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Introduction:
Conflict is an inevitable part of human interaction, and churches filled with humans are no exception. The close-knit nature of congregations, combined with deeply held beliefs, values, and traditions, can sometimes make the Body of Christ particularly prone to conflict. As George W. Bullard Jr. notes in his book "Every Congregation Needs a Little Conflict," some level of conflict can surprisingly be healthy for a church, spurring growth, creativity, passion, and positive change (Bullard). However, when conflict escalates beyond productive levels, it can become destructive and threaten the very fabric of a congregation.
Church conflict is not rare. Many congregations need more clarity over worship styles, Scriptural & doctrinal interpretations, resource allocation, or leadership decisions. Even the congregations in the Scripture are described as having conflict! The key lies in how these conflicts are best managed. Conflict can lead to deeper understanding, stronger relationships, and more effective ministry when handled well. Sadly, poorly managed conflicts can result in division, loss of membership, and damaged testimony for the community. 
Since conflict is not rare, the Church must expect it! Any strategy must include educating and training in conflict resolution to properly manage and mitigate the adverse effects of conflict.
This report analyzes a significant conflict within First Christian Church of Van Alstyne, Texas, and gives a strategy for resolution. By understanding the nature of the conflict, its underlying causes, and potential paths forward, we aim to transform this challenging situation into an opportunity for continued growth and revival.
Background:
First Christian Church of Van Alstyne, the oldest Disciples of Christ Church in Texas, is proud of its history and has held all the hallmarks of a "Museum Church” for decades. They were "tried and true, but often tired" and "worshiped with only one generation present" while focusing on the past. In the COVID crisis of 2020-21, the Church was facing a decline, with an average attendance of less than 50, primarily consisting of an aging congregation. Today, in 2024, average attendance has more than doubled to 110, with a notably younger demographic, including many (thirt-five) children. The Church has a renewed vitality and effectiveness, moving towards momentum with a hope for becoming missioning. (CONTINUUM)
This growth is attributed to a new vision and values focused on outreach and providing relevant ministry, services, music, and messages. The Church adopted a mission statement aimed at helping others find "full life in Jesus Christ," symbolized by a new logo prominently displayed in the sanctuary.
However, not all are happy with the state of the Church. Change has led to conflict within the congregation. Some longstanding members are expressing dissatisfaction with the new direction, particularly regarding changes in music style, worship order, sermon content, and the "full life" logo. These members have been observed gossiping, showing negative disinterest during services, and voicing their displeasure in committee meetings.
The "Full Life" logo controversy is a microcosm of the larger conflict. While intended to reflect the Church's mission of helping people find "full life in Jesus Christ," some older members have expressed disapproval, stating, "I don't need a logo to tell me that I have full life." Their reaction reveals a focus on personal preferences rather than the Church's outreach mission of bringing new people into a relationship with Jesus.
Conflict Analysis:
Identification of Stressors
· Rapid change in church vision and practices. Previously, there was no defined vision, so the Church defaulted to the likes of the congregants.
· Shift from traditional to contemporary worship style, with changes to worship order, sermon content, and focus.
· An influx of new and younger members.
· Resistance from longstanding members to changes.
· Gossip and complaining from dissatisfied members.
· Introducing new branding elements (e.g., "Full Life" logo).
Level of Conflict
Bullard would place this conflict at intensity four, where there is a push to vote. There has not been a call for a vote, but people vote in other ways than on a ballot. Some have voted with their feet and are seen less regularly. Some vote by seeming displeased, with their arms folded and scowling as the worship team sings. 
Intensity four is marked by competition in a win-lose scenario, and this is apparent. Any change to the old order of service is a win/lose with these antagonists. It could rapidly become a level five intensity where the "losers" of the competition are asked to leave. Example: the pastor and his staff are fired, or where unrepented members are invited to leave.
Haugk would place this conflict beyond level 2 disagreement and solidly a level 3 contest. Like Bullard, Haugk notes that this level is marked by win/lose scenarios. Haugk warns that if the conflict rises to level 4 or 5, it is "very difficult or impossible." This suggests that this conflict should be addressed ASAP.
According to Friedrich Glasl's Nine-Stage Model of Conflict Escalation, the conflict appears to be at Stage 2: Debates and Polemics. At this stage, "Discussions turn into debates, where inflexible standpoints collide with each other." This aligns with the observed behavior of longstanding members voicing their displeasure in committee meetings.
It's crucial to address the conflict at this stage to prevent further escalation because at Stage 3: Actions, Not Words, "the parties no longer believe that further talk will resolve anything, and they shift their attention to actions." This can lead to more destructive behaviors and make resolution significantly more challenging.
Bottom line – Something must be done.... and soon.
My Role in the Conflict:
As the worship pastor who implemented many of these changes, I must acknowledge my role in the conflict. I have helped design and implement missions and values, changed the worship order, and created a more contemporary style. Even though I did everything under the precise direction of the lead pastor, I must admit there are things I could have done better.
· Bringing about changes and having them explained with vision oriented leadership.
· Neglecting to address concerns of longstanding members early on. It was clear who was crossing their arms and scowling. Although I alerted the lead pastor, there was no face-to-face talk on my part. The conflict has grown to a harmful and unhealthy place.
· Not teaching/declaring the vision over the microphone in a way that underlines our current actions in the worship service. 
· The perception that I am focused more on attracting new people than caring for existing members. While I am focused on the evangelism and discipleship of new members, it is not to the detriment of our current membership. (There perception is different however)
· As we advance, my role in conflict is to support the pastor and the Church's vision. I will work towards peaceful relationships and avoid antagonistic traps. My role is not to confront the conflict head-on without the pastor's support. 
Strategy to Address the Conflict:
Intervention – We are past the point of a healthy conflict. We must address the unhealthy manner of the conflict with an eye on our vision and values.
Individual Meetings: The lead pastor should schedule face-to-face meetings with key members to hear their concerns and perspectives about the organizational VISION and VALUES. He should note negative comments or energy and redirect everything back to our vision and values. He should FIND POWERFUL ALLIES as well as discover hidden antagonists. 
Preach a Message Series: Develop and deliver a sermon series on the vision and values of the Church. Consider including testimony in the series from excited brand-new members and longstanding members who are also happy about the direction of the Church. (NO ONE THAT DISPLAYS NEGATIVITY IS USED.)  Using people to help preach the vision can bridge the gap between membership. This series should end with an opportunity to sign a covenant agreement for the Church's new vision.
Vision Strategy Team: Form a team with key representatives from different age groups and perspectives to embrace the Church's vision and implementation strategies collaboratively.
Work with all committees to embrace the vision and test how they perceive the Church's current condition using the "CONTINUUM OF CONGREGATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS."  Take note of who correctly or incorrectly assesses the state of the Church. Those who incorrectly evaluate the state of the Church may not be your best choices for leadership.
Celebrate, Celebrate, Celebrate: Openly celebrate the great things happening that align with our vision and values of Full Life. 
Conflict training: Implement conflict training for everyone serving within the Church. Take this seriously as a significant investment in the future of the Church. Make this training a requirement for service.
Confrontation 
The lead pastor should directly address grumbling, gossip, and divisive instances and use the covenant presented and signed during the vision message series. In that covenant there is an agreement to protect the unity of the Church. 
Leadership should be careful when asked to take a meeting by an antagonist. Use the strategy outlined by Haugk. In the meetings, do not compromise the vision, but make an effort to peacefully clear the air and point them back to the vision. Report back to the lead pastor.
Be prepared to ask unrepentant troublemakers to leave if their behavior continues to harm the congregation.
Possibilities and Pitfalls:
Possibilities:
Greater unity and shared vision among all members. A greater dedication to the vision. (This is possible by the opposing members embracing the vision… or by refusing the vision and finding another Church to attend.)
Continued growth and transformations.
Strengthened intergenerational relationships and ministry opportunities.
Pitfalls:
Further polarization of different groups within the Church.
Potential loss of some longstanding members.
The board fires the pastor and staff.
Risk of stalling growth and momentum if conflict is not resolved.
Fallback Plan:
If the primary strategy does not yield the desired results…
· Bring in an outside mediator or consultant specializing in church conflicts.
· Explore the possibility of multiple services with different worship styles. At the same time, insist that this decision fully embraces the vision. Do not compromise vision. Seek win/win.
Self and Family Care:
Schedule regular days off and vacations to prevent burnout.
Meet with a therapist/counselor or fellow pastor monthly for personal support and guidance. This allows me to insulate my family from the conflict and gives me someone to talk with. 
Protect family time and establish clear boundaries between work and personal life.
Implementation Plan:
Timeline
Months 1-2: Conduct individual meetings. Form a Vision Strategy Team. Find/create conflict training for the Church. Work on the Vision and Values message series. Find a counselor/accountability partner and meet monthly. CELEBRATE VISION! 
Months 3-4: The Vision Strategy Team begins meeting and begins the collaborative process. Preach the vision and values series and successfully implement the covenant form for people to sign. Work with each committee on the CONTINUUM OF CONGREGATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS. Finalize conflict training. CELEBRATE VISION!
Months 5-6: Implement conflict training. If the negative people continue gossiping and being negative, confront them in a carefully crafted meeting and use the signed covenant that addresses gossip. Implement new vision strategies that are congregationally led. CELEBRATE VISION.
Months 7-12: Ongoing evaluation and adjustment of strategies. Change the leadership as Kris Tenny-Brittian advises, moving the right people into the right place. CELEBRATE VISION.
Support Needed:
· Full buy-in and active participation from the Lead Pastor, staff, and the elder board.
· Administrative support for communication and logistics.
· A dedicated prayer team committed to daily intercession for the Church’s vision and leadership.
· A mentor or coach to provide personal guidance and support.
Potential Obstacles:
· Resistance from influential longtime members.
· Lack of willingness to embrace the vision. 
· Personal discouragement and potential burnout.
· Financial challenges if some members choose to leave.
· Leadership compromising the vision to make unhappy people, happy.
Accountability Partner:
I have arranged a call with Pastor Jerod Breakiron, a trusted pastor, on the first Tuesday of each month for the following year. These meetings will provide an opportunity to discuss progress, receive guidance, and maintain accountability throughout the conflict resolution process.
Conclusion:
The conflict at First Christian Church of Van Alstyne presents both challenges and opportunities. By implementing this comprehensive strategy with prayer, patience, and perseverance, we believe we can navigate this conflict and emerge as a stronger, more united church. We aim to honor our rich heritage while embracing our future, truly helping people "find full life in Jesus Christ."
This strategy is 100% commitment to vision and values. This will guide our actions and decisions throughout the conflict resolution process and beyond. Agreed-upon vision & values is a WIN/WIN scenario.
We should not expect an easy outcome. Conflict is work! If we have a vision worth fighting for, then we must be prepared to stand against conflict. Compromise is not the answer. Embracing and embodying the vision is the answer.
By addressing this conflict with wisdom, compassion, and a focus on our shared values and mission, we can not only resolve the current issues but also set a foundation for healthy growth and unity in the years to come. Through this process, we aim to demonstrate that respecting tradition while embracing necessary change is possible, ultimately creating a church that can effectively minister to all generations and continue to grow God's kingdom.
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