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Conflict

Conflict is normal! It happens in every relationship. Ken Sande in The Peacemaker defines conflict as a “difference in opinion or purpose that frustrates someone’s goals or desires” (p. 24). Jim Pettitt, Marriage and Family consultant, stated that if there is no conflict in a relationship, either one person isn’t needed—or is dead. So if conflict is normal, how do we deal with the issues?

To some women, conflict is a hazard that threatens to sweep them off their feet, leaving them bruised and hurting. For others, it is an obstacle that they should conquer quickly and firmly. We need to learn that conflict may be an opportunity to solve common problems in a way that honors God and offers benefits to those involved.

The Bible has many examples of conflict. Cain and Able, Jacob and Esau, and  Joseph and his brothers are examples of sibling rivalry.  Moses attempted to settle a conflict by murdering an Egyptian and King Saul tried to kill David. In the New Testament, the disciples argued over who was the greatest; the Pharisees and Sadducees didn’t agree theologically; the disciples grumbled because James and John asked to sit on the Jesus’ left and right hand. Paul and Barnabas disagreed so strongly that they “parted company” (Acts 15:39). Yet, the apostle Paul states that Christians are to live at peace, as possible. 
Peace is not the absence of conflict. Conflict happens to everyone, even Christians.  
Responses to Conflict
There are several factors that may influence our reactions to conflict. One factor is childhood experiences. If conflict was associated with scary times or desertion, it may affect how we cope with conflict as adults. Some of us will avoid conflict—sometimes at all costs to keep and maintain peace. Others may barge ahead to meet it head-on. Consider how conflict was handled in your childhood home; it is quite likely you will expect and practice the pattern you observed as a child.

Another factor is personality type, though the results can be similar to our early environments. Some people will be more sensitive to actions and words of others. Others “think aloud” without apparent regard for the effect on those they are “thinking aloud” with. Some play the role of peacemakers and go to great lengths to avoid conflict. 

When dealing with conflict, each person must commit to the following:

1. to solve the problem without the need to be right,

2. to take personal responsibility for her contributions to the problem,

3. to participate in resolving the problem, and

4. to stay focused on the problem and avoid being sidetracked by other issues (Morris, 2007).

What are some common responses to conflict? Some people will avoid a conflict rather than attempting to resolve it. Others will deny the conflict exists. Jan Harvey in Making a Marriage (Morris, 2007) suggests that the energy we invest in avoiding and denying the conflict can be used to positively in resolving it.


Another response is to flee the situation. This may mean ending a friendship, quitting a job, changing churches, filing for divorce, and other similar behaviors. Running away typically postpones a solution to the problem.

Some respond by attacking others, a response used when someone it more interested in winning the argument than the relationship. These individuals often view conflict as a contest or an opportunity to assert their rights, to control others, and to take advantage of the circumstances. These actions put pressure on the opponents to defeat the claim or eliminate the opposition.

The opposite approach to aggressive actions is conciliatory responses. Susan Heitler, a psychologist who specializes in conflict resolution, gives three elements for collaborative resolution:

1. mutual information sharing through respectful talking and listening,

2. a cooperative tone characterized by attitudes of mutual respect, and

3. a win-win outcome for everyone involved in the conflict (Morris, 2007).

Overlooking the offence is a conciliatory response. Some disputes are insignificant and therefore can be resolved by quietly and deliberately overlooking the offence and forgiving the offender.

Another approach is discussion. This is accomplished by confessing your role or loving confronting the other person to resolve the conflict. Talk about the circumstances that led to the conflict and work to solve the problem without concern for being right, take personal responsibility, participate in the resolution, and stay focused on the problem.

Resolving Conflict
Here are some important communications skills in conflict resolution:

1. Speak up—let others know what’s bothering you. People can’t correct or make changes if they don’t know there is a problem.

2. Don’t talk over a person—that is, don’t interrupt. Allow the speaker to complete her thoughts without interruption. You want to be heard; demonstrate and respect others with your actions.

3. Be positive—strive to give the information in a positive way. “I have a more positive attitude when I know my work meets your expectations.” A negative way would be, “You never let me know if what I’m doing is what you expect.”

4. Avoid superlatives such as “always” and “never.”

5. Stay on track. Don’t allow comments to derail the discussion off topic.

6. Avoid criticism, blame, accusation, and hostility.

7. Be proactive. State up front what you’d like to see as a mutual resolution (Morris, 2007). 

The first step in conflict resolution is to begin the process when you have worked through your anger. If you are angry, it is difficult for your brain to process new information. And being calm will also reduce your urge to fight back or flee the situation.

Remember, anger is a human emotion, and it is not a sin. The actions you take due to your anger may cause you to sin, however. The Bible tells us, “In your anger do not sin” (Eph. 4:26). Anger is an emotion that lets us know we have been hurt, frustrated, betrayed, or frightened. If you can identify the root cause of your anger, it often helps to prevent further conflict.

Everyone involved in the conflict should state her role in the issue. They should be able to list two or three things or actions that contributed to the problem. When we own our  responsibility for our part of the problem, it can diffuse much of the anger.

In the resolution process, state clearly and briefly what you want or need to say. Use “I” statements and avoid “you” statements that put others on the defensive. 

Listen carefully and without interruption to what is said. Often we are so busy forming replies that we don’t hear what others say. Make the first part of any reply a restatement of what you heard the other person say. This shows her that she was heard and allows for misinterpretations to be clarified.

Pray about the situation. Before you talk to the person involved in your conflict, pray about the issue. Talk about the conflict with a trusted Christian friend. Have her pray with and for you. 

It is difficult for us to let go of payback when we feel we have been wronged. Christian author and speaker Jeannette Clift George puts it this way: “Lord, I’m going to give it to You straight. I really feel I can’t forgive them. Because, in the first place, You’re going to forgive them, and if one of us doesn’t hold on, they’ll get off scot-free!” (quoted in Parnell, 1993, p. 91).

Sometimes, we just can’t let it go. However, we must learn to pray for those who have hurt us. Luke 6:27-28 (NLT) says, “But to you who are willing to listen, I say, love your enemies! Do good to those who hate you. Bless those who curse you. Pray for those who hurt you.” When we obey God’s instructions to pray for those who have hurt us, we receive peace that passes all understanding—and misunderstandings as well! Although further communication to resolve the conflict may be necessary, God enables us to communicate in love and with a right attitude.

If possible, set a time in a neutral setting to discuss the conflict. This may help to relax the tension and create a more conducive environment for conversations that lead to resolution.

Consider these questions.

· Can I overlook this and let it go? 

· Do I need to confront the behavior? 

· How can I help this to be a win-win situation? (Sande, 1997)

Take the initiative to begin resolution. This may not be an easy task, especially if you find it difficult to be a peacemaker. However, it goes back to what’s important. 
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