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Unity amid conflict in the church

Betty Pries

Asa child, I was disturbed by the gap between the ideal church
we learned about in Sunday school and the real church we experi-
enced in our daily lives. I was about eight years old when I sug-
gested to my parents that perhaps the answer lay in starting a
reformed Mennonite church. My parents smiled and replied that if
I did that, soon I would need a reformed reformed Mennonite
church, and then before long I would need a reformed reformed
reformed Mennonite church. And so began my first life lesson on
human nature and its impact on human institutions.

That we have conflict in the church is not surprising, nor
should it distress us. The Bible, after all, is in large measure a
record of conflicts that occurred among people trying to under-
stand how to lead holy lives. That being the case, the Bible must
have something profound to say about the reality of conflict in
our lives and, by extension, in our church organizations. As I have
reflected on the nature of conflict, I have begun to name for
myself five principles. I offer them as a starting point for theologi-
cal reflection.

Conflict is not just inevitable, it is part of God’s gift to us. This
statement seems ironic, even untrue—especially considering how
much conflict can hurt us. How can conflict be part of God’s gift?

Let us consider the matter from another perspective. Most of
us would readily agree with the following statements:

e Each of us has been created as a unique individual. If our
uniqueness is God-given, then it must follow that God
celebrates—even intends—our diversity.

e As much as our uniqueness is a gift, it also limits us. We
excel in some areas, and we do not excel in others. As a
result of our uniqueness, we cannot survive alone; we need
one another. In this sense, our interdependence is also God-
given. Herein lies the rub: we need those who differ from us.
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e In all our human variety, we are created in the image of
God. We all—even those with whom we are in conflict—
bear the stamp of the Holy One.

e If the above statements are true, then it must follow that
conflict is, at least to some degree, inherent in God’s design
of creation.!

In the Bible are plenty of examples of godly people trying to
address conflict in the midst of diversity. Consider, for example,
the book of Ephesians. Paul recognizes the tension among the
various factions in the church. Instead of lamenting it, he reframes
his readers’ perspectives by reminding them that together these
Christians all form the body of Christ. Whether they agree or
disagree with one another, they have no choice but to be in
relationship with one another. In Christ, they are all shackled
together.?

Business management theory has long acknowledged that a
workplace without conflict is caught in a frozen state. Without
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poor are always with us? Are we saved by works or by faith?
Should we hold one another accountable for ungodly behaviour
or shall we forgive seventy times seven times? One could argue
that the Bible is a conversation between various perspectives.
There is wisdom in our disagreements. It is in the engagement
between perspectives that discernment takes place.

Consider the debate between those who would like the church
to be more flexible in nonessential matters, more open, and those
who would like the church to be clearer about its boundaries,
more pure. One could argue that those who espouse greater open-
ness are holding fast to biblical principles of hospitality. Those
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who desire clarity in matters of boundaries, however, are adhering
to biblical principles of holiness. Both holiness and hospitality are
excellent values. Both are biblical values, and both are right.

Of course, they can also both be wrong. The problem is this:
When we concern ourselves only with holiness, we become rigid
and inward looking. We make an idol of our purity. When we
concern ourselves only with hospitality, however, we lose our
sense of who we are. We become so open to others that we lose
the language of our own faith. Our attitudes and beliefs become
ambiguous and, at worst, we no longer know why we are Chris-
tians or what holds us together.

Either holiness or hospitality can become a problem if we pay
attention only to one dimension and exclude the other. Instead,
we are invited to live in the tension that is created by holding
both values—hospitality and holiness—together at the same time.
[t is no accident that in practice these values are more often held
together not in one person but in a community that embodies
dialogue between those inclined toward holiness and those who
favor hospitality.

Conflict is God’s gift to us because we need each other. We
need the dynamism and discernment that comes from speaking
with others whose thinking differs from our own. We need those
whose uniqueness and limitations complement our own unique-
ness and limitations. We need those who favour the other end of
whatever theological spectrum we are considering; such interac-
tion keeps us humble about the rightness of our own perspectives.
In all of these ways, conflict is a gift to us.

“Love your enemies” does not assume a prior reconciliation.
As much as we need those who differ from us, conflict can be
destructive. When conflict breaks away from the goal of whole-
ness, its deep divisions tear into our souls, causing tremendous
grief. Conflict can do more than hurt our feelings—it can destroy
us mentally and physically. Furthermore, the deeper our descent
into conflict has been, the bleaker the journey out appears. In this
deep cavern of pain, our enemies are fantastically unlovable; and
yet, biblically we are commanded to love these enemies—while
they are still our adversaries. The Bible assumes that we will
follow this command even while our enemies are unlovable

(Matt. 5:43-48).
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It may seem obvious to Christians familiar with this command
that loving one’s enemies does not assume a prior reconciliation.
But to practice loving enemies is challenging. What does it mean
to love our enemies? It entails praying for them, speaking the
truth in love, seeking what is for their best. But when we have
been deeply hurt? Being faithful to this command is sometimes an
act of sheer determination and will: we love our enemies perhaps
not yet with our hearts but already with our minds, because we
have been commanded to do so. All the while, we pray that God
will melt our hearts.?

Our energies are best focused on changing ourselves, not
others. This change happens in response to God’s invitation to us
to become whole.

Since I began my work as a mediator, I have been fascinated
by the story of Jacob and Esau’s reconciliation (Gen. 32:3-33:17).
What is particularly interesting to me is that
sandwiched in the middle of this story is the
account of Jacob wrestling with God. |
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years ago. Now, only hours before meeting his brother again, he
knows he cannot hang on to that stolen blessing any longer. If he
is to have a blessing, it must be an honest one.

The second key event is that before giving him the blessing,
the angel asks Jacob, “What is your name?” And in the moment of
saying his name, Jacob must admit to himself and to the wrestler
that he is Jacob, the deceiver. Only on making this acknowledge-
ment—only when Jacob faces the reality of who he is and has be-
come—does the wrestler give Jacob his blessing. And with this
blessing comes a miracle: Jacob is changed. The angel gives Jacob
a new name, a new identity. Now he will no longer be Jacob, the
deceiver, but Israel, the one who strives with God.
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Often when we are in conflict, we spend our energies thinking
about how the other person should change their thinking, their
behaviour. Jacob could have focused his energies on all the ways
that Esau should change. Instead Jacob took the more important
journey. He focused on all the ways he himself needed to be
changed and healed. And because he entered this struggle, an
authentic reconciliation between the two brothers became pos-
sible.

One could argue that in the case of Jacob and Esau, Jacob is
the offender and Esau the victim. Jacob is, after all, the one who
stole the birthright. Therefore, it is logical that Jacob should be
the one to change. According to Croatian theologian Miroslav
Volf, however, one of Jesus’ most radical acts was to call also on
those who were victimized to repent of their sins. Let us be clear:
Victims are not being asked to repent of their victimization.
Instead, Jesus is asking all of us, victims included, to repent of the
large and small ways we have harboured hatred in our hearts.*

There is a cycle to conflict that is particularly evident in the
lives of nations and families. Those who have been victims, if they
move into positions of power, often mimic the behaviour of their
offenders and in so doing become offenders themselves. But when
becoming whole is the work of all people—those who have been
wounded and those who have wounded others—both changed
relationships and changed communities become real possibilities.
The cycle of conflict is stopped, and lasting change can take
place.

God stands with those who are broken and calls for justice.
Over the centuries, the Christian church has placed particular
emphasis on the sinner and on the cross as the place of redemp-
tion. In this process, the voice of those who have been sinned
against has often been neglected. Those who have tried to recover
this voice often turn to the prophets. They see God as defender of
the poor, the widow, and the orphan. In the New Testament, Jesus
takes up the torch of the prophets when he identifies himself as
one who has been anointed to bring good news to the poor,
release to the captives, sight to the blind, and freedom for the
oppressed (Luke 4:18-19).

The cross, therefore, must be understood as more than a
personal invitation to repentance. If Jesus has been anointed to
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bring good news to the poor, and if this anointed one is killed by
the same powers that oppress the poor, than surely the cross is a
cry against injustice. The cross establishes an affinity between
Jesus and the wounded, the poor, the captives, the blind, the
oppressed. But the cross is not the end of the story. There is, after
all, a resurrection—]Jesus’ victory over the powers, for the sake of
these same wounded people. Now the cross takes on new mean-
ing. The cross is not only a place where those who are broken and
wounded are invited to bring their sorrow; the cross is also a place
of hope, a place where the wounded may see the possibility of
new life dawning.

The cross, of course, continues to be a place where those who
have sinned come face to face with what they have done. The
sinner is invited to repent, to be changed, and to act justly. But
notice what a fascinating meeting ground the cross has now
become. At the foot of the cross, the wounded and the sinner
meet, sometimes in the same person. An exchange of power
occurs, and together with the resurrection, the cross becomes for
both a place of healing and a word of hope.

God’s grace and forgiveness is available to all. Throughout
the Bible, we see evidence of God’s grace and forgiveness, made
. available to all. We are, of course, invited to
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accountable, and we are to forgive. These two commandments
are not considered opposites. They can coexist; they can occur in
the same place and at the same time.

Let us assume for a moment that we have succeeded both in
holding others accountable and in forgiving them. Let us assume

Being in communion Pries



16

further that these people who hurt us have sincerely apologized
and taken responsibility for their part in the trouble between us.
Let us also assume that we have acknowledged and repented for
whatever we ourselves may have contributed to this situation.
Now what? Where do we go from here?

Miroslav Volf suggests that to move forward with those who
have hurt us, we must engage in a form of “holy forgetting.” Yes,
we want to remember the lessons we have learned; however, to
live in peace with one another, we must allow ourselves and the
others to be restored to full personhood. This restoration is only
possible when the offence no longer claims center stage in our
consciousness. After watching generation after generation of Serbs
and Croats go to battle to redress the wrongs done to their ances-
tors, Volf knows this truth in his bones. Somehow the cycle of
vengeance and hurt must end.’

Unity amid conflict in the church

With these theological principles in mind, let us consider the
question, what does it mean to be in communion with one an-
other—to claim the unity of the church—amid conflict and
division? Or to put it another way, what does it mean to be the
body of Christ when our differences are tearing us apart?

¢ In Christ, we are shackled one to the other. Like it or not,
we are stuck with one another—even if those with whom we
are in conflict leave our church. Let us take seriously the
idea that Spirit-filled discernment happens in the spaces
where we see things differently from one another.

e God has made each of us unique, so let us speak from our
unique perspectives. God has made each of us to be
limited, so let us offer our perspectives humbly.

e Let us love one another at all times, even when we disagree.

e Let us each think seriously about how we can behave in a
more Christ-like manner in this situation. Let us each
apologize for those times when we fail to live up to this

vision. Let us forgive and be gracious to one another.
Years ago, Mennonite elders spoke with each member of their

congregation before communion was to be celebrated, in order to
ensure that all were at peace with God and with one another. If a
relationship was broken, those involved would be encouraged to
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resolve the matter between them so that an authentic communion
could be observed. What would it be like if we took the ritual of
communion this seriously today? What would our faith communi-
ties be like if before every communion we went from home to
home ensuring that we were at peace with one another—even if
we still disagreed? In Christ, we are one body. Let us celebrate this
union with humility and in a spirit of forgiveness and grace.
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