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Mediation Basics 
essentials for conciliation when offenses and relationship problems disrupt the 
proper functioning of the church body 

 
Some of the main biblical terms and/or functions used to describe third-party problem-solvers are: 

 
(1) Tribal Official (Deut 1:15) 

(2) Repairer (Isa 58:12) 
(3) Intercessor (Job 9:32–35, 16:20) 

(4) Mediator (Isa 29:21 HCSB) 
(5) Prophet-Judge (Judg 4:5) 

(6) Priest-Judge (Ezek 44:24) 

(7) Peacemaker (Mt 5:9) 
(8) Wise one (Eccl 9:15) 

(9) Moderator (Acts 15) 
(10) Advocate (Phm 8–22) 

 
Topics Covered 

 
(1) Biblical Principles for Addressing Disputes and Conflicts 

(2) The Concept of Transformative Mediation 
(3) Types of Conflict in a Congregation 

(4) The Mediator’s Priorities 
(5) A Mediation Roadmap 

(6) Mapping a Conflict 
(7) The Oath of the Mediator 

(8) The Ten Commandments of Transformative Mediation 
 

Concluding Thoughts 
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Biblical Principles for Addressing Disputes and Conflicts 
 
The use of a third party to resolve a dispute is found throughout Scripture in both explicit and 
implicit texts. The chief texts of three phases of development are broken up into the Judaic system, 
amendments by Jesus Christ, and apostolic references. 

 

The Judaic System and Examples 
Ex 18:1–17; Deut 1:9–18—graduated system in which the tiers are based on task competence and 
ability to oversee and not on personality or previous status 
Deut 16:18–20—local judges, act fairly, impartiality, and seek justice alone 
Deut 17:1–7, 19:15–21—investigate thoroughly, convict only on multiple witnesses, and punish 
malicious witnesses with punishment of the crime that they accused others of 

Deut 19:1–3; Num 35:6–32—safe havens for refuge against inappropriate judgments 
Ex 21:23–24; Deut 19:11–13; Lev 24:17–21—payback/vengeance killings—*OT only 
Deut 25:1–3—a court must be set up for Israel to acquit the innocent and punish the guilty with 
measures to ensure no excessive penalties, which would hurt court credibility 

Others: 2 Sam 12:1–14; 1 Kings 3:16–28; Ezek 18:5–8 
 

Amendments by Jesus Christ 
Mt 5:23–26—alleged offender is to approach the offended toward reconciliation 

Mt 5:38–42—an end to payback/vengeance—*NT change 
Mt 7:1–6—a caution about projecting accuser’s issues on accused 

Lk 6:27–31—a hurt is something that you can get over—like a slap or minor theft 
Lk 17:1–4; Mt 18:6–9—harms are things that cause people to sin 

Mt 18:15–20, ref. Deut 19:15–19—a process for confronting an offender 
 

Apostolic References 
Acts 15—issues are moderated through narrative, representation of various parties, exegesis, past 
precedent, and an intuitive process 
1 Cor 6:1–11—disputes are to be resolved through believers who are competent to hear and judge 
such cases, not before the public 
2 Cor 7:8–11—an apologia is a suitable answer from the accused 
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The Concept of Transformative Mediation 
 
There are three basic kinds of mediation that are recognized in the world—facilitative, evaluative, 
and transformative. The facilitative approach is very formal and is concerned with a fair and 
productive process but stops short of advising the parties on possible solutions, either individually 
or collectively. An evaluative model is used by many Western Hemisphere court systems as an aid 
for disputing parties to reach resolutions; this is done by pointing out the strengths and weaknesses 
of their cases and predicting what a judge or jury would be likely to conclude. 
Consulting in congregations usually uses the transformative approach, which is facilitative but it 
differs in three ways in that: 1) it empowers the parties as much as possible and considers all the 
parties’ related needs, interests, values, and points of view, 2) the mediator may also act as coach 
in order to help the individuals to be their best and seek ways to preserve the relationship in the 
best possible manner, and 3) it seeks to leverage lessons learned and transform the relationship 
and possibly even the greater community.  This is the approach that I use most often, but an 
evaluative approach is called for if the matter requires arbitration, such as the settlement of a 
business dispute between members. 

 
Types of Conflict in a Congregation 

 
Conflicts often occur when there are changes in the congregation—spiritual, structural, 
theological, missional, directional, or cultural. Sometimes they involve worship tastes, meeting 
philosophies, disagreements on how discipline was carried out, lack of clarity on how decisions 
are made, and various methodologies. Those challenges can often be resolved by careful 
moderation approaches like we see in Acts 15. 
This session is about interpersonal conflicts, which can be connected to the things I’ve just 
mentioned. But interpersonal conflicts often have hidden elements, or even hidden parties in the 
conflict. The focus here is on resolving the matter to the degree that the relationship is repaired.  
The common causes of conflict in the early church include: 

(1) Partners in ministry split over disagreement (Acts 15:36–40) 
(2) Cliques (1 Corinthians 1:10–12, 11:17–22) 

(3) Personal and spiritual immaturity (1 Corinthians 3:1–3) 
(4) A case of a believer allegedly cheating another believer (1 Corinthians 6:1–8) 

(5) Poor choices and people-pleasing under pressure (Galatians 2:11–12) 
(6) Prominent individuals cannot get along (Philippians 4:2–3) 

(7) People treat rich believers better than poor believers (James 2:1–9) 
(8) Selfish ambition (James 3:16) 

(9) Covetous hearts (James 4:1–3) 
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Interpersonal conflicts most often occur today for those reasons in the following scenarios: 
(1) Envy toward another person 

(2) Jealously guarding one’s own authority, status, or privilege 
(3) Gossip or slander causing reputational damage 

(4) Misunderstanding in dealings or business disputes 
(5) Miscommunications or lack of communication 

(6) Unmet expectations of a relationship 
(7) Unmet expectations of personal advancement blamed on another person 
(8) Failure to perform in some way according to a promise, standard, or unstated 

expectation 

(9) Unhealthy family of origin issues transferred to others 
(10) Scapegoating, usually in the form of disproportional fault placed on a leader 

(11) Someone whose influence is too wieldy, and their behaviors are problematic 
 
 

A Mediator’s Priorities 
 

(An Exercise) 

 
The way you prioritize these goals will affect your ability to mediate a conflict. Select the top 
two or three priorities, in order. 

___ Obtaining the Real Picture about a Dispute/Conflict 

___ Achieving a Truthful and Just Outcome 
___ Protecting God’s Name in the Community 

___ Resolving the Relationships for the Long Run 
___ Saving Face for Person(s) of Selected Status, Ethnicity, or Gender 

___ The Well-Being/Rights of a Member of Society (i.e., congregation) 
___ Being Answerable for Your Impartial, Defendable, and Consistent Processes 

___ The Social Harmony of the Institution 
 

Some of these goals are admirable but will only be effectively achieved if we practice the highest 
priorities.  
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A Mediation Roadmap 
 
The way that individuals enter a mediation process can vary, depending on the congregation’s 
expectations and the relationship of the mediator to the parties. A quality mediation will usually 
involve formal invitation, a letter describing the process, preparations, and convening instructions. 
 

 
 

Invitation—the mediator receives a formal invitation and a brief initial summary of the problem 
Preparing for Mediation—a formal conversation between mediator and each party, describes a 
process, provides a letter of intent, obtains agreement, and provides directions to the parties. The 
parties in conflict are provided directions for their “presenting story” of the conflict. 
Convene—first meeting with the mediator and the parties (others might be included, depending 
on circumstances). Explain the process and guidelines. 

Intake—a time dedicated to listening, reflecting, reframing, and negotiating 
Optional Caucus—when anyone in the room thinks a break is needed for a private conversation 
with anyone else in the room. A caucus might be called by the mediator to counsel a distressed 
party or provide suggestions that are consistent with everyone’s best interests. 
Mapping the Conflict—the mediator will attempt to test a narrative that includes an integrative 
perspective of everyone involved. If successful, and the narrative is embraced, then the discussion 
will move to underlying drivers of the conflict. Root issues are often related to respect/disrespect, 
honor/dishonor, hopes/disappointments, and gains/losses. 
Apologia—the perspectives of the parties on all sides usually end up with some combination of 
explanation, defense, sorrow, and sense of responsibility. The parties will articulate their 
concluding perspectives in succinct statements. 
Outcomes—there are three possible statuses after a mediation has run its course: (1) Resolution, 
(2) Stuck but Open to Arbitration, and (3) Failure/Loss 
Message Out—the statement will either change the conflict, reveal mild progress with stuck-ness, 
or failure.  
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Mapping a Conflict 
 
Mapping is used to keep in view the most important aspects of a conflict. There are multiple 
approaches that a mediator may choose, out of personal preference. These include a physical 
timeline, columns of each party’s perspectives, or a coauthored narrative that is constantly revised. 
I use drawings called The Conflict Tree and The Bugle Weed.  
There are two purposes of using a creative device for mapping a conflict. First, if these devices are 
used during the mediation, they help the parties look in the same direction, side by side. Second, 
they can help the mediator understand the basic elements of the conflict. 
A timeline helps determine the order of events over the course of time. The use of columns helps 
keep tabs on things to be sorted through. A weed, such as the bugle weed shown below, can be 
used to show how an earlier conflict can mutate into later conflicts. I most often use the Conflict 
Tree because it factors in wide possibilities and uses the root system to address possible hidden 
drivers of a conflict. 
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Let’s look at one way the Conflict Tree can be used to map a conflict. You may never use this 
specific approach, but it can inform yours. We will begin with defining terms. 
The prologue is the essential preceding history, data, events, thoughts, and even early red flags 
prior to a conflict. The flashpoint is the moment including the location, circumstances, 
assumptions, first impressions, and feelings related to the conflict. The term boundaries refers to 
conventions, structure, laws, rules, norms, protocols, and standards of decorum that are normally 
adhered to and generally accepted. Constraints refers to limited resources, unchangeable factors, 
and even moods—things outside one’s control. 
The term relationship refers to history/dynamics, roles, personalities, and even the typical 
interactions of the parties. Values refers to core beliefs and paradigms, which might be religious, 
family, or culturally imprinted attitudes. And lastly, identity relates to ethnicity, generation, 
gender, and self-perception. 
Below the line, the root system is where we can appreciate emotions and the things that drive a 
conflict. When we pay close attention to good processes and carefully discuss possible outcomes, 
we can make progress. Let’s discuss practice, whether you use a copy of the Conflict Tree or use 
it conceptually. 

A. For multiple conflicts, begin with the first or more pressing flashpoint, whichever both 
parties can agree upon. Recurring conflicts will be addressed. 

B. Discuss the conflict’s prologue to establish a shared baseline and recall a time prior to the 
flashpoint. 

C. The flashpoint will be very revealing—take notes. Have each party talk, allowing each 
version to be heard with little or no interruption, only taking time to clarify and reframe. 

D. Populate the tree by writing perceptions. For instance, “You broke a confidence” goes 
under boundaries; “I didn’t have the money to pay you yet” goes under constraints; “You 
always play the race card whenever things don’t go your way” goes under identity. 

E. When someone is vulnerable about something like a fear, longing, desire for respect, or 
hope, place the key phrase in the roots. “Mark felt dishonored.” 

F. Whenever emotions rise, you can maneuver through them by respectfully recognizing 
them, and discussing the overall process and a range of possible and acceptable outcomes 
(possibly in private caucus). 

G. Attempt to replay a shortened version of the story as you, the mediator, have understood it 
up to this point. Graciously ask to reframe the story with your own language, including 
only the crucial perspectives where the parties differ. 

H. Use private caucuses for highly sensitive factors, to discuss risks, consider outcomes, and 
help a party with significant self-awareness issues. 

I. Work together on a summary statement (if resolution occurs, clarify apologia and work 
together on messaging out). 
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The Oath of the Mediator 
©2012 by Stephen F. Staten 

 
Principles. I solemnly pledge myself before God and in the presence of all parties, witnesses, and 
those impacted by the outcome of this mediation, to live by the principles I espouse and to practice 
my craft faithfully. I will do all in my power to maintain and elevate the standard of my profession, 
upholding confidences in accordance with common concepts of goodwill. 
Respect. While serving in unfamiliar settings I will strive to learn of the values of the parties in 
their social, cultural, and organizational context before and during convening. I am mindful that I, 
along with the parties, carry biases from personal identity, environment, experience, and education. 
In conflicts related to communities or organizations I will respect the value of recognized law, 
covenants, and other agreements. 
Reality. My commitment is aimed at a curious pursuit of a conflict’s prologue, staying objective 
with the narrative, and clearing negotiations from incongruous advantages, while staying mindful 
of the transcendent principles of justice. As such, I intend to probe the veracity of facts and stories, 
even if it means exploring external and veiled drivers that are at play in a dispute or conflict. 
Interests. My aim is to illuminate given conflicts to assist the parties toward resolving their crucial 
interests through best and just outcomes. I intend to be transparent about my relationships and 
compensations, and to show no favor toward any persons or to receive concealed gain from any 
outcomes. 
Impartiality. My main service as third party and mediator is serving the organization and 
individuals through impartiality. However, absolute neutrality is a myth because mediators have 
biases, opinions, and a finite number of experiences. In cases where conditions of great trust are 
evident, the idea of impartiality includes bi-partiality, when I may advise, coach, and even provide 
ideas for win-win outcomes. 
Effectiveness. In keeping with concerns of time and economics I will remind the parties of our 
shared duties of advance preparation, and follow an agreed-on process, maintaining punctuality. I 
will abstain from shortcuts and whatever appears coercive, and I will not accept or knowingly 
endorse ill-fated solutions. In the case of impasse on issues I will appeal to outside precedents for 
best correlating practices among comparable cases that concluded successfully.  
Endurance. In both settlement and resolution, I will devote myself toward ensuring robust 
outcomes that serve the most crucial needs of all parties, preparing them to withstand both 
anticipated and unexpected challenges to their relationship. 
 

Signed __________________________________________    Date ____________________ 
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The Ten Commandments of Transformative Mediation 
©2016 by Stephen F. Staten 

 
1. Serve as an Excellent Host—Be thoughtful in communication; select the setting for the 

appropriate mood; be mindful for seating arrangement, comfort breaks, and refreshments; 
and explain provisions for back-and-forth interchange. 

2. Prepare All Participants—Make sure that parties have been encouraged to be self-
reflective and ready to share their most salient perspectives in constructive and flexible 
terms. Likewise, the mediator is to have a clear mind and emotional centering. 

3. Seek a Clear Picture—Attempt to map a conflict for its context, underlying dynamics, 
obstacles, and interests. Do this by staying curious. Assist the parties to voice their 
perspective calmly and respectfully, and maintain a level playing field so that no one 
dominates the conversation. Again, stay curious. 

4. Strive for an Impartial Disposition—Your personal likes, preferences, and values are 
subservient to the greater good of the parties, which must be based on their interests. 

5. Avoid Prejudicial Actions—Remember that it is not your dispute, so avoid intentionally 
or inadvertently tipping the scales or showing private agreement with one party against 
another. 

6. Offer Private Suggestions in Line with Individual Interests—Use individual caucus to 
make suggestions that the party has not thought of, to brainstorm, to warn of unintended 
injury to their cause and/or help them be in good form. 

7. Make Open Recommendations with Permission—At impasses, ask the parties if you 
can float a “trial balloon” (an idea to consider) serving the interests of the parties. 

8. Respect Confidences—Do not divulge to anyone outside the mediation team any sensitive 
information or vulnerabilities that could be used against one party with another. 

9. Assume the Disposition as an Advocate for Each Person—Use opportunities to help 
each party step into the shoes of the other side, to see how they themselves come across 
and how their voice can be heard. 

10. Facilitate the Collaboration on the Outcome and ‘Message Out’—Once a resolution is 
achieved it is important to test it by considering scenarios of future interactions, and 
sometimes to consider the full impact of the matter and lessons learned on observers and 
others who may have been affected. 
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Concluding Thoughts 
 
This primer was designed to promote higher principles for resolving conflicts, because a 
congregation that is poor at handling conflicts will not be resilient. 
I also want to alleviate any anxiety that you might have experienced with this topic. To participate 
in a congregation’s resilience does not mean that you must be a mediator. That will relieve some 
of you. 
The real value of this material is not that you must do it, but that you will appreciate the worth of 
principled mediation, support the processes, and be mindful of the role you play in a problem as 
participant, witness, or advocate. When you see members in need of resolution you can press them 
to work it out or get help. Usually, one party feels the need more than the other. You can encourage 
both to sort it out, but beware of being roped in. 
If you find yourself in the role of mediator or comediator, don’t feel the pressure to clinically 
mimic what you read or heard in this module. The Oath of the Mediator and the Ten 
Commandments of Transformative Mediation can help you as much as anything else here. Stay 
curious. 


