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Conflict Tn the Church

The history of the church is a far reaching and interesting
area of study. A good background in this subject of American
Tutheranism is vital to the pastor's understanding of his synod
and how it came to be. For this reagon it is not only good for
us to explore the facts of the historical events, but also to
set out individusally, to study one certain area in depth. These
reasearch papers of our own choosing usuvally consist of the
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hiétory of a certain church, or of a topic that has had gpecial
attention., This paper however, will not follow this format,

but will rather seek to incorporsgte a number of different churches
with one gpecific thing in common, a conflict in the church.

Tn the pagesg that follow, this writer will be discussing churches
from our syned which have had more seriousg problems; the reason
they began and algo, at the risk of becoming involved in pastoreal

theology, a brief digcussion on problem gclving and prevention

for the future.

The first question we might ask ourselves i1s: how does a
conflict begin in the church? There are many ways for problems
to start, it may be something the pastor has done, or something
he hag not dohe, but was expected to do. Or, the conflict could
have been stggted by a church member or members voicing their
opinion about something and generally throwing their welght around.

For example, 1L or 2 people may begin to gquestion a major area of

church doctrine, like the color of the hymnals, the height of the



crass on the church lawn, or why the church was not informed when
75 watt light bulbs were installed ingtead of the tmditional 40
watt bulbs. The problem usual is not the hymnals, the grass or
the light bulbs, but it is rether a question of authority. "What
right has the pastor to make that kind of a decision.” These "few!
opposers are very vocal and feel their authority is being threatened
when the pastor assumes his God-given responsibility. The problem
can be further aggravated when these few have thelr way. The
majority of the people remain silent and uninvolved. They might
make the remark,"What is go important about that problem any-

way, it is no big deal." While 1t is true that a conflict may
appear to be a simple matter at first, there can be a real

danger in letting that tiny spark grow into a raging fire, so

much so that it hurts the pastor and the church he is serving.
Several hermful things may result from the "bad press® given to

a church because of a problem. First of all, the intentions of
those opposers hurt the pastor as well as the church itself, be-
cause you cannot harm one without the other. Second, your mission
outreach for the church will be retarded because. word may get into
the community that the church is having problems. In regards to
the pastor himself, other members will lose respect for the pagfor
whether he is at fault or not gimply beciusze there was a problem.
Conflicts will intensify, and in extremqk38889 if the conflict

ig unresolved, it can lead to permanent damage in the congregation.
Conflicts in the church are real problems, problemsg that affect us

1 many ways. with this background, let's go to a historic example
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of a conflict and see the results it had.

Our first example took place in a large WELS church. The
church was served by one pastor for over 25 years until 1981.
Since it was a large congregation, much of the calling work with
delinguent members and evangelisfm calls were simply not done
because of the work over~load. In September of 1981 this church
received 1ts new pastor, the one with whom the conflicts occured.
This new pastor was a man out for a few years, and when he came
to his new call, he could see many areas which needed improvement
to get the church to reach its full potential. This pastor sug-
gested some changes within the first year of his service, and the
church council endorsed g1l of them. The council also decided
to make these changes over a short period of time, rather than
dragging them out . Complaints came from the members within the
first year of these changes, although none of them came directly
to the church cofncil. Some people did hear the complaints and
those concerned were privately told to walt a year and give things
a chance to work out. The following is a list of the more signi-
ficant changes that have upset the poeple of this congregation:
1) Allowing more time between Sunday services for Sundey school
and Pible classes.

2) Creating a board of elders to serve a number of families each,
in hopes of serving them better spiritually.
%) The acceptance of a new constitution amd By-laws.

4) Bgtablishing a fdater proceedure for distributing Holy Communion.



5% A mandate imposed on the pastor to give the benediction before
communion to allow non-~communergs to leave.
6} The Fastor'!s concern about church related affairs being

advertized outside of the church and used as fund raisers.

ITn 198% a group went to the circuit pastor with a list of
concerns and complaints about their pastor. Many meetings
followed between the pastor of this church and the circuilt

pastor with no apparent accomplishments. These problems continued
until 1985 when a petition was started that suggested the pastor

be placed on a call ligt to another church. This petition was

never formally presented to the church council, but was a sure
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sign of unrest among the people. Many in the congregation were
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divided between agreement and disagreement with the pastor.
During this same yeer the matter came to a head and a meeting

was held to discuss the isgsues. The next listing shows the
concerng of the people in regards to the pastor and hig behavior
at their church: 1)Why can't we conduct fund raising like other
WiLS churches do? 2) Why isn't the psstor up front for the whole
service when he exsgpects us to stay for the enilire communion
service? %) Why isn't the pastor following up on people who leave
our church? _4) Why is there an executive few who run the church
along with the pastor? 5) the Hotement before communion (on the

A

part of the pastorL ig offensive to those who are lesving.
6) The pastor made derogatory comments about teschers at Missouril
Tutheran School. 7) The pastor makes too many decisgions on hisg

own. 8) The pastor does not keep apppintments. 9) The pastor
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marries some Catholics but not others. 10) Why was & Catholic
goloist allowed to perform in our church? 11) The pastor has
left chmrch activities with his family instead of attending
them. 12) The pastor acts too much like a politician.

During this time a second pastor was called to the church.
He has helped too smooth matters over a 1little bit, but the problems
are still there., It was decided to have an outsider come in to
discuss the problems through a sermon on Sunday and an open forum
for discugsion. At the present time, T am noﬂaware of this churches

status, if things have been resolved or not.

What caused such a great mess at one church? Certainly ths
motives of the pastor and hig council seemed to be correct, but
what about their methods of carrying out their work? The problem,
according to one of the members at this church was, "These many
rapid changes were probably our biggest mistake." The statement
has often been made to me to make haste slowly. This advice is
especially helpful when it comes to the work of the church where
tradition is a great part of our heritage. This pastor, even
with the support of hig council acted much too giickly for the
good of hig people, 1t takes time to gain the confidence of
someone, egpecially with a large group of people. Waiting a
few years to amasgs great changes igs the better part of wisdom,

If there was something that had to be changed immediately, it
should be explained not only to the church council, but it should
algo be brought to the volter's assembly and explained to them as

well,
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Tt is also apparent that #mall insignificant' problems
grew into a real crisis by the time something was finally done
to stop the conflict., In this particular case the church council
could have acted sooner. Bven when the Tirst stirrings were
found among the members as negative feedback on the pastor's
new plans, this would not have been too soon to have gone into
action to prevent such a major crisis from h@ppening, Instead
these problems were allowed to continue and as they did Ney beame
bigger and bigger until harm was done to both the church and the
pastor's reputation, At the very least, these problems should
have been laid out in the open. This would have promoted openess
and have avoided a lack of communication between the pastor
and the people. In thig case, conflicting viewpoints on small

details resulted in a major crisis.

The next example of the necessery evil in the church also
involves 2 large WELS church. Some of the circumstances are
the same but the cavse of the problem is much different. This
conflict arises basically becavse of a certaln person'g psycho-
logiwal maeke-up, The writer will first explain the conflict and then
the reagson why it occured and gtill occurs today.

In this church, there was one man Stan, a retired police
officer. His mother was in the local nursing home, as wasg the
mother of another member of the sgsame church, Gilbert, a retired
manﬁlsos Years before this conflict came to light, these two
men quegtioned the frequency of the visits made by the new pastor,

s
£

These men were concerned for the sprritual care of their mothers
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and rightly so, but their sincere desires took a wrong turn and
they ended up sterting a conflict.
gdometime after this first incident, Gilbert fell off a
ladder and hurt hig back. He spent a week in the hosgpital and
of course he expected Lo have gsome spiritual care. GFilbert was
visited by the vicar twice during that week and also a few timesgs
while Gilbert was at home. Put Gilbert expected more from the
pastor. The previous psstor had visited the shut-ins every two
weeksg, and the hosptial everyday. This incident gave more fuel
to the problem of the pastor's visits, but nothing was officially
done for quite some time. It was nearly two years later when
Stan and Gilbert got ftogether and were determined to do some-
thing sgbout it. If one person had to push the other, Stan was
the pusher. FHe had a reputetion asround the church for being
the trouble maker. He started raiging trouble and he and Gilbert
wrote a letter to the church council, volcing their opinions of
the pastor and his work. Stan came to The next council meeting
and was permitted to hand out the letter so all could read it.
The following is an excerpt from that letter.
"Many members have the impregsion that the pastor visits
the hogpital every day, 1 did too, but this is not true.
Tn April 1984 T fell off a ladder and crushed two vertebra
in my back and was hospitalized for four days. The pastor
did not meke one vigit although he did send the vicar.
In May 1984 T wag hospitalized agein for 8 days, this

time pastor did stop once and the vicar stopped once.
In all T wasg not to church for two months. Pastor made

one call and the vicar made two while I was at home.

Guess my question ig this, igs this normal? TIs it
sufficient for the pastor to visit the sick and elderly
only once in 2, 3, or 4 months? I think there is & lesson
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here. We should keep in mind we are here to gerve and

make other people happy. Whether we build a house, sell

g suit, do a service, spread the Word, keep house, and

raise a family, we should not let the almighty dollar

get in the way."

This letter came from a confused man, and several things

are evident from this portion of the letter. The first and most
striking from & Christian standpoint is the fact that neither
of these men directly confronted the pastor with their grievances
ageinst him., They did not follow the directives of Matthew 18,
to go to the individual first. The next mistake was in the facts
which were used in the letter. These men had no way of knowing
how the pastor handled visits with other members of the congregation,
The only facts they had was their own experience., Another mistake
was the lengzth of time which was allowed to pasgs before something

was done to correct the problem. And since nothing wasg done,

the problem intensgified and became harder to resgolve.

Getting back to that councilil meeting, after the letter was
read the pastor asked to be excused and he went down to his
office., He returned with some date books, one for each of the
vears he had served the church. With these books he was able
to go back to dates listed in the letter . (n the bagis of this
information, the pastor was able to justify the actions he had
made on the days listed. The records showed all the visits
made during each day. The nursing homes were being visited each
snd every month by the pastor or the vicar. In reference to
the times when Gilbert was in the hogpital, the reason the paﬂbr
did not vigit him and the vicar did, was because there were two

other members in intensive care at a different hospital that the



page 9

the pastor was visiting everyday. And then there wasg the over-

all question of laxity in visits by the pastor. This problem

oy

can be atkributed to a misunderstanding of the pastor's work.

G

The previous pastor had been there for 40 years, snd it was

hig practice to visgit the shut-ins and the sick at different
intervals. For the shutins it was every two weeks, while the
sick were visilted everyday if they were seriously ill. Tt wes

no wonder wthat 3tan and Gilbert who were long time members, fel
cheated when the visits were less frequent. RBut as the new pastoc
pointed out, there was not enough time to make the visits any
more frequent in such a large church, 1400 souls, and 35 shut-ins
each month, The previous pastor had apparently neglected some

of his other duties to get in all those visits esch month.

This side of the question brought up an entirely new area, that
is the work of the pastor. The council members were samazed when
the pgstor gaid it was not uncommon for him to work 60-70 hours
in a normal week. Many people don't know that the pastor works
more than on Sunday morning. By the end of the meeting, no one
égreed with any of the bad accusations made against the pastor.

They all agreed the pagtor was making the begt use of his time.

How the guestion arises, why? What is 4he real source of
the problem with this conflict? Gilbert's letter and his approach
to the problem certainly did not help the situation, but he was
mainly misunderstanding the circumstances. The realsource of
trouble, was Stan. His reputation had given him away as a trouble

meker among the memberg. It is unfortunate but true that some
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people are inflicted with psycological problemg, and i1t ig

the opinion of thig writer that this was the case with this
particular conflict. Stan was a trouble maker because of

his psychological make-up. It was Stan who started fires under
people like Gilbert who otherwise would have kept the problem

to himself.

I am not & psychology expert and T do not claim to be one
with the analysis I am making with this case. T feel that Stan
was plagued by paraneid reactionsg to his situations in life.
“The parsnoic retionalizes his own thinking and believes thet
those who oppose him, or differ with him sre wrong. A person
suffering from paranoia doeg not usually exhibit any other ab-
normal psychological symptoms. Fe may appear to react normally
in all of hig activities except in the area of his delusionsql

L person like Stan can be a real thorn in the flesh for the
pastor because they are not satisfied when one problem is resolved,
they simply find another one to cause trouble. This problem

with the certain members and the first exemple cited are in no

way unique occurances. Such prohlemg happen in every church

at some time or enother, to varying degrees.

Some similerities can be seen from these two examples of
conflict., The first is: conflict hurts the church, its members,
and also the pastor; secondly: the problem most often stems
from a lack of communicetion or of information from the pastor
to the people, or from people to pastor.; and thirdly; the

potential exists in each church for some conflict to arise.
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In reasearching the results that conflict can have on a
church T read an intewsting statement where the author disagrees
that conflict is always bad, he writes, '"I disagree that conflict
is always bad! Until T learned this truth I wag fearfully re-
stricted as a manager. My view was only negative. But what
freedom is ours when conflict is accepted as a way of growth

and maturity. It can be a learning process when faced objectivelys'"2

I agree in part with this remark. It would certainly be
the ideal to have a congregation think in terms of conflict as
something good and beneficial, but unfortunately it does not
always work out that way. Much cam be learned through problems
but that statement pertains better to the management business
or to interpersonegl relationships,instead of with the church
as a whole. Conflict will have more negative aspects than
positives ones on the church, because we are not simply making
a businegs deal but we are dealing with the eternal well-being
of people. Someone may become upset and leave the church, or
worse yelb, leave the faith for the most insignificant things.
In contrast with another arVicle T read, this author said
conflict is nothing but negative. '"Conflict is always destructive
and never congtructive. Tenslons of 1life most often move us
away from the will of God. Conflict in the church is generated
by satan and is used to undermine the authority of the pastor
and the mission of the church itself."2 The best conflict is
no conflict at all. ILiving in a ginful world however, we can

always except problemg end conflicts among sinful people.
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There are many things a pastor can do to try and prevent
major conflicts from coming about. One of them is careful
instruction of the young people and the adults. Perhaps
one area gpecifically lends itself to us here with instruction
in brotherly or sisterly admonition according to Hatthew 18.

One important thing for a pastor to remember 1s to make haste
slowly, never make moves in haste that are going to affect people
in the church, If you take your time and gain the congregation's
confidence, they will back your changes when vou do need to make
them, In the cése of prolonged problems, church councils

should be instructed to take the necessary actions and nip

problems in the bud.

At the risk of getting involved in pastoral theology, what
happens when a conflict does exist? There are basgically four steps
involved in solving a church disgpute. HNumber 1, identify the
problem. Ts it a doctrinal, a personality conflict, a policy
difference, or a discipline problem. Step 2, have the right
attitude about the situation. More often than not it is en
attitude or way of thinking which causes Christians to hurl
themselves eagerly into a conflict. When people place their
personal opinions above their desire for oneness in the church,
there is a problem, That right attitude comes from the Rible,
to have love, patience and humility in desling with fellow
believers. The %rd step is to follow the Biblical pattern for

£

solving the problem, Various parts of Scripture like Matthew
chapter 18 apply for different situationg. Thege Biblical examples
will help us solve or avoid a church conflict., The final step

is for a Chrigt-like follow-up. Tven when something hag been



resolved, things are not back to normal, The people involved
may be left hurt or feel alienated. They need compassion and
love to be healed and restored. Following these steps will

help in reestablishing church unity.?%

Akinal note is in order for the pastor who goes through
such an experience, because the pastor is the one most affected
by what goes on in the church. When we uidergo such problems,
the word peace is the key term. Too often pastors can be tempted
to take the entire problem on their own shoulders and to try and
golve it themselves. Scripture assures us that Cod will never
tempt us beyond what we can bear. Today's problems may threaten
to consume us, but God's peace comes through for the believer.
He will never leave us hor forshke us 40d he ig in control even
in the most desperate situations. In dealing with conflict, the
peace God gilves to us doesg not produce an abgence of conflict,

but it instead gives us the ability to cope with it.

Conflict in the church always has been and elways will be
g part of our sinful lives here on this earth, because conflict

in the church is, a necessary evil,
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