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By Steve McCutchan 

LAYING A PEACEFUL FOUNDATION 

A pastor and session draws the congregation’s attention to the recent conflicts both within the denomination and between churches 
over the last fifty years. With that in mind, the leadership has invited the pastor to lead the congregation in a discussion of a healthy 
approach to conflict among Christians. 

Tell them that the initial conversation will be through a series of email exchanges. While anyone can opt out, the leadership invites 
everyone with an email address to participate in this initial conversation among the whole congregation.  

As you move through the phases, there may be several email exchanges during each phase. 

The pastor begins the email contact with the membership by engaging them in an exchange around the topic of historic conflict 
within the church. Your first message would be like this:  When you hear about or even experience conflict in the church, how does it 
make you feel? Do you want to say, “If the church was really Christian, there would not be any conflict?” I hope you don’t consider 
this, but some people even think about moving to another church to avoid the experience of conflict. So I want to begin our 
conversation by looking at church conflict from an historical perspective. 

Would it surprise you to know that conflict in the church began with the disciples? It is recorded among Jesus’ first disciples. “An 
argument arose among them as to which one of them was the greatest.” (Luke 9:46) Lest you think that was just an early weakness 
that was overcome, later Luke records right after Jesus had instituted the Lord’s Supper “A dispute also arose among them as to 
which one of them was to be regarded as the greatest.” (Luke 22:24)  The struggle continues as seen in the writings of Paul. “Now I 
appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no 
divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose.” (1 Corinthians 1:10) 

LET’S PLAY A GAME 

I want to invite you to play a game, first in an email exchange and then later, if there is interest, perhaps at a church gathering. The 
first stage of the game goes like this. I will identify 8 historical arguments given for church division and identify 3 major splits in the 
historical church. You are asked to see if you can identify which causes are associated with which major church separations. Email 
me your responses, and in a later email, I will identify what I have discovered historically. 

Some of the reasons given for major division in the church are: 

1. Who is responsible for the proper ordination of candidates for the ministry? 
2. Should the leaders of the church speak the same language? 
3. Should the Eucharist bread be leavened or unleavened? 
4. To what degree does your behavior determine your salvation? 
5. When thinking of Jesus the Christ, is the most important attribute his humanity or his divinity? 
6. Should assistance to the poor be a major or minor focus of the church? 
7. What style of worship is appropriate for the church? 
8. Should members of the church be asked to pledge loyalty to a power beyond their nation’s government? 

The three major historical divisions we will begin with are: 

A The Great Schism of 1054 that led to the split between Eastern Orthodoxy and the Western Roman Catholic Church, 

B The Protestant Reformation, 

C The split between the Anglican Church and the Methodist Church. 

To simplify your response, just put down the letter followed by the numbers you think identify the issues for that division. 
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LET’S LOOK AT PRESBYTERIANS 

The second stage of guiding your congregation about how to respond to conflict in the church will follow after you have shared with 
them the responses to the first phase. You should continue to email the entire congregation and not just those who participated in 
the first phase. If a number of people participated in the first phase, there may be some buzz around the conversation by now. There 
will be those who don’t actively participate but will follow the conversation as it develops. 

In the first stage, you invited the congregation to play a game testing their awareness of major historic church conflicts and their 
causes. The second phase is to bring it a little closer to home by looking at conflict within the Presbyterian denomination. You can 
get the type of information I’m sharing here by using a search engine like Google. By about the third stage of your interaction, after 
their interest is peeked, you might suggest that this is a source of further information. 

Begin by reminding them that you are examining the area of conflict in the denomination. Last time you noted that conflict has been 
a part of the church from the beginning, and you specifically looked at some major historic splits in the Body of Christ. 

 PRESBYTERIAN GAMES 

In this part of the game, you are looking at the Presbyterian Church in this country. Currently within the United States some of the 
major Presbyterian denominations are: 

A. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

B. The Cumberland Presbyterian Church 

C. The Presbyterian Church in America 

D. The Evangelical Presbyterian Church 

E. ECO–A Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians 

F. The Orthodox Presbyterian Church 

G. The Bible Presbyterian Church 

H. The Reformed Presbyterian Church 

I. The Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church 

Each of these denominations was established as a result of conflict over some issues about which people were deeply concerned. 
Your task is to look at the issues as listed below and see if you can match the issues with some of the nine denominations listed. 
Some of the issues may be associated with more than one of the denominations. 

ISSUES THAT HAVE SPLIT US 

Some of the issues that contributed to separation into different denominations were: 

1. Biblical Authority: Is the Bible the inerrant word of God? 
2. Confessions of Faith: Are we guided by several confessions or should the Westminster Confession take priority? 
3. Are there Essential Tenets of Faith to which all ordained officers must adhere? 
4. Is the property of a local congregation held in trust for the denomination or does it belong to the local congregation? 
5. Should women be ordained to the ministry? 
6. Should gay people be ordained to the ministry? 
7. Should same sex couples be permitted to marry? 
8. Does final authority on disputes rest with the local congregation or the denomination? 
9. Should the primary emphasis of the church be evangelism? 
10. Can everyone be saved or only a select few? 
11. Can only Christians be saved? 
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MATCHING ISSUES & DENOMINATIONS 

See if you can identify which of the eleven beliefs are held by the Presbyterian denominations listed? 

Make your list of denominations—A through I—and following each alphabetical letter identify by number the issues that you think 
are essential for that denomination. 

Invite them to identify which of these issues are important in today’s church. This will be for a later exchange. 

Invite them to send their response to you and you will share a summary of your responses. 

BRINGING IT HOME 

The third stage of your interchange is to bring the discussion closer to home. Ask people to make a list of up to seven issues that 
they think may be a source of tension among the several churches in your community. Ask them to look at their list and note where 
these are the same or different issues that divided churches in the past. You might make note of the fact that frequently people 
forget the issues that caused a division, but the denominations remain separated. 

From their list, ask them to identify the top two or three that they think might be of serious concern for members of your 
congregation. Tell them that when you receive their suggestions, you will prepare an anonymous composite of the main issues that 
were identified. 

Send back to them the composite list, ask them to take one or more of the issues and see if they can state in one or two sentences 
the essence of the issue. This is not to argue the issue but to describe what the issue is all about. For example, people are divided 
over whether to use real wine in the Lord’s Supper. 

HEALTHY CHURCH CONFLICT 

The focus of this interchange with the congregation is how Christians can be involved in healthy conflict. 

Remind them that the issue we are exploring is not whether to have conflict in this community of humans known as the church, but 
how to engage in conflict in a healthy manner that builds up the church rather than divides it. 

Invite them to read how conflict arose among Jesus’ first disciples as recorded in Luke 22:24-27 and other places in the Gospels. 
Note that in this passage, Jesus saw the dispute as reflecting the way the world engages in power struggles. Encourage them to 
continue to read Paul in 2 Corinthians 18-19 speaking of conflict in a church serving a healthy benefit. “It is no bad thing, either, that 
there should be differing groups among you so that those who are to be trusted among you can be clearly recognized.” (NJB) 

DIVISION IS THE ISSUE 

The issue is not conflict but division in the church. Paul speaks to this in 1 Corinthians 1: 10-13 “Now I encourage you, brothers and 
sisters, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ: agree with each other and don’t be divided into rival groups. Instead be restored with 
the same mind and the same purpose. 

11
 My brothers and sisters, Chloe’s people gave me some information about you, that you’re 

fighting with each other. 
12

 What I mean is this: that each one of you says, “I belong to Paul,” “I belong to Apollos,” “I belong to 
Cephas,” “I belong to Christ.” 

13
 Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you, or were you baptized in Paul’s name?” (CEB) 

Healthy conflict enables us to clearly face the issues before us but to do so in a manner that benefits the whole church. As we 
explore this as a church, you are invited to consider how any church discusses their differences and seeks the truth in a healthy 
manner. Paul gave some guidelines when he said, “Therefore, as a prisoner for the Lord, I encourage you to live as people worthy of 
the call you received from God. 

2
 Conduct yourselves with all humility, gentleness, and patience. Accept each other with love, 

3
 and 

make an effort to preserve the unity of the Spirit with the peace that ties you together. 
4
 You are one body and one spirit just as God 
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also called you in one hope. 
5
 There is one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 

6
 and one God and Father of all who is over all, through all, 

and in all. (Eph 4:1 CEB) 

YOUR GUIDELINES 

Consider the witness we could make in our society if we could demonstrate to people who are very familiar with ideological splitting 
and fighting that there is a better way. As a first step, is to ask you to write down four guidelines that you would suggest for our 
church when we want to discuss a difficult issue. 

If you will send me your suggested guidelines, I will work with a task force from our session to compose a framework to guide us. 
When that has been developed, I will send it back out to everyone for their comments. We are not looking for a set of rules but a 
vision of how we can be faithful as we tackle significant issues both in our church and our society. 

ONE BODY DIFFERENT IDEAS 

Once the guidelines have been shared with the congregation, enter a fourth phase. In this exchange, ask them to consider these 
comments from Ephesians: 

We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by people’s trickery, by their craftiness 
in deceitful scheming. 

15
 But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 

16
 from 

whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, 
promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love. (Eph 4:14 NRS) 

YOUR INVITATION 

Thank you for participating in this online experience. I have two final questions: 

1. Was this a good experience that you would enjoy participating in again on other subjects? 
2. Would you like to conclude such experiences with a class or church supper where we could share our experiences? 

 


