CHURCH CONFLICT�


SPRING, 2006





INTRODUCTION:  “Church conflict can kill a church, split a church, or leave a church crippled.”�  “Conflict is killing us, a frustrated denominational executive explained…The vast majority of our churches are carrying hidden conflicts that could explode at any time.”�


	Before you dismiss this issue as not relevant to your church and your ministry, let us give you some statistics gathered by the religious journal Leadership.   Ninety five per cent (95%) of the pastor’s surveyed report having experienced conflict, and 20% were enduring conflict at the time of the survey.  Thirty eight per cent (38%) of the pastors surveyed reported they had left a pastoral position, due, at least in part, to conflict.  Seventy one per cent (71%) of the respondents reported that the conflict eventually centered on them…with eight per cent (8%) reporting that the conflict focused on their family members.  Twenty six per cent (26%) of the pastors reported that they are broken because of the conflict; sixteen per cent (16%) reported being confused.�  Sixty eight per cent (68%) of the pastors reported that the conflict had led to damaged relationships,  58% experienced “sadness,  31% experienced a loss of trust, 29% reported feeling bitter, and 3% reported that they had experienced a loss in communication with their congregation.�


	“Apart from the pastor’s personal hurts, the collateral damage of conflict in the church is mostly in relationships.  Like the thirty eight per cent (38%) of pastors who eventually leave, a similar number of members and leaders look for a new church.”�


	In the rest of this paper we will explore the causes of conflict, processes to use when the conflict occurs, and ways that conflict can be avoided or ameliorated.  We will explore the church as a “family system”, and examine some insights from Murray Bowen, MD, and Rabbi Milton Friedman that can help to get beneath the “symptoms” that are the focus of church conflict to the underlying causes.





THE UNDERLYING DYNAMICS OF CHURCH CONFLICT.  There are numerous “causes” that lead to church conflict.  Seldom are “theological issues” the source of the conflict.�  Nor does “church conflict emerge from a single cause…”.�  Nor is the “issue”, or the symptom that is focalized as the problem, the issue.  Yet, ninety five per cent (95%) of the pastors surveyed by the Leadership Journal cited control as the leading contributor of church conflict.  The control issue is usually misidentified as being one or more of the following issues relating to the pastor:  preaching, personal preferences, personal qualities, family members, congregational administration, pastoral availability, and theological attitudes.�  Other nominees for the “root” cause of church conflict are:  1) clergy killers�, 2)human nature�, 3)dysfunctional expectations�, 4) the pattern of avoidance of conflict practiced in the church�, 5)theological differences,� etc.   The list could go on and on, but suffice it to say that there are many reasons congregants and pastors give for the cause of church conflict.


	However, these are just “surface“ or what researchers call “content“ issues.  They are not the real issues.  Rather, they are simply indications of greater anxiety beneath the surface of what is expressed in the content of their concerns.”� 





CHURCH CONFLICT FROM A SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVE.  Whatever the “causes” of the conflict, conflict occurs with great frequency in church settings.  Remember, eighty five per cent (85%) of pastors had experienced conflict and twenty per cent (20%) of the pastors who were surveyed in the Leadership Journal survey reported that they were in the midst of church conflict.�  


	Rather than look at the surface “reasons”, or symptoms of why congregations become conflicted, it has been suggested that it is more helpful to look at the church as a “family” system and then study the underlying dynamics that “created” the  church conflict.�  Based on the work of Rabbi Edwin Friedman, Fischer suggests that there are 5 reasons for church conflict.  They are:  1) lay over-commitment;  2) change in homeostasis;  3) life cycle events;  4) pastoral over-functioning and burnout;  and 5) triangulation.�  Fischer summarizes his article by quoting Friedman, “It is almost never the issue per se that is destructive, but, rather, the overall [threats to the] homeostatic conditions that give to any issue its destructive potential.�, �





CHURCH CONFLICT FROM A SPIRITUAL PERSPECTIVE.  This article has suggested that the “apparent” problems that are presented as the sources of the church conflict seldom are the “root” causes of the conflict.  This is true not only from a “systems” perspective but also from a “spiritual” perspective.  As pastors we have the responsibility to push back the kingdom of darkness and bring in the Kingdom of Light.  We work to help persons come to saving faith in Jesus Christ.  We work to disciple new believers so that they multiply the ministry of Jesus Christ in the life of others.  We work to make the church the “body of Christ”.


	Now all of our work is focused on stealing people from the ruler of this world, Satan.  You can imagine that he is not happy with our work, and will do all he can with everyone he can at every opportunity to fight what God is doing in us and through us in the churches God has given us to overseer.  The Apostle Paul expresses this understanding when he says, “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power.  Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”  (Ephesians 6:10-12)


	Satan is the “father of all lies”�, “the accuser of the brethren”� , and seeks “to kill, to steal, and to destroy.” � He does this by getting us to focus on our own wants and desires rather than on God’s desires for us.  Satan gets us to covet what others have rather than thank God for what He has given us.  Satan always plays on our desire to have more than others and be in control of others.  So he works to kill our fellowships, steal our unity, and destroy the joy of the Lord that God has given us in Jesus Christ.  


	How does Satan do this?  Jesus says, “For out of the heart comes evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.”  (Matthew 15:19)  Satan corrupts our desires so that we want what God cannot bless and separate ourselves from receiving what God has already purposed to bless.  Further, in our relationships with others, James, the brother of Jesus,  tells us how conflicts among believers occur when he writes, “What causes fights and quarrels among you?  Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?  You want something but don’t get it.  You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want.  You quarrel and fight.  You do not have, because you do not ask God.  When you ask, you do not receive because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your own pleasures.”  (James 4:1-3)


	To truly understand the nature of church conflict, we have to understand the nature of the human heart� and the desires of our hearts when they are not circumcised by the love of God in Jesus Christ.  





STAGES OF CHURCH CONFLICT.  Marlie E. Thomas suggests that there are at least three levels of conflict.  “At Level One, pastors can engage almost anyone with the statement, ‘We have a problem here.  Let’s find a solution to it.’  At Level Two, they can usually say to one another, ‘This makes me (or someone else) uncomfortable.  Let’s make a change, so there is less discomfort here.’  At Level Three people say, ’You’ve got to change, because I won’t.  At this level the pastor’s ministry can very quickly be undermined unless he can move from being a generalist to being a specialist, or is able to secure some sort of knowledgeable, specialized outside help.”�


	Speed Leas, of the Alban Institute and a leading church conflict consultant, defines five (5) levels of conflict.  They are:  1) Problems to solve.  At this level there are real differences in goals, values, needs and action plans.  There is a feeling of discomfort, and short term anger; 2) Disagreement.  There is less concern with solving the problem, more concern with self-protection. Shrewdness and calculation enter, strategies are planned and people distance themselves through the generalization that ‘trust is gone.’ Humor becomes a hostile tool.  3) Contest.  This is a win/lose scenario where the goal is not to hurt or get rid of the other, but competition.  Factions begin to develop looking for a victory.  There is language of distortion, exaggeration, case building and responsibility shifting; 4) Fight or Flight.  The church is now in survival mode.  Factions solidify; the object becomes the good of the sub-group and not the whole.  Talk may evolve around principles more than issues; people become detached, unforgiving, and self-righteous.  


5) Unmanageable and irreconcilable.  The object at this stage is to punish and remove others, even destroy others.  There is self-delusion that people are part of an eternal cause, fighting for universal principles.�  In a later revision, Leas adds a sixth stage 


6) Depression and Suppression.  In this stage, congregational culture works to repress conversation about issues resulting in institutional anger turned inward: depression.  The congregation experiences lethargy or apathy.  	


Ken Newberger, in his article, “The Escalating Stages of Unresolved Church Conflict, develops the following stages:  1) Sometimes an Uncomfortable feeling;  2) A problem to be resolved;  3) A Person to Differ With;  4) A Dispute to Win;  5) A Person to Attack; 6) My Face to Save;  7) A Person to Expel, Withdraw From, or Ruin; and 8) The Aftermath.�


	These and the plethora of other “models” have been fashioned to describe levels of escalating church conflict.  But whatever the model, there is always a “tipping point” where the conflict gets out of hand and great damage is done to the body of Christ and the pastor and his/her family.  The goal is to diagnose the conflict early and seek effective intervention that keeps the conflict from deepening to the point that homeostasis is destroyed and you have pastors or parishioners leaving!





INTERVENTION STRATEGIES IN CHURCH CONFLICTS.  There are a host of issues and other variables that will determine the strategy that can, if implemented effectively and in a timely manner de-escalate the conflict and produce a resolution that allows for the continued functioning of a church that has a diversity of personalities, experiences, and spiritual frames of reference.  Let us look at some of the more practical strategies that have been developed.


	1) Prevention.  Now the best way to deal with conflict is to “normalize” it.  One of the great problems with church conflict is that it is so “unexpected” because Christians wrongly believe that everything in the church can be and should be resolved peacefully.�  Yet this perspective is not reflected in the Biblical witness.  From the very foundation of the church of Jesus Christ we find that there was church conflict.�  The Acts of the Apostles and most of Paul’s letters to the churches reflect the problems and conflicts of local churches as believers tried to walk out their lives in Christ in a fallen world.


	So it is important to preach and teach the “normality” of church conflict.  Bible Studies can be taught that focus on how Scripture admonishes us to keep unity in the church� (see Ephesians 3:1-6).  If the Christians in the New Testament experienced church conflict, we can be sure that we will as well.  For nothing has changed, we have the same “sin nature” that seeks our own will over God’s will and our own vindication over the vindication of the body of Christ united by the Holy Spirit with Christ as its living head.


	Then, when the inevitable conflict does occur, it will not only be “expected” but there will be the example of New Testament churches conflict to explore as guides to how to deal with the conflicts that the church is experiencing.  


	2) Early Intervention.  Now if church conflict is inevitable, and normalizing the conflict helps the congregation to be less “anxious” about conflict, there is still a need for early intervention.  Because conflict makes us anxious, there is a tendency for us to ignore it until it erupts.  Rather than dealing with the symptomatic issues that are causing the stress and looking at the systemic issues that need to be resolved in the lives of both individuals within the congregation and in the congregation, we sweep the conflict under the rug, hoping that the build-up of tension will be reduced if it is ignored.


	In fact, just the opposite is true.  The more that the warning signs of church conflict are ignored, the greater the potential for a destructive conflagration to occur.  From a systems theory perspective, intervention is most effective before the system has reached the point that it can no longer maintain its homeostasis.  Intervention at this point will allow the system to make internal changes while keeping the overall system in place.  But when the “tipping point” is reached, then the system “explodes” and the potential for disintegration occurs that may or may not lead to a new homeostatic balance.


	3.  Accurate Diagnosis.  It has been discussed that the “symptoms” that are used as vehicles in church conflict are seldom if ever the cause of the conflict.  So treatment of the symptoms may reduce systemic stress and individual anxiety for a short time, but the underlying “disease” will re-appear under another guise.  Thus it is critical that the church have experienced, systems-trained consultants that can help see through the symptoms to the underlying systemic issues that spawned it.  


	Such a diagnosis requires that the history of the church as a “system” be studied to identify patterns of conflict and their resolution over the life of the congregation.  Major protagonists also need to be identified and the roles that they play in acting out the systemic conflict studies.�


	4.  Homeostatic restoring interventions.  Now when the consultant has determined the nature of the systemic dysfunction, then interventions can be implemented that focus on restoring the homeostatic balance of the diseased system.  Usually this entails that the consultant encourage the pastor and key leaders to stay “differentiated”, maintaining a healthy emotional relationship with the conflict leaders while not giving in to the anxiety-reducing but disease-maintaining solutions.  It is suggested that the avoidance of anxiety and conflict is not “healthy” for any system, but creates a system that is less and less able to deal with anxiety and conflict that will inevitably occur.


	The healthy response is to have key church leaders stay emotionally healthy, open to the concerns of others, but non-responsive to the quick fixes that restore peace while burying the conflict even deeper.  Dysfunctional responses may continue to occur when system-restoring interventions because persons have gotten so “caught up” in the conflict that they cannot allow for any resolution that does not allow for the separation of the person or persons responsible for the anxiety-producing changes.�  And it has been demonstrated repeatedly that those persons who are least “differentiated” in their own family system are the least differentiated and most likely to resist homeostasis restoring interventions.�


	5. Spiritual Warfare Prayer.  Now undergirding this entire process of accurate diagnosis� is the need for ongoing Spirit empowered prayer to sustain the pastor and family and the church leaders who are working to address the conflictual issues and the dysfunctional ways that they are being addressed.  Daily intercessory prayer for the pastor, his/her family, the church leaders, and the church can sustain the body of Christ through the trials that have their foundation in our human sinfulness and are exacerbated by Satan’s work to separate us from the Lord and His desire to see His church united.


	6.  Biblical Responses to Human Dilemmas.  Finally, every conflict and every encounter can be “evaluated” by our willingness to let the Word of God guide our behavior and our practice.  The Holy Scriptures provides guidance in addressing every human circumstance that confronts us.  The Bible clearly sets standards for what we are to believe and how we are to behave.  If we could have “the mind of Christ”, we would find that most of our church conflicts would never begin and certainly would be resolved in a Spirit of love and unity.





WHEN CHURCH CONFLICT IS NECESSARY.  “I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.”  (Jude, 3)  There are times in the life of every church that the elders must “contend for the faith”.  “Some conflict has a theological nature to which compromise is not an appropriate Christian option…The Gospels do not record a description of Jesus trying to resolve the conflicts in which He and His disciples found themselves…We must not remain silent about the radical claims of Christianity that sets it apart from world religions…One needs only to glance at the biblical literature to demonstrate a case from the New Testament for proclaiming a controversial Gospel without compromise…The remarks of Jesus make perfectly good sense in this context:  ‘Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.  I did not come to bring peace but a sword.’…To be faithful to the New Testament models of ministry we must proclaim the Gospel fearlessly and without reserve as Paul desired (see Ephesians 6:19-20).”�


	As pastors we must all admit that the “culture” in our churches is diseased with the Gospel claims to the exclusivity of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ alone being compromised by a “different gospel” that teaches that you can believe what you want with impunity.  Our churches are afflicted with “comfortable Christianity”.  As Dietrich Bonhoeffer challenges us in his book, The Cost of Discipleship, “cheap grace” is not Biblical.  Let us listen to Jesus Christ Himself on this point.  “If anyone would come after Me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow Me.”  (Luke 9:23)


	As pastors we have no freedom to preach a different Gospel than the one that has been fully given us in God’s Holy Word.  This was the situation that Paul was facing when he wrote his letter to the church in Galatia.  He writes:  “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the One who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel-which is really no Gospel at all.  Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the Gospel of Christ.  But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a Gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned.”  (Galatians 1:6-8) 


	As “Congregationalists, the tradition in many of our “modern” churches is that we have the freedom to believe whatever we want.  But this is not in keeping with our heritage!  We have the freedom to believe as our consciences’ dictate within the boundaries of God’s Holy Word.  Those whose beliefs have gone outside the boundaries of God’s Word have separated from us over the last 150 years.  They are members of Unitarian and Unitarian Universalist Churches, but to hold to such a doctrine in  our congregational churches puts us outside our tradition, our heritage, and outside of the Biblical witness.





WHY CHURCH CONFLICT CAN BE GOOD.  Now there are times when conflict, no matter how painful, can be good.  Just as surgery is painful and yet can have a salutatory effect, so church conflict may be painful but, if managed well, can have a beneficial effect.  


	Why do we say this?  We say this because it is only when conflict occurs that there is the possibility of real system change.  The old French saying illustrates this point in the negative:  “The more things change, the more they remain the same.”  Changes that only bring about “first order” or intersystem changes leave the system intact.  


	For most issues that become conflictual, resolution that addresses the concerns while leaving the system intact may be warranted.  But there are times when the system itself needs to be fundamentally altered.  Jesus was aware of this and teaches us:  “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse.  Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins.  If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined.  No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved.”  (Matthew 9:16-17) 


	When the gathered church is no longer the church of Jesus Christ, when the Bible is no longer the authority for life and practice, and when the traditions of the church become more important than the Gospel, then church conflict that restores God’s purpose and His authority requires “new wineskins”.  And new wineskins require that the church give up anything that interferes with God’s purpose and His Lordship over the church.   


	When we are contending against a  “different gospel”, church conflict that restores the Gospel can be good.  When we are putting the Kingdom of God first, and His righteousness first, rather than our own traditions, then conflict that restores His Lordship over the church and His Word as the authority for faith and practice, the church conflict that achieves these ends is “blessed”.  





SUMMARY:  Church conflict is inevitable because churches are filled with sinners who struggle with sin and allow Satan to get them in conflict with others. Many church members come from broken homes that leave them especially vulnerable to organizational dysfunctions that can and often recreate their own family systems dynamics.


	The “causes” of church conflict are most often over “control”, and the pastor and his family are often scapegoated as the reason for the conflict.  Accurate diagnosis, early intervention, and skilled mediation can ameliorate the negative impact of church conflict.  It is helpful to understand the organizational dynamics that underlie most church conflict.  It is also important that the spiritual warfare aspects of church conflict be addressed through intercessory prayer and the use of the Word of God to guide the church in how it understands the conflict, how it deals with the conflict, and, most importantly, the goals that God has purposed to come forth from church conflict.


	Church conflict is not necessarily bad.  The stress and anxiety that conflict brings also brings with it the “freedom” to find new ways of finding balance, or homeostasis.  When the conflict centers around the Lordship of Jesus Christ, the priority of the Word of God as the guide to all individual, group, and faith practice, then outcomes that bring us back into conformity with God’s love, His grace, His Word, and His will can have a profound, Kingdom-manifesting change.  


	May God give you the wisdom to know how to deal with the conflicts when they come to His house that you shepherd!
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