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Lessons from Conflict ñcontinued from front cover 

 The mission of the Indianapolis Center for Congregations is to help connect congregations with the resources they 
need to fulþll the work God has prepared for them. Workshops on timely topics with excellent leaders are one way the 
Center does this ð as this article shows. For other important workshops, see page 3 of Centerpiece ð and check our website: 
www.centerforcongregations.org/programs.asp 
 Rev. Fred Oaks contributed to this article. For a more complete look at this subject, go to www.centerforcongregations.org/
programs.asp and click on the òEmbracing Conÿictó link. 



Conÿict in congregations can produce positive change ð if 
members focus on their own behavior instead of focusing 
on the behavior of others. Thatõs what members of several 
Indianapolis congregations learned last October when they 
attended a conÿict management workshop sponsored by the 
Indianapolis Center for Congregations and led by Dr. Arthur 
Paul Boers, author of Never Call Them Jerks: Healthy Responses 
to Difþcult Behavior (Alban Institute, 1999). 
 Follow-up interviews by education assessment 
consultant Reverend Fred Oaks for the Center revealed that 
workshop participants are handling themselves differently in 
conÿict situations as a result of the training they received at 
that workshop. They are applying ideas from the workshop 
in ways as unique as their contexts and personalities, but 
the principle underlying those applications is the same ð in 
conÿict situations, focus þrst on yourself and your own 
behavior. 
 òThe experience of these leaders holds lessons for anyone 
who wants to direct the energy of congregational conÿict 
toward constructive ends,ó said Oaks. òThese lessons can 
be applied immediately, in any setting, 
with any of the people or issues creating 
tension in your congregation.ó 
 Concerns about conÿict in 
congregations are nearly universal. 
Workshop participants were reassured 
to learn that they were not alone 
ð the workshop attracted people 
from a cross-section of Indianapolis 
faith communities. The training they 
received helped the leaders of all the 
congregations that attended. 
 For example, the conÿict workshop 
reminded Shanekia Hatcher of First 
Samuel Missionary Baptist Church that 
her responses in conÿict situations must 
be motivated by love. òFrom a Jesus 
point of view, love is not a feeling,ó 
Hatcher told Oaks. òWhen conÿicts 
arise, your feelings get involved. 
You may be highly upset, or very 
disappointed. The workshop taught me 
not to act on my feelings, but to act on love. God has been so 
patient and forgiving with me. I know I must be patient with 
other people. Love begins with me.ó 
 Sarah Williams is a young woman recently promoted 
from church organist to cantor to the congregation at Pilgrim 
Lutheran Church. òThe workshop came along at a good 

time for me,ó Williams said to Oaks. òMusicians get a lot 
of criticismñlittle annoying things that can build up over 
time.  I had always assumed that I had to just grin and bear 
it. My approach was, ôAlways be nice.õ Now I realize that I 
have options. There is a whole arsenal of tools and actions 
one can use in response to criticism and conÿict. It goes 
beyond good manners.ó 
 The conÿict workshop produced changes in attitude and 
behavior within a few months of the event. Oaks talked to 
participants about what made these changes possible? All of 
them reported that the leader of the workshop was extremely 
inÿuential. They described Dr. Boers as a humble, prayerful, 
centered person of faith whose teaching about conÿict was 
þlled with integrity. Workshop participants say simply being 
with him for two days prompted them to imagine new 
possibilities for faithful responses to difþcult behavior. 
 So how can conÿict be a vehicle of transformation in 
congregations? For those interested in beginning the process 
of discovering transformative ways of dealing with conÿict, 
we offer the following suggestions: 

1. Send a group to a workshop or 
training event about conÿict. Afterward, 
get the group together againñperhaps 
several timesñand talk about what 
they are learning and how it applies in 
your congregation. 

2. Choose a book on the topic and 
read it (see òResources You Can Useó 
on page 2 of Centerpiece ). Have your 
leadership group read and discuss the 
book together. 

3. In a conÿict situation, resist the 
impulse to focus on other people 
and their behavior. Focus instead 
on yourself and your behavior, and 
secondarily on the behavior of the 
congregation as a whole. 

4. See conÿict as an opportunity to learn. Consider what God 
may be teaching you through that situation. 

5. Distribute copies of this article to others in your 
congregation and set up a meeting to talk about it. 
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Resources on Congregational Conÿict from the Congregational 
Resource Guide

 The mission of the Indianapolis Center for Congregations is to assist 
Greater Indianapolis Area congregations in þnding and using the very best 
resources available to address the practical challenges they face. One of the 
ways we do that is through the Congregational Resource Guide (CRG). The 
CRG was created by the Indianapolis Center for Congregations and the Al-
ban Institute to help congregational leaders connect with resources they need 
to gain insight into problems and to encourage transformation in their com-
munities of faith. Vitality is a prime issue for many congregations. Resources 
in this section of the CRG help your congregation look at the elements that 
contribute to a healthy congregation that radiates life and energy. The 
following resources (and many more) are available on the CRG at 
www.congregationalresources.org.

 Behavioral Covenants in Congregations: A Handbook 
for Honoring Differences (Book) Gilbert R. Rendle, 
Author.  Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, 1999. Because 
congregations sometimes engage in the same mean-spirited 
behaviors that plague public life, Behavioral Covenants in 
Congregations offers congregations an approach to managing 
their differences with maturity and respect. 

 Conÿict Mediation Across Cultures: Pathways and 
Patterns (Book) David W. Augsburger, Author.  Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1992. This thoroughly researched 
presentation surveys conÿict resolution in many cultures. 

Difþcult Conversations: How to Discuss What 
Matters Most (Book) Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton, Sheila 
Heen, Authors.  New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1999. Difþcult 
Conversations offers an approach to those often conÿict-ridden 
conversations we þnd most painful and tend to avoid. In such 
conversations, the stakes are high, we feel strong emotions, or 
our self-esteem is shaky. 

 Discover Your Conÿict Management Style (Book) Speed B. 
Leas, Author.  Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, 1997. With 
a 45-question òconÿict inventoryó to help people learn about 
their styles of managing conÿict, this book gives people better 
access to the vocabulary of conÿict and insight into how they 
behave when conÿicts arise. 

 The Illusion of Congregational òHappinessó (Article) Gilbert R. Rendle, 
Author.  Congregations.  May/June 1997.  Vol. XXIII, No. 3, p. 15-17.  Bethesda, 
MD: The Alban Institute. This article argues that focusing on complaints in 
the hope of increasing congregational happiness leads only to additional and 
competing complaints rather than to increased happiness for a congregation 
and its leaders.  

 Mediation and Facilitation Training Manual: Foundations and Skills 
for Constructive Conÿict Transformation (Book) Carolyn Schrock-Shenk, 
Editor.  Akron, PA: Mennonite Conciliation Service, 2000. This thorough 
volume, þlled with essays, guidance, and exercises from more than 20 
contributors is a manual for training for those who engage in mediation, 
especially in faith communities. 

 Never Call Them Jerks: Healthy Responses to Difþcult 
Behavior (Book) Arthur Paul Boers, Author.  Bethesda, MD: 
The Alban Institute, 1999. Difþcult people frequently surface 
in church committees; the authorõs family systems theory 
approach to conÿict management focuses on the behavior of a 
group as a whole, not just on the behavior of a difþcult person. 

Resources You Can Use ICC Calendar
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JUNE

8 GoodWords Reading Club, 6:30 p.m. 
11 ñCreating a 501(c)(3) Organization or 
 Ministryò workshop 
15 Resource Grants Committee Meeting 
17 Sacred Space Round 1, Class 4 
30 ñPracticing What We Preachò Learning Event 

JULY

13 GoodWords Reading Club, 6:30 p.m. 
20 Resource Grants Committee Meeting 
27 Resource Grants Workshop, 9:30 a.m. 

AUGUST

10 GoodWords Reading Club, 6:30 p.m. 
17 Resource Grants Committee Meeting 
27-28 ñYouthwork in a Post-modern Cultureò 
 workshop with Tony Jones 

SEPTEMBER

9 Sacred Space Round 2, Class 1 
14 GoodWords Reading Club, 6:30 p.m. 
17 Cornelius Plantinga Invitational Gathering 
21 Resource Grants Committee Meeting 
29 ñPracticing What We Preachò Learning Event 
30 ñConnecting to Our Strengthsò Reunion 

OCTOBER

5 Resource Grants Workshop, 6:30 p.m. 
7 Sacred Space Round 2, Class 2 
11-13 Vanni Peer Learning Event 
12 GoodWords Reading Club, 6:30 p.m. 
16 ñCongregational Connections:  
 A Connecting Churchò 
19 Resource Grants Committee Meeting 
25 ñPracticing What We Preachò Learning Event 
28 Sacred Space Round 2, Class 3 
28-29 ñProjects That Matterò Workshop 

NOVEMBER

5 ñBuilding and Sustaining Bridges to the Communityò 
 workshop with Daryl Ward 
9 GoodWords Reading Club, 6:30 p.m. 
16 Resource Grants Committee Meeting 
18 Sacred Space Round 2, Class 4 
20 ñCongregational Connections: The Art and Science of   
 Assimilating New Membersò 
22 ñPracticing What We Preachò Learning Event 

DECEMBER

4 ñAuthentic Worship in a Changing Worldò workshop 
 with Robert Weber 
14 GoodWords Reading Club, 6:30 p.m. 
21 Resource Grants Committee Meeting 




