
As Christians, we are called to live in right relationship.  At the same time, God has given us a wealth of diversity – diverse backgrounds, diverse opinions, diverse needs.  Eventually, these opinions and needs are going to come into conflict and we will have disagreements.  For most of us, that can cause discomfort both within ourselves and also between us and others in the congregation.  Very few people like to talk about conflict let alone experience it!  At the same time, how a congregation journeys through conflict can be one of the defining marks of that ministry’s effectiveness.  If we accept that conflict is natural and deal with it directly and compassionately, allowing it to change us and help us grow as a church, it’s likely that we won’t even think about it when we look back at our time together.  We will likely remember the impact our ministry has had – on us and the community around us.  When disagreements are not handled in a healthy way, though, they can quickly become the defining memory of our experience together as a congregation.

So, what is conflict?

Conflict is many different things to different people.  There is no one definition.  Some define conflict as:

· A sharp disagreement, as of interests or ideas.
;  
· A situation in which two or more human beings desire goals which they perceive as being attainable by one or the other but not both.
; or,
· Whenever two or more ideas are in the same place at the same time.

These certainly describe conflict.  However, they don’t necessarily speak to the fact that conflicts happen within relationships and that this is key.  The transformative mediation philosophy describes conflict as:  “A crisis in human interaction.”  Conflict definitely has a great impact on the quality of our human relationships.  At the same time, some may believe that not all conflict includes a “crisis in human interaction.”  The state of human interaction, however, is key in any conflict.  For the purposes of this kit, let’s consider conflict to be:  the presence of differing ideas or views to the point of causing a deterioration in the quality of peoples’ relationships.
Why disagreeing is good for the church!

· We need diverse viewpoints and opinions in order to be a dynamic and ever-evolving, ever-changing relevant community of faith.   A church without healthy conflict quickly becomes a dying church.

· Conflict fosters creativity and is necessary for personal and social development.

· Conflict teaches us important lessons about ourselves personally and as a congregation.

· When relationships move through a time of conflict in a healthy way, they often become deeper and stronger.  As well, moving successfully through a time of division can also help to deepen our relationship with God and our faith as a Christian.

· Constructive conflict provides opportunities for growth, new understanding and, ultimately, transformation.


Having said that, the cost of destructive conflict is high.

When congregations and the people within them are not well equipped or choose not to respond to conflict in a healthy, constructive way, conflict becomes destructive and can lead to broken relationships and mistrust, an ineffective ministry and, ultimately, the breakdown of the church.  Some other costs...

· personal stress for members, clergy and other staff;

· the diversion of time and energy of church leadership from the ministry to dealing with the conflict;

· reduced participation in worship and church life due to tension and disillusionment;

· reduced participation in congregational decision-making which results in reduced buy-in to the decisions that are made by others;

· reduced givings as people withdraw;

· people leave the church.  A 2006 study in the U.S. found that:  4 in 10 ministers left their congregation due to conflict (resulting in the expense of a church calling a new pastor, including interviews and moving expenses); church lay leaders leave a third of the time; one third of the churches experienced a drop in attendance due to the conflicts they had experienced.

· If conflict is allowed to escalate, it can lead to costly interventions and even legal action.   
So, let’s disagree well!

One way to foster constructive conflict within congregations is to better equip ourselves to respond effectively to disagreements when they do arise.  In this way we will be more likely to avoid the unhealthy consequences, spend far less time and energy responding, and more time carrying out the ministry to which we are called.  This kit is just one tool representing Bay of Quinte Conference’s goal to assist congregations in responding to conflict in a healthy, life-giving, transformative way.

· Please feel free to photocopy this kit in whatever way is helpful for your congregation;

· Please add this kit to whatever resources your council/board/session and M&P committee get at the beginning of each year;

· Please share this kit, or pieces of it, with general members of the congregation in whatever way you feel would be helpful;

· If your church leadership or congregation is interested in facilitated workshops to continue to build tools and responses to conflict, please contact the Alternate Dispute Resolution Committee through the Executive Secretary:


execsec@bayofquinteconference.ca, 613-398-1051.

Please...read on!!
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Conflict is neither good nor bad – just inevitable.
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