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Conflict Competence 
facing our personal and organizational conflicts with insight, self-reflection, 

composure, and hope 

 
Let’s remember the context for this module—the LAICC Resiliency System. We define resiliency 
as “an ability to recover from or easily adjust to misfortune or change.” We seek a resiliency that 
is transformative, the ultra-resilience of a system’s increasing capability to thrive and gain from 
disorder and surprise. Inevitably, misfortunes, disorders, changes, and even good surprises lead to 
different responses, and often conflict. 
Conflict competence is one of the most important skills in marriage, family, and the workplace 
and is also essential in church, especially around problems and proposed changes. 
The Los Angeles International Church of Christ is the longest-lasting flagship church of the 
International Churches of Christ. Leadership changes, structural changes, philosophical changes, 
and administration changes involve much risk and many benefits. Over the last twenty years the 
cultural change in LA toward consensus building and cooperating in place of yesteryear’s “being 
told what to do” has come with plenty of conflict. The organizational change from top-down 
thinking to guided collaboration has not always been smooth. All these developments have 
required attention to bylaws, covenants, and how we tell the story of our church. Conflict is one 
of the greatest teachers for individuals and institutions. 
How can we observe conflict competence? Personal conflict competence is evident when someone 
can manage their own conflicts through being self-aware, listening, and being answerable to 
others. Organizational conflict competence is evident when its representatives respectfully 
navigate uncomfortable conversations, keeping its North Star in mind. 

 
UNDERSTANDING 

Where Do We See Conflict? 
(1) God 
(2) Self 
(3) Family 
(4) Believers 
(5) Outsiders 

(6) The declared interests of the 
community 

(7) The law 
(8) With reality 

 

Let’s Get Practical 
This module can be most meaningful for you by thinking of real-life situations. 

(1) Name a conflict that you managed in an excellent manner. 
(2) Name one in which you contributed to the failed outcome, and now seems beyond 

repair. 
(3) Name one that is occurring right now and could use attention. 
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Where Do Struggles That Affect Relationships Originate? The Whys 
 

(1) Unhealthy forms of ambition and envy (James 3:14–16) 
(2) Wants (1 Peter 2:11) 
(3) Differences (Acts 6, 15) 
(4) Grievance, being wronged (2 Cor. 7:2–13) 
(5) Injustice, such as favoritism or inconsistent discipline (1 Cor. 5:1–6:8) 
(6) Reprisal for speaking up about a wrong (Luke 3:19–20) 
(7) Miscommunication, misinformation, et cetera 
(8) Differences of culture and values 
(9) Insecurity 
(10) Wellness conditions 

 

What Do We Have Congregational Conflicts About? 
 

(1) Worship Styles (Music) 
(2) Structure 
(3) Demographics (Generational, Ethnic) 
(4) Leadership Inclusion  
(5) Resource Allocation 
(6) Core Values 
(7) Philosophy & Methodology 
(8) Selection of Leaders  
(9) Worship Locations, Buildings 
(10) Leader & Member Expectations 
(11) Processes 

 
Let’s Talk About the Benefits of a Well-Managed Conflict 

 
(1) Insight about oneself 

(2) Many other forms of learning 
(3) Bonds forged through resolving a matter 

(4) Helping make it a lessons-learned story to benefit others 
(5) Progress achieved through persevering 
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How Do We Get Ahead of Conflict? 
(1) Self-examination. Around 580 BC the prophet Jeremiah wrote, “Let us examine our 

ways and test them, and let us return to the Lord” (Lamentations 3:40, emphasis mine). 
(2) Less than two hundred years later, in 399 BC, Socrates reportedly said at his famous 

trial, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” 
(3) Aviation illustration. Pilots say that a plane is off course over much of the flying time 

due to wind currents, barometric pressure, and so forth. So the pilot must be vigilant in 
making continual corrections to bring the plane back on course. Avoiding such 
calibration can mean getting very far off course. 

(4) Leadership illustration. In an early church consultation, I used the word “calibration” 
to describe the benefits of conflicts, crisis, and taking the consultation. By the end of 
the three-month engagement several of the previously conflicted members and leaders 
were saying things like, “My thinking has been calibrated…” or “My way of 
responding to conflict has been calibrated.” 

 
We Are products of Two Overlapping Phases in Our Life: Formation and Socialization 

(1) Formation. During the formative years we had little or no control over who or what 
would be in our life: family members and other influencers, as well as experiences, the 
places we lived, education, religion, entertainment, and culture. 

(2) Socialization. As we matured and aged, we had new socialization options—peer 
groups, education, mentors, interests, books, movies, careers, and ongoing 
development of our skills. 

(3) Our first impulsive response to conflicts is largely influenced by formation, and our 
ability to improve how we navigate conflict is influenced by socialization choices. 

 
 

TRANSFORMATIVE PRACTICES 
 

#1 Practice Active Listening 
 

(1) Be aware of your nonverbal behaviors (face, eyes, arms, and posture). 
(2) Pay attention to the speaker instead of your own thoughts. 
(3) Practice nonjudgment. 
(4) Accept the place of silence. 
(5) Paraphrase. 
(6) Ask questions. 
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#2 Strive to Calm Down Your Brain 
 
Imagine that you are part of a high-stakes conflict around a decision that could change your 
ministry for decades to come. The situation involves one group desiring to build or buy a building 
for reaching the community, and another group that believes this decision will handcuff the church 
financially. And imagine that each group feels the other group is acting subversively. 
You are the representative for one side, meeting with the representative for the other, and five 
minutes before the scheduled meeting you receive uncorroborated information that angers you. 
Many people are depending on you to make your case. Unsurprisingly, the matter quickly becomes 
contentious. But surprisingly, you react and speak up in ways that alarm even you. 
Situations that erupt in our lives are not only about the issues. They are about pressures on us, the 
way we are wired. In other words, our responses to conflict involve biological and emotional 
components. For our purposes, a simplified understanding of our brain stem is reduced to three 
parts: 

 
 
amygdala—reptilian, for self-
preservation 

 
hippocampus—for memory, 
learning, and emotions 
 
prefrontal cortex—for nuance, 
reasoning, creativity, and 
perceptions  
 

 
How do we calm down during a high-stakes conflict? 

(1) Catch your breath. It can take a few minutes to return to calm if we’ve been through a 
reactive interchange. You can take a bathroom break or suggest a break. 

(2) Stop and reflect. Ask yourself if other, unrelated matters from the past are affecting you 
now. For example, a horrific car accident can damage someone’s amygdala and affect 
their fear processing. The same is true for other scarring events. 

(3) Set reasonable expectations for each discussion. A low expectation surpassed is better 
than a high expectation never met. 
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#3 Discuss Your “Conflict Style” with Close Relationships 
 
Each of us tends to have a default in response to conflict in relationship to prioritizing Goals 
(outcomes, tasks, and expectations) and Relationship. These are Compete, Avoid, Accommodate, 
Compromise, and Collaborate 
It is a mistaken tendency to believe that some of these responses are always bad or always good. 
The context is important. A question: “When reading the Gospels, how many of these responses 
can we see Jesus using when he encounters people who have different goals and expectations?” 

 

 
 
There is a Conflict Management Questionnaire at the end of the notes for this module. Use this 
test with another person you interact with frequently.  

(1) Discuss what it means for your roles. 
(2) Is your default response the same or different based on how you function in the 

household, the workplace, or in the church? 
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#4 Go Below the Line 
 

Sometimes our conflicts are related to things that we may not be in touch with. Reflect on: 
(1) Subconscious biases about issues, individuals, gender, race, ideals 
(2) Obscured “pony in the race” 
(3) Hopes and dreams 
(4) Fears 
(5) Identity 

 

#5 Seek Coaching 
When we seek assistance with our conflicts, rather than digging in, denying, or just moving on, we 
are making room for learning, growth, and better outcomes. Consider these roles:  

(1) Mentor 
(2) Teacher 
(3) Bridge-builder 

(4) Mediator / Peacemaker 
(5) Arbiter 
(6) Healer 

 

#6 Go to the Balcony 
When we find ourselves in an interpersonal conflict, we have some choices. One of them is to 
imagine that we are watching ourselves from a short distance. In a poorly managed conflict, we 
are easily hurt by the thoughts of those we conflict with. 

This confusion of being “hurt” with being damaged makes it seem as though the feelings 
of the listener or reader were not their own responsibility, or as though they had been 
helplessly violated by another person’s opinion. If our bodies responded that way to 
“insults,” we would not make it very far past birth. 

—Edwin H. Friedman, A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix 

 
(1) Look at your conflict or dispute from a seat in the balcony to determine how you come 

across to others. 

(2) Decide what “another you” would tell you.  
(3) Conflict is sometimes described as a dance. (See the section “The Conflict Dance”) 
(4) Decide what message you want to send from your behaviors, words, and decisions to 

those who observe your dance. 

 
Conclusion 

If we continue to improve our conflict competence, we will be able to maintain our composure for 
important junctures of family, the workplace, and church engagements.  
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Conflict Management Questionnaire 
 
Directions: Answer the questions by indicating how you would behave rather than how you think 
you should behave. Each question provides a strategy for dealing with conflict. Rate each 
statement on a scale of 1 to 4.  

 
1 = Rarely  2 = Sometimes 3 = Often 4 = Always 

 
1. I explore issues with others to find solutions that meet everyone’s needs. _______ 

2. I try to negotiate and adopt a “give-and-take” approach to problem situations. _______ 

3. I try to meet the expectations of others. _______ 

4. I generally argue my case and insist on the merits of my point of view. _______ 

5. When there is a disagreement, I gather as much information as I can to keep the lines of 
communication open. _______ 

6. When I find myself in an argument, I usually say very little and try to leave as soon as possible. 
______ 

7. I try to see conflicts from both sides. What do I need? What does the other person need? What 
are the issues involved? _______ 

8. I prefer to compromise when solving problems and just move on. _______ 

9. I find conflicts challenging and exhilarating. I enjoy the battle of wits that usually follows. 
_______ 

10. Being at odds with other people makes me feel uncomfortable and anxious. _______ 

11. I try to accommodate the wishes of my friends and family. _______ 

12. I can figure out what needs to be done, and I am usually right. _______ 

13. To break deadlocks, I would meet people halfway. _______ 

14. I may not get what I want, but it is a small price to pay for keeping the peace. _______ 

15. I avoid hard feelings by keeping my disagreements with others to myself. _______  
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How to Score the Conflict Management Questionnaire: 
As stated, the fifteen statements correspond to the five conflict resolution styles. To find your 
preferred style, total the points in the respective categories. The one with the highest score indicates 
your most commonly used strategy. The one with the lowest score indicates your least preferred 
strategy. However, if you are a leader who must deal with conflict on a regular basis, you may find 
your style to be a blend of multiple styles. 

 
Style Corresponding Statements: Total: The numbers represent the 15 questions 

� Collaborating: 1, 5, 7 _______ 
� Competing: 4, 9, 12 _______ 

� Avoiding: 6, 10, 15 _______ 
� Accommodating: 3, 11, 14 _______ 

� Compromising: 2, 8, 13 _______ 
 

Brief Descriptions of the Five Conflict Management Styles 
Accommodating: Cooperating to a high degree where you may have to give in to maintain 
relationships 
Pros: Minimizes injury when we are outmatched; relationships are maintained 

Cons: Breeds resentment; exploits the weak 
Avoiding Style: Nonconfrontational approach 

Pros: Does not escalate conflict; postpones difficulty 
Cons: Unaddressed problems; unresolved issues 
Collaborating Style: Problems are solved in a way for all involved to get what they want and 
negative feelings are minimized. 

Pros: Creates mutual trust; maintains positive relationships; builds commitments 
Cons: Time consuming; energy consuming 

Competing Style: Authoritarian approach 
Pros: Goal-oriented; quick 

Cons: May breed hostility 
Compromising Style: Middle-ground approach 

Pros: Useful in complex issues without simple solutions; all parties are equal in power 
Cons: No one is ever really satisfied 
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The Conflict Dance 
 
Stand Down—stopping behaviors that you are told are intimidating or combative 

• Proverbs 14:29, 15:18, 19:19, 22:24–25, 29:22 

 
Stand Apart—setting a good example in the midst of disorder 

• James 3:13–18 

 
Rise Above—responding to poor reactions with personal calmness during your 
disagreements 

• Proverbs 17:27  

 

Step In—expressing the truth with love in order to be helpful 

• Ephesians 4:15, 25–27  

 

Stoop Below—humbling yourself to fair criticism and guidance of mature people 

• Psalm 25:9; Proverbs 15:3, 13:18; 1 Peter 5:5–7 

 
Step Up—facing the responsibility of your past decisions and reactions 

• Luke 6:45, 19:8 

 
Step Back—letting false accusations toward you miss their target with a factual story or total 
silence 

• Acts 24:10–16; Hebrews 12:1–3  

 

Stay Calm—staying put in a relaxed way when under unfair attack 

• Ecclesiastes 10:4 

 

Step Down—gladly accepting objective third-party mediation or arbitration 

• Matthew 18:15–18; Acts 15:1–21 and Philemon 

 

 


