral dissertation on inactive members and the steps they go through to become inactive. I believe it 
will be advantageous for all of us to be aware of these steps and be ready to assist our brothers and sisters if a need arises. 

1. The first step is an anxiety-provoking event. An incident which produces some type of anxiety or uncomfortable 
feeling in the active member (1) Conflict with the minister; (2) Conflict with another family member; (3) Conflict with 
another church member. 

2. The second step is the blinking red light.  The member is hurting inside and wants/needs to talk. 
3. Anger is the third step. When anxiety reaches the stage of acute discomfort, the anxiety is transformed to anger. 
4. Behavoral change. The member either becomes more aggressive or withdrawn. If the problem is not resolved at this 

point, they move further away from active membership. They drop out of committees. They give up their Sunday or 
Wednesday classes, if teaching. Usually, at this point, they stop attending except on Sunday morning. They stop 
attending special meetings and their contributions are either cut down or cut out altogether. 

5. Holding Pattern. This lasts from six to eight weeks. During this time, they are breaking emotional ties with the folks at 
the church. They are waiting to see if anyone from the church will call on them. If no one comes during the holding 
period, then they begin to reinvest their time and energy in other organizations and clubs. Camping, or other family 
outings, especially on weekends, seems to become a favorite pastime of the inactive member. 

6. Out the back door. The active member has now made the journey out of the church and no longer attends or takes 
interest in the congregation to which he/she once gave much time and effort. 

     Several years ago while looking through slides I had used in an every-member canvass in my church, I was shocked.  
Pictured in the first three slides were three couples who had held key offices during my first year. Now, four years later, 

those couples were totally inactive. They no longer attended worship, except maybe on Christmas or Easter, made no financial 
contribution, and had a negative attitude about the congregation.  

How could people move from active involvement to total inactivity in just four years? I wondered.  
I thought of times I had visited inactive members and seen absolutely nothing happen. In fact, often they were more 

convinced to stay away after I made the call. I needed to figure out how to keep current members active and enable inactive ones 
to return.  

I went to work on these questions as I pursued a doctorate and have continued to search for answers over the last decade. 
With a psychologist and a theologian, I designed a research project. Thirteen trained ministers and I interviewed inactive 
members from four United Methodist congregations to find out what caused them to disappear from church life.  

 
Meeting an APE 
We found 95 percent of the people had experienced what we now call an "anxiety-provoking event"-an ape. Subsequent research 
showed these events usually come in clusters, several apes compounding within six months to a year.  

Anxiety is the emotional alarm system triggered by disequilibrium, hurt, or anticipated hurt. The inactive members we 
visited revealed high levels of anxiety, which drove them from church membership because they were never resolved. Their 
anxiety fell into four categories.  

 
-Reality anxiety. This anxiety is based on some real, historical event; you could have videotaped what caused it. Normally the 
event is a snub or an utter lack of church care when a member needed it.  

A while back I preached in a church in Vancouver. Two days prior, a family from the church had their home burn to the 
ground, and their 2- and 4-year-old children died in the fire. How many people went to visit him and his wife? Maybe the 
minister, but probably not many parishioners. Most would confess, "I wouldn't know what to say," as if they had to say 
something.  

That event causes reality anxiety. A family experiencing this kind of tragedy would have a hard time returning to a church 
they felt let them down when they needed them.  

 
-Moral anxiety. Moral anxiety arises when people experience in themselves or others behaviors they believe aren't right.  

A lay person called me and said, "I understand you work with churches where people are leaving."  
"That's true."  
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"Our senior minister has admitted having an affair with a woman in the congregation," he said. "Our associate minister 
confessed a homosexual affair with our organist, and we have four choir members involved in affairs."  

That large church lost more members over moral anxiety than most churches ever will.  
Moral anxiety can also be private yet still drive people from the church. In Meetings at the Edge, Steven Levine tells the 

story of a devout Christian nurse who cared for Evie, a woman who was given permission by her family to end her life because 
of the extreme pain caused by cancer.  

Helen, the nurse, refused to participate in such an act. Yet Evie persisted. She planned to take the barbiturate-laced 
applesauce at 9 a.m. Helen reluctantly agreed to arrive at 10 and do whatever she could if Evie were not yet dead.  

As Helen entered the house, Evie was crying. She was frightened and could not take the applesauce alone. She asked Helen 
to feed it to her. Helen said, "I cannot," and walked out to sit in her car.  

Ten minutes later Evie hobbled to the door using a chair like a walker. She was vomiting. "Please come help me!" she 
begged. "I don't want to be trapped in a coma and only partially die. Please come!" Helen walked into the house, fed her the rest 
of the applesauce, and held Evie until she died.  

There's a good chance Helen was not in church the following Sunday, and no one would know why. Her moral anxiety-
provoking event was private.  

 
-Neurotic anxiety. Neurotic anxiety is pain caused by the imagination. Someone may claim, "I don't go to church because the 
minister doesn't like me." The feeling might be based on reality, but the chances are it's neurotic. It's only in the person's head.  

A man goes into the hospital, doesn't let you know he's there, but expects you to visit. Then he gets angry when you don't. 
Months later when you do call, you may trace his problem to that hospital stay. The man is convinced you don't care about him. 
That's neurotic anxiety.  

We can inadvertently foster neurotic anxiety. For example, a minister regularly calls on a couple who are potential 
members. He spends time with them and makes them feel important. All the time they're thinking, Look at all the personal 
attention you get from the minister around here! Then they join the church, and the attention they receive drops almost to zero. 
They wonder what happened. The minister has accidentally encouraged unrealistic expectations, which give rise to neurotic 
anxiety.  

 
-Existential anxiety. Existential anxiety is the feeling brought about by the thought that some day you may not exist, or that even 
if you do, your life may be meaningless. We hear the refrains, "The church has lost its meaning for me," "The sermons don't 
mean anything anymore, Minister," "My kids are bored stiff in church school."  

I visited a family that had been active church members but had dropped out. I learned that when they were preparing for 
marriage, the minister said to the bride, "I believe you're a born-again Christian, but I'm not convinced your fiancé is. If you 
marry him, your first child will die." I was talking with them six months after their 3-year-old boy had died.  

They experienced existential anxiety at its height. Twenty minutes into that conversation, the couple cried as hard as two 
adults could cry. These tears say something about the nature of the pain encountered when visiting an inactive member.  

 
Beyond event to cluster 
The four types of anxiety often affect people in clusters. A man in my congregation lost his job, and the family income 
plummeted to nothing. His wife, under stress, ended up depressed and in a mental hospital for two weeks. Soon after, this 
couple-active leaders in our church-were told they were doing an inadequate job as youth leaders and were dismissed. They 
became angry and quit coming to church.  

When a layperson and I visited them some weeks later, the woman was reading a newspaper. She put it down, said hello, 
and put it right back up. We talked with her husband, and in about five minutes she slammed the paper into her lap. We had 
before us a red-faced, angry woman.  

Inactive people usually mention the last event in the anxiety-provoking cluster first. "We're just as good of youth leaders as 
anybody else up at that church!" she informed us. "If we aren't good enough for that, we aren't good enough for anything."  

It's easy to assume that's the sole or primary issue, but it's not. The unresolved anxiety of the cluster of events made this 
final event intolerable. Until we uncover and deal with the original pain of the cluster, even if it happened twenty years ago, 
people will likely remain outside the church.  

We talked for some time with these people. I'm happy to report they did come back to church and eventually accepted new 
leadership responsibilities.  

 
Main conflict areas 
All anxiety arises from some problem. The most common is intra-family conflict. Husband and wife square off on some issue; 
parents and kids squabble. This kind of conflict is the most consistent characteristic of people who have left the church.  
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Conflict with ministers is the second most common problem. When ministers avoid dealing with people's anxiety, the 
people simply avoid the ministers and their churches.  

Family against family, inter-family conflict, is the third arena. It's the Hatfields against the McCoys; people don't get along 
with one another.  

Overwork, or at least the feeling of it, presents a fourth problem area. With volunteer church service, too much too soon or 
too long, with no reward, will drive people from the church.  

Suppose you discover a family is having troubles at home, seems to be avoiding you, is feeling disappointed about the way 
other church members have treated them, and thinks they're overworked and unrewarded. You will usually find they are 
experiencing reality, moral, neurotic, or existential anxiety-often simultaneously. Then you can predict the next stage: they cry 
for help.  

 
The cry 
If we learn to hear and respond to people's cries for help, we can usually prevent their dropping out. Those still crying will 
respond to our efforts to reach them. But cries don't last forever. Some cry longer than others, depending on their bond to the 
congregation, but when the cry goes unanswered, eventually members leave. Then the damage is much greater and more 
difficult to repair.  

A verbal cry for help may sound like this: "I don't know if I want to continue coming to this church. If there is one thing I 
can't stand, it's hypocrites!"  

Or it could be more subtle: "You know, all the men but me in our Sunday school class have had promotions at work."  
I worked with a woman in Christian education for two years and never once heard a complaint. Then one day in the midst 

of a long paragraph she let slip just one sentence: "I'm not sure I can do this job much longer."  
I didn't say anything right then, but when I saw her the next Sunday morning in the hallway, I said, "Sally, I have a feeling 

you might be upset about some things in church, particularly in the Christian education area."  
"Can I talk with you this week?" she said.  
She came in the following Thursday with all her teaching materials-and unmistakable body language. Even before she sat 

down, she said, "You're not going to like what I'm about to tell you, but I'm going to resign." I listened to her story for an hour 
and a half, and I heard from her the classic phrase of one who is thinking of leaving: "I don't want to leave the church. I love the 
church, but I'm tired." She was overworked-reality anxiety-so we renegotiated her workload, and she stayed. The key is hearing 
the story first.  

Ministers can respond to cries in one of three ways: First, they can listen and respond to the pain the cry represents. That 
can be amazingly beneficial.  

Second, they can ignore the cry, not realizing how serious it is, until the cry moves into anger. The person gets more 
agitated and says, "Hey, what do I have to do to get you to hear me? Somebody help me. Can't you see I'm about to leave the 
church?"  

Third, they can shoot the person with the gospel gun: "What's the matter with you? Are you losing your faith or 
something?" That's a mistake of confusing the symptom for the disease, the behavior for the cause.  

But surprisingly, even if we react to the immediate anger rather than the anxiety behind it, we'll still recover about 80 
percent of the people. Even hesitating steps in the right direction can help.  

If we miss the verbal cries for help, we at least have a whole string of nonverbal cries to alert us to the problem. The cries 
for help become behavioral. The person either leaves or begins the process of leaving.  

The first behavior change is the leaving of worship. Second, people leave major committees and boards. They either don't 
show up or they begin to show up sporadically. Both of these indicators can be seen on an attendance graph. The one who was 
always there four Sundays a month drops to three to two to only rare appearances. Or the board member makes one or two 
meetings a year after nearly perfect attendance in past years.  

Third, people begin to leave Sunday school. This may vary from denomination to denomination, but most adults have their 
closest friends in their Sunday school classes. Backing away from friends is a major change. Fourth, the kids are pulled out of 
Sunday school. The parents decide they don't even want to bring them, let alone come themselves.  

Fifth comes the letter of resignation, and finally, interestingly enough, the pledge is dropped. That's the final gasp for help, 
the last commitment to be given up in most denominations.  

The sad thing is, these dropouts are hurting. They've not only experienced a cluster of anxiety-provoking events, but also 
are grieving the loss of their church.  

 
Skunks and turtles 
In my research, a third of the inactive people we called on had tears running down their cheeks once we dug out the original 
cluster of pain. Uncovering that hurt caused them to cry before perfect strangers.  
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But people respond to their pain in different ways. Some begin to blame something external-the church, the minister. We've 
nicknamed them skunks. When you call on these people, you get sprayed on. It's what happened to me when the woman 
slammed the paper into her lap and lashed out at me.  

When these people drop out, they wait six to eight weeks and then psychologically seal off the pain and anxiety produced 
by the original cluster. They back away and by all appearances become apathetic. But the pain of the cluster remains and acts as 
the block to returning to church. In order to get the person to come back, we must deal with that pain.  

After they seal off the pain, people reinvest their time, energy, and money in other pursuits. Half reinvest themselves in the 
family; they buy tents, trailers, and snowmobiles and go away on the weekend. You visit them and hear, "Our family is just as 
close to God fishing on the lake as we were back at church with that bunch of snobs."  

The other 50 percent reinvest themselves in other institutions: hospitals, PTA, Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, Rotary. So if we 
call on them, they'll point their finger at us and say, "I've gotten involved with that volunteer ambulance crew. I'm a dispatcher 
on Sunday mornings. You know, we really help people now." That's a skunk speaking.  

Another set of dropouts experiences a different emotion: hopelessness. It's the antithesis of helplessness. It's the sense of 
being incapable of generating any inner motivation. As a result, these people withdraw and become inactive. We call them 
turtles.  

Turtles have incredible power to hook other people's guilt. A turtle's cry for help might sound like this: "I'm sure you could 
get Mrs. Green to teach the class. She would do a much better job than I could." The turtle drops out, waits six to eight weeks, 
and seals off the pain, much like the skunk. But turtles point the blame internally, toward themselves.  

Whether it's the skunks' spray or the turtles' timidity, the various cries for help can be addressed.  
 

Pain listening 
So what do we do for these people? We need to teach ourselves and our lay people to hear the pain of inactive people. It helps, 
too, if we learn how to intervene in the stages leading to inactivity, before the people disappear.  

In one church I served we took fifteen minutes at the end of every board meeting for board members to report who, in their 
estimation, was crying for help. We gave the names to a team of twenty-four trained callers.  

I also extended my secretary's hours so she could stand near me at the door on Sunday mornings to listen for cries for help. 
She was good at picking them up, and I could inconspicuously indicate others for her to note while I managed the flurry of 
smiles and handshakes and small talk. By the afternoon, she would alert the calling teams, who would reach out to these people 
before their cries turned to the silence of absence. Prior to that, I'd often hear several cries on a Sunday morning but fail to 
remember them or follow up.  

When we call on an inactive family, or one heading that direction, chances are strong we're going to have to deal with 
anger. The turtles' anger will make us feel guilty, and the skunks' anger will make us mad. Since calling on an inactive member 
is often painful, it's easy to enter a cycle: People leave because they're angry; I'm angry because they left; I punish them by 
letting them sit in their pain; they punish me by not coming back.  

That's where reconciliation must enter. Active members of the church go to an inactive member on behalf of the community 
in an act of reconciliation. If we are willing to hear some pain with the inactive person, reconciliation will often occur.  

Look at what God did. We wouldn't listen to him, so he made a ministeral call on us and suffered on the cross for us. That 
kind of self-giving love enabled us to be reconciled to him.  

We will not get inactive members back by avoiding pain. We have to take the initiative, go to them, uncover the anxiety-
provoking cluster, hear and often bear their pain, then pave the road for them to return.  

Ultimately, though, we call, not to get people to come back to church. We call because people are in pain. If they come 
back as a result of our ministering to their pain, that is good. But if they don't, we have still reached out to them in the name of 
Jesus Christ.  

-John S. Savage is president of L.E.A.D. Consultants, Inc., in Reynoldsburg, Ohio. 
 

ADMONITION: HEED THE WORD AND DON’T DRIFT (HEB. 2:1-4) 

This is the first of the five admonitions found in Hebrews. Their purpose is to encourage all readers to pay 
attention to God’s Word and obey it. We have already noted that these admonitions become stronger as we progress 
through the book, from drifting from God’s Word to defying God’s Word (Heb. 12:14-29). We also noted that God 
does not sit idly by and permit His children to rebel against Him. He will continue to speak and, when necessary, He 
chastens His own. 

The admonition is written to believers, for the writer includes himself when he writes “we.” The danger here is 
that of neglecting our salvation. Please note that the author did not write “rejecting” but “neglecting.” He is not 
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encouraging sinners to become Christians; rather, he is encouraging Christians to pay attention to the great salvation 
they have received from the Lord. 

“Lest . . . we should let them slip” (Heb. 2:1) might better be translated “lest we drift away from them.” Later 
(Heb. 6:19), the writer uses the illustration of an anchor to show how confident we can be in the promises of God. 
More spiritual problems are caused by neglect than perhaps by any other failure on our part. We neglect God’s Word, 
prayer, worship with God’s people (see Heb. 10:25), and other opportunities for spiritual growth, and as a result, we 
start to drift. The anchor does not move; we do. 

During the Old Testament days, people who did not heed the Word were sometimes punished. That Word was 
given through angels, so how much greater responsibility do we have today who have received the Word from the 
Son of God! In Hebrews 2:2, “transgression” refers to sins of commission, while “disobedience” suggests sins of 
omission. 

I have often told the story of the minister who preached a series of sermons on “the sins of the saints.” He was 
reprimanded by a member of the church. “After all,” said the member, “sin in the life of a Christian is different from 
sin in the lives of other people.” 

“Yes,” replied the minister, “it’s worse!” 
We have the idea that believers today “under grace” can escape the chastening hand of God that was so evident 

“under Law.” But to whom much is given, much shall be required. Not only have we received the Word from the Son 
of God, but that Word has been confirmed by apostolic miracles (Heb. 2:4). The phrase “signs and wonders” is found 
eleven times in the New Testament. Here it refers to the miracles that witnessed to the Word and gave confirmation 
that it was true. These miracles were performed by the Apostles (see Mark 16:17-20; Acts 2:43). Today we have the 
completed Word of God; so there is no need for these apostolic miracles. God now bears witness through His Spirit 
using the Word (Rom. 8:16; 1 John 5:1-13). The Spirit also gives spiritual gifts to God’s people so that they may 
minister in the church (1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:11ff). 

Too many Christians today take the Word of God for granted and neglect it. In my ministeral ministry, I have 
discovered that neglect of the Word of God and prayer, publicly and privately, is the cause of most “spiritual 
drifting.” I need not multiply examples because every believer knows that this is true. He has either experienced this 
“drifting” or has seen it in the lives of others. 

It is easy to drift with the current, but it is difficult to return against the stream. Our salvation is a “great 
salvation,” purchased at a great price. It brings with it great promises and blessings, and it leads to a great inheritance 
in glory. How can we neglect it? 
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