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Chapter 1. Introduction – The Battlefield
The Language of War
I have never fought in a military battle, worn armour, or carried a
weapon. With a few exceptions, the same is true for most people I know. And
yet, we are captivated by stories of war. The late author and speaker, Rachel
Held Evans wrote about war in her book, Inspired: Slaying Giants, Walking on
Water, and Loving the Bible Again:
You don’t have to like war stories to be profoundly influenced by them…
From poems that immortalize revolutions in couplets, to viral videos of
soldiers arriving home to their families, few narratives have as much
influence over a culture’s identity than the legends of its most famous
military battles and heroes. Our war stories tell us where we come from,
what we value, who we fear, and what we hate. They haunt our literature,
our art, our monument-dotted landscapes.1
Beyond the references to literal wars, the very language of war threads
through our obituaries: “He lost his battle with cancer.” “She fought
courageously until the very end.”
We advise and encourage each other with the language of war: “Be kind,
for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.” We use the battle imagery of
Scripture with our brothers and sisters in Christ. “Fight the good fight of faith,”
we might say, echoing Paul’s words to Timothy in his first letter (1 Tim. 6:12).2

Rachel Held Evans, Inspired: Slaying Giants, Walking on Water, and Loving the Bible Again
(Nashville: Nelson Books, 2018), 70.
1

All Scripture quotations will come from the New International Version, 2011, unless
otherwise noted.
2

1

“Put on the full armour of God, so that you may take your stand against the
devil’s schemes” (Eph. 6:10) may serve as a good pep talk for your bullied child
on her way out the door for school. And when we are particularly exhausted, we
may take for ourselves Moses’ words to the Israelites before the Egyptians
reached them: “The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be still” (Ex. 14:14).
The songs we sing on Sunday mornings carry the battle imagery of
Scripture with triumphant tunes:
“Our God is the Lion of Judah, He’s roaring with power and fighting our
battles.”3
“There’s a shield in our hand and a sword at our side; there’s a fire in our
spirits that cannot be denied.”4
“I know who goes before me, I know who stands behind. The God of
angel armies is always by my side.”5
“Lord Sabaoth his name, from age to age the same. And he must win the
battle.”6

Big Daddy Weave, “Lion and the Lamb,” track 5 on Beautiful Offerings, Word, Curb,
Fervent, 2015, compact disc.
3

Robin Mark, “Lion of Judah,” track 9 on Revival in Belfast, Hosanna Music, 1999,
compact disc.
4

5 Chris Tomlin, “Whom Shall I Fear (God of Angel Armies),” track 3 on Burning Lights,
sixsteps, 2013, compact disc.

Martin Luther, “A Mighty Fortress,” (No. 776) in Lift Up Your Hearts: Psalms, Hymns, and
Spiritual Songs, (Grand Rapids: Faith Alive Resources, 2013).
6
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“Onward Christian Soldiers, Marching as to war, with the cross of Jesus
going on before.”7
“Stand up, stand up for Jesus, ye soldiers of the cross! Lift high his royal
standard, it must not suffer loss. From victory unto victory, his army shall we
lead till every foe is vanquished and Christ is Lord indeed.”8
In this broken world, there are battles and fights. There are wars and
enemies. But I am concerned that in our increasingly polarized cultures and
subcultures, we draw up battle lines too quickly, take up swords and shields too
readily, and enter conversations (whether they be on-line or in person) as if we
were entering a war, hoping to come out having conquered. Either that, or we
hop into a bunker, close the hatch, and avoid the conversations altogether.
This is nothing new, of course. In a world where the fittest survive, we
have been fighting with all available weapons and shields for millennia –
whether the weapons be made of steel or of flesh or the sounds produced from
our vocal cords. As the authors of the bestselling book, Crucial Conversations
write, “Countless generations of genetic shaping drive humans to handle crucial

7 Sabine Baring-Gould, “Onward Christian Soldiers,” (No. 522) in Psalter Hymnal (Gray),
(Grand Rapids: CRC Publications, 1987).

George Duffield, “Stand Up, Stand Up for Jesus,” (No. 559) in Psalter Hymnal (Gray),
(Grand Rapids: CRC Publications, 1987).
8
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conversations with flying fists and fleet feet, not intelligent persuasion and gentle
attentiveness.”9
One would think that after so much practice, we would have refined the
art of having difficult conversations. Journalist Bret Stephens laments our lack of
proficiency in a speech given in Australia in 2017: “It’s usually the case that the
more we do something, the better we are at it. Instead, we’re like Casanovas in
reverse: the more we do it, the worse we are at it. Our disagreements may
frequently hoarsen our voices, but they rarely sharpen our thinking, much less
change our minds.”10
Many of us have managed to limit the amount of face-to-face
disagreement in our lives by surrounding ourselves with friends and family who
agree with us most of the time. Some of us prefer to keep our on-line interactions
similarly limited. Anne Snyder, editor-in-chief of Comment Magazine, writes,
“Information overload has given way to selective digital diets that drive us into
tunnels of opinion, sequestering perspective if not knowledge itself. We selfselect and we ignore.”11

Kerry Patterson, et al., Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When the Stakes are High
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 2012), 5.
9

Bret Stephens, “The Dying Art of Disagreement,” Lecture, Lowy Institute Media
Award Dinner from Sydney, Australia, September 23, 2017, accessed November 18, 2020,
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/24/opinion/dying-art-of-disagreement.html.
10

Anne Snyder, “Persuading in a Divided Age: The Christian’s Privilege,” The Comment
Reader: Special Issue, (2013), 80-86, accessed October 13, 2020,
https://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/persuading-in-a-divided-age-the-christiansprivilege/.
11
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Conflict in the Church
In the context of the church, any number of things might trigger our fightor-flight responses:12 from interpersonal conflicts and staff disharmony to
theological disputes and ethical dilemmas. In the congregation that I serve as
pastor, just in this last year I have been tempted to fight or flee from a
conversation about a difficult performance review, a dispute over an Easter
anthem, a debate about whether or not to allow food and drink in the sanctuary,
and our denominational position on human sexuality.
In church conflicts, Scripture itself is used as a weapon. Both parties in the
conflict pull out their favourite texts to defend their positions. After all, we say,
isn’t the sword of the Spirit the Word of God (Eph. 6:17)? Both parties claim God
is on their side. Both point the finger at the other side with the same text of woe
and accusation in their hearts: “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil,
who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and
sweet for bitter” (Is. 5:20).
Some of the specifics of my own history of conflict engagement will
emerge in the chapters to follow. But to introduce the context for this project, I
will describe my current ministry context at Westside Fellowship Christian
Reformed Church (Westside).

12

See chapter 2 for a fuller explanation of anxious patterns of response.

5

Westside was planted out of the First Christian Reformed Church of
Kingston, Ontario, in 1984. A group of First CRC members felt led by God to
have a worshiping location on the west side of the growing city of Kingston, and
to define themselves as an agile community, open to the ever-transforming
movements of the Spirit.
Westside is currently a small and active congregation that accomplishes a
great deal for the Kingdom of God with ministries and programs that teach,
support, and inspire socially conscious activism. Westside gathers a group of
people who are generationally, theologically, and denominationally diverse in
background. We are primarily Caucasian, with our largest non-European
demographic being a few Filipino families.13 In the last several years, Westside
has resettled two refugee families and revitalized youth programming. Our
worship is vibrant, our giving is solid, our membership is stable, and people are
coming to know the Lord more deeply.
Approximately thirty years ago (and ten years into Westside’s life as a
worshiping body), conflicts began to swirl. The teaching and ministry approach
of the pastor at that time differed from the convictions of many Westsiders.

For context, according to the Census Profile of the 2016 Census, Kingston is made up of
only 9.7% visible minorities, as compared with nearly 30% visible minority in the province of
Ontario. “Kingston, CY [Census subdivision], Ontario and Ontario [Province]. Census Profile.
2016 Census,” Statistics Canada, Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 98-316-X2016001, Ottawa,
released November 29, 2017, accessed November 19, 2020, https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/censusrecensement/2016/dp-pd/prof/index.cfm?Lang=E.
13

6

Several members left Westside to go back to First CRC or to try other
denominations. Some members left the church entirely.
Westside has experienced a time of relative stability in the intervening
years, but when the council gathered for a retreat in the summer of 2015 to look
back on the church’s history, it became clear that the pain associated with the
tumult of the early 1990s still lingered in the collective memory of the
congregation. A conviction emerged that we as a congregation needed to get
better at engaging conflict and difficult conversation. This conviction led to the
development of a vision about becoming a more authentic community: “As we
abide in our authentic relationship with God, we will make Westside Fellowship
CRC a safe and authentic community where we can speak our truths in love, and
listen with love to the truths of others, including those of our surrounding
community.”14
Subsequent to naming this vision, we committed to becoming a restorative
congregation, accessing training in restorative practices through Shalem Mental
Health Network’s Faith CARE program. I will describe the goals of becoming a
restorative congregation more fully in chapter 3, but briefly, restorative
congregations use practices that ensure the hearing of as many voices as possible,

“Our Mission,” Westside Fellowship Christian Reformed Church, accessed November
19, 2020, https://www.wfcrc.ca/our-mission.
14
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welcome the experience of conflict as a transformative opportunity, and
implement reparative skills and tools in the wake of harm.15
While restorative practices have been helpful to Westside in resolving
interpersonal conflicts and in our attempts to make sure all voices are heard in
leadership meetings, there is a growing sense that we avoid the broader cultural
conversations and the larger and more deeply-seated congregational conflicts.
When I attempted to introduce the conversation about sexuality earlier in my
time at Westside, some wondered why we would even need to have that
conversation. When I suggested that it may be wise to unpack some of the
residual pain of our congregational history, a congregant encouraged me to be
careful not to open “Pandora’s box.” There were, in his mind, things in the past
that should be left well enough alone.
Our mutual inability or unwillingness to move forward with difficult
conversations is partly attributable to my own failure of nerve as a leader, but
can also be understood as communal conflict avoidance.
In his book, Disagreeing Virtuously, Olli-Pekka Vainio calls conflict
avoidance strategies “survival methods.” We adopt them in an attempt to
survive the postmodern reality of the multiplicity of voices:
Dealing with the uncertainty that the postmodern situation creates can
take various forms. One may retreat from the world to silence the different
voices, surrender to just one voice and obey it, make the boundary
between the self and other clearer and more visible by declaring others
See “FaithCARE,” Shalem Mental Health Network, accessed November 19, 2020,
https://shalemnetwork.org/services-in-communities/restorative-practice/faithcare.
15
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somehow suspect, or increase the number of choices and adopt a broadly
understood relativistic attitude. These survival methods are all likely to
create problems of their own.16
Westside holds these two realities in tension: our desire and vision to
engage well in difficult conversations and our current reluctance and incapacity
to engage in these kinds of conversations. In order to become a church made up
of people who are both able and willing to engage conflict well, we need to try
new ways of engaging conflict. And so the question that drove my research was
this: How will the people of Westside Fellowship CRC, represented by a sample
of its congregants, experience an intentional and extended difficult conversation?
The Colossian Way
To answer this question, I decided to use The Colossian Way,17 which is a
group of curricula developed by The Colossian Forum. The Colossian Forum began
forming in 2010, and has developed a number of small group series for
congregations who want to have conversations about difficult topics, and who
want to become the kinds of people who have these conversations well.
In their introduction to the leader’s guide for their curriculum on
sexuality, they write:
In a time of deep division between Christians, The Colossian Way is a
small group series built on hope. The name comes from the hope-filled
proclamation of Colossian 1:17: In Christ all things hold together.
Participants in The Colossian Way take up the practice of gathering
Olli-Pekka Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously: Religious Conflict in Interdisciplinary
Perspective, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 56.
17 “The Colossian Way: Lead Through Conflict,” The Colossian Forum, accessed
November 19, 2020, https://colossianforum.org/the-colossian-way-experience/.
16
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together and loving God and one another while engaging challenging
issues. We do this in the hope that, when done in faithful ways, we will
witness the body of Christ built up.18
In his introduction to All Things Hold Together in Christ, a Colossian Forum
Reader, editor James K.A. Smith articulates some foundational beliefs of The
Colossian Forum:
We believe that the church doesn’t need to know more, it needs to be
differently, act differently. And we believe our actions flow from our
character, from those habits and dispositions that we acquire. This is why
the center of The Colossian Forum’s vision is an ethical conviction that
resonates deeply with my argument in Desiring the Kingdom: we don’t
need more information deposited in our heads that will help us come up
with the answers; rather, we need to first undergo the formation of the
Spirit, who, by grace and through practice, makes us the kind of people
who are characterized by Christlike virtue—including the intellectual
virtues that enable us to pursue the truth.19
The Colossian Way curriculum takes a small group through ten 90-minute
sessions of facilitated conversation about a difficult topic. The groups are meant
to be as diverse as possible, with respect to genders, ages, and positions on the
topic. Each session begins by emphasizing our unity as brothers and sisters in
Christ, includes times of guided prayer, and creates an opportunity for each
participant to share their own story and perspective. Through a variety of videos,
The Colossian Way exposes the group to many viewpoints on the issue, and asks
questions to surface the conflict in the room.

18

The Colossian Way: Sexuality Leader Guide, (Colossian Forum), 2018, 2.

James K.A. Smith and Michael Gulker, eds., All Things Hold Together: A Conversation on
Faith, Science, and Virtue. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), xix-xx.
19
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I chose this curriculum in order to observe how Westside congregants
engaged a process and changed and developed over the course of the process.
Because The Colossian Way is an established program, I was less concerned about
the viability of the program, and more concerned with the congregants’ lived
experience of engaging the material and with how congregants changed from the
beginning to the end of an intentional and extended engagement of a difficult
conversation topic.
There are two different Colossian Way studies I could have chosen. The
Origins series explores the tension between evolutionary creation science and
young earth creation science. The Sexuality series focuses on the varying
Christian approaches to same sex attraction.20
With the blessing of our congregation’s elders, I chose the sexuality
curriculum, in part because of the fact that our denomination, the Christian
Reformed Church of North America (CRCNA), was anticipating a significant
study report on this issue.
As we prepared to engage this curriculum my hypothesis was that this
experience would decrease overall anxiety levels surrounding the topic of same
sex attraction, would increase people’s feelings of connection to each other and to
God, and would increase the participants’ sense of hope about having this

The Colossian Forum also has a series on American politics, which would not be as
helpful in a Canadian context.
20
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difficult conversation, specifically, and their sense of hope about having difficult
conversations, in general.
After choosing the curriculum, a young woman in our congregation came
out publicly as a lesbian. Just before she came out, I learned that she and her
parents had been silent about her orientation for years, thinking that once her
orientation was known, they would have to leave Westside. The very fact that
they did not experience Westside as a safe place to tell their story or to have a
conversation about their fears confirmed and underscored the wisdom and
importance of engaging this difficult conversation at this time.

Looking Ahead
In order to situate this project within the growing and interdisciplinary
field of conflict studies, I spent time reading the work of scholars and
practitioners in the restorative justice, nonviolent communication, and crucial
conversations movements. I studied theologians who have written about life at
the intersection between Christ and communities in conflict: Christena
Cleveland, Christine Pohl, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Rowan Williams. I also
engaged therapists and pastoral theologians who helped me to explore internal
conflict: Chuck De Groat, Allison Cook, and Kimberly Miller.
In chapter 2, I lay out the ways that we fail to engage conflict well in the
fields of our minds, our actions (including our words), and our affects. I then
revisit those fields in chapter 3, naming the hope for better conflict engagement
12

in all of them. In chapter 4, I explore the Field of fields, our hearts: the place
where our work as communities and God’s work come together in virtuedevelopment and spiritual discipline to shape us into the kinds of people who
engage conflict well. Chapter 5 describes the small group conversation project I
participated in and closely observed as a researcher, and chapter 6 closes this
work with my reflections from the postures of praise, lament, and hope.

13

Chapter 2. Conflict Failure
In this chapter, I explore the ways in which we fail to engage conflict well
in the fields of our minds, our actions and words, and our affects. I use parts of
my own story of conflict failure to illustrate some of the key concepts.
I left my last congregation in the midst of conflict. My former church was
and is a large church with three distinct congregations, one of which I pastored.
Although my relationship with my congregation was relatively calm and
conflict-free, the relationships between many staff members in the larger
organization were strained. As the conflict intensified, and in order to feel safe, I
avoided conversations with those with whom I disagreed, and engaged in
conversations with those with whom I found myself in agreement. At the same
time, I was interviewing with two other churches, hoping for a call away from
my church.
Just before I left, the council brought in a facilitator. He said two things
that have remained with me through the years. With respect to my avoidance of
a staff member, he said, not without compassion, “Heidi, you are just not able to
linger at the tension.” And that was so. In order to stay safe, I avoided lingering
at the tension.
The other piece of wisdom came by means of an exercise. The facilitator
gathered the staff and council for a Saturday retreat. He gave us each a marble
and said, “This marble represents something that you believe to be true about

14

your church. Hold on to that marble. Now, notice how tightly you’re holding on
to this truth. Notice how attached you are to this truth.” And then he told us that
the word attached means to be nailed to something. When we hold our thoughts
tightly, we have a hard time separating ourselves from our thoughts. We think
that we are our thoughts. We can’t or don’t look at our thoughts critically or with
curiosity, and we certainly have no space to consider the thoughts of others. The
facilitator encouraged us to open our hands and to detach ourselves a bit from
our most deeply held convictions about our church.
My brain did not want to do this. To open myself up with curiosity to
other perspectives or to “linger at the tension” with my colleague felt
uncomfortable, at best, and at worst, unsafe.
In the presence of conflict, we tend to position ourselves in relationship to
others in ways that we think will minimize pain and discomfort and maximize
safety and comfort. Sometimes we may even go so far as to engage in actions that
inflict pain on others. This conflict failure happens in the fields of our minds, our
actions and words, and our affects.
The Field of our Minds
Biases
All people have biases for or against people and ideas based on our
experiences and histories. Though there are many different kinds of biases, all of
them, to one degree or another enable us – as social psychologist and theologian,
Christena Cleveland, writes in her book, Disunity in Christ – to “preserve
15

cognitive energy.”1 Biases give us mental short cuts, alleviate cognitive
dissonance quickly, and keep our minds as comfortable as possible.
John Paul Lederach, in The Little Book of Conflict Transformation, writes:
We all have a certain tolerance for complexity, but we all reach our point
of saturation. When saturated, some of us cope by leaving, by getting out.
Others of us stay but try to find a quick fix or solution that makes the
complexity go away. Still others of us try to reduce the impact by ignoring
the multiple meanings and faces. We settle on a single explanation about
what is going on, then hold onto it doggedly and rigidly. Complexity
becomes the enemy.2
In the years leading up to my departure from my former church, the
council entered a discernment period, wherein they considered three different
options for the future of their multi-congregational structure: Option A) become
more unified, Option B) stay the same (i.e., keep doing what we were doing, but
do it better), Option C) become more distinct and perhaps untie from one
another as congregations. As the council (and later, the congregation) weighed
the pros and cons of the different options, various biases surfaced.3
Some of the leadership had been a part of similar discernment processes in
previous years. They had spent a lot of time forming and arguing for certain
points of view. In this new period of discernment, some of these leaders had a

Christena Cleveland, Disunity in Christ; Uncovering the Hidden Forces that Keep Us Apart
(Downers Grove: IVP Books, 2013), 49.
1

2

John Paul Lederach, The Little Book of Conflict Transformation (New York: Good Books,

2003), 54.
See Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 70-72, where he describes fully the biases illustrated
in the following paragraphs.
3
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hard time taking into account fresh ways of thinking. They displayed the
coherency bias, wherein they explained phenomena that created “internal conflict
in ways that balance[d] with [their] previous beliefs with minimal changes.”4
One could also see in the points they made the self-serving-my-side bias. Of this
bias, Vainio writes, “If we currently inhabit a clearly defined identity and have
well-argued convictions, it is harder for us to take into account the opposing
arguments and see their rationale.”5
The confirmation bias and the belief perseverance bias were also at play for
people on all sides of the conversation, whether their opinions had been
developed years before, or whether they were newer to the system. Once a side
was chosen, people gravitated toward stories and evidence that confirmed what
they already believed to be true, and persevered in these beliefs even when
alternative interpretations rose to the surface.
Another bias, the contrast effect, has to do with how options are framed. “If
an option is presented as a ‘moderate’ choice between two ‘extremes,’” Vainio
writes, “it is easy to respond to it positively compared to a situation where the
choice would have been presented without the same context.”6 The option to
continue doing the same thing, but to somehow do it better was attractive to
some because it was the least extreme option. It also had the advantage of

4

Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 70.

5

Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 70.

6

Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 72.

17

sounding the simplest. The simplest solution is not always the best solution, but it
is the one many prefer because it looks like it will take the least amount of any
kind of energy. This, too, is a bias.
When taken together and unchecked, biases like these are part of the
mental disposition of absolutism. “Absolutists hold on to their beliefs, and what
they perceive as expert opinions, with a high degree of certainty. Also,
absolutism naturally means that other relevant options are not viable.”7
Absolutism crystallizes biases - turning them into shields that defend and
swords that slice. Absolutism closes us off from the discomfort of complexity,
keeping us safe and comfortable in a tidy and small world. Cleveland would say
that those of us who are absolutists have a high need for what she calls cognitive
closure. We absolutists “tend to favor tidy answers (even if they are incomplete
answers) over true answers that are perhaps a bit abstract and untidy.”8 She goes
on to admit that “all people are more likely to succumb to the need for cognitive
closure when they believe that the benefits of premature closure outweigh the
costs of remaining open-minded.”9

Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 161. Absolutism stands in contrast to multiplism, another
problematic cognitive disposition. Vainio defines multiplists as those who “are of the opinion
that experts can be wrong and several theories might get it right, but we cannot really compare
different theories because, for example, experiences and emotions play such a strong role in belief
formation.” 161. I spend more time on absolutism, as the majority of people, according to Vainio
are absolutist by default.
7

8

Cleveland, Disunity, 128.

9

Cleveland, Disunity, 129.
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Absolutism is a mental posture of attachment to certain ideas and cut-off
from other ideas. But absolutism is not just about ideas. Absolutism also plays
out in our relationships with one another, fusing ties with those who share our
perspective, and creating cut-off from those who don’t share our perspective.
There are a couple of different postures we take toward the people with
whom we share perspective. Sometimes we are so desperate to fit in completely
with the group with whom we already mostly fit in that we fall prey to
groupthink.
Groupthink happens when the group members are so pressured into
putting forth a united front while making a decision that they fail to voice
legitimate differences in opinion. For fear of being perceived as dissenters
and abnormal group members, those with different opinions hide their
true opinions. Instead, they disingenuously voice agreement with the
other group members.10
If the group of which we are a part is a bit healthier, we may leave room
for nuance within the confines of our group. We see the variation and diversity,
as limited as it may be, within our most inner circle, but we look at those with
whom we strongly disagree as all of one sort. We paint people within our group
heterogeneously with fine brushes and a varied colour-palette and we paint
those outside of our group homogenously with a broad brush and fewer colours.
This bias is called the outgroup homogeneity bias. Cleveland writes, “By perceiving
the ingroup as heterogeneous and the outgroup as homogenous, group members

10
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are less likely to believe that their group would benefit from more diversity,
more likely to perceive the outgroup in unflattering and oversimplified, ways,
and more likely to believe that the outgroup has very little to offer them.”11
Each of us have many groups of which we are a part, and we are on the
outside of many other groups. Our ingroups and outgroups are divided along
the lines of politics, geography, race, socioeconomic background, gender,
religion, and more. The groups in which we find ourselves have sub-groups.
Certainly the broad group of Christianity is filled with subgroups. Cleveland
begins her book with the vulnerable admission that she sees some Christians as
the right kinds of Christians (her ingroup) and some as the wrong kinds of
Christians (the outgroup).
Rather than seeing people as distinct individuals within the body of
Christ, we often perceive them as nondistinct members of a cultural
subgroup. Consequently, the group categories that were intended to help
us preserve cognitive energy in our interpersonal interactions actually
serve to create unhelpful categorical boundaries between different
groups.12
In my former congregation, advocates of the different options stopped
seeing the three options as equally viable, scriptural, and defensible. They started
turning against the other options and the people who favoured them. To those
who entrenched themselves in Option A (more unification), the Option C people
(more diversity) were seen as divisive spirits in the body (i.e., the wrong kinds of
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Christians). The Option C people saw the Option A people as cult-like,
mindlessly following their leader, and unwilling to celebrate the diversity in the
body of Christ (i.e., the wrong kinds of Christians). Both Option A people and
Option C people saw the Option B people (just do what we do and do it better)
as lazy and unwilling to take on the work of transformation (i.e., the wrong kinds
of Christians).
We fail at conflict in the field of our mind when we operate with
unchecked biases and when we see other people and ideas through absolutist
lenses.
Problematic Mental Models of Conflict
The field of our mind is also a dwelling place for metaphors and mental
models about conflict itself. Some of these mental models may themselves
contribute to our conflict failure.
As I’ve already noted, one of the most common mental models for conflict
is that of a battlefield or war. This mental model for conflict contributes to us
seeing one another as competitors or enemies with the goal of winning or, at the
very least, not losing. I trust that this study and project will help us move toward
dismantling this mental model.
Another potentially problematic mental model for conflict is that of
turning up the heat in a pressure cooker. While this metaphor can be very useful,
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the fear that the contents of the pressure cooker will get too hot and explode may
keep people from engaging.13
Finally, in The Little Book of Conflict Transformation, John Paul Lederach
questions the helpfulness of the mental model of conflict resolution. Is conflict
something that we need to solve or resolve?
At its most basic, the language of resolution implies finding a solution to a
problem. It guides our thinking toward bringing some set of events or
issues, usually experienced as very painful, to an end. There is a
definitiveness and finality created in the language, when we add ‘re’ to
‘solution:’ We seek a conclusion. Resolution’s guiding question is this: How
do we end something that is not desired?14
The fact of the matter is that not all conflicts can be solved. Not all conflicts
should be entered with the goal of getting to the other side of them. Those who
see all conflicts in this way will be sorely disappointed, as perceived solutions to
the most difficult conflicts often lead to more conflict.
All of these mental models have the potential to contribute to conflict
failure insofar as they come with language and actions that can inordinately
escalate or inordinately de-escalate the work of healthy conflict.
Problematic Mental Models in Scripture

See Stacey Wieland and Karolyn DeKam, “Cautious Engagement: One Group’s
Experience in The Colossian Way” (an unpublished report, prepared for The Colossian Forum,
August 2019, used by permission). In Wieland’s study, “the pressure cooker metaphor was
interpreted as threatening rather than helpful … because of the emotion and risk that it connoted
as well as [the] equation of turning up the heat with divisive debate” 51. That said, this metaphor
may still be helpful for leaders and facilitators of conversations to keep in the back of their minds,
without mentioning the metaphor to their participants explicitly. Facilitators can take
responsibility for managing the heat, without bringing participants into the metaphor and
management of the heat.
13

14

Lederach, Conflict Transformation, 29.
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Even some of the ways that we have interpreted Scripture have
contributed to the formation of mental models that have in turn led to conflict
failure. Although many of us preach a gospel of reconciliation and of breaking
down the walls that divide, we may be just as prone to use Scripture as a
justification for setting up dividing lines between the right kinds of Christians
and the wrong kinds of Christians. From the exclusion of foreigners from the
Israelite community in Nehemiah 13:1-3 to what appears to be Jesus’ vocational
preference for the lost sheep of Israel over the Canaanite woman in Matthew
15:21-28, there seems to be evidence in Scripture to support elevating one group
of people over another. From the conflict between Paul and Peter (Gal. 2) to the
conflict between Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15), there seems to be biblical
justification for Christians to part ways.
When it comes to the conversation about same sex attraction, Christians
who interpret Romans 1 traditionally (in their eyes, the right kinds of Christians)
will point fingers at those who interpret it differently (in the traditionalist’s eyes,
the wrong kinds of Christians), using the words of Romans 1:32: “Although they
know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they
not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice
them.” And Christians who have a more progressive read of Scripture (in their
eyes, the right kinds of Christians) might identify traditionalists (in the
progressivist’s eyes, the wrong kinds of Christians) with the Pharisees, who, in
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Jesus’ words, “tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s
shoulders” (Matt. 23:4).
Problematic Mental Models of the Cross
As illustrated above, sometimes Scripture is used to divide Christians into
ingroups and outgroups, thus perpetuating mental models of conflict where
there are two sides – a right side and a wrong side. The way we think about
what Jesus did (and what was done to Jesus) on the cross is also related to our
mental models of conflict.
There is a cluster of atonement theories that focus on the violence of the
cross of Christ as a divinely ordained necessity. Jesus died on the cross to pay a
debt to God the Father that we could not pay, thereby satisfying the wrath of
God (satisfaction theory)15 and to suffer a punishment in our place at the hands
of God the Father so that we would not have to suffer that punishment (penal
substitution theory).16

“If it be necessary, therefore … that [salvation] cannot be effected unless the aforesaid
satisfaction be made, which none but God can make and none but man ought to make, it is
necessary for the God-man to make it.” Anselm of Canterbury, Cur Deus Homo?, 2.6 quoted in
Fleming Rutledge, The Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2017), 158.
15

Rutledge summarizes the way that the Reformed tradition has outlined penal
substitution, beginning with late Reformed Scholasticism (so, after John Calvin).
 As a result of the original sin of Adam, the entire human race has been mired in
sin and has incurred the wrath of God.
 God cannot overlook sin as though it had not occurred. Sin must be punished.
 Jesus, the only-begotten Son of God, entered into the place of sinners and took
the punishment on himself.
 On the cross, particularly as shown in the cry of dereliction, Jesus submitted to
the curse upon sin and underwent God’s judgment.
 By deflecting the wrath of God onto himself, Jesus took it away from humanity.
16
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Twentieth century cultural anthropologist, René Girard, contextualizes the
death of Christ in the cultural phenomenon of scapegoating. In his book, God’s
Just Vengeance, Timothy Gorringe unpacks Girard’s theories. According to
Girard, every culture finds ways to deal with the problems, crimes, and conflicts
in their systems by laying them on a scapegoat, and then getting rid of the scape
goat through marginalization and banishment or death. This has a way of not
only punishing a person for a crime, but punishing a single person for a broader
set of crimes. “The scapegoat ritual was, according to [Girard], a channeling of
collective violence. Violence was checked through a ritual act which was itself an
act of violence.”17
Was the scapegoat mechanism operative in the death of Jesus? Absolutely.
But, according to Girard, the death of Christ in exactly this way was meant to
subvert the scapegoat mechanism and liberate the world from a retributive
system of justice. Instead of subverting the scapegoat mechanism, the death of
Christ, interpreted exclusively through the lenses of the satisfaction and penal
substitutionary theories, has perpetuated a view of God as violent and preserved
an understanding of punishment and retribution as the solution to the problem

Rutledge, The Crucifixion, 487-488. Rutledge does excellent work, tying this theory back to the
biblical text and rescuing it from its caricatures. At the same time, some hold so tightly to this
theory, its caricatures and ripple effects, that I do believe it needs to be reconsidered with even
greater care than I was able to do in this project.
17

Timothy Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, (New York: Cambridge University Press,

1996), 45.
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of sin. Timothy Gorringe notes that “Satisfaction theory… was both influenced
by, and influenced, penal thinking. It represented a construal of the crucifixion,
by no means inevitable, which reinforced retributive thinking, according to
which sin or crime have to be punished, and cannot properly be dealt with in any
other way.”18 He goes on to say that Girard’s “thesis is that whilst Christ died to
expose the scapegoat mechanism, Christianity very quickly used the passion
story, read as ‘the sacrifice of Christ’, as a legitimation of scapegoating.”19
Pierre Allard and Wayne Northey in their essay on the biblical roots of
restorative justice lean on Gorringe, agreeing that the satisfaction theory of the
atonement in Anselm20 contributes to a legitimization of perpetual violence as
the answer to the problem of sin.21 But they reach even further back to the
Constantinian shift in the early church to show how the story of Christianity,
when held by people with political power, underwent reinterpretation and was
translated into actions that harmed. When people first began to follow the way of
Jesus, they were a political outgroup. When Christ-followers became a political
ingroup and received the political power that came with this shift, that power
was used in ways that inflicted harm upon others.
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Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, 7.
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Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, 26.
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See note 15.

Pierre Allard and Wayne Northey, “Christianity: the Rediscovery of Restorative
Justice” in The Spiritual Roots of Restorative Justice, ed. Michael L. Hadley, 119-141, (New York:
Suny Press, 2001), 134.
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In the church’s new political hegemony, its dominant former watchword,
“The church abhors the shedding of blood,” was replaced remarkably
quickly by another. Speaking of the labarum, the symbol of imperial
power, Emperor Constantine exhorted in bellicose words: “In this sign
conquer.”22
Allard and Northey go on to say, “The historical record is certainly clear
that the persecuted church quickly became the persecutor in its response to pagans,
Jews, other outsiders, and eventually criminals.”23 The persecuting church,
supported by the power of the state, wielded its sword, dealing out retributive
judgments and punishments in order to maintain power and their hold on a
moral order in society. Allard and Northey draw this searing conclusion: “Since
Constantine pragmatically and politically, and since Anselm theologically, the
church has inconceivably claimed legitimacy for the very violence that killed
Jesus.”24
When we, in the field of our mind, limit25 our interpretation of the cross of
Christ to a divinely ordained violent act meant to serve as a payment or

22 Allard and Northey, “Christianity,” 125. For clarity, the labarum was a military
standard that displayed the first two letters of the name of Christ in Greek: Chi-Ro. The Editors of
the Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Labarum,” in Encyclopaedia Britannica, (Encyclopaedia Britannica,
October 22, 2009), accessed November 16, 2020, https://www.britannica.com/art/labarum.
23

Allard and Northey, “Christianity,” 126.
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Allard and Northey, “Christianity,” 134.

25 For deep explorations of the many understandings of the cross of Christ, I have
appreciated Fleming Rutledge’s The Crucifixion and Scot McKnight’s A Community Called
Atonement (Nashville: Abingdon, 2010). McKnight talks about the various atonement theories like
golf clubs. We need to know which kind of club to pull from the bag at any given time. And at
the end of the day, all the metaphors and mental models and language that we use cannot
completely show us the vastness of the cross of Christ. McKnight writes, “Language is separate
from the work of God even if it expresses that work of God truly. For the apostles no language enters the
realm of finality. The language games about atonement, from Jesus until today, anchor themselves
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satisfaction, it is not surprising that we see violent punishment (in the extreme)
or marginalization and banishment (in prisons to serve time or outside of
churches to learn a lesson) as legitimate ways to solve the problems of sin and
crime.26
Through the mental models of certain atonement theories, some of our
minds have been shaped to believe that violence and injury are appropriate and
legitimate responses to violence and injury. In fact, in some of our minds, the
scales are evened and harmony is restored only when a perpetrator receives a
punishment commensurate with their crime. This is an efficient and clear way of
dealing with crime and sin, but is it the best way? Is it the way of Jesus?
The Field of our Actions and Words
When it comes to engaging conflict, certain mental models are problematic
because these mental models don’t just stay in our heads. They lead to words
and actions that harm. We are all familiar with the injuries we inflict and sustain
in the metaphorical battlefields of conflict. We receive a low blow, and then we
return that blow with our own low blow. We look for the weakness in our
opponent’s arguments and then hit them where it hurts.

more or less in the story of the Bible, but no one atonement story can ever achieve utter
perfection… The deep reality of atonement can only be brushed against, the way an artist paints a
forest or a mountain.” 89.
Gorringe wonders, “Why is it that, in the United States today, surveys of public
opinion show that Christians tend to favor capital punishment slightly more than the overall
population? Could it be that the preaching of the cross not only desensitized us to judicial
violence but even lent it sanction?” God’s Just Vengeance, 12.
26
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While it is true that Christians have wielded literal swords and have
supported the government’s wielding of the sword, we don’t need real swords to
hurt others. Our words can also be weapons. We use our words in order to hurt
others and for the purpose of keeping ourselves safe.
Violent Communication
The Nonviolent Communication (NVC) movement began in the 1960s
with American psychologist, Marshall Rosenberg. NVC is a response to the
devastation of violent communication. “While we may not consider the way we
talk to be ‘violent,’ our words often lead to hurt and pain, whether for others or
ourselves.”27 I will write more extensively about NVC in chapter 3, but briefly:
those practicing NVC seek to observe others without criticizing, to name feelings
and the needs beneath them without blaming others for the feelings, and to make
requests of others without demanding. The verbal violence that NVC seeks to
heal can take the form of judging, blaming, and demanding. In other words,
violent communication is not just hate speech, but any kind of speech that
disrespects or belittles the other.
In their book, Crucial Conversations, Patterson and his colleagues describe
the exchange of ideas in a healthy conversation as contributing meaning to a
shared pool. “Violence,” they contend, “consists of any verbal strategy that

Marshall B. Rosenberg, Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life, 2nd Edition,
(Incinitas, California: PuddleDancer Press, 2005), 2-3.
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attempts to convince, control, or compel others to your point of view. It violates
safety by trying to force meaning into the pool.”28
The authors of Crucial Conversations lay out three kinds of violent
communication tactics. The most obvious tactic is a verbal attack within which
one makes the other suffer by belittling or threatening. But other tactics include
controlling (“cutting others off, overstating your facts, speaking in absolutes,
changing subjects, or using directive questions to control the conversation”) and
labelling (“putting a label on people or ideas so we can dismiss them under a
general stereotype or category”29).
Wielding our words by controlling and labelling may not be obviously
motivated by a desire to hurt another person, and perhaps not even by a desire
to keep ourselves safe from what we perceive to be dangerous forces in another.
Perhaps we sometimes wield our words in this violent way simply to preserve
our own comfort or to be efficient in our attempts to quickly bring people around
to our way of thinking. As innocuous as they may seem, controlling and labelling
are forms of self-serving behaviour that puts our needs above the needs of the
other.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in his book, Life Together, speaks to himself and to us:
“I must release another from all my attempts to control, coerce, and dominate
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them with my love.”30 This kind of coercive and dominating love is not the true
spiritual love Bonhoeffer says we are called to. True spiritual love “will not seek
to agitate another by exerting all too personal, direct influence or by crudely
interfering in one’s life. It will not take pleasure in pious, emotional fervor and
excitement… This spiritual love will thus speak to Christ about the other
Christian more than to the other Christian about Christ.”31

Silent Communication
Sometimes, we use violent words as weapons to hurt others. Other times,
our violent words are the weapons we use to defend ourselves against the
advances of others (whether the violence we experience from them is real or
perceived). Still other times, our violent words are weapons of coercion and
manipulation. But conflict failure in the field of our actions and words can also
be about the absence of words. Silence is its own weapon.
Some of us were taught to heed the advice, “If you can’t say anything nice,
don’t say anything at all.” But saying nothing at all (or saying things that are less
than what is needful) can be just as hurtful.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together and Prayerbook of the Bible, vol. 5, eds. Geffrey B. Kelly
and John D. Godsey, trans. Barbara Green and Reinhard Krauss (2001), Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works,
eds. Victoria J. Barnett, Wayne Whitson Floyd Jr., and Barbara Wojhoski (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1996-2013), 44. Future references to Bonhoeffer’s Life Together will be cited with reference to
Bonhoeffer’s collected works (DBWE), volume (5) and page number: e.g., DBWE 5:44.
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In Crucial Conversations, Patterson and his co-authors explore the nature of
acts of silence. Whereas those who commit acts of violence are forcing meaning
into the pool, “Silence consists of any act to purposefully withhold information
from the pool of meaning. It’s almost always done as a means of avoiding
potential problems, and it always restricts the flow of meaning.”32
Some acts of silence are what you would expect: withdrawing oneself
from the conversation or avoiding the person with whom you have a conflict or a
potential conflict. But acts of silence do not have to be quiet. Someone who is
avoiding conflict might talk a lot about anything and everything other than the
sensitive subject. Or, when the sensitive subject does come up, a person might
“mask” what they truly think. “Masking consists of understating or selectively
showing our true opinions. Sarcasm, sugarcoating, and couching are some of the
more popular forms.”33
It seems a bit strange to see cutting sarcasm and sweet sugarcoating as
forms of silence, but they are. They are swords we use in the battle. Or perhaps
you could say that they are shields that we hold up between the true
conversation, waiting to be had, and the vulnerable self, afraid to say what
matters most to us.
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Another act of silence is the use of facial expressions. I remember rolling
my eyes at a Westside council member in a meeting and feeling so convicted
afterward, that I apologized to him. He said that he hadn’t seen the look, but
others had, and I knew that my silent facial expression, if unchecked and
unconfessed, could contribute to the conflict failure in the field of our council
room.
Silent Communication as Conflict Avoidance at Westside
As I mentioned in chapter 1, Westside went through a period of divisive
conflict. Their pastor at the time is often named as the lightning rod in the midst
of the conflict. His perspectives on prayer, sin, sickness, and faith energized some
of the congregants and dismayed others. Some members left for a time or for
good. Others weathered the storm.
In the midst of the conflict, tragedy struck. Before a Sunday morning
service, the council was gathered together for prayer. The story goes that one of
the elders – a humble farmer, weathering the storm – was in the midst of praying
for unity, when he suffered a heart attack and died.
It is never said in so many words, but I wonder if a meaning has been
made from those years in the early nineties, when several members left the
church and one member died. Could it be that the congregation grew to believe
or became even more convinced than they already were that conflict destroys,
conflict splits the church, and conflict even kills? If so, this meaning has
metabolized into patterns of conflict-avoidance. Rather than engage difficult
33

conversations, Westside has focused on the positive as much as possible.
Through our acts of silence, we have kept meaning out of the pool. We have
avoided engaging in healthy conflict.
Silence, Violence, and Anxiety
It may seem that silence and violence are opposites, but violence and
certain kinds of silence are both responses to anxiety. In her book, Connecting
with our Children, Roberta Gilbert describes the five most common automatic
responses to anxiety:
Under the effects of anxiety, emotionally based patterns of relationship
behavior intensify. People do more of what they have always done; it
would take a lot of thought to do anything differently. That is, they fight
(engage in conflict), flee (distance themselves), cut off entirely,
overfunction/underfunction (dominate each other or subordinate to the
other), or they focus their anxiety on a child (triangle). These postures,
while mitigating anxiety for the short term, will add to it over the long
haul.34
As we move from conflict failure in the field of our actions and words to
conflict failure in the field of our affects, where some of our anxious patterns are
deeply rooted, it is helpful to hear Marshall Rosenberg take a peek behind the
flashing swords of violence and the thick shields of silence.
At the root of much, if not all, violence – whether verbal, psychological, or
physical, whether among family members, tribe, or nations – is a kind of
thinking that attributes the cause of conflict to wrongness in one’s
34 Roberta Gilbert, Connecting With Our Children: Guiding Principles for Parents in a Troubled
World, (New York: Wiley, 1998), 75 quoted in Jim Herrington, R. Robert Creech, and Trisha
Taylor, The Leader’s Journey: Accepting the Call to Personal and Congregational Transformation, (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003), 111. I have been using the phrase “engage conflict” in a neutral
way, suggesting that we can engage conflict poorly or well. I take Gilbert to mean that anxious
people fight by engaging conflict poorly.
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adversaries, and a corresponding inability to think of oneself or others in
terms of vulnerability – what one might be feeling, fearing, yearning for,
missing, etc.35
The Field of our Affects
Conflict failure happens in the field of the mind – our cognitions, ideas,
thoughts, mental models and doctrines. Conflict failure happens in the field of
our actions – whether physical or verbal fighting (violence) or fleeing (silence).
And conflict failure happens in the field of our affects – our vulnerable places of
feeling, fearing, yearning, and missing.
Anger, Grief, and Conflict
When we participate in or observe a complex or intense conflict, the
emotion that we might typically see, experience, or name is that of anger. There
is, however, usually a lot more going on inside.
Early in my pastoral ministry, I learned the adage, “mad covers sad.” I’ve
since said this often in my parenting and pastoring to help me and others see that
underneath the scary rage that tends to push people away is a deep sadness and
longing for comfort. Although we must be careful not to dismiss anger too
quickly, as anger is a legitimate emotion in its own right, festering anger or a
prolonged season of shield-raising and sword-wielding could be covering a more
vulnerable set of emotional truths.
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In their book, Transforming Church Conflict, Deborah Van Deusen
Hunsinger and Theresa Latini note the relationship between conflict and grief:
“Conflict and grief live in close proximity to each other. Whenever conflict
remains unresolved, grief follows. Grief is the natural response to loss and
entrenched conflict entails loss.”36
So, unprocessed conflict leads to loss and grief, but unprocessed grief also
leads to conflict. It works both ways. Van Deusen Hunsinger and Latini site the
work of Stimec, Poitras, and Campbell: “An inability to manage one’s grief
results in a greater inability to manage conflict.”37 “Why?” Van Deusen
Hunsinger and Latini ask.
Because denial, anger, depression (and the many other dimensions of
grief) will resurface with intensity if they have been ignored and
suppressed. Living with chronically unmet needs for empathy and
mourning inhibits our capacity to hear others, to enter into (let alone stay
in) dialogue with them, and to lead congregations through conflict and
change.38
Francis Weller is a psychotherapist and author, specializing in grief work.
In his book, The Wild Edge of Sorrow, Weller points to our communal and cultural
lack of capacity to do the necessary work of mourning the individual and

Deborah Van Deusen Hunsinger and Theresa Latini, Transforming Church Conflict:
Compassionate Leadership in Action, (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), 149.
36

37 Arnoud Stimec, Jean Poitras, and Jason J. Campbell, “Ripeness, Readiness, and Grief in
Conflict Analysis” in Critical Issues in Peace and Conflict Studies: Theory, Practice and Pedagogy, eds.
Thomas Matyok, Jessica Senehi, Sean Byrne (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2011), 148 quoted in
Van Deusen Hunsinger and Latini, Transforming, 150.
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collective losses we experience. Griefs and losses get stuck inside of us,
languishing and rotting and affecting our capacities to be in healthy relationships
and to flourish.
Being human is hard, especially in a society virtually devoid of rituals that
are intended to help us wade through the waters of living intact. When we
accumulate too much grief or feel outside the circle of welcome for too
long and cannot see any means to resolve the breach, we spin toward
depression or wander into the wasteland of toxic bitterness.39
Unmet Needs in the Emotional Community
Weller, Van Deusen Hunsinger and Latini are all noting the problem not
only of unprocessed grief, but also of unmet needs for empathy, approval and
acceptance. We draw up battle lines and fight or flee, not simply because we
haven’t grieved our losses properly, but also because we are trying to meet needs
that weren’t properly or fully met when we were young.
Christena Cleveland attributes our tendency to form ingroups and shun
outgroups to our deep need to feel good about ourselves.
While categorizing is primarily a helpful process that unintentionally
wreaks havoc on our cross-cultural situations, identity and self-esteem
processes are driven by a more sinister force: our unmet desire to feel
good about ourselves. These processes typically spring up while we are
mere schoolchildren. But if left unresolved, they can continue to prevent
us from interacting with and finding value in those who are different from
us.40

Francis Weller, The Wild Edge of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal and the Sacred Work of Grief,
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 87.
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Furthermore, we make assumptions about the groups that we are not in,
believing “with a degree of certainty that the other group doesn’t like us and
doesn’t want to interact with us.”41
As Weller implies, we long to be inside the circle of welcome. We want to
be approved of and accepted in a circle. We want to feel good about ourselves in
a circle. We wanted this on the playground of our elementary school and in our
childhood home. Some of us didn’t get enough of this. Some of us were really
good at getting this and got addicted to keeping it or getting more of it at all
costs. And now, in our adulthood, these needs have remained a priority. When
these needs are met, we feel safe and comfortable. But when we prioritize these
needs for approval and acceptance beyond all other needs and when we too
closely treasure the comfort and safety that comes from having those needs met,
we are missing out on the best of what God has for us (the content of which I will
turn to in chapters 3 and 4).
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in Life Together, talks about the difference between the
emotional community and the spiritual community. In chapter 4, I will delve
more deeply into the spiritual community, but for our purposes here, the
emotional community can be described as a community in which people do
whatever it takes to achieve or maintain unmediated connection to the people
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they want in their circle. Bonhoeffer says that these people “are looking for some
extraordinary experiences of community that were denied them elsewhere.”42
Bonhoeffer calls this a distortion of Christian community. In other words,
the desire for connection is a good desire, given to us by the Creator and meant
to be enjoyed in the dance of creatures together with their Creator, but the desire
for nonmediated connection (whether it be physical or emotional) is a twisted
desire.
In the emotional community there exists a profound, elemental emotional
desire for community, for immediate contact with other human souls, just
as in the flesh there is a yearning for immediate union with other flesh.
This desire of the human soul seeks the complete intimate fusion of I and
You, whether this occurs in the union of love or – what from this
emotional perspective is after all the same thing – in forcing the other into
one’s own sphere of power and influence. Here is where emotional, strong
persons enjoy life to the full, securing for themselves the admiration, the
love, or the fear of the weak. Here human bonds, suggestive influences,
and dependencies are everything. Moreover, everything that is originally
and solely characteristic of the community mediated through Christ
reappears in the nonmediated community of souls in a distorted form.43
Fear
A community where relationships are not mediated by Christ is a
community where we fail to engage conflict well. It is a community where we
fail to process our grief and where we let our unmet needs for empathy, approval
and acceptance rule. And I will add a layer. The unmediated community is a
community characterized by fear. We fear that we will be rejected and alone. We
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ask ourselves, “If I show others how much this loss is affecting me, will they go
away from me? If I say what matters most to me, will things get awkward? Will I
eventually be shut out of the circle of welcome? Will others feel shut out of the
circle?”
In her book Living into Community, researcher and professor of ethics,
Christine Pohl, parses out our fear of saying what matters most to us – the fear in
the field of our affects that lurks beneath the practice of silence in the field of our
actions:
Fear of tension and loss often inhibit our willingness to speak truthfully. If
we ignore the important role that tension or disequilibrium can play in
growth, our fears often lead to non-action or complicity. In other cases, we
are caught between wanting to be truthful and wanting to protect
someone else or their vulnerability. We are also hesitant about speaking
truthfully because we are not always sure we know what is true. We
worry that we don’t know the whole story or situation and that we might
be mistaken about the facts or the interpretation of them. In other
situations, the line between truth-telling and tattling seems unclear. We do
not want to develop a reputation as the truth police. Sometimes, however,
we are simply lazy, and we do not care enough about individuals, the
community, the truth, or our own integrity to take on the challenges of
being truthful.44
Fear of being rejected by another person keeps us from speaking. Fear of
being absorbed by another person keeps us from listening. These fears in the
field of our affects lead to actions of violence and silence, fight and flight. Our
fears of being alone, of being wrong, and of being rejected metabolize into

Christine D. Pohl, Living Into Community: Cultivating Practices that Sustain Us, (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 125.
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actions that we think will keep us safe and comfortable, but instead keep us from
the best that God has for us.
Intrapersonal Conflict
When I was first speaking with my doctoral supervisor, Chuck De Groat,
about studying conflict as a potential opportunity for growth, he wondered with
me if I might also want to explore internal conflict, generally, and my own
internal conflict, specifically. I gladly took up the study and the work. The more I
have studied and worked through my own therapeutic process, the more I see
the connections between interpersonal conflict (conflict between people) and
intrapersonal conflict (conflict within an individual). As Vainio writes, “From the
sociological perspective, the self appears as the place where conflicting powers
meet and clash with each other. Therefore, we have disagreements not only
between individuals and larger groups but also within our very selves.”45
When conflict is not going well interpersonally in the shared fields of our
actions and words, it is likely that there is conflict failure occurring
intrapersonally within the individual fields of our minds and our affects.
In my time in my former congregation, I often saw the conflict as a battle
between groups with different perspectives. But there were intrapersonal
conflicts going on inside me as well. There was a part of me that was angry and a
part that was afraid. There was a part that was embarrassed, a part that was

45

Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 55.

41

proud, a part that was hurt and a part that wanted to do damage. There was a
part that felt powerful and a part that felt like a victim.
At one point in the journey, my father-in-law said to me, “Heidi, it sounds
to me like your soul is disintegrating.” And I believe it was. I was splitting
inside. The splits were happening so fast that instead of paying attention to them
and tending to them, I behaved in reactionary ways that contributed to greater
splits in my interpersonal relationships. In the end, I chose to leave my
congregation and to put my internal field back together in a new context, but
there were other ways I could have worked to re-integrate the parts of my
divided soul (see chapter 3).
When we ignore our internal diversity, we will fail to participate well in
the diverse world around us. As Chuck De Groat writes in his book,
Wholeheartedness,
To the extent that we ignore our vast inner sea with all its diversity and
complexity, we inflict our dividedness on others. As Franciscan priest and
author Richard Rohr writes, “Whole people see and create wholeness
wherever they go; split people see and create splits in everything and
everybody.” In other words, paying attention to what’s going on inside is
crucial for wholehearted living and flourishing relationships.46
De Groat goes on to say that “even our small squabbles actually reveal
something about our capacity, or lack thereof, for wholeness and integration…
Our political, social, and theological wars say more about our psychic divisions

Richard Rohr, Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life, (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, 2011), 151 quoted in Chuck DeGroat Wholeheartedness: Busyness, Exhaustion, and
Healing the Divided Self, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 60.
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than they do about real differences.”47 When we are not able to internally
differentiate our warring thoughts and feelings… when we do not grow our
intrapersonal capacity to listen to the voices of our feelings, fears, yearnings, or
missings, we do damage to our interpersonal relationships.
Looking Ahead
Conflict failure occurs in so many places – from sibling squabbles around
the dinner table to yelling matches around the tables of church leadership; from
the silent treatment spouses give each other in the bedroom to the lack of
engagement around important issues in our churches; from word wars on social
media to civil wars in nations. In this chapter, we have looked at the ways that
our thought processes, words, and feelings have contributed to these failures of
conflict. In the next chapter, we will learn about ways to better engage in conflict.
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Chapter 3. Hope for Conflict
If our own personal comfort and safety in life are our ultimate goals, then
by all means, we should not care whether or not we engage well in conflict. We
should avoid conflict at all costs or engage in it with acts of violence or silence, as
long as we tuck into our bunkers at night, safely and soundly.
But, if our vision for the Kingdom of God includes restoring broken
relationships, lifting up those who have been downtrodden, untangling injustices
and living a resurrection and shalom-filled life, then we are called into conflict.
We are called to lay aside comfort and safety as our top priorities.
If we are to engage conflict well, we will need to expand our capacity to
stay in periods of disequilibrium and discomfort. And we will need to do this in
all the fields within which we have failed to do so: the field of our mind, the field
of our words and actions, and the field of our affects.
The Field of Our Minds
In order to engage conflict well in the field of our minds we must do the
work of recognizing and dismantling our biases and increase our capacity to selfdifferentiate. We must also acknowledge our primary identity as part of the body
of Christ and focus on helpful mental models of conflict and of the cross.
Debiasing and Embracing an Evaluative Mindset
First of all, we need to admit and understand our biases and be willing to
set them aside for periods of time in order to receive and consider other points of
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view. This means bracketing our certainty and expanding our capacity to handle
ambiguity.
Some of us will resist embracing ambiguity for all sorts of good reasons. It
takes cognitive energy to linger at the edge of the tension of multiple
perspectives and points of view. Lingering indefinitely and without progress or
movement toward clarity may actually be a sort of shield and an avoidance of
healthy conflict. But keeping an open mind and resisting the urge to quickly land
on a perspective is necessary for engaging conflict well. In Disagreeing Virtuously,
Vainio suggests quite simply that we should be open-minded “in those cases
when being open-minded increases our likelihood to achieve some intellectual
good, like truth or understanding.”
1

In contrast to absolutists who hold their single view like a sword in
unhealthy conflict and multiplists who hold their many views like shields in
unhealthy conflict,2 evaluative theorists enter the field of conversation with
humility and a healthy open-mindedness, holding that “several theories can be
true, experts can err, and they themselves might not get it right. But, in spite of
this, we can still evaluate and compare different theories and engage in some
kind of reasonable exchange of views that strives for the truth.”3
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Miroslav Volf roots this need for an evaluative mindset in our relationship
to God:
The belief in an all-knowing God should inspire the search for truth; the
awareness of our human limitations should make us modest about the
claims that we have found it, however. We ‘know in part’ (1 Corinthians
13:12) first because we are finite beings … We ‘know in part,’ second,
because our limited knowledge is shaped by the interests we pursue and
filtered through the cultures and traditions we inhabit.4
All of this – checking our biases, opening our minds, evaluating ideas
rather than immediately rejecting them or accepting them as valid – takes time
and energy and works best in a group of people who have various perspectives
and a shared commitment to debiasing and to taking on an evaluative mindset.
Practicing Self-differentiation
When participating in an evaluative endeavour with a group of people,
two forces will be at work in the field of our minds: the togetherness force and
the individuality force. Edwin Friedman, in his book, Generation to Generation,
describes the work of holding these opposing forces in tension as the work of
self-differentiation. “Differentiation means the capacity of a family member to
define his or her own life’s goals and values apart from surrounding
togetherness pressures, to say ‘I’ when others are demanding ‘you’ and ‘we.’”5
To differentiate oneself means to claim one’s individuality force, while at the

Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 243 quoted in
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same time honouring the togetherness force. Friedman writes, “Differentiation
should not be confused with autonomy or narcissism, however. Differentiation
means the capacity to be an ‘I’ while remaining connected.”6
Friedman sees the work of self-differentiation as the most important work
a leader can do in the context of an organization. Self-differentiation as a way of
leading succumbs neither to a charismatic leadership culture (wherein the
leader’s individuality force silences the individuality forces of others in the
system) nor to a consensus leadership culture (wherein the togetherness forces
keep a system from imaginative movement or progress). Instead, the defined and
connected leader wisely maintains both forces in ways that may sometimes look
charismatic and other times may look like consensus.
Like the charisma approach, [leadership through self-differentiation]
recognizes the importance of personal leadership, but it emphasizes the
leader’s position in the system rather than his or her personality… Like the
consensus approach, a family systems theory of leadership does not
belittle the importance of an organization’s coherence. But, because it
distinguishes between togetherness and stuck-togetherness, it refuses to
purchase the intactness of the group at the cost of the self-integrity of its
members.7
Both the togetherness and individuality forces are constantly at work in a
group that is engaging conflict well. The togetherness force draws like minds
together, while the individuality force separates and differentiates one mind

6

Friedman, Generation, 27.

7

Friedman, Generation, 228.

47

from another. Journalist, Bret Stephens, in his speech, The Dying Art of
Disagreement, describes these forces in his own way:
To say the words, ‘I agree’– whether it’s agreeing to join an organization,
or submit to a political authority, or subscribe to a religious faith – may be
the basis of every community. But to say, I disagree; I refuse; you’re
wrong; etiam si omnes – ego non – these are the words that define our
individuality, give us our freedom, enjoin our tolerance, enlarge our
perspective, seize our attention, energize our progress, make our
democracies real, and give hope and courage to oppressed people
everywhere.8
Although our minds seek the cognitive comfort of agreement in
relationship, no relationship or group of people will remain in agreement on all
things. A time comes when the comfort births a discomfort, and in order to
differentiate a self, one must find the space to say, “I disagree.”
My own introduction to the concept of self-differentiation came in my
early twenties, when I was simultaneously grieving the death of my first
husband, Layton, and developing a relationship to Tim, the man to whom I have
now been married for over 18 years. My relationship to Tim began just four
months after the death of my first husband, and my entrance into it disrupted
both societal norms and family relationships.
My first husband’s parents were quite upset about this new relationship.
The togetherness force that had been only just beginning when I married their
son two years before intensified with their son’s death one and a half years into
the marriage. When Layton died, his parents and I held on to each other tightly,
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emphasizing our love for each other in the wake of the absence of the man who
drew us together. In fact, I began to call them “Mom and Dad” only after the car
accident took their son’s life. And so, my new romantic relationship was
perceived as a threat to the togetherness that had grown between me, my first
husband’s memory, and his parents. At times, this entrance into a new
relationship threatened to drive us completely apart.
My therapist at that time introduced me to the concept of selfdifferentiation and helped me to communicate with my former in-laws in ways
that maintained my individuality, while remaining connected to them. I learned
to say, “I love you and we see this differently.” I love you – we are together. We
see this new relationship differently – we are distinct.
Brené Brown gives an embodied image to this concept of selfdifferentiation in her book Braving the Wilderness. In her final chapter, she
borrows from the work of Roshi Joan Halifax, and encourages her readers to
develop strong backs, soft fronts, and wild hearts.9 Those of us who are overly
driven to please people and to meet the expectations of others need to work hard
on developing our strong backs. Those of us who have been enormously hurt
and have put on a lot of armour in order to keep ourselves safe will need to work
the hardest on softening our fronts. We’ll touch more on our wild hearts in
chapter 4.

Brené Brown, Braving the Wilderness: The Quest for True Belonging and the Courage to Stand
Alone, (New York, Random House, 2017), 147-163.
9
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Differentiating a self by strengthening our backs and softening our fronts
at the same time is a work that happens in all of our relationships – in our
families, workplaces, schools, and churches. In healthy relationships, there will
be times of definition and connection, of disagreement and agreement.
Acknowledging Our Primary Identity as the Body of Christ
Sometimes a disagreement within a group or a relationship is about
something so significant that it will lead to certain kinds of disconnection or
leaving. Relationships end, pastors leave, and denominations split. The challenge
for those relationships and groups that do stay together is to be able to hold in
shared cognitive space the disagreements and the agreements, and, when it is
appropriate, to give priority to shared beliefs as the strong context within which
the distinct beliefs may powerfully interact.
Christena Cleveland writes about conflict within the Christian
community: “We need to adopt the belief that to be a follower of Christ means to
care deeply about and pursue other followers of Christ, including the ones that
we don’t instinctively value or like. We need to adopt the belief that to be a
follower of Christ means to allow our identity as members of the body of Christ
to trump all other identities.”10
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The authors of Crucial Conversations would call the acknowledgement of
our common identity as brothers and sisters in Christ, Mutual Purpose. They
name Mutual Purpose “the first condition of safety” in a dialogue.
Mutual Purpose means that others perceive that you’re working toward a
common outcome in the conversation, that you care about their goals,
interests, and values. And vice versa. You believe they care about yours.
Consequently, Mutual Purpose is the entry condition for dialogue. Find a
shared goal, and you have both a good reason and a healthy climate for
talking.11
Finding Mutual Purpose and naming it can help maintain a togetherness force,
creating a safe space for the individuality forces to surface.
Finding Helpful Mental Models to Contextualize Conflict
In chapter 2, we considered some potentially problematic mental models
for conflict: the battlefield model, the pressure cooker model, and the mental
model that assumes that conflicts must be resolved. With respect to the latter, Paul
Lederach encourages us to adopt instead the language of conflict transformation:
“Resolution has tended to focus primarily on methods for de-escalating.
Transformation involves both de-escalating and engaging conflict, even
escalating in pursuit of constructive change. Constructive change requires a
variety of roles, functions, and processes, some of which may push conflict out
into the open.”12
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Another mental model or metaphor that may be more helpful to us than
the battle field is that of an iceberg.

Figure 1. PIN Diagram.
In this image, two positions or perspectives can be seen above the surface
of the water, but beneath the water line, one can see the significant overlap
between the interests and values, needs and fears of both positions. The PIN
diagram (where PIN stands for Positions, Interests and values, Needs and fears)
illustrates this metaphor.13 Oliver Escobar of the University of Edinburgh
explains:
If we focus too much on common ground, we may risk excluding valuable
contributions by forcing those who think differently to conceal their
This diagram was developed originally by Andrew Acland
(https://mediatoracademy.com/mediators/andrew-acland/) and adapted by Oliver Escobar,
“Public Dialogue and Deliberation: A communication perspective for public engagement
practitioners,” (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Beltane – Beacon for Public Engagement or Creative
Commons Public license https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/legalcode , 2011),
accessed October 13, 2020,
https://www.ed.ac.uk/files/imports/fileManager/eResearch_Oliver%20Escobar.pdf, 30.
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unique perspective. Moreover, emphasising common ground can become
a smokescreen for the protection of the status quo by a dominant majority.
For instance, by focussing on what most participants in a public forum
share in common, we may be unwittingly excluding alternative or
minority perspectives and voices. On the other hand, if we focus too much
on differences, we risk not being able to build the common ground and
trust needed to enable participants to learn about their differences.14
Positively said, the iceberg metaphor gives people in conflict the
opportunity to articulate both the common ground they share beneath the
surface of the water, and the differences that lead them to land above the
waterline on two different peaks.
Restorative Justice and the Cross
In chapter 2, I wrote about the way that an exclusive focus on the
atonement theories of satisfaction and penal substitution may sanction and
contribute to a perpetuation of violence in our interpersonal relationships –
whether that be the violence inherent in the retributive justice system (focusing
on punishment for crimes) or the violence that shows up in some of our
interpersonal dialogue. If these mental models of the cross are inadequate
models that don’t move us toward engaging conflict well, what understandings
or mental models of the cross will help us?
In God’s Just Vengeance Timothy Gorringe winds his way through
Scripture and contextualizes the penal substitution and substitutionary mental
models in what he sees as deeper mental models—models that better reflect the
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way that God has progressively revealed Godself in Scripture.15 Though the Old
Testament certainly connects violent sacrifice with the removal of guilt, Gorringe
argues that sacrifice was always meant to point beyond itself to other things.
According to Gorringe, guilt was expiated through intercession, thanksgiving,
and obedience. Abraham intercedes with God for the people of Sodom (Genesis
18) and Moses intercedes with God for the people of Israel (Exodus 32). And in 1
Samuel, Samuel intercedes with God on behalf of Saul and the Israelites. Gorringe
refers to Eichrodt when he concludes, “In these stories the ancient writers show
us intercession as a complete turning of human beings to God, ‘a becoming one
with the will of God to the point of self sacrifice, and therefore as something to
which God ascribes atoning value sufficient for the removal of guilt.’”16
Gorringe goes on to note the several places in the Old Testament where
sacrifice is contextualized in God’s deeper desire for thanksgiving and obedience.
Hosea 6:6, for example: “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgement
of God rather than burnt offerings.”17
The claim, then, is not that sacrifice as such was rejected, but that this line
of Old Testament thinking insisted on pointing beyond the signifier to the
signified, beyond the sacrament to the life of obedience and thanksgiving
which was in fact demanded. From the very earliest period animal
sacrifice was above all a metaphor for total commitment to God.18
15

Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, 40-47.

16 W. Eichrodt. Theology of the Old Testament, vol 2, tr. J.A. Baker, (London: SCM, 1967),
450 quoted in Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, 47.
17

See also Micah 6:7-8, Psalm 40:6-8, Psalm 50:13-15, Psalm 51:16-17.

18

Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, 52-53.

54

Gorringe moves into the New Testament and wonders what our
understanding of the atonement would be if we only had the gospels to read.
The way that Jesus made the world right again in his life on earth was through
bringing people back into community and through showing mercy to people. In
fact, Jesus himself makes reference to the expansive understanding of sacrifice as
a stepping stone to mercy, quoting Hosea 6:6 in both Matthew 9:13 and Matthew
12:6-8.
As far as Jesus’ own understanding of his death is concerned, Gorringe
does grant that Jesus knew his death was on the horizon. “That Jesus reckoned
with his death from an early stage is beyond question, but the dei, the necessity of
the death, may have less to do with providence than with the fate of anyone who
critiques the ruling powers.”19 Gorringe goes on to argue that “much of the case
for reading vicarious significance into the sayings of Jesus in the gospels comes
from the habit of reading them through Isaiah 53.”20 Of course Jesus and the
gospel writers would have known Isaiah 53, but straining the entirety of the
meaning of Christ’s death through Isaiah 53 limits the scope and expansiveness
of the story.
When it comes to Paul, Gorringe certainly admits to Paul’s use of
sacrificial language, but he argues that Paul’s overall understanding of the
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atonement had more to do with participation in God’s life and less to do with the
simple removal of guilt. Paul had many words of warning and invitation for
specific communities, that they might live fully into their participation in the life
of God. Allow me to quote Gorringe at length:
We have to put Paul’s sacrificial language in the context of his overall
strategy. He did not, like some proto-gnostic, have a formula to impart
which, if followed, would bring salvation: ‘believe that Jesus died for your
sins and be saved’. What he sought to do was to constitute communities of
Jews and Gentiles which he spoke of as the ‘body of Christ’. It was
through this body that reconciliation was worked out in practice –
through the strong accommodating the weak (Romans 14), through the
wealthier churches supporting the poorer (2 Corinthians), through
masters learning to accept their slaves as brothers (Philemon). Whether or
not Ephesians is by Paul, it continues essentially this thought. What ‘the
blood of Christ’ has done is to bring Jews and Gentiles together. It is clear
that Christ’s death was not, for Paul, simply a good example of radical
love. He interprets Jesus’ death sacrificially, as we would expect from
someone familiar with the Rabbinic discussion of the time. But it is equally
clear that his death had brought about not a new doctrine but a new
movement in which alienated human beings were to be caught up and
reconciled. It is the community which has ‘the ministry of reconciliation’ (2
Cor. 5:18).21
If we limit ourselves to the mental models of conflict-as-battle and
conflict-resolution-as-crime-and-punishment, it becomes all about who is
winning and who is losing, who is sinful and who is righteous, who is right and
who is wrong, who is guilty and who is innocent. But when we see the work of
Christ in his life, ministry, and death as the end of violence and the invitation to
a new community, then we have other places to go in our difficult conversations.
As we will discuss more in chapter 4, Christ’s life and death and resurrection
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provide for other ways to engage one another in conversation and to come
together as a community of healing and restoration.
In order to engage conflict well in the field of our minds, we need to work
to decrease our biases and increase our capacity for ambiguity. We must commit
to being evaluative theorists, rather than absolutists or multiplists. We must take
on the strong work of growing in our differentiation of self, doing the dance
between the togetherness and individuality forces and giving priority, whenever
possible, to the things that hold us together when we are in deep disagreement.
Our minds become fields for healthy conflict engagement when we find helpful
mental models to anchor us in the midst of difficult conversation. Seeing the
cross as the end of violence and the beginning of a new community can also
unlock our creativity and imagination for renewed relationships to one another.
The Field of our Actions and Words
The field of our actions and words can be a place of conflict failure when
we resort to violence with our bodies, our facial expressions, and our words. But
our words and actions can be a part of healthy conflict. In this section, I will
describe the restorative justice movement generally, the structures that give it
shape, the content of restorative conversation, and the need for an ever-greater
inclusion of people in restorative conversation.
The Restorative Justice Movement
Though my descriptions of retributive justice in chapter 2 may have made
it sound as though restorative and retributive justice are in opposition to one
57

another, it is important to note that in some ways, both restorative and
retributive justice have the same goal. In the language of Crucial
Conversationalists, they have a Mutual Purpose. Both seek to make right what
was wrong and to balance that which has become unbalanced. Philosopher of
law, Conrad Brunk, reminds us that “a primary goal of both retributive theory
and restorative theory is to vindicate through reciprocity, by ‘balancing the
scales.’”22 Howard Zehr, American criminologist and pioneer of the restorative
justice movement, in his book, The Little Book of Restorative Justice, says that
“where they differ is in what each suggests will effectively right the balance.” 23
Zehr names three questions that are central to restorative justice. He
contrasts these questions with three questions of a retributive approach. Instead
of asking what rules have been broken, those seeking restorative justice ask,
“Who has been hurt?” Instead of asking who is at fault and who is to blame, a
restorative question is, “What are the needs of those who have been hurt?”
Instead of simply looking for a punishment or consequence to fit the crime, a
restorative practitioner will ask, “Who has the obligation to address the needs, to
put right the harms, and to restore relationships?”24
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While he recognizes the vastness and fluidity of the restorative justice
movement, Zehr defines restorative justice in this way: “Restorative justice is an
approach to achieving justice that involves, to the extent possible, those who
have a stake in a specific offense or harm to collectively identify and address
harms, needs, and obligations in order to heal and put things as right as
possible.”25
In their essay on the Christian roots of restorative justice, Allard and
Northey point to the Old Testament and to the God who is an active restorer.
They include Perry Yoder’s conclusion: “God’s justice is a response to the lack of
shalom in order to create the conditions of shalom.”26 They go on to say, “In
Hebrew Scripture, therefore, Restorative Justice is a peacemaking response to crime
for all those persons affected by it.”27
In these questions, definitions, and conclusions, one can see the holism of
a restorative approach to our broken world. Instead of simply focusing on
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punishing the one who has done something wrong, restorative practices seek to
repair relationships between people.
The contemporary restorative justice movement had its origins in efforts
to reform the legal system28 but the applications of restorative justice and practice
have grown to include schools, businesses, cities, and religious communities.29
Furthermore, restorative practices can be used in a wide variety of contexts
beyond situations involving harm.
The expansive application of restorative practice can be seen in the way
that my congregation has taken on the work of becoming a restorative
congregation. A number of congregants and I have been trained as practitioners
of restorative practice through FaithCARE, where C.A.R.E. stands for
Communities Affirming Restorative Experiences.30
In their training material, a restorative congregation is described in this
way:
A restorative congregation:
- Incorporates the restorative framework as the basis of congregational life
- Uses explicit restorative practices in all aspects of congregational life
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-

-

Nurtures and supports relationships within the congregation and beyond
bringing out the best in everyone to fulfill the congregation’s mission and
ministry
Respects and welcomes differences
Experiences conflict as a creative and transformative force
Repairs harm, when it does occur, as much as possible restoring respectful
relationships.31
Westside has begun to incorporate the above elements into our teams and

ministries. We do our best to make sure as many people as reasonable and as
possible have a voice in times of decision-making and deliberation and in our
conversations about divisive or difficult issues. We use a talking piece32 to ensure
that each person has an opportunity to speak and one person does not interrupt
another. For our more formal conversations, one to two facilitators guide the
conversation in order to make sure restorative processes of speaking and
listening are followed. And we use particular restorative questions that help to
surface levels of conversation that would not be surfaced without the questions.33

FaithCARE: Learning How to Grow Restorative Churches (training material compiled by
Shalem Mental Health Network, 2005), 4.
31

32 Talking pieces or talking sticks originated from the customs of indigenous peoples in
North America. Our congregation uses a Hoberman’s sphere (an expanding and contracting
child’s toy), but any object can accomplish the purpose. The person holding the talking piece is
the only one who may speak.

The restorative questions can be found in many places (see, for example, “Time to
Think: Using Restorative Questions,” International Institute for Restorative Practices, accessed
November 19, 2020, https://www.iirp.edu/news/time-to-think-using-restorative-questions).
Here is a list that I use:
What happened?
What were you thinking when this happened?
What have you thought about since then?
Who has been impacted by this and in what ways?
How have you been impacted?
What is the hardest part of this for you?
What needs to be done to make things right?
33
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Perhaps, the most distinguishing feature of our restorative practice culture
is the use of the term “circle” and the practice of employing circles. Zehr notes
that
circle approaches entered the restorative justice field initially from
Aboriginal communities in Canada. Judge Barry Stuart, in whose court a
circle was first acknowledged in a legal ruling, has chosen the term
‘peacemaking circles’ to describe this form. Today, circles are being used
for many purposes. In addition to sentencing circles, intended to
determine sentences in criminal cases, there are healing circles, circles to
deal with workplace conflicts, even circles designed as forms of
community dialogue.34
At Westside, we have defined a circle broadly in this way: “a circle is an
intentional conversation between two or more people with the goal of health.
Circles bring people together who are connected to one another and who
together are connected to the reason for the conversation.” Just in the last couple
of months, I have been a part of a two-person circle, wherein we used the
restorative questions to unpack a snag in our relationship. I have also been a part
of a large formal circle, facilitated by restorative practitioners from outside our
congregation. Within the latter circle, we processed the recent resignation of our
custodian, seeking to share and hear as many sides to the story as possible, to
learn from what we had experienced, and to move forward in hopeful ways.
Holding Environments – Intentional Structures of Space and Time

What are you willing to do, personally, to make things right?
34

Zehr, Restorative Justice, 64.
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The concept of a circle is part of a growing acknowledgement in many
fields that all kinds of work happens best within an intentional structure of space
and time. In The Little Book of Conflict Transformation, John Paul Lederach claims
that “processes and spaces must be created so that people can engage and shape
the structures that order their community life, broadly defined.”35
Francis Weller, who leads circles for people processing grief through the
work of mourning, sees his work as the work of ritual. Rituals are certainly
intentional structures of space and time. “Ritual,” Weller says, “is any gesture
done with emotion and intention by an individual or a group that attempts to
connect the individual or the community with transpersonal energies for the
purposes of healing and transformation.”36 He goes on to say that “Ritual is a
maintenance practice that offers us the means of tending wounds and sorrows,
for offering gratitude, and for reconciling conflicts, thereby allowing our psyches
regular periods of release and renewal.”37
Author and professor of pastoral care and counseling Jaco Hamman refers
to the therapeutic construct of a holding environment and defines it “as the space
created by a network of relationships within which people can tackle difficult
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Lederach, Conflict Transformation, 22.

36

Weller, Wild Edge, 76.

37

Weller, Wild Edge, 87.
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and even divisive questions without flying apart.”38 And in the world of
business, Ronald Heifetz uses the same term, ‘holding environment,’ to talk
about “structures that hold people together through the very conflictive, passionate, and
sometimes awful process of addressing questions for which there aren’t easy answers.”39
Restorative conversation and healthy conflict happen within holding
environments or circles. The Colossian Way curriculum and experience that I
will describe in detail in chapter 5 is an example of a holding environment: space
and time intentionally structured for the purpose of healthy and fruitful
conversation and the sharing of love and truth.
Truthing in Love
As mentioned in chapter 1, Westside adopted the following vision several
years ago to guide and focus our mission: “As we abide in our authentic
relationship with God, we will make Westside Fellowship CRC a safe and
authentic community where we can speak our truths in love, and listen with love
to the truths of others, including those of our surrounding community.”40 When
one reads this vision carefully, one notices that it does not say ‘speak the truth in

Hamman, Jaco, When Steeples Cry: Leading Congregations Through Loss and Change,
(Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2005), 39.
38

Ronald A. Heifetz, Martin Linsky and Alexander Grashow, The Practice of Adaptive
leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World, Kindle ed. (Boston:
Harvard Business School Press, 2009), loc. 2567-70 quoted in Tod Bolsinger, Canoeing the
Mountains: Christian Leadership in Uncharted Territory, (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Books, 2015),
65, italics in original quote.
39

“Our Mission,” Westside Fellowship Christian Reformed Church, accessed November
19, 2020, https://www.wfcrc.ca/our-mission.
40
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love’ but to speak our truths in love. This phrasing is intentionally provocative
and may send some to their Bibles to check Ephesians 4:15, where in the NIV it
reads, “speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every respect the
mature body of him who is the head, that is Christ.”
When I hear Ephesians 4:15 quoted, I often hear between the lines the
implication that “speaking the truth in love” means that we are to speak a hard
and fast external and biblical truth, but in a really nice way; that we are to name
a person’s sin, but to love a person. This is not a particularly wrong thing to do,
but it’s fascinating that in this text, the Greek word for “speaking the truth” is
actually just a verb: truthing.41 “Truthing in love, we will grow to become in every
respect the mature body of him who is the head, that is Christ.” Obviously,
“truthing” isn’t a word, so some translations say “following the truth,”42
“holding to the truth,”43 “doing the truth in charity,”44 “living or practicing the
truth.”45 Most translate the Greek to read, “speaking the truth,” which is an
adequate translation, but there is a richness that comes when one thinks about
truth as a verb.

41

ἀληθεύοντες – present active participle.

42

1599 Geneva Bible and Jubilee Bible 2000.

43

Darby Translation.

44

Douay Rheims 1899 American Edition.

45

Living Expanded Bible.
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In a sermon series I preached surrounding the introduction of this vision, I
proposed a definition of truth as the place where God and humanity meet. This
definition was an encouragement to my congregation not to see truth as
something purely objective that is out there to be found, nor to see truth as
something purely subjective that is inside a person to be surfaced. Rather, truth
emerges in community.
Christine Pohl writes a chapter called, “Truth-Filled Lives” in her book
Living into Community. She leans on Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his comments about
truthfulness, where he
emphasized context and God’s purposes because the large lies of Nazism
were reshaping social reality, and small acts of resistance to the evil often
involved deception. He wrote that telling the truth “is not solely a matter
of moral character; it is also a matter of correct appreciation of real
situations…” To tell the truth means something different “according to the
particular situation in which one stands. Account must be taken of one’s
relationships at each particular time.”46
In 1933, Dietrich Bonhoeffer delivered a series of lectures in Berlin, which
were later gathered into a book based on his students’ notes. In that book, Christ
the Center, Bonhoeffer claimed that “Truth is not something in itself, which rests
for itself, but something that happens between two. Truth happens only in
community.”47

46 Pohl, Living into Community, 117 and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, (New York:
MacMillan, 1955), 363, 364 quoted in Pohl, Living into Community, 117.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Christ the Center: A New Translation, ed. Christian Kaizer Verlag,
trans. William Collins Sons & Co., Ltd. in GESAMMELTE SCHRIFTEN, vol. 3, (New York:
Harper & Row, 1978), 50. See also Clifford Green and Michael P. De Jonge in their notes on
Bonhoeffer’s prison writings, “Bonhoeffer asks, What makes speech true? He rejects a number of
47
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As I grow in my understanding of what truth is and what it means “to
truth,” I have appreciated Christine Pohl’s referencing the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in South Africa and the work of Tristan Anne
Borer, who
explains that to facilitate truth-telling after major public atrocities, it is
important to recognize that “the idea of a single truth is a false one.
Rather, we might more profitably think of various truths. In South Africa,
for example, the TRC was guided by four notions of truth: factual or
forensic truth, personal or narrative truth, social truth, and healing or
restorative truth.” We can, [Borer] notes, draw these four notions into two
“truth paradigms”: forensic and narrative truths. While forensic truth is
associated with “facts about past actions” narrative truth involves the
personal, social, restorative, and experiential aspects of truth-telling.48
And so, there is a deep sense in which it is quite right to talk about
speaking our multiple truths, while simultaneously working to steer clear of the
temptation to speak those truths in violent ways: verbally attacking, controlling,
and labelling.49
Speaking and Listening Nonviolently
When it comes to speaking and listening nonviolently, the moves of
Marshall Rosenberg’s Nonviolent Communication (NVC) are important to note

theories that ground truth in the intention of the speaker, the character of the speaker, the formal
truth of the statement , and elsewhere. Instead, he argues, speech is true when it expresses reality.
This makes telling the truth a sometimes complicated matter, since reality is complicated and, in
its fallen state, contradictory.” Clifford Green and Michael P. De Jonge, ed. The Bonhoeffer Reader,
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 749.
48 Tristan Anne Borer, Telling the Truths: Truth Telling and Peace Building in Post-Conflict
Societies, (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), 20-22 quoted in Pohl, Living into
Community, 118.
49

Patterson et al., Crucial Conversations, 60.
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here. He uses the term nonviolence “as Gandhi used it – to refer to our natural
state of compassion when violence has subsided from the heart.”50 To
communicate nonviolently, we must first of all observe without evaluating, for
“when we combine observation with evaluation… we decrease the likelihood
that others will hear our intended message. Instead, they are apt to hear criticism
and thus resist what we are saying.”51
After observing without evaluating, the next moves in NVC are to name
our feelings, without attributing the cause of those feelings to another person,52
and to state our needs without blaming ourselves or others for our needs not
having been met.53 Finally, if appropriate, we may make a clear request of others,
without demanding anything of them.54
NVC is the ideal kind of speaking that happens in any conversation, but
speaking is not all that happens in a healthy circle. As Westside’s vision
articulates, we are also to lovingly listen to the truths of others. Rosenberg writes,
As we keep our attention focused on [our observations, feelings, and
needs] and help others do likewise, we establish a flow of communication,
back and forth, until compassion manifests naturally: what I am
observing, feeling, and needing; what I am requesting to enrich my life;
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Rosenberg, Nonviolent, 2-3.
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Rosenberg, Nonviolent, 26.
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Rosenberg, Nonviolent, 49.
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Rosenberg, Nonviolent, 78.
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Rosenberg, Nonviolent, 78.
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what you are observing, feeling, and needing; what you are requesting to
enrich your life.55
This call to be listeners before we are speakers is sometimes a stretch for
Christians who have been trained to go and teach (Matt. 18:19-20), to preach the
good news (Rom. 10:15), to always be prepared to give an answer to everyone
who asks you the reason for the hope that you have (1 Pet. 3:15). Bonhoeffer
grieves this incapacity to be the ears of Christ before we are the mouthpiece of
Christ: “People are looking for ears that will listen,” he writes in Life Together.
“They do not find it among Christians, for these Christians are talking where
they should be listening.”56
Crossing Boundaries and Expanding our Circles
But could they? Could we? Could it be different? Could we create places
and structures and venues – holding environments and circles – where truths are
spoken and heard and heard and spoken? Could we gather together in spaces
where truths – even truths that conflict – can find a respectful hearing? Might a
deeper Truth emerge in a space like that?
Lederach defines the transformation of our conflicts in just such a hopeful
way: “Conflict transformation is to envision and respond to the ebb and flow of social
conflict as life-giving opportunities for creating constructive change processes that
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Rosenberg, Nonviolent, 7.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, (New York: Harper & Row, 1954), 97 quoted in
Hamman, Steeples, 83.
56
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reduce violence, increase justice in direct interaction and social structures, and respond
to real-life problems in human relationships.”57 This can only happen when we
“truth in love” with one another in our speech and in our active listening.
And this conflict transformation can only happen when we intentionally
increase and diversify the participants in our circles of conversation. Ronald
Heifetz pointed out the obvious, “You don’t change by looking in the mirror; you
change by encountering differences.”58
Christena Cleveland begins her book, Disunity in Christ, with this
provocative statement: “People can meet God within their cultural context but in
order to follow God, they must cross into other cultures because that’s what Jesus
did in the incarnation and on the cross.”59 According to Cleveland, this is not
only the work of Jesus, but the work of the three self-giving persons of the
Trinity: “To partake in the sacrificial love of the Trinity is to participate in
sacrificial love with all others, not just the ones who are part of my homogenous
Christian group.”60
The work of crossing into other cultures (whether these cultural
differences are ethnic, socioeconomic, religious, political, etc.) is the work of
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Lederach, Conflict Transformation, 14.

58 Ronald A. Heifetz, “Leadership, Adaptability, Thriving,” Faith & Leadership, November
18, 2009, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CSZId1VlYxc quoted in Bolsinger, Canoeing, 82.
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cultivating the field of our words and actions to engage conflict well. When we
do this, we will encounter discomfort. Sometimes this boundary-crossing will
even be painful.
The Field of Our Affects
In chapter 2, we learned of the ways that conflict-failure can happen in the
field of our affects – our vulnerable place of feeling, fearing, yearning, and
missing. In this section, I will talk about integrating our own inner world and
engaging the inner worlds of others, primarily through a focus on the therapeutic
work of Internal Family Systems.
Internal Family Systems – Integrating our Inner World
We do not engage conflict well when we have unprocessed grief and pain
and unprocessed conflict also leads to more grief and pain. At the same time, we
recognize that willingly moving toward conflict uncovers pain in us. This is a lot
of pain all around! In his book Canoeing the Mountains, Tod Bolsinger speaks of
adaptive change – change of practice (sometimes painful) called for by change in
(sometimes painful) circumstance. Quoting Heifetz:
Adaptive change stimulates resistance because it challenges people’s
habits, beliefs, and values. It asks them to take a loss, experience
uncertainty, and even express disloyalty to people and cultures. Because
adaptive change forces people to question and perhaps redefine aspects of
their identity, it also challenges their sense of competence. Loss,
disloyalty, and feeling incompetent: that’s a lot to ask. No wonder people
resist.61
Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the
Dangers of Leading (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2002) quoted in Bolsinger, Canoeing,
135.
61
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Sometimes we engage conflict poorly or avoid conflict completely because
we are simultaneously dealing with feelings of grief, anger, inadequacy, or
unmet needs for empathy and acceptance. And underneath all of this is the
reality of our fear.
In order for us to engage conflict well in the relationally shared fields of
our actions and words, we must bring to the surface and engage the feelings and
the conflicts that exist inside of us. Some of us know the vast array of our internal
world really well, but most of us, if not all of us, have parts of ourselves that we
would rather not engage. Some of us would like to ignore the scared or lonely
parts of ourselves, the grieving or angry parts of ourselves, the dependent or
confused parts of ourselves. In his book, Wholeheartedness, Chuck De Groat asks,
“What might it mean for us to consider welcoming every stranger within us?
How might it change the way we live and work and relate if we freely embrace,
rather than fight, parts of ourselves that whisper messages of shame and
criticism?”62
Therapists Allison Cook and Kimberly Miller have written a book entitled,
Boundaries For Your Soul. In it, they introduce their readers to Internal Family
Systems (IFS) Theory, pioneered by Richard C. Schwartz in the 1980s.
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Throughout the book, they weave IFS together with a biblical call to
wholeheartedness. Cook and Miller write that
There are two opposite, unhealthy ways of relating to your painful
emotions. You can keep them too close to you, or you can push them too
far away. If they’re too close, you risk being overwhelmed by them. If
they’re too far, you risk being cut off from them, only to be influenced by
them in harmful ways… Your painful emotions are being experienced by
parts of your soul that need to be heard, honored, and understood in
order for you to be able to help them. Furthermore, the parts of your soul
experiencing these difficult emotions have much to teach you when you
get to know them. As with the people in your life, the key is to establish
comfortable distance with these parts of your soul.63
When we are able to interact with all the parts of ourselves and to make
decisions informed by healthy internal dialogue, Cook and Miller would say that
we are operating out of our Spirit-led self. Your Spirit-led self is “the core of your
being, where the Holy Spirit abides.”64
In 2019, my husband and I took a trip to the Middle East with a group of
pastors and spouses from our denomination. One of our day trips brought us to
an adventure park at the bottom of the Arnon Gorge. After wading, swimming,
and rope-pulling our way against the flow of the water for a couple of hours, we
reached a waterfall at the end of the gorge. Our leader led us along the rock wall
to a little cavern behind the falls. He then told us that we were all going to jump
through the falls to feel the force of the water – a force that was to parallel God’s
strong love for us. I watched as several men jumped through the falls, and then I

Alison Cook and Kimberly Miller, Boundaries for your Soul: How to Turn Your
Overwhelming Thoughts and Feelings into Your Greatest Allies, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2018), 7.
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went through. But I didn’t get through. I got stuck, face-up, underneath the falls.
I don’t know quite how long I was underneath the water, but I thought I wasn’t
going to make it. I thought perhaps that this was it—that they were going to have
to pull my body out of the gorge. But then a friend of mine reached in and
grabbed my arm, and pulled me out.
In reflecting with my therapist on this experience, I slowly sifted through
the thoughts that had rushed through my head while it was happening. I
stumbled on a split-second thought that I had had when my friend’s arm broke
through the surface of the water: I didn’t want to take his help. That split second
was so split that it didn’t translate into any actual resistance or hesitation, but I
know that I had this fleeting thought of frustration and defeat. I had wanted to
make it through that waterfall by myself.
I shared this story with my congregation in a message on 1 Corinthians 12,
where I played with the metaphor that Paul gives the Christians in Corinth: they
are one body with many parts. We, too, are individuals – single bodies – with
many parts. I have a part of me that is strong and independent. She survived
being widowed at the age of 23. She watched her 3 month old daughter go
through cancer treatments. She left a really messy job situation and learned to
love the church again. This part of me has a theme song: “What doesn’t kill you
makes you stronger!” by Kelly Clarkson. 65 This part of me has a hash tag:

Kelly Clarkson, “Stronger (What Doesn’t Kill You),” track 2 on Stronger, RCA Records,
2011, compact disc. This quote is originally from Frederich Nietzsche. In its full form, it reads,
65
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#WeCanDoHardThings. She has a Bible verse: Philippians 4:13 – “I can do all
things through him who gives me strength.” This part of me likes to do things by
herself.
I have often thought that this part of me is all of me – the real me. But this
is only a part of me. I also have a part of me that can’t do all the hard things. She
isn’t strong. She needs help sometimes. This part of me doesn’t surface very
often. I like to keep her in the back, hidden away. I remember once someone in a
small group I was in suggested that I was needy and the strong part of me
absolutely raged. How dare you suggest that I am needy! The needy part of me
stepped further back into the shadows.
Many of us choose to deny or ignore the parts of ourselves that we don’t
like or that embarrass us. We avoid the emotions that scare us or that are
unattractive. Or perhaps we try to pray them away: “Take away my fear! Take
away my neediness! Take away my shame! Take away my anger!” We can keep
up the denial, the avoidance, and the praying for miraculous deliverance, but
when we do so, what often happens is that these difficult emotions show up and
hurt people in unexpected ways.
We have another choice. We can choose to see the parts of who we are as
parts that have important things to contribute to the working of our person. We

“Aus der Kriegsschule des Lebens. — Was mich nicht umbringt, macht mich starker.” In English: “Out
of life’s school of war — What does not kill me makes me stronger.” Aphorism number 8 from
Frederich Nietzsche, “Maxims and Arrows” in Twilight of the Idols, 1889, (London: Penguin
Classics, 1990).
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can take Jesus’ invitation to pray for those who persecute us and to love our
enemies and apply that invitation to our internal enemies. Instead of trying to
pray away those parts, we can pray for those parts. We can extend hospitality and
love to the parts of ourselves that are at war with each other. What we might find
when we acknowledge these parts of ourselves as parts that have something to
offer, is that these parts calm down a little bit and we are able to operate out of
our Spirit-led self. We are able to make choices and decisions that are more
whole.
The strong and independent part of me is an important part of me. It is a
part that has gotten stronger in the face of adversity and I am where I am today,
partly because of this part of me. But in the Arnon Gorge, when the waters below
and the waters above were threatening to take my life, and my friend’s hand
reached in to grab my arm, I needed the strong and independent part of me to
step back and to let the part of me that needs and depends on others – the part of
me that may even have been needy at other points in my life – take a step
forward and to receive the rescue that was appropriate to my situation.
As I enter difficult conversations, I am now more aware of the parts of
myself that I would like to hide: the parts that are confused or don’t understand,
the parts that need approval or acceptance. When I know I am going to have a
difficult conversation with someone, I first have an internal conversation with
the parts of myself. This helps to decrease how often my parts react with violent
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manipulation or silent eye rolls and keeps me moving forward from the core of
my being, “the place where the Holy Spirit abides.”66
Internal Family Systems – Engaging the Inner Worlds of Others
Thinking about individuals as persons with parts is not only helpful for
understanding ourselves, but also for understanding the dynamics at play when
in difficult conversation with others. One of the most helpful chapters in Cook
and Miller’s book is the chapter on working with the challenging parts of others:
A well-developed internal parts detective identifies when … anger, fear,
or some other emotion has eclipsed that person’s Spirit-led self. Instead of
wrangling with that part, your internal parts detective prompts you to get
curious about it: I wonder why she’s acting that way. Or I wonder what pain
he’s feeling underneath his anger. You can assist others who are hurting by
de-escalating tense situations, setting external boundaries, and creating
opportunities for deeper connection.67
Rosenberg makes a similar point:
As we’ve seen, all criticism, attack, insults, and judgments vanish when
we focus attention on hearing the feelings and needs behind a message.
The more we practice in this way, the more we realize a simple truth:
behind all those messages we’ve allowed ourselves to be intimidated by
are just individuals with unmet needs appealing to us to contribute to
their well-being.68
And finally, Van Deusen Hunsinger and Latini say it well:
When we practice transforming the pain of unmet needs into the beauty of
needs, our hearts are broken wide open to the pain and joy in the world.
Herein lies the paradox of both mourning and the way of the cross: we are
fully alive when present to our deepest pain. Healing and wholeness come
66

Cook and Miller, Boundaries, xvii.

67

Cook and Miller, Boundaries, 195-196.

68

Rosenberg, Nonviolent, 99.

77

through mourning. We experience koinonia – union and communion with
God and each other – when we bear one another’s burdens and
accompany one another in our perplexity and pain. We become
compassionate leaders, participating in God’s ongoing ministry of healing
and care in the world.69
When we, with curiosity and compassion, welcome into the light these
parts of ourselves and others, we are cultivating the fields of our affects. We
grow in our wholeheartedness and in our capacity to engage well in the conflicts
we have with others.
Looking Ahead
In chapter 2, we considered the ways that we fail to engage conflict well in
the fields of our minds, words and actions, and affects. In chapter 3, we found
hope for conflict engagement in these same fields. In chapter 4, we will consider
the place where these fields intersect and are transcended by our work with God
and God’s work with us.
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Chapter 4. The Heart - The Field of Fields
Poiēsis in the Field of our Hearts
I have claimed that in order for conflict to be engaged well, we must
cultivate the fields of our minds, our actions and words, and our affects. As I
organized the material into sections, much of what I read fell into those
categories of our thoughts,1 our actions,2 and our affections.3 However, I found
that a fair bit of my reading failed to fall into any one of these categories. Or, I
should say that there were ideas and concepts that simultaneously involved and
transcended all these categories. What is this field of fields? And what happens
in this field of fields? I wondered.
In the midst of my wondering, I stumbled upon a word in James K.A.
Smith’s introduction to the book, All Things Hold Together in Christ: A Conversation
on Faith, Science, and Virtue. He referenced the work of Robert Crease who
suggests that experimentation in science is like a performing art.
Experimentation “is not merely a praxis –an application of some skill or
technique—but a poiēsis;4 a bringing forth of a phenomenon.”5

1

Greek, doxis: δόξις.

2

Greek, praxis: πρᾶξις.

3

Greek, pathos: πάθος.

4

Greek, poiēsis: ποίησις.

Robert Crease, The Play of Nature: Experimentation as Performance (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1993), 82 quoted in Smith and Gulker, All Things, xvi.
5
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Poiēsis comes from the word, poieo, in the Greek, which means “to do” or
“to make.” The twentieth century German philosopher, Martin Heidegger,
coined this as a philosophical term in his Introduction to Metaphysics. Michael
Wheeler in his article on Heidegger writes that for Heidegger,
poiesis is to be understood as a process of gathering together and
fashioning natural materials in such a way that the human project in
which they figure is in a deep harmony with, indeed reveals—or as
Heidegger sometimes says when discussing poiesis, brings forth—the
essence of those materials and any natural environment in which they are
set.6
Poiēsis is an emerging and a coming into being that involves, in the world
of art, the artist and the materials with which the artist works.
It is the sculptor’s power, so often alluded to, of finding the perfect form
and features of a goddess, in the shapeless block of marble; and his ability
to chip off all extraneous matter, and let the divine excellence stand forth
for itself. Thus, in every incident of business, in every accident of life, the
poet sees something divine, and carefully scales off all that encumbers that
divinity, and permits it to be revealed in all its transcendent loveliness.7
Wheeler writes that “Poiesis, then, is a process of revealing. Poietic events
are acts of unconcealment—one is tempted to coin the ugly neologism truth-ing—
in which entities are allowed to show themselves.”8 As evidenced by the fact that

Michael Wheeler, “Martin Heidegger,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2020
Edition), Edward N. Zalta, ed., accessed November 17, 2020,
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2020/entries/heidegger/.
6

“Whittier’s Poems” review of The Poems of John Greenleaf Whittier, Methodist Quarterly
Review, (New York: Carlton & Porter) January 1858, 78, accessed November 19,
https://quoteinvestigator.com/tag/michelangelo/#return-note-9231-1.
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I translate ἀληθεύοντες in Ephesians 4:15 as “truthing,” it should be clear that I
don’t mind this neologism at all. This new word sounds quite right to me.
In the work of engaging conflict well, poiēsis is the co-creative, convivial,
and disarming work of God and a diversity of humans, through which emerges
the phenomenon of a transformed community of shalom.
Ephesians 2:14-17 biblically anchors this concept and this Greek word:
For he himself is our peace, who has made (poiēsas) the two groups
one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by setting
aside in his flesh the law with its commands and regulations. His purpose
was to create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus making
(poion) peace, and in one body to reconcile both of them to God through
the cross, by which he put to death their hostility.
A community of people gathered together with well cultivated fields of
head and affect, word and deed is nothing without the Creator at the centre,
making and surfacing, creating, co-creating, and recreating shalom.
Christ, in whom all things hold together (Col 1:17) is at the centre of our
communities. Dietrich Bonhoeffer contrasts the spiritual love and community
with the unmediated emotional love and community (spoken of in chapter 2):
Therefore, spiritual love will prove successful insofar as it commends the
other to Christ in all that it says and does. It will not seek to agitate
another by exerting all too personal, direct influence or by crudely
interfering in one’s life. It will not take pleasure in pious, emotional fervor
and excitement. Rather, it will encounter the other with the clear word of
God and be prepared to leave the other alone with this word for a long
time. It will be willing to release others again so that Christ may deal with
them. It will respect the boundary of the other, which is placed between us
by Christ, and it will find full community with the other in the Christ who
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alone binds us together. This spiritual love will thus speak to Christ about
the other Christian more than to the other Christian about Christ.9
And where does this poiēsis happen? What is this field of fields? The field
that incorporates and transcends all other fields is the field of the heart. The
heart, (Hebrew: leb), in the Hebrew scripture, is the very centre of human be-ing.
“Guard your heart,” Provers 4:23 teaches us, “for everything you do flows from
it.” The heart can never be disconnected from our various functions, for it is
through our functions (whether they are mental, emotional, physical, ethical,
etc.) that we live and move and have our being. And yet it is still helpful to speak
of the heart distinctly as the core of who we are.
Neo-Kuyperian philosopher, Calvin Seerveld, spells this out in his “TinCan Theory of Man.” The centre of our selfhood is our heart, the coram Deo, the
essence of our being that lives life before God’s face:
Selfhood or ‘heart’ or ‘soul’ is the unconscious structural opening-gateway
thrust of man’s inescapable relation to God under the Word-command,
‘Love me above all, praise!’ This is why I use the tin-can metaphor to
describe woman or man. What defines man is not an entity inside man but
is the structured thrust of the whole, as invisible yet as all-determining
and as inseparable as the axis of a cylinder. A tin can (cylinder) 10 also has
Bonhoeffer, DBWE 5:44. See also Bonhoeffer in Christ the Center: “Where does [Christ]
stand? He stands pro me. He stands there in my place, where I should stand, but cannot. He
stands on the boundary of my existence, beyond my existence, yet for me. That brings out clearly
that I am separated from my ‘I”, which I should be, by a boundary which I am unable to cross.
The boundary lies between me and me, the old and the new ‘I’. It is in the encounter with this
boundary that I shall be judged. At this place, I cannot stand alone. At this place stands Christ,
between me and me, the old and the new existence. Thus Christ is at one and the same time, my
boundary and my rediscovered centre. He is the centre, between ‘I’ and ‘I’, and between ‘I’ and
God. The boundary can only be known as a boundary from beyond the boundary. In Christ, man
recognizes it and thereby at the same time finds his new centre again.” 60.
9

Figure 2. Calvin Seerveld, “A Christian Tin Can Theory of Man,” JASA 33, June 1981,
74-81, accessed November 19, 2020,
10

82

the graphic, humbling connotations that may stop us women and men
from thinking more highly of ourselves, as earthen vessels, than we ought
to think.11

Figure 2. Tin Can.
Our hearts are both the centre of who we are as individuals and also the
place of intersection with one another and with God. When we lift up our hearts
to God (Lam. 3:41), we are joining our hearts together with one another and
together with God. The heart is the field of fields - the centre of our poietic work.
Brené Brown also recognizes the heart as an important centre. In her
description of what it means to truly belong in the wilderness of this difficult
world, she says that we need strong backs and soft fronts, but also wild hearts.
“Once we’ve found the courage to stand alone, to say what we believe and do
what we feel is right despite the criticism and fear, we may leave the wilderness,
but the wild has marked our hearts.”12

https://www.allofliferedeemed.co.uk/Seerveld/Seerveld%20_A_Christian_TinCan_Theory_of_Man.pdf , 5.
11

Seerveld, “Tin Can,” 8.

12

Brown, Braving, 148-149.
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Poiēsis on the Cross and in Christian Community
As this chapter progresses, we will see the poietic work of Christ in many
ways, but I want to lean into one understanding of the cross of Jesus that
unpacks a bit of what Paul may have meant when he said in Ephesians 2 that
Christ put to death our hostility in his body on the cross. As Timothy Gorringe
puts it, “On the cross Christ ‘bears’ our guilt, but this is not expiation. What
happens there is the absorption of violence, the redefinition of power, and the
establishment of the possibility of forgiveness.”13
On the cross, Christ absorbed the violence of humanity and did not pass it
back or pass it on. On the cross, Christ did not only identify with the sinner,
becoming sin for us; Christ also identified (and identifies) completely with the
victims of violence and he communed (and communes) with them there.14 On the
cross, Christ was powerless. Christ let go of his power.
The cross was not the only time and place that our Christ was powerless.
In an eye opening passage in his essay, “Friends of God and Friends of God’s
Friends,” Samuel Wells points to two moments of powerlessness:

13

Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, 247.

Gorringe leans heavily on Jürgen Moltmann here: “Of course, if Christ were just one
more victim, then his suffering would have no particular significance. But, argues Moltmann, if
God himself is in Christ (2 Cor. 5.19), then Christ brings eternal communion with God and God’s
life-giving righteousness through his passion in the passion story of this world and identifies God
with the victims of violence. Conversely, we also have here the identification of the victims with
God, so that they are put under divine protection and, though lacking human rights, have rights
with God.” Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, 239. See Also Jürgen Moltmann, History and the Triune
God, trans. J. Bowden (London: SCM, 1991), 48.
14
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At the two defining moments in Jesus’s life, his birth and his death, he is
utterly powerless – so powerless that he cannot use his arms. At his birth,
his arms are strapped to his sides by swaddling clothes—Luke’s Gospel
relates this twice, and the angels tell the shepherds that this will be the
‘sign.’ And later at Jesus’ death his two hands are nailed to either end of a
horizontal beam, and as he dies in agony he cannot even wipe his own
brow or scratch an itch or waft away a fly or mosquito. These are the most
intimate moments in Jesus’ life and at both moments, by nails and by
swaddling clothes, he is, literally, disarmed. Jesus is God disarmed. The
disarmed and disarming love of God. This is the sovereignty disclosed at
the breaking of the bread. This is the heart of the church’s perception of
violence.15
Timothy Gorringe, with reference to K. Wengst, suggests that this
disarmed God is the central story of the New Testament. The gospel
speaks of God’s movement “downwards and to the periphery, his
unconditional solidarity with those who have nothing, those who suffer,
the humiliated and injured.” This represents a diametrically opposite
perception to the Roman view which assumed that, as Caesar once said to
his rebellious soldiers, “as the great ordain, so the affairs of this world are
directed.” The crucifixion of Jesus, on the other hand, constitutes “a
permanent and effective protest against those structures which
continually bring about separation at the center and the margin.”16
And Dietrich Bonhoeffer gives us the gift of his description of Christian
community with Jesus at the centre:
I have community with others and will continue to have it only through
Jesus Christ. The more genuine and the deeper our community becomes,
the more everything else between us will recede, and the more clearly and
purely will Jesus Christ and his work become the one and only thing that
is alive between us. We have one another only through Christ, but

15 Samuel Wells, “Friends of God and Friends of God’s Friends,” in Smith and Gulker, All
Things Hold Together in Christ, 37.

K. Wengst, Pax Romana, trans. J. Bowden (London: SCM, 1987), 140-141 quoted in
Gorringe, God’s Just Vengeance, 82.
16
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through Christ we really do have one another. We have one another
completely and for all eternity.17
The work of Christ at our centre is a disarming work. We who gather
around Christ are called to put away our swords and shields in the presence of
one another and of God.
When people gather together with Christ at their centre, conflicts
emerge—whether these conflicts are differences of opinion and perspective, on
the one hand, or incidents and patterns of harmful behaviour. These conflicts are
opportunities for poiēsis – they are opportunities for the co-creative and convivial
work of God and a diversity of humans to come together and witness the
phenomenon of a transformed community of shalom.
It was Ruth Haley Barton, author and founder of the Transforming
Center18 who helped me to see the necessary and true presence of Christ at the
centre of conflict. She opened Matthew 18 in a way that I had not heard it before.
In a lecture given at the annual gathering of The Colossian Forum in October of
2019, she read Matthew 18:20, “Where two or three gather in my name, there am
I with them,” and went on to unpack the text.
Though Matthew 18:20 often gets read in hospital rooms before surgeries
or at sparsely attended evening church services, the context of this verse is
Christian conflict. The pericope that concludes with verse 20 begins with the

17

Bonhoeffer, DBWE 5:34.

Transforming Center: Strengthen the Soul of Your Leadership, accessed November 19,
2020, https://transformingcenter.org/.
18
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well-known process for dealing with conflict with our siblings in Christ: “If your
brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between the two of you. If
they listen to you, you have won them over. But if they will not listen, take one
or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of
two or three witnesses’” (Matthew 18:15-16). This passage paints a picture of an
expanding circle of conversation and concludes with verse 20: “Where two or
three gather in my name, there am I with them.” Where conflict is, there is Christ
at our centre.
Conflict happens in Christian community and Christ is with us in it. In the
previous chapters, I have talked about ways to cultivate the fields of our minds,
affections, words, and actions in order that we engage conflict well. But in the
remainder of this chapter, I want to open up the importance of the formation of
virtues and the taking up of healthy habits or disciplines. This work is a poietic
work that incorporates and transcends thoughts, feelings, words and actions. It is
a work that we do in the Spirit and that is done to us by the Spirit. It is a convivial
and co-creative work that shapes us into the kind of people that can engage
conflict well. It includes the miraculous poietic work of repentance and
forgiveness. It is work that gets shaped and rejuvenated through sacramental
worship. And it is work that must be undertaken not just for the sake of the
Christian community but for the sake of the world.

87

Poiēsis and the Development of Virtue
When we are in disagreement with someone, sometimes we are tempted
to give that person a book to read so that they might see the topic from our
perspective. “And thus”, James K.A. Smith writes in his introduction to All
Things Hold Together in Christ, “we tacitly assume that that disagreement is
caused by ignorance and will be solved with knowledge. But many of our
disagreements are more intractable than that, and what’s lacking is not some bit
of information but the spiritual formation we need to learn to live with difference
in the body of Christ.”19
If we actually need to be spiritually formed in order to do conflict well, it
would be nice if we could read a book about virtues to become virtuous, or, at
the very least, form virtuous habits first and then engage in conflict. But habits
cannot be formed by reading about them, and they cannot be formed in a
vacuum. We actually need difficult conversations and conflict as containers or
crucibles within which to form the habits. Rob Barrett, the chief programming
and innovation officer for The Colossian Forum, writes, “Our very disagreements
provide a most excellent context for taking up the formational practices that give
us the capacities we need to engage disagreement well.”20

19

Smith and Gulker, All Things, xviii.

20

Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, xi.
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There are many virtues one could point to that are helpful in engaging
conflict well.21 I would like to briefly mention four: courage, wise humility,
expectancy and gratitude.
Courage and Wise Humility
Sometimes we think of courage as a feeling – a feeling that we should take
on in the place of fear. But I think it is more helpful to think of courage as a
posture or a virtue that one can develop. And one does not need to eliminate fear
to develop the capacity to be courageous. A friend of mine once said, “The
opposite of being afraid is not the absence of fear, but the presence of courage.”22
Courage is a competing posture that one can add to the feeling of fear as one
enters a difficult situation.
I often think of courage as a posture that I need when I am about to say
something that I think may be met with opposition or disagreement. Courage is
also a posture that I need when I am about to reveal more of who I am than
usual. Brené Brown, who has written and spoken a lot about courage and
vulnerability, reminds us that “the root of the word courage is cor—the Latin
word for heart. In one of its earliest forms, the word courage had a very different

“There are several habits that are likely to increase our ability to get it right, such as
wisdom, good judgment, intellectual conscientiousness, flexibility, thoroughness, intellectual
candor, courage, apt doubt, appropriate trust, perseverance, understanding, humility, openmindedness, studiousness, and the like.” Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 144. “By intellectual
virtues, I mean such qualities as discretion, humility, wisdom, interpretive sensitivity, prudence,
coachability, tenacity, open-mindedness, honesty, and the like.” Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 17.
21

22

I am quite sure that this quote is an amalgamation of several other similar quotes.
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definition than it does today. Courage originally meant ‘To speak one’s mind by
telling all one’s heart.”23
For me, this definition of courageous truth-telling is tied to the story of the
woman with the issue of bleeding in Mark 5. After the woman held on to Jesus’
cloak and experienced healing, Jesus looked around and asked who had touched
him. And in that moment, with the courage that comes from the presence of
Jesus, the woman “came and fell at his feet and, trembling with fear, told him the
whole truth” (Mark 5:33).
And in Psalm 15, we are told that the person who may dwell in the sacred
tent of the Lord is the one who “speaks the truth from their heart” (v. 2). It is this
posture of courageous self-revelation that moves along the poietic work in the
field of our heart and in the fields of our hearts as a community.
Courage in speech needs to be tempered, of course, by wise humility.
There are times when saying all that is in our mind, however truthful it may
seem to us, may, upon further consideration, not be wise. The practically wise
person, according to Aristotle, has the skill “’to see the world and themselves
through the eyes of another without threat to their identity.’”24 In other words,
the practically wise person is humble. The one who possesses wise humility has

23 Brené Brown, The Gifts of Imperfection: Let Go of Who You Think You’re Supposed to Be and
Embrace Who You Are, (Center City, Minnesota: Hazeldon Publishing, 2010), 12.

Linda Trinkaus Zagzebski, Divine Motivation Theory, (Cambridge: Cambridge
Unviersity Press, 2004), 371 quoted in Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 156.
24
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the “ability to avoid overestimation and underevaluation of [their] own position,
including power, status, skills, gifts, knowledge, and the like. In other words,
humility is a virtue that enables its holder to view oneself as one truly is.”25
Courage and wise humility are virtues that are rooted in the work of God
in us. Growing in these virtues is a poietic growth. There is work for us to do as
we interact with others, and God is working these virtues out in us, transforming
us into the kinds of people who have the courage to take on the pain of speaking
complex truth, because we know that the Lord is with us (Joshua 1:9). God is
working the virtue of wise humility out in us as God transforms us into the kinds
of people who take on the pain of looking to the interests of others above and
beyond our own interests (Philippians 2:4). This is our work. This is God’s work.
This is poiēsis.
Expectancy and Gratitude
In some ways courage and wise humility are virtues that have their source
inside us, originating from Christ in us, the hope of glory (Colossians 1:27). From
inside, the virtues of courage and humble wisdom flow outward to meet the
world. You could say that the next two virtues (expectancy and gratitude) have
their source outside us: Christ in others, the hope of glory. From a source outside
us, other people spark the virtues of gratitude and expectancy within us.
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Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 162.

91

Theologian and former Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, in his
book Being Disciples, says that we are to look at other Christians with an attitude
of expectancy. This is not an attitude of expectation. Expectation is an attitude
that seeks to control the other and is disappointed when the other doesn’t meet
the expectation that we have. No, an attitude of expectancy is a disposition of
curiosity and hope that, according to Williams asks,
What is Christ giving me through this person, this group? Given that we
may not always see eye to eye with other Christians we mix with, that can
be hard work (and no doubt it’s at least equally hard work for them
looking at us). But nonetheless, Jesus has brought us together precisely so
that we approach one another with that degree of expectancy.26
Christena Cleveland notes our tendency to look at individuals or groups
with whom we do not agree and to focus on the negative things about them. We
are vigilant about keeping a record of their wrongs. Instead, she says,
If we’re going to be vigilant about anything, we should be vigilant about
the positive things that God is doing through our fellow members. In
other words, we need to be promotion oriented. Our default orientation
should be one of eagerness to see God working, eagerness to see God
glorified in those around us, eagerness to live as the unified body of
Christ.27

Rowan Williams, Being Disciples: Essentials of the Christian Life, (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2016), 9. Williams later says “The community that most perfectly represents what God
wants to see in the human world is one where the resources of each person are offered for every
other, whether those resources are financial or spiritual or intellectual or administrative. This is
the pattern of the Body of Christ as St Paul defines it. It is not only that the least or apparently
most useless has the dignity of possessing a gift and a purpose; it’s also that everyone is able to
give to others, to have the dignity of being a giver, being important to someone else. And instead
of being a static picture of everyone having dignity, the Christian vision is dynamic—everyone is
engaged in building up everyone else’s human life and dignity.” 69.
26

27

Cleveland, Disunity, 135.
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In its early days, The Colossian Forum brought together two Christian
scientists who view the origins of the world very differently. Todd Charles Wood
and Darrel R. Falk wrote a book together28 and spoke together at The January
Series lectures at Calvin University. Both Wood and Falk are absolutely
convinced that the other is wrong and that the other’s position on origins is
problematic and even harmful. And yet, after years of dialogue, they are able to
view one another with the virtues of expectancy and gratitude. In their lecture,
Falk says this of Wood:
I have come to feel that even though Todd thinks so differently, and even
though I think that [what he thinks] is harmful, I can also see much good
in what Todd is doing. I can … see the spirit that he is bringing in to his
community and I can see what is being accomplished. Even though I am
concerned about the community as a whole, I think that the Spirit is
working in Todd and through Todd and maybe he wouldn’t be able to do
the wonderful things that he’s doing if he changed his mind.
And Wood says the following of Falk:
If you can’t be a Christian like me, then you need to be a Christian like
him, because Christ is more important than what we think about creation.
And if you do become a Christian, the Spirit can work on you and I can
trust that he’ll draw you to the correct choice, which is my position.
[chuckle] Jesus Christ is so much bigger than what you think about science
or evolution or whatever. Don’t let weirdos like me hold you back from
coming to Jesus.29

28 Todd Charles Wood and Darrel R. Falk, The Fool and the Heretic: How Two Scientists
Moved Beyond Labels to a Christian Dialogue about Creation and Evolution, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Academic, 2019).

Todd Charles Wood and Darrel R. Falk, “Moving Beyond Labels to a Christian
Dialogue About Creation and Evolution,” Lecture, The January Series, January 9, 2020, accessed
November 19, 2020, https://calvin.edu/directory/series/todd-charles-wood-darrel-r-falk.
29
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When we see others, our first thought should be of what God might be
giving to us in that other person. This disposition could also apply to any
situation or day or experience. A posture of hopeful expectancy about what God
has done, is doing or will do should outweigh any posture that anticipates
disregard.
Anglican theologian and priest, Nigel Biggar, articulates this posture so
beautifully:
The Christian will regard the other as a fellow creature who also stands in
relationship to God, but whose relationship is immediate, inimitable, and
different from her own. She will recognize that the other’s vocation is
uniquely the other’s. She will cede the other space, acknowledging this
difference. She will approach him as a potential prophet, as one who
might yet mediate a true word of God. In this theological sense, therefore,
she will respect the other as equal – and yet not the same. She will not
assume that he has nothing worth saying. She will not presume to know
what the other thinks before she has first bothered to inquire and listen.
She will not stereotype or caricature him. She will not assimilate him to
some ideal type, for example, ‘liberal,’ or ‘modernist’ or ‘conservative’ or
‘fundamentalist’ Instead, she will listen to his particular, complex,
idiosyncratic, and unpredictable views, which refuse easy accommodation
in any prefabricated box. She will respect the other by taking him as he
actually comes.30
Once we have received what God has given to us in the gift of the other,
we turn this back to God in gratitude and praise. Bonhoeffer describes this
virtuous posture:
Because God already has laid the only foundation of our community,
because God has united us in one body with other Christians in Jesus
Christ long before we entered into common life with them, we enter into
Nigel Biggar, Behaving in Public: How to do Christian Ethics, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2011), 72 quoted in Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 185-186.
30
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that life together with other Christians, not as those who make demands,
but as those who thankfully receive. We thank God for what God has
done for us. We thank God for giving us other Christians who live by
God’s call, forgiveness, and promise. We do not complain about what God
does not give us; rather we are thankful for what God does give us daily.
And is not what has been given us enough: other believers who will go on
living with us through sin and need under the blessing of God’s grace? Is
the gift of God any less immeasurably great than this on any given day,
even on the most difficult and distressing days of a Christian community?
Even when sin and misunderstanding burden the common life, is not the
one who sins still a person with whom I too stand under the word of
Christ? Will not another Christian’s sin be an occasion for me ever anew to
give thanks that both of us may live in the forgiving love of God in Jesus
Christ? Therefore, will not the very moment of great disillusionment with
my brother or sister be incomparably wholesome for me because it so
thoroughly teaches me that both of us can never live by our own words
and deeds, but only by that one Word and deed that really binds us
together, the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ.31
Gratitude and expectancy are virtues rooted in the work of God in others.
And it is up to us to recognize God’s work in the other person. God works in us
to develop the senses of our souls so that we might look for, listen for, and
cultivate a taste for the beauty in the other person.
All of these virtues – courage, wise humility, expectancy, and gratitude,
play out in the field of our hearts. Brené Brown says that “the mark of a wild
heart is living out the paradox of love in our lives. It’s the ability to be tough and
tender, excited and scared, brave and afraid—all in the same moment. It’s
showing up in our vulnerability and our courage, being both fierce and kind.”32
This is our wild work. This is God’s wild work. This is poiēsis.
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Bonhoeffer, DBWE 5:36-37.
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Brown, Braving, 155.
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Poiēsis in the Pattern of Repentance and Forgiveness
Bonhoeffer says above, “Will not another Christian’s sin be an occasion for
me ever anew to give thanks that both of us may live in the forgiving love of God
in Jesus Christ?”33 Though we should not purposefully sin so that grace may
abound (Romans 6:1-2), all do sin, and when we sin, it is an occasion, as
Bonhoeffer puts it, to give thanks that God has forgiven us. Sin in community is
an opportunity to exercise the patterns of repentance and forgiveness.
Several years ago, I joined a movement of leaders and churches called
Churches Learning Change.34 One of the first habits we were encouraged to take up
was a deeper practice of seeking forgiveness. Instead of simply apologizing and
asking a person to forgive me, I, as the offender ask the person to share with me
what impact my behaviour has had on them.35
This practice of asking for and receiving impact does increase the pain and
discomfort of the offender, as it is difficult to hear the impact of our sin. But

33

See note 31.

Churches Learning Change, accessed November 19, 2020,
https://www.churcheslearningchange.com/. Churches Learning Change was formerly known as
the Ridder Church Renewal Initiative.
34

Jim Herrington and Trisha Taylor describe the process this way: “We get present to the
impact that our failure to keep our word has created in the lives of others—the mess we have
created. We can start by asking the people who were affected by our gap in integrity to tell us
what the impact was. As they do, we listen. We don’t make excuses or justify ourselves. We don’t
deflect what they are saying. We actually allow the sting of the impact to touch us. This does two
things: It makes it easier for other person to believe that we really care about them and to forgive
us, and it gives us added incentive to keep our word in the future, in order to avoid hurting
people in these ways again.” Jim Herrington and Trisha Taylor, Learning Change: Congregational
Transformation Fueled by Personal Renewal, (Grand Rapids: Kregel Ministry, 2017), 59.
35
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when we let ourselves listen to the pain of the other and let ourselves feel the
pain of knowing the impact of our behaviour, we are more likely to truly repent
and turn around. Furthermore, this practice honours the experience of the
offended, giving them a chance to let the offender know what they are
apologizing for. Both the apology and the forgiveness are deepened through this
extra step in the process.36
Both the apologizer and the forgiver in the Christian community can be
assured that they will have the opportunity to switch places and be the forgiver
and the apologizer at another point in time. Lutheran pastor and author, Nadia
Bolz Weber, in the very first episode of Kate Bowler’s podcast, Everything
Happens, said that when we are in community, we simply “take turns being the
ones who are disappointing. And then, forgive each other and move on. You
know,” she said, “maybe it’s that guy’s turn to be disappointing, but next week
it’ll be me.” What we need is a “culture of turn-taking when it comes to being the
ones who need grace, or who are giving grace, or who remind each other that
grace is a thing.”37
Chris Rice in his book, Grace Matters, notices this same necessity. “One of
the foundations of community is knowing that you will sin and be sinned

36 The step of recognizing and acknowledging impact is also one of the restorative moves
in a restorative circle.

Nadia Bolz Weber, guest, Kate Bowler, host, “The Insight of Outsiders,” Everything
Happens (podcast), accessed October 14, 2020, https://katebowler.com/podcasts/nadia-bolzweber-the-insight-of-outsiders-s1e1/.
37
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against. It needs to be our daily expectation. But there also needs to be an
expectation of forgiving others their sins and being forgiven.”38
There is something relieving and hopeful about the necessity and
inevitability of sin and forgiveness, but there is something uncomfortable and
risky about it, too. As I said above, we need to increase our tolerance for pain and
discomfort when we enter the deepest work of repentance and forgiveness.
Williams makes this clear.
The person who asks forgiveness has renounced the privilege of being
right or safe; she has acknowledged that she is hungry for healing, for the
bread of acceptance and restoration to relationship. But equally the person
who forgives has renounced the safety of being locked into the position of
the offended victim; she has decided to take the risk of creating afresh a
relationship known to be capable of involving hurt. Both the giver and
receiver of forgiveness have moved out of the safety zone; they have
begun to ask how to receive their humanity as a gift.
Forgiveness is one of the most radical ways in which we are able to
nourish one another’s humanity. When offence is given and hurt is done,
the customary human response is withdrawal, the reinforcing of the walls
of the private self, with all that this implies about asserting one’s own
humanity as a possession rather than receiving it as gift. The unforgiven
and the unforgiving cannot see the other as people who are part of God’s
work of bestowing humanity on them. To forgive and to be forgiven is to
allow yourself to be humanized by those whom you may least want to
receive as signs of God’s gift.39
Once again, this work is poietic – it is done by us and can only be done by
us because it has been done to us and for us. Williams writes, “To forgive is to

Chris P. Rice, Grace Matters, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2002), 185 quoted in Pohl,
Living into Community, 153.
38
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Williams, Being Disciples, 40-41.
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share in the helplessness of God, who cannot turn from God’s own nature: not to
forgive would be for God a wound in the divine life itself. Not power, but the
powerlessness of the God whose nature is love is what is shown in the act of
forgiving.”40
Taking up the poietic practice of repentance and forgiveness is a
commitment to enter the fields of our relationships without weapons to attack or
shields to defend. This is disarming work that flows from the disarming love of
God. It is a commitment to turn our battlefield swords into the plowshares of the
farmer’s field, to turn our spears made for war into the pruning hooks of the
vineyard.
Poiēsis in the Habit of Worship and the Eucharist
Fields of wheat and vineyards. Bread and wine. The Eucharist. If there
was ever a pattern in which to join with God, it is the poietic work of worship.
Samuel Wells writes about how the act of worship, especially the Eucharist, is
essential to engaging conflict well. “The scandal of the disunity of the church is
fundamentally a Eucharistic matter,” Wells writes.
If the church cannot be one before God, it cannot fully receive everything
God has to give it through the Eucharist. God wants his people to worship
him, to be his friends, and to eat with him. But when they cannot eat
together, they cannot fully be friends and thus they cannot fully worship.
Nonetheless, since heaven is one, lifting hearts to heaven must be one way
in which Christians seek to restore unity. If they truly hope to sit and eat

40

Williams, Being Disciples, 42.
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with God, they prepare to be placed beside some unexpected
companions.41
The Eucharist is the sacramental and tangible reality that undergirds the
mental model of our Christ-mediated relationships in Christian community.
Christ is between us, mediating our relationships through his broken body and
shed blood, and Christ calls from the centre and the circumference of the circle to
bring more and more people to the table. As Bonhoeffer says, “We have one
another only through Christ, but through Christ we really do have one another.”42
The Eucharist is the sign and seal of this mediated “having.”
Samuel Wells tells the story of a congregation that was trying to figure out
how they wanted to experience the Lord’s Supper. Should they come forward or
stay seated? Should they kneel in the posture of humility? Well, they didn’t have
an altar rail. Eventually,
standing in a circle became the norm. It stressed the differences of height,
age, and physical ability, and it made it necessary for some to rest on the
strength of others. Though some said they felt unworthy to stand, others
pointed out that Christ had enabled, even commanded, them to stand, and
that standing was a symbol of resurrection. By standing in a circle, the
congregation realized they did not just eat of one body—they were one
body.43
Every time we eat and drink, every time we “do this in remembrance” of
Jesus (Luke 22:19), we proclaim the disarming love of God. “The love displayed

41

Wells, “Friends of God,” 26.
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Bonhoeffer, DBWE 5:34
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Wells, “Friends of God,” 39.
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on the cross – enacted in the breaking of the bread – is the most powerful force in
the universe, because it is the way the sovereign God chooses to make his
character known.”44
Disarming love. This is the character of God. And this should be the
character of the body of God, the church.
Poiēsis for the Sake of the World
I remember looking at church websites when I was looking for a new
place to pastor. I read so many great mission and vision statements and saw so
many beautiful pictures of people worshiping together. But what I kept thinking
to myself was this: “Tell me how you clean up the messes. When you’re pursuing
your mission and disagreements come up and get out of hand, how do you clean
up the mess? How do you work through the mess? Tell me this and I will know
more about your character as a church than your mission statement will ever be
able to tell me.”
Nigel Biggar argues,
The way churches conduct their own internal controversies is a vital test
of their own integrity, a vital part of their witness to the rest of the world,
and a vital part of their contribution to its wellbeing. [Controversies are
thus] major opportunities for the Christian churches to become what they
should be, to embody what they believe, to bear theological witness in the
manner of their being, and to offer a salutary and hopeful example to the
rest of the world.45
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Wells, “Friends of God,” 37.
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Biggar, Behaving in Public, 76-77 quoted in Vainio, Disagreeing Virtuously, 185.
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Not only is the way we engage conflict as a church a witness to the world,
it is a gift to the world. Vainio suggests that “churches and religions should be
brought to the public sphere because they have the best possible sources and
instruments for moral development… Despite the many examples of abuses and
betrayals of central Christian commitments, the instruments needed for its
correction are found within the tradition.”46 Those of us who are leading our
congregation into becoming a restorative church have shared the dream we have
that we might help other churches and schools and institutions of our city
become restorative spaces. The ministry of reconciliation is a ministry for the
sake of the world.
So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though
we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if
anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new
is here! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through
Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling
the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against
them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are
therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal
through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God
made [epoiesen] him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we
might become the righteousness of God. (2 Cor. 5:16-21)
The poietic life that we live as a community defined by the disarming love
of God is not a life lived for our own sakes. We are not at the centre of the circle.
God is. God and the Kingdom of God are at the centre. N.T. Wright says this
with strength:
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You have to grasp the fact that Christian virtue isn’t about you—your
happiness, your fulfillment, your self-realization. It’s about God and
God’s kingdom, and your discovery of a genuine human existence by the
paradoxical route—the route God himself took in Jesus Christ! – of giving
yourself away, of generous love which constantly refuses to take center
stage… The glory of virtue, in the Christian sense, is that the self is not in
the center of that picture. God and God’s kingdom are in the center. As
Jesus himself said, we are to seek first God’s kingdom and his justice, and
then everything else will fall into place.47
As much as I love and advocate for sitting in circles to celebrate
communion, to sing, to work through difficult conversations and to repair harm,
I must be careful (and the church must be careful) to keep our circles from
becoming too inwardly focused. We must be careful not to have conversations
for the sake of having conversations. As Tod Bolsinger says in Canoeing the
Mountains, “Christian community is not merely about connection, care and
belonging.”48 Extrapolating from Margaret Wheatley’s essay, “When Change is
Out of Our Control,” Bolsinger writes,
The trust needed to bring organizational transformation in a changing
context is not built sitting in a circle. It isn’t built in bull sessions or ropes
courses. It’s not built over drinks in a bar or by telling our family histories.
It’s not even built in small groups or Bible studies. Those activities may
create connections, strengthen affinities and even conceive friendships.
But only ‘meaningful work together’ develops the kinds of relationships that
will endure into uncharted territory.49
N.T. Wright, “Why Christian Character Matters” in Smith and Gulker, All Things Hold
Together, 187.
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49 Bolsinger, Canoeing, 68. See also Margaret Wheatley, “When Change is Out of Our
Control,” Margaret Wheatley, “Writings,”
www.margaretwheatley.com/articles/whenchangeisoutofcontrol.html. A version of this essay
was published in Human Resources for the 21st Century, eds. Marc Effron, Robert Gandossy and
Marshall Goldsmith (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley & Sons, 2003).

103

As a pastor who enjoys drinks and conversation circles and family history
sharing, Bolsinger’s words challenged me. They resonated with Lederach’s
encouragement in The Little Book of Conflict Transformation,
We need not fall prey to ‘process’ overload that suggests that ‘dialogue-astalk’ is the only path to understanding. In deep identity work the opposite
may be true. Appropriate exchange may include dialogue through music,
the arts, rituals, dialogue-as-sport, fun and laughter, and dialogue-asshared-work to preserve old city centers or parks. All of these may have
greater avenues for learning and understanding than talk can possibly
provide.50
These words challenged me, but they also gave me hope—hope that there
is something transformational about doing life together with intentionality.
Conclusion
As we saw in chapter 2, conflict, when engaged poorly, can so easily be a
part of the pattern of sin in our lives. There are better ways to engage conflict as
we saw in chapter 3, in the fields of our minds, words and actions, and affects.
But the best way to participate in the transformation of conflict, is to do so in the
field of our hearts – in the field where our hearts are brought together as one
with each other and with the heart of God. And it is Christ at our centre who
transforms the energy of our sin into the energy of the blossoming of
transformed community.
As C.S. Lewis teaches us:
Indeed the only way in which I can make real to myself what theology
teaches about the heinousness of sin is to remember that every sin is the
50
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distortion of an energy breathed into us – an energy which, if not thus
distorted, would have blossomed into one of those holy acts whereof ‘God
did it’ and ‘I did it’ are both true descriptions.51
This is the poietic life exactly: the co-creative, convivial, and disarming
work of God (God did it!) and a diversity of humans (We did it!), through which
emerges the phenomenon of a transformed community of shalom.

C.S. Lewis, Letters to Malcolm, (New York: Harvest, 1992), 69, quoted in De Groat,
Wholeheartedness, 108.
51
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Chapter 5. Project Method and Results
The question that led me to my research project was this: How do the
people of Westside Fellowship CRC, represented by a sample of its congregants,
experience an intentional and extended difficult conversation? I wanted to
closely observe the dynamics of conflict, and so I chose a pre-existing curriculum
(The Colossian Way) that would allow me to spend my time and energy, not on
curriculum development or facilitation, but on observation of and participation
in the conflict itself. From all that I had learned about The Colossian Way, I knew
this would be a process that would introduce my congregation to some of the
best Christian conflict practices in the fields of our minds, our action and words,
and our affects. I also trusted that The Colossian Way would create a space – a
holding environment – within which we could participate in the poietic work of
God.
My hypothesis was that this experience would decrease overall anxiety
levels surrounding the timely topic of same-sex attraction, would increase
people’s feelings of connection to each other and to God, and would increase the
participants’ sense of hope about having this difficult conversation, specifically,
and their sense of hope about having difficult conversations, in general.
In this chapter, I describe my research methods and then the themes that
emerged. These themes tell the story of how the people of Westside Fellowship
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CRC, represented by a sample of its congregants, experienced an intentional and
extended difficult conversation.
Research Methods
Training and Recruitment
In November of 2019, two Westside congregants and I traveled to Grand
Rapids, Michigan, to be trained by the staff of the Colossian Forum, in order to
facilitate The Colossian Way small group series. Upon our return, the three of us
reported our learning to the congregation in a town hall meeting and used
several methods (a congregational letter,1 announcements from the pulpit, and
personal conversations) to invite interested congregants to volunteer to be part of
the process. The invitation included the reality that participation needed to be
capped at 12 participants (including me and the two facilitators). The invitation
also included the goal of balancing the group for age, gender, and perspective.
Finally, we mentioned a willingness to offer more groups in the future, should
interest be high.
Once interested individuals had come forward, they were invited to
answer some preliminary questions to give us a sense for their perspectives on
the topic and their understanding of the goals of The Colossian Way.2 From there,

1

See Appendix A.

2

See Appendix B.
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the co-facilitators and I selected the group members. We were able to include all
but two of the interested individuals.

Participant Demographics
Including the facilitators (a male and a female) and myself, there were
twelve participants: four men and eight women. Most of the participants were in
their 40s and 50s, but we had one participant in each of the following age groups:
20s, 30s, 70s, and 80s.
Though the following is a vast simplification of the complexities of the
conversation, about half of the participants leaned toward a conservative or
traditional understanding of same-sex attraction.3 The other half leaned toward a
more progressive understanding.4 Both edges of the perspective continuum had
vocal participants. There were some participants in the middle of the continuum
that were not as confident in their position, and a couple that chose not to
articulate their position definitively.
The commitment level of the group was very high. There was nearly
perfect attendance by all participants at all meetings, with one participant

3 Same-sex attraction is a result of the fall and, if it persists in an individual, should not be
acted upon through romantic relationship or marriage, nor should such actions be condoned by
the church. Such actions are sinful.

Same-sex attraction is a part of the diversity of the goodness of creation and can be
acted upon through romantic relationship and marriage, and blessed by the church. Such actions
glorify God.
4
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missing one meeting while away on holiday, and another participant missing
one meeting due to sickness.

Initial Interviews
Once the group of participants was selected, I interviewed each
participant individually,5 asking them questions about their curiosity (the field of
their mind), level of anxiety (the field of their affects), and conversational
patterns (the field of their actions) surrounding the topic of same-sex attraction.
They were also asked questions about the ways that they engage conflict,
generally, and how satisfied they were with their patterns of conflict
engagement. I asked them to tell me what they thought a good conversation
about same-sex attraction would look like, and what their level of hopefulness
was that we would achieve this.6 They were asked how they wanted to be/show
up in this small group, what they hoped to gain, and what they needed from

5

See Appendix C.

6 My questions about their hopefulness-levels were convoluted. I asked them how
hopeful they were, on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being the most hopeful and 5 being the least hopeful.
This was a poor question, and the answers were unclear, as I think some people flipped the
numbering as they answered. Reflections on hope at the end of this chapter and in the next
chapter are based more on comments and narrative and less on the reported numerical levels of
hope.
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God (the field of their hearts). I showed them each a graphic of three people in
dialogue.7

Figure 3. People in Conversation.
I asked the participants to identify as the ‘red’ individual and to indicate by
pointing and/or description where they pictured God in relationship to
themselves, while in the midst of a difficult conversation.
Finally, the interview included my invitation to them to choose a genderneutral pseudonym. I also asked them to give their informed consent to be a part
of my study.8
The Sessions
Our meetings began on Sunday, January 12, 2020. We had ten meetings
over the course of three months, meeting almost weekly, but taking a break when
one of our facilitators had a kidney transplant and then again over the March
Break. Our last meeting occurred on April 5, 2020.

“Person Speaking Cliparts #2452251,” Clipart Library, accessed November 19, 2020,
http://clipart-library.com/clipart/1008720.htm.
7

8

See Appendix D.
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The first seven meetings happened in a room at Westside, our chairs
arranged in a circle with a low snack table in the middle. Two of those first seven
meetings happened back to back on the same day. Three of the meetings
happened after the beginning of the COVID-19 global pandemic, and so were
conducted on Zoom (an internet video-conferencing platform). Each meeting
lasted between 2 and 2.5 hours (aside from the back-to-back meetings, which
took 4 hours, total).
The meetings followed a consistent and predictable structure. We began
with an invitation to speak a lingering thought or word that we needed to share
after the previous week’s meeting. We then moved into an introduction of the
day’s topic, a reminder of the goals of The Colossian Way, an acknowledgement of
God’s presence, and sharing of seven-minute testimonies by two of the
participants.
Next, there was a time for “Unity” during which we learned about and
practiced a truth that supports the work of conflict engagement:
Week One: Fear
Week Two: Setting the Goals
Week Three: Christian Unity
Week Four: Wicked Problems
Week Five: Christian Virtues and Practices
Week Six: Confirmation Bias
Week Seven: God’s Gift of the Bible
Week Eight: Our Church’s Story
Week Nine: Historical Perspective
Week Ten: Improvisation9
9

The Colossian Way Sexuality Leader Guide, 5.
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At the mid-point of each meeting we had a prayer time, guided by a
Scripture passage. 10 The prayers included open times for us to share gratitude,
confessions, and petitions.
We then moved into the “Engage” section, during which we entered the
conflict of the day’s topic. The Colossian Way covered the following topics:
Week One: The Sexuality Issues
Week Two: Meet a Gay Christian
Week Three: Meet a Concerned Traditionalist
Week Four: Rebellion, Disability, or Diversity?
Week Five: “How Should I Live?”
Week Six: Orientation Change
Week Seven: Homosexuality in Romans 1
Week Eight: Serving Our Church
Week Nine: The Stonewall Riots
Week Ten: Moving Forward11
We closed each session with a “Godward” section, naming in the presence
of God and of one another our praises, laments, and hopes.
Roles
Facilitators
The facilitators were responsible for making sure all the materials and
videos were cued up for the meetings. They also led us through the material each
session, keeping their eyes on the clock to make sure that we got through the

1 John 4, Revelation 21:1-5, John 14:1, 23-27, 1 Corinthians 12, Philippians 2:3-11,
Matthew 7:3-5, Deuteronomy 4:5-9, Ephesians 4:29-32, Psalm 106:1-3, Matthew 7:15-20.
10

11

The Colossian Way Sexuality Leader Guide, 5.
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content. The facilitators did share their own perspectives, but not with as much
strength as they might have, were they not facilitators.
Researcher / Participant
As mentioned above, I was not one of the facilitators. This allowed me to
focus on participating in the group and on taking notes. During the in-person
meetings, I took handwritten notes, picking up as much of the dialogue as I
could. Immediately following each meeting, I transcribed these notes, along with
my impressions, in my field journal. During the Zoom meetings, I took notes by
typing, capturing even more of the dialogue than when I was taking notes by
hand.
In between the meetings, I gave participants the opportunity to answer
some journal reflection questions by email. Three of the participants journaled
once, two journaled twice, two journaled three times, two journaled four times,
one journaled five times, and one journaled six times.
Closing Interviews
After all ten of our sessions were complete, I arranged a closing one-onone interview with each individual. These interviews happened mostly by Zoom,
and one by telephone.
In these interviews I asked questions that paralleled the initial interview
questions.12 I assessed their experience of anxiety while participating in the

12

See Appendix E.
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curriculum and whether we achieved the kind of conversation they had hoped
for. I asked whether they showed up in the way they had wanted to and how the
experience exceeded and/or failed to meet their expectations. They were asked
how they grew or developed in their response patterns and what they noticed
about the response patterns of others in the midst of tension. I asked what they
gained from, gave to, and lost because of the experience and about how God
showed up for them personally and in the group. Using the same graphic as in
the initial interview,13 I asked them to describe where they experienced God in
relationship to themselves in the midst of the difficult conversations that we had.
Congregational Sharing and Interaction
Though it went beyond the scope of my initial research plan, several of us
wrote or videoed individual testimonies for the congregation, summarizing our
experience. These were shared with the congregation. We followed the
testimonies up with a town hall meeting on Zoom, where congregants could ask
questions of the participants. Those who offered their testimonies and
participated in the town hall gave me their permission to include their reflections
as part of my data set.
Data-Coding
At the end of the project, my data included my notes from the
participants’ initial and closing interviews, my notes from all the meetings, the

13

See Figure 3 above.
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participants’ journals and town hall testimonies, and the notes from the town hall
meeting with the congregation. I read through and reorganized the material
several times. In the end, nine themes emerged.
Themes
Though not ordered here in this way, the themes that emerged could
certainly be clustered into the fields I have been exploring. In the field of our
affects, we have the themes of the presence of anxiety and realized/unrealized
fears, the realities of frustration and dissatisfaction, and the expression and
reception of emotion. In the field of our words and actions, we see the themes of
the experience of silence and violence and the prevalence of struggle. In the field
of our minds, I would place the theme of our thoughts about the Christian way
to be and to think and the theological impasse we reached. And in the poietic
field of our hearts we find the development of Christian community and the
truth of God’s presence with us.
The Presence of Anxiety and Realized/Unrealized Fears
In my initial interview with the participants, I asked them to rate their
anxiety level on a scale of 1-5 when engaged in a conversation with someone
who has a different perspective from them on sexuality (with 1 being completely
calm and 5 being on the verge of fighting or fleeing the room). One person gave
themselves a ‘1’, with the rest reporting at least a ‘2’. One person even gave
themselves a ‘7.’ The average reported anxiety level was 3.1.
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Both in my initial interview and in our first Colossian Way session,
participants had the chance to name the fears and threats connected to those
anxieties. Some participants were afraid that they would either be judged or
perceived as judgmental. Several were afraid of being misunderstood or thought
foolish or unfaithful. A couple people had concerns about what would happen if
their employers knew their perspectives. For many, the greatest threat was the
potential loss of relationship. Pat14 said, “I’m afraid it will turn into a schism
with the ‘love your neighbour’ crowd on one side and ‘stone the sinner’ on the
other.”
In my closing interviews with participants, most participants reported that
the majority of their fears did not materialize. Pat even commented that she was
glad that it hadn’t “turned into an episode of Jerry Springer.” Though some
participants had moments when they felt judged or misunderstood, and though
one relationship may be more strained post-Colossian Way than it was preColossian Way, most of the participants’ fears did not come true. No one lost their
job and most relationships grew in strength and value.
My hypothesis had been that this process would decrease people’s
anxieties when having conversations about sexuality. In the closing interview, I
asked participants about their anxiety levels throughout the course of The

All names are pseudonyms, chosen ahead of time by the participants. The gendered
pronouns that correspond with the pseudonyms do not necessarily match the genders of the
participants.
14
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Colossian Way. About one third of the participants reported anxiety levels in The
Colossian Way that were lower than their anxiety levels in the difficult
conversations they had about sexuality before The Colossian Way. In a journal
entry, Quinn wrote, “If anything, this conversation has taken away the anxiety I
once felt about talking about this issue. Sharing differing thoughts and opinions
and still being accepted in the group is very life-giving and courage forming.”
In her closing interview, Lesley said that being part of the group enabled
her to speak with others about the topic more directly. As she imagined future
difficult conversations, she said she felt better prepared. “Just by discussing it
and being forced to think about it more, I would have a better framework from
within which to have discussions with other people.”
In their closing interviews, a few of the participants reported having had
good difficult conversations with non-Colossian Way people about sexuality
during the months of The Colossian Way. One person (Frankie) had conversations
with a friend, with whom he said he now feels less flustered and more at peace.
Another (Jamie) engaged someone she did not know online, working on
exercising her muscles of curiosity to make sure she understood where the other
person was coming from. Still another participant (Taylor) said she is “sort of
eager to get back to work [to have] a conversation with one of my staff
members.”
Others talked about the continued difficulty of having conversations
about sexuality with those who do not share their perspective. Prior to The
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Colossian Way, one participant (Frankie) had had the impression that most people
at Westside thought about sexuality the way that he did. Now, having been
exposed to more differing opinions, he is less hopeful about how our church will
continue to have this conversation. Another participant (Quinn) expressed how
difficult it was to have conversations about sexuality without the structure of The
Colossian Way. In one instance, his conversation partner immediately wanted to
know where he landed, and to have a quick conversation based on the sides of
the issue. Quinn is less confident about having good conversations about
sexuality in the future, without the structure of The Colossian Way.
Two thirds of the participants reported in-Colossian Way anxiety levels that
were higher than their anxiety levels in their pre-Colossian Way conversations
about sexuality.
The Experience of Silence and Violence
As the participants entered The Colossian Way sessions, they knew that
they were being invited into a dialogue, during which each person would be
encouraged and have the opportunity to say what mattered most to them and to
hear what mattered most to others. In the language of Crucial Conversations,
everyone was encouraged to put meaning into the pool and to receive meaning
from the collective pool. Everyone was asked to participate by both speaking and
listening. When we are anxious, our speaking sometimes becomes violent in
ways that hurt others. Similarly, when we are only listening without also
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vulnerably contributing, our silence can become the kind of silence that hurts,
rather than helps, the conversation.
In my initial interviews with the participants, I asked them about their
patterns of engaging in difficult conversations. I observed a high level of selfawareness in the participants as demonstrated by the fact that their in-session
behaviours matched their self-reported behavioural patterns.
Many participants noted their tendency to shut down when tension levels
increase in difficult conversations. Charlie said, “usually when I shut down, it’s
because the other person is basically beating on me and I’ve figured out that the
better part of valour is to shut my mouth and say nothing. They’re not going to
listen to you if they’re shouting, talking angrily to you. It’s not worth my energy
and it upsets me even more.” Jamie named her experience of other people’s
anxiety increasing her own anxiety and stated that she reacts by being passive in
conflict. Several others mentioned a tendency to be quiet in the face of conflict.
In their initial interviews, some participants noted a pattern of hurtful
speech in conversation. Chris knew that her “default behaviour” and “natural
instinct would be to say something hurtful that [would] end the conversation.”
Her desire was to increase her capacity to state her opinions without a tone of
anger. Frankie knew that he was entering this experience as someone who likes
to convince others. In his initial interview, Winter recognized the extreme
patterns he wanted to avoid: blowing up and shutting down.
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Over the course of the sessions, most people shared their perspectives on
the topic of sexuality, but some remained relatively reserved and did not put as
much meaning in the pool, so to speak. One participant, in her closing interview,
said that her hunch about herself was confirmed: she prefers to listen. Another,
in her closing interview, also acknowledged that her main mode of being is to
take things in and to observe. Still another said that he doesn’t want to offend
anyone. “I just want peace.”
Those who entered the sessions without a fully formed opinion on the
subject, or who were in the process of exploring the possibility of forming a
different opinion, may have been more hesitant to put meaning into the pool. In
an early session, Lynn said “I don’t know where I stand at this moment. I tend to
be silent.”
Others may not have said what was most true for them because they were
afraid of being perceived as judgmental. In her closing interview, one participant
said that she had “a fear that I would just blurt out exactly how I felt – and I
never really did. I [hinted at] it, but I tried to do it in a gracious manner, without
sounding judgmental. So, I never came out and said point blank, ‘No, I don’t
think [LGBTQ+ people] should be in church.’”
Still another wondered at the purpose of sharing her opinion and the
purpose of the group: “I read the Bible. While it confirmed the feelings I had,
should I share them here? What is the purpose of this group? It is to make us
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comfortable about a difficult topic… Well, I had a good conversation with my
[spouse]. So, I guess, mission accomplished.”
The silence of some participants was difficult for other participants to
receive. While recognizing that the quieter participants’ mere presence may have,
in some cases, been a vulnerable and courageous step for them, the participants
who were more vocal expressed disappointment. Five of the participants noted
the silence of their fellow participants, using words like “frustrated,” “sad,”
“difficult” and “disappointed.”
In their journals and closing interviews, participants reflected on whether
or not they had been able to challenge their default modes of behaviour in the
midst of difficult conversation. Several participants had moments of victory.
Frankie, who entered the experience with the knowledge of his tendency to try to
convince others of his perspective, had times of deep listening. He said that as he
listened, he grew in respect for a participant with whom he disagreed strongly.
Pat, who noted that she tends to shut down, throw up her hands, and say
“Whatever!”, said that she spoke up more than she thought she would.
As mentioned above, Winter wanted to learn to avoid the extremes of
shutting down and exploding. In session five, he let us into his internal dialogue,
saying, “I’m having this conversation in my head, ‘I want to pass.’ But I know
that in order to function, I need to participate.” In his closing interview he also
noted the restraint he worked to show when an explosion felt close to the
surface. “I did feel like I bit my tongue a lot – to not come out and be
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aggressive… Like wanting to bang someone’s head against the wall. That’s not
the Christian way to think!” He went on to say that he learned to have patience
with other people, giving them attention rather than just tuning them out
because he disagreed. “If I wasn’t willing to listen to someone else,” he said,
“then someone wouldn’t be willing to listen to me.”
In the congregational town hall meeting we had after the sessions, Winter
said he had learned patience in the sessions. In commenting on his default way
of being, he said, “Sitting in that group – listening to how other people felt or
how they saw the subject… taught me a patience that I didn’t feel like I had
before. Pretty well, if I didn’t like what someone was saying, I would pretty well
stop myself from hearing it. This forum didn’t allow for that. I’m now willing to
listen to the other people.”
The Expression and Reception of Emotion
When someone is quiet, and persistently and consistently so, it may be
because they are listening really well, but it may also be because they are afraid
to say what matters most to them or are unwilling to put their meaning into the
pool. When someone is vocal, and passionately so, it may be because they are
trying to convince and persuade in violent ways, but the presence of emotion
does not necessarily mean the presence of violence. Emotion may simply be
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indicative of past hurts or evidence a passion for a topic.15 Our group wrestled
with the experience of emotion.
In his closing interview, Quinn noted that some people took a lot of time
to get up the courage to say something. Others came out “swinging, not in a
sense of anger swinging… emotional. There was much more emotion on the page
for them. And they engaged emotionally. Other people are like a deer in a
headlight. ‘Step away! Step away!’ You can really see their personality styles
coming through. People acted consistent with their personality styles.”
Displays of obvious emotion were difficult for some participants to
receive. One participant said, “I could feel that emotion, but I couldn’t
understand the emotion, if that makes sense. His emotion was very, very real
and I felt concerned, or I felt badly for the way that he was feeling, based on
what I was saying.”
Another participant noted in her closing interview that
Some people had strong opinions and would put them forth reasonably
calm and gently. Other times they were bordering on aggressive and
forceful. That would change the anxiety level – that starts to trigger that
fight/flight mentality. There was an intensity from people I agreed with –
and that got me more worked up. It was like they felt under attack. When
someone is at that anxiety level – then you are also anxious. When anxiety
is high, things change fast. You pay more attention and the hairs on your
neck stand up a little bit.

Several members of the group had family members who are part of the LGBTQ+
community. This reality added a layer of emotional connection to the topic.
15
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One of the participants who did express his perspective with obvious
emotion reflected on this in one of his journals:
I was totally getting better at [not trying to convince people] in the first
two sessions, and then last week the ‘convincer’ came out! After I just said
that I didn’t have to convince anyone - that’s the work of the Holy Spirit!
But I definitely got caught up last week and I’m sure my facial expressions
gave away everything I was thinking... I was more emotional. But maybe
that is a more authentic reaction for me? So maybe I should continue this
way?? I’m not actually sure anymore.
A few sessions later, Pat wrestled with a similar internal conflict, though
without the explicitly emotional element. “I temper what I say to not hurt people
– but the more I try to do that, the more I get messed up inside. I should just say
what I think and deal with consequences.”
Our group wrestled with the varying levels of emotion-expression and the
varying levels of comfort with emotion-reception. The emotional content of one
of the sessions was part of the reason one of the participants (Taylor) informed us
that she was leaving the group. Through the facilitators’ encouragement, she
decided to remain. In the session after the emotion-laden exchange, one
facilitator said, “Sometimes it’s hard to hear strong emotions. We all need to take
responsibility for our own feelings and how we hear each other. We must carry
our strong opinions and feelings together.”
The emotions we feel and the way that we express our emotions are two
different things. Some participants expressed their emotions of anger and
sadness and fear with a raised voice and strong facial expressions. Other
participants who were quieter in the group may have been experiencing some of
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the same emotions. Pat reflected in her closing interview on her emotional
experience.
I’m not a cry-er. I was surprised at how often I was on the verge of tears. I
don’t know if they were angry or sad, but a lot of times I’d open my
mouth to speak and my throat would… you know, I would have trouble
speaking. My eyes were full. They weren’t running. I guess those are the
things I needed to say.
The Prevalence of Struggle
All the participants knew at the outset of The Colossian Way that this
conversation was going to be purposefully difficult and that the sessions were
designed to be challenging. In one of her early journal responses, Chris indicated
that she knew that she should expect a challenge, but that she had not yet felt
challenged by the group experience. She went on to say, “We’re strengthened by
hard situations, and that’s ultimately why we’re here, right? So, we should
expect it. But I’m not looking for it or forward to it. I’ll try to take it as it comes.
And I hope I’ll be ready to respond with gentleness.”
The participants used the words, “struggle” and “wrestle” many times in
the sessions and in their journals. In his reflective video testimony, Quinn talked
about the difficulty of putting into action his convictions about the importance of
having difficult conversations:
I strongly believe that in the age of social media and battling each other
with our words from the safety of our computer, Christians need to be on
the forefront of having crucial conversations, practicing the fruits of the
spirit in actual relationships. I believe this, but to practice it is very hard
and I was nervous. And it was hard to be a part of difficult conversations.
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In the rest of this section, I highlight three times the struggles surfaced
most clearly.
(1) One of the places of struggling and wrestling surfaced in our third
session when we were asked, “How do traditional Christian values offer a
flourishing life to LGBTQ+ people?” Summer saw the traditional Christian value
of self-sacrifice as offering a flourishing life to all people, including LGBTQ+
people. Jamie and Chris agreed.
When Frankie’s turn came, he asked for the question to be repeated and
then said, “They don’t. Traditional Christian values don’t offer a flourishing life
to LGBTQ+ people.”
Summer, who had named self-sacrifice as a flourishing value, disagreed
with Frankie: “I disagree, by how you’re defining traditional. Traditional
Christian values is love. Period. I disagree with the way that you make
pronouncements like that.” We continued to talk about what each of us meant by
the word, “traditional.” Later, Summer reflected in his journal:
The definition of “traditional Christian values” can be misconstrued. For
me, as I tried to articulate, traditional Christian values are love, faith, and
hope. Period. Love your neighbor as yourself (love, being the greatest of
these virtues), but clearly other people in the group did not define
“traditional” as I did, and I can certainly see their perspective of this word
being synonymous with “historical” (e.g. heterosexual norms). Words,
meanings, implications are so tough! I think it's important to define the
charged language we use. Unless we are clear on our terminology, you
really can't make a robust argument. In fact, obscure language/
definitions/meanings can produce more discord.
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(2) In our fifth session, we found ourselves in the midst of a conversation
about a former Westside attender who was a lesbian and who had been part of
our worship team. She had left our church, and later, after she died by suicide,
we held her funeral at Westside. One participant made reference to a
conversation congregants had had about the fact that her funeral should not have
been done at Westside, and that she should not have been on the worship team.
Suddenly the work of The Colossian Way was not just theoretical. We were talking
about real people.
It became clear that there were some participants who believed that
LGBTQ+ people should not have leadership roles in the church. Words like
“gay” and “practicing” and “sin” and “leader” and “exclusion” and “inclusion”
and “acceptance” and “love” and “biblical” were being used by different people
in different ways. Winter said, “To be accepted for who you are, you have to be
celibate? That is unkind.” And Jamie said, “But it feels biblical to me.”
At the end of the session, Frankie, visibly upset, said, “I am mad and sad
and frustrated with something today. If my child is on the praise team and came
out, then they couldn’t be on the praise team? Or teach Sunday School? No one
seems to be hearing things the same way as I am.”
A couple of days after this session, as mentioned above, Taylor said that
she was leaving the group. One participant wrote in his journal that he was
concerned that Frankie had received emotional support and hugs after the
session, but Taylor had not. And Frankie wrote in his journal that he felt
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completely alone in his perspective. “This session made me question (for the first
time) if Westside really IS a safe place. If it IS a church that loves.” He went on to
say, “My child has a lot of confidence in our Christian community. I do not know
(now) if Westside deserves it. And if their idea of love is removal from all
ministry, and only if my child is celibate, and only in so far as THEY feel
comfortable, then that is not a safe place for my children.”
In the opening circle of the next session, Frankie recognized his strong
emotional response in the previous session and said that he was embarrassed by
it and feeling vulnerable. “I overreacted. I didn’t say enough. I spent a lot more
time in prayer. Thank you for your grace. I didn’t know where everyone stood. I
was praying that everyone has lots to say today.” And Taylor made reference to
her previous comments about LGBTQ+ people not being in leadership: “The
statement I made – it was deep in my heart and I just needed to say it. I wanted
to leave. People responded, please stay. So I stayed. I’m hoping people will open
up so we can understand more, because that will get us on the right direction. If
we don’t, we’ll regret it. We need to move this forward.” Taylor and Frankie and
the rest of us stayed with the difficult work.
(3) In session nine, we reflected on the reality that most of us felt like we
had said what we had to say. We recognized that there wasn’t really much
chance for change in opinion in ourselves or in others. We wondered what our
posture could be in light of that reality. Jamie said,
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Today I felt very much at peace and quiet… because I know I’ve said what
I wanted to say and we’ve gone over it and I didn’t feel the need to go into
it again and to stir up more conflict – it felt like it would have been
antagonistic for antagonism’s sake. If it’s still part of our mandate to have
hard conversations… Am I supposed to keep pressing people? Or keep
supporting people? I don’t know where to go really. … I don’t think that
I’m going to be doing much more shifting.
Frankie challenged Jamie, saying, “I sort of lament that whole comment. It
feels to me that you said you checked out, unless one of us feels like moving in
your direction. I signed up to have these conversations to the end, and if you’re
going to challenge me, then challenge me. I’m hurt. That didn’t feel good.”
Later on, Jamie said,
I want to thank Frankie. It changed my feelings inside. I keep thinking
about this persevering thing. We’re going to be in a church where we
disagree with each other. The fallacy I had was that [being in a state of
disagreement] was coasting. Parallel lines of people in permanent
disagreement. I shouldn’t think about coasting. It’s not about
antagonizing the group, it’s about antagonizing myself to keep pressing
in. I need to feel that momentum building in myself.
The following and final week, Frankie thanked Jamie for this interaction.
Like Jamie, Frankie didn’t want to be coasting along parallel lines, but to be part
of lines “that intersect and work together.” Frankie expressed his commitment to
stay with the difficult work. He referenced people who fought to free slaves and
to promote the rights of women: “Those people who were moved by the Holy
Spirit had to fight for the conviction that they had in their hearts. As much as I
want to coexist and not have our church split… at the same time I feel like I want
to fight for what is right—learning how to fight with as much empathy and
respect and love as possible. Well, I think I need the Holy Spirit for that.” Frankie
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wrestled with the tension he was experiencing between his passion and his
desire not to be violent in his speech.
In that moment, Jamie wasn’t feeling passionate. “I feel so cold,” she said.
“I don’t know if it’s my heart or my spirit or whatever, but I’m continuing to
fight it. I’m trying to find that posture of agitation.”
In his video testimony after the completion of the sessions, Frankie said,
There were some times when we kind of got quiet and sort of had these
lulls and had to work harder to dig deeper and not be afraid to step on
each other’s toes. “I know that this person is not going to like what I’m
going to say” – and saying it anyway – trusting them and the situation
and trusting yourself that you would deliver that opinion or thought with
the right amount of restraint or love for the other person.
And Quinn included a similar thought in his testimony:
We did have moments of high intensity where it would have been so
much easier to walk away, physically and emotionally. There were times
we did not conclude well and we experienced hurts or doubt and I felt
anxious about whether we could maintain relationship when we were so
different. But the miracle was that because we were committed to the
process, we came back each week. Because we came back each week, we
learned something new and practiced our conversational muscles.
Because we practiced, we actually began to appreciate the other who was
different. That appreciation grew into respect, and then community, even
a loving community.
The struggling was prevalent, but we stayed with the difficult work.
The Christian Way to Be; The Christian Way to Think
As mentioned above, each participant had their default ways of being in
the midst of difficult conversations. Many of them tended toward shutting down
in the face of conflict. In their initial interviews, they shared stories of this
happening in their relationships. Often, their tendency to shut down was a way
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of being that they found preferable to an opposing tendency to react explosively.
A couple of the participants recognized that this preference for silence over
violence felt like a more “Christian” way to be. The Colossian Way helped some
of the participants to challenge that assumption. In the town hall sharing, Jamie
said,
We’re conditioned to maintain the peace. After you go past that and
you’ve not maintained the peace and you know you’re in disagreement,
that’s a point of weakness for a lot of us… an uncharted territory. We
really don’t know how to walk in that area. That’s something that’s
pushed me and strengthened me, when you’ve gone outside of that
comfort zone [of peace maintenance].
Frankie said something similar in the town hall. “We spiritualize our
reactions. ‘What’s the Christian way to do this?’ Actually we’re thinking, ‘What
is the way that I’ve always done it in my Christian household or family. Or,
‘What did I learn from my Christian community?’ For a lot of us, I think it was
‘keeping the peace.’”
Although not all the participants were able to overcome their default
modes of silence to the same degree, almost all of them recognized the
importance of surfacing the conflict, and that this conflict surfacing could be a
Christlike way of being.
But what about the question of whether or not there is a Christlike way to
think about the topic of sexuality? Most of the participants entered the
conversation with some hope of learning more about that. The participants who
leaned in a more progressive direction had experienced a change in their beliefs
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and convictions about the Christian way to think about the topic. Some of them
shared the story of their shift in beliefs when it was their turn to give their seven
minute testimony in a session.
Several of the participants who leaned in more of a traditional or
conservative direction wondered if there were other Christian ways to think
about sexuality. In her closing interview, Taylor said,
You know, things were sort of black and white, but now there’s a little bit
of grey area in there. It’s really good. It teaches me that, you know what?
I’m open. There is an opening and so I think, quite frankly, God wants us
to see an open way or an open door and I’m glad that we haven’t closed
that, because I think it’s going to be a bigger part in the next generation or
so and we need to be ready and prepared for it.
One participant who was brought up in a conservative home, went
through a phase of more openness to other perspectives and, prior to The
Colossian Way, returned to a traditional perspective. She sees the time in her life
that she left the conservative perspective as a time that she “didn’t take the Bible
seriously. I took it loosely and wandered away from the faith. Errancy. I want to
see the Bible as having no errancy. I’m emotionally attached to it because my
entire life has been changed by the more simplistic and straightforward reading
of the Bible. That’s important to me.”
Another participant who was brought up conservatively remains
conservative, but says that she has changed a great deal within that conservative
perspective. She said in session four, “I don’t want to sound prejudiced or oldfashioned… I accept people, but I am still struggling—not with acceptance of the
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gay community outside the church, but inside the church. How do I go about
this? Because maybe I have to take that step and God might need to re-educate
me.” In session eight, she said, “While I have softened, because I have come to
know some gay people (I respect them and love them very much), I still have
questions. I’m sitting on the edge. I’m not sure which way I’m going to jump, if I
want to jump at all.” And in session nine: “I’m having to make some real curves
in my thinking. And I’m not sure yet how far I’m going to be able to go. It’s a real
struggle.”
A Theological Impasse
Scripture was an important part of each Colossian Way session. Every week
in the “Unity” portion of our session, we prayed through a section of Scripture.16
Despite this emphasis on Scripture, generally, The Colossian Way curriculum did
not spend a lot of time going carefully through the texts that speak explicitly
about sexual intercourse between people of the same sex.
In the second session, Taylor wondered aloud, “What does Scripture
really say?” And after that session, one participant wrote in her journal:
I thought about how the Bible was addressed. In the first meeting it was
dealt with: people on both “sides” value the Bible, so we can relax about
that issue. No need to bring it up. And it’s awkward if you do. But on
further contemplation this seems like an all too convenient way to prevent
discussion of what the Bible has to say. After meeting #1 I feel like it is
outside of the rules of the group to bring up the Bible or what I think it has
to say.

16

See note 8.
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It was not until session seven that we spent a significant amount of time
on one of the Scripture passages that is often used to support a traditional
perspective on sexuality (Romans 1). In some of the participants’ views, this
session was the only time that we truly talked about the biblical perspective on
sexuality.
In session five, Charlie said, “We’re talking about our feelings. [We
should] turn to the Bible – honour his word and not our own.” And in her
closing interview, Charlie expressed her disappointment:
I felt bad that we didn’t have time to really look into Scripture. There was
lots of talk between us all, but there was very little talk where we opened
up our Bibles and looked at the different scriptures and what they
meant… there was a skipping over of the Word and we replaced it with
our words, which I thought … could have been done better.
Jamie also highlighted the contrast she saw between the words of
Scripture and our own words, feelings, and experiences. In the first session, she
said, “I prioritize the words in the Bible rather than testimonies.” In the eighth
session, she reminded us that the words of Scripture will not always make us feel
good and that the answers that Scripture gives may cause necessary discomfort
and frustration.
We have to take on a frustration. Just because we’re frustrated with the
answer doesn’t mean that it’s wrong. Something about the Bible may be
causing people pain in their lives. Doesn’t mean it’s wrong. The Bible does
have hard edges and corners that are going to hurt even though it doesn’t
seem like it should.
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A large concern, shared by several of the participants, was that of the
conflict between the church and Scripture on the one and hand, and the world
and culture on the other. These statements capture this tension:
-

-

-

-

“I fear that culture and society will influence our view of Scripture.”
“What is our point of reference? Culture? Scripture?”
“I want church to love gay people, but I have a distress and bias against
culture.”
“I feel like I need to protect the church from attacks of culture.”
“A lot of the Scripture I’m reading is warning us to be careful about taking
the world’s values.”
“I think there’s a force working against Christians.”
“I am concerned that we are using cues from society [to interpret
Scripture] rather than Scripture.”
“It is a wave of culture that is coming. Canada has always been so friendly
and accepting of everyone no matter where you’re from and what culture
you are. I guess we are trying to adhere to human standards rather than
God’s standards.”
“That wave of culture worries me. It’s such a hard thing. The voice of
Scripture must, must, must outweigh that. We need to hear from
Scripture. We’re landing in different places. I want it to be about love and
inclusion and all those things. I have a heart like that. But at the same
time, Scripture can have hard things that we bump against.”
“The whole issue we are discussing feels to me like a way in which the
world is shaming the church into getting with the times. Maybe there are
ways we need to change. But should we go whole-hog after them without
even talking about it? Has the world got it so right?”
“I so worry about the age that we live in – the distance that we’ve come as
a society and the lies that continue to be told in the culture all around us.
I’m very, very nervous about those kinds of things. I don’t like those kinds
of things – especially things that are Spirit-based – it conflicts with the
trajectory that I see in the Bible about men and women.”
This last comment was made in the eighth session. Later in that same

session, Lesley wondered about this divide between the church and culture and
about the way that Scripture was being spoken of by several of the participants.
“We should not be afraid of the culture around us, because Christ has overcome
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the darkness,” she said. She told the story of Jesus and Nicodemus and then went
on, saying, “There is room for the Spirit.” She mentioned that there are several
interpretations of texts and reminded us to be careful to look at the context of
each text. “We tend to go at Scripture very intellectually. So much of Scripture
doesn’t call for this intellectuality. Jesus refuses to be clear and logical. Instead he
talks about things in an oblique way – telling a story.”
Lesley’s comments in session eight were somewhat representative of
another set of participants – those who wanted to explore the legitimacy of
varying interpretations of Scripture. In the very first session, Winter said, “The
Bible is a living and expanding thing. And we as Christians have to decide how
to interpret it.” And in that same introductory session, Frankie stated that he
believed we as the church had been “wrong in our interpretation of Scripture.”
The session within which we unpacked Romans 1 certainly uncovered a
significant divide between those who were concerned to defend the traditional
interpretation of Scripture and those who wanted to explore other
interpretations.
In the final session, Lesley challenged the group to wonder about what
role the Holy Spirit might play in our wrestling with difficult questions and our
approach to biblical texts.
What do you rely on? To what extent do you rely on the Holy Spirit
working in this day and age in the church, versus relying on the Bible. It’s
not mutually exclusive. Both are very present and important in how we
direct our lives. One of the things that struck me: When Jesus tells his
disciples that he will be gone soon and that he was leaving them, he leaves
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and he promises to still be with them, announcing that there will be a
comforter who will continue his work in us. He mentions not Scripture,
but the Holy Spirit. Scripture is there, too, and that’s important – but we
underestimate the work of the Holy Spirit.
The Realities of Frustration and Dissatisfaction
The Colossian Way is a sustained conversation, intentionally structured and
designed to surface conflict and disrupt the status quo. Even though the group
spent 25-30 hours together, several participants expressed frustrations, wishing
for more. In some ways, it felt like we only scratched the surface of this
conversation, and we wondered if other voices, focuses, or formats would have
helped us to feel less frustrated or more satisfied with the experience.
As mentioned above, several of the participants wished that we could
have spent more time studying Scripture together. But this was not the only
point of frustration and dissatisfaction. Some thought the time limit and the
facilitated structure kept us from getting deep into the conversation. In session
nine, Taylor lamented “that we don’t always have the opportunity, because of
the structure of each session—that we’re not able to communicate to the extent of
what’s on our hearts. We kind of make a statement and then somebody has a
reply, and that’s as far as it goes.” Another participant, in his closing interview
said,
I really did not like the scripted nature of everything. I really wish we had
more time to explore some of the difficult issues. I know they had
Colossian Way texts and text frames. It felt often contrived and artificial.
[We were on to] another question when we had barely gotten past the
surface of one question. By the end of time, [the scripted nature] became
distasteful.
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A couple of times, participants mentioned the lack of a voice from the
LGBTQ+ community. In the town hall, a congregant wondered how having an
LGBTQ+ person in our group would have changed the experience. Jamie said,
I think it was unfortunate to be missing LGBTQ+ people representing
themselves… All we can do is say what we believe people feel – we didn’t
have anyone speak for themselves about how they feel. [This was] a
disadvantage in some ways. You can almost create your own evidence
without even knowing it. Not that an LGBTQ+ person would have created
better evidence - because it’s just one perspective.
When asked in the town hall if having an LGBTQ+ voice would have
made the conversation better or worse, Frankie responded:
It certainly would have made it richer and possibly more authentic… I do
think that people will say different things in front of someone. You can
talk about how you feel about a person, but when you’re talking to that
person about how you feel about them… I definitely think it would have
given us a different dimension that maybe some of us needed. It certainly
would have been a richer experience.
As much as all of the participants knew that the point of The Colossian Way
was not to convince one another of a perspective or to resolve the issue, the lack
of resolution left some people feeling frustrated. In session eight, Winter named
frustration as his biggest feeling. “We’re going to keep revisiting it and revisiting
it until I don’t know when. Is there ever going to be a time when we get all the
answers and that’s it? ... Lives are being affected by this and people are being
hurt by the policies and I just want to see that stopped.”
Some of our frustrations were mitigated by the thought that the
experience we were having was only the beginning for us and our congregation.
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We spoke about having a more in-depth Bible Study at some point in the future,
and we imagined other groups of congregants engaging in The Colossian Way
experience. In session eight, Jamie said, “We can describe ourselves as the brave
ones that decided to take this journey. We are now leaders in the church. Our
results have to be brought forward… we are now leaders and teachers.” Pat
added her perspective on the ripple effect our Colossian Way experience would
have on the church: “This will be a positive to our church because even if the
people around us don’t know how to have hard discussions (like me when I
started), we do. And we can help keep a dialogue open with those we don’t
agree with.”
Several, however, remained haunted by the question, “Where do we go
from here?” “Is it just our group,” Charlie asked in the final session, “and then is
it forgotten? That’s my big question.” And Taylor added, “Where do we go from
here? Where does the church go? That’s heavy on my heart. Because I don’t
know where we are. I don’t know where the church is. I feel like we’ve only
scratched the surface.”

Development of Christian Community
One of the clearest themes that emerged from this experience was the
development of a sense of Christian community between the participants. To
borrow from Bonhoeffer, I would say that we experienced the spiritual
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community where Christ is at the centre, rather than the emotional and
unmediated community. Here is Bonhoeffer’s definition, once again:
I have community with others and will continue to have it only through
Jesus Christ. The more genuine and the deeper our community becomes,
the more everything else between us will recede, and the more clearly and
purely will Jesus Christ and his work become the one and only thing that
is alive between us. We have one another only through Christ, but
through Christ we really do have one another. We have one another
completely and for all eternity.17
In the midst of a group of people of different ages, genders, perspectives,
and intensity of perspectives, trust and respect and love grew. The last three of
the ten sessions happened online via Zoom, and many longed aloud for the time
when we would be in the same room with each other again and be able to close
our experience with hugs all around.18
In their closing interviews, the participants named several of the things
that they gained from this experience: appreciation for the other participants and
deeper relationships with them; love, confidence, acceptance, and a sense of

17

Bonhoeffer, DBWE 5:34.

The COVID-19 global pandemic certainly influenced the latter sessions of our
experience. In some ways, conversation flowed very well over Zoom. People easily took their
turns in speaking, for example, and it was actually lovely (at least for me), to experience a
difficult conversation from the safety and comfort of my recliner. The separation we experienced
also had some negative effects. There were some who were fatigued by having so many meetings
by Zoom, that they admitted to zoning out a bit. There were also a couple of people whose
internet connections were not as strong, and this did create some disconnection in the group,
literally and figuratively.
After the last session, the facilitators and I thought that we had a good read on how we
should share our learning with the congregation, but our plan was met with some resistance. It
was at this point that the negative effects of not meeting in person were clearest to me. We rezoomed and re-planned and moved ahead with more input. At the time of the submission of this
paper, our group had still not been able to get together in person. We lament this.
18
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responsibility; and insight into other people and a sense of peace that one could
carry into other conversations about the same topic.
A few participants used metaphors to describe their experience of The
Colossian Way. Summer said that we were a “group of people that have gone
through the fire.” Quinn described the wrestling in the middle sessions like the
trauma of going over a waterfall. In the last few sessions, he said, it was “almost
like we had gotten over the waterfall and we all popped up and there was this
relationship – and all of a sudden there was appreciation for each other and a
different kind of listening and a desire to be together more.” And one of the
participants who is an electrical apprentice told us that “there’s a specific kind of
[electrical] connection that is better when you pull on it. We’re testing our
connectivity – we’re testing it and it becomes better that way.”
In her testimony, Jamie described more fully the sense of community she
experienced:
The point of The Colossian Way was to have deep and difficult conversation
and still practice love and still show love and still show the fruit of the
spirit and be in relationship with the people in the room while
disagreeing. And that was pretty hard to do. However, coming out of it, I
do feel like I have a very deep connection with the people that were in that
group. We have talked about how we look forward to the day when we
can sit all together as a congregation, and the group of us can look out
across and see each other eye to eye and know that we’ve gone through
something together. We’ve disagreed, we’ve agreed. But it did bring us
closer together. Which is ironic, because when you disagree, often the urge
is to separate, to get away. We were in the same space with a moderator –
and we found out that it’s very important and strengthening to have these
difficult conversations and still walk away and love that other person.
Often churches would split over serious issues like this. And I’m not a fan
of that. I think it would be more powerful if people could disagree with
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each other still, love each other and still even feel comfortable being
around that person, when they know that they disagree with each other.
The Truth of God’s Presence
Every session of the Colossian Way included times of dedicating the
words of our mouth and meditations of our heart to God, of praying through
Scripture, and of turning our hearts toward God with our praises, laments, and
hopes. We entered this process with the knowledge that we were not doing this
alone, but that God was with us.
In their initial interviews, I asked the participants what they needed from
God as they entered The Colossian Way experience. They named things like
patience, strength, protection, grace, trust, bravery, wisdom, courage, the ability
to love, answers, openness to speaking and listening, a greater understanding
and clarity, and the ability to articulate thoughts.
In their closing interviews, I asked the participants to tell me what God
supplied them with or to describe a time when they experienced God showing
up in our midst. Many received the very things they had said that they needed
from God, but they named many other things as well.
-

-

Participants experienced God’s presence when words of apology and
forgiveness were spoken.
One participant was intentionally mindful of the growth of the fruit of the
Spirit throughout The Colossian Way, even taking time at the end of a
difficult session to match the fruits of the Spirit with the names of
individuals in the room.
A couple of the participants experienced God’s assurance that they were
right where they needed to be, “which is funny,” one said, “because
others who think differently from me might feel that same assurance.”
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-

-

One participant experienced God’s presence in her desire to connect more
with someone with whom she’d had disagreements in the past.
One of the facilitators experienced God in Taylor’s return to the group and
in our group’s capacity to “hang in there” when tired.
One participant said that she could “feel his presence in the room.” She
saw people’s love for Christ, God’s peace and strength and courage. She
experienced God leading us forward. “He doesn’t want us to stop there,
right? … We need to continue to build up our community and each other
in so many different ways.”
One participant experienced God helping her to listen and share. “’Cuz
generally, when I get locked up and ready to cry, I just stay quiet. And I
didn’t. I opened my mouth and put forward my opinions and feelings.”
In the initial interview, I showed the participants a graphic19 of three

cartoon characters speaking with each other. I asked them to imagine that this
was a difficult conversation and they were the red character. And then I asked
them to point or describe where God is in relationship to them when they are in a
difficult conversation. In the closing interview, I shared my screen on Zoom,
showing them the same graphic, only this time they were to reflect on our
Colossian Way conversations. I asked, “Where did you experience God in
relationship to yourself while in the midst of the difficult conversations in The
Colossian Way?”
In almost every case, the participant’s description of God’s presence
moved from a more individual or internal experience to a more communal or
central experience, or from a more distant experience to a more near experience,
or from less of God to more of God.
-

Avery: From God behind her to God between her and another person.

19

See Figure 3.
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-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Charlie: From sometimes forgetting about God and relying on self or
having God “right with me” to the Lord being at the centre: “the Lord has
to be in the centre, as he’s promised he would be always with us where
two or three are gathered together in the midst. He was there in the midst
directing our conversations… and we are where he wants us to be right
now.”
Chris: From being in her heart or head as shield and protector (as first
reaction) to being in all people and all people being in God (as second
reaction in the initial interview and as the only reaction in the closing
interview).
Frankie: From being inside him to being in his thought/speech bubble (as
first reaction) to being in the beings and thought/speech bubbles of others
(as second reaction, both reactions in closing interview, as we missed the
graphic exercise in our initial interview).
Jamie: From “God’s kind of always in the peripheral” to “God felt right
above me or in front of me.”
Lesley: From in her gut, because “that’s where I feel the tension, so that’s
where I’d need God’s presence” to the blue character in the middle.
Lynn: From “I always think that God is in the middle” to “Right in
between the blue and the red.”
Quinn: From “it’s like he’s far away or right behind me” to “he’s right in
the middle. He’s a flower this way – He’s in the middle touching each one
and circles us. There’s not a part of the picture where God is not.”
Taylor: From God being at her feet to help her not stomp on the people
she’s talking to the green character, “As if God is one of the people in the
conversation.”
Winter: From “with me” (though God is trying to be with him and he is
not always receiving) to “I felt like he was right beside me the whole time.
Right beside all of us.”
Pat: From “Hopefully in the middle. Then he’s with everyone” to “He’s
more between my brain and my mouth. Between me and the other
person… I didn’t feel like he was standing over me. I felt like he was
there.”
Conclusion
My research question was this: How did we experience this difficult

conversation? This chapter has been a description of that experience. Our
experience included anxiety, fear, frustration, struggle, theological impasses,
emotional heights and depths, silence and violence. And our experience also
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included trying something new, growing in our awareness of our ways of
reacting and responding, developing our capacity to keep working through the
discomfort and pain of it all, and persevering in our commitment to lean into
conflict instead of fleeing from it. We found God’s grace there in the midst of the
struggle. Poietically speaking, God grew virtues in us. God was present and we
grew in community with one another.
At the end of each session, we turned our attention Godward and named
the things for which we praised God, the things that we lamented, and the things
about which we were hopeful. My final chapter is organized along these lines,
and so, as we anticipate my reflections on these postures, I share with you a brief
selection of some of the praises, laments, and hopes of the participants, over the
course of the many sessions. These were almost always short sentences or
phrases, offered up in a “popcorn prayer” style.
I praise God that…
We can say, “I don’t know.”
We’re not afraid to get together.
We’re gradually becoming more willing to speak our deeper feelings.
We can even have this discussion.
We had lots of good disagreements.
We are experiencing the fruit of the Spirit.
We are learning from each other.
We are committed and determined to connect.
There are so many stories represented here.
As a group, we love each other more and that we can spread that love to
the congregation.
We can talk and be exposed to each other’s ideas, their experiences, and
what they’ve learned.
We have been honest and open.
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I have learned – the real learning about myself and others.
I Lament…
Overthinking.
The reality that the denomination is not having conversations like this.
Labels and that we feel we have to use them.
Being misunderstood and misunderstanding.
That we have to rush.
That in North America we live in this binary culture of good and bad and
nothing in between.
That no one seems to be hearing things the same way I am.
That we don’t understand each other.
The possibility that something I said will have pushed someone else
deeper into silence.
The family that left our church because their daughter is a lesbian.
That this is hard.
That in some areas we’re moving too quickly and that we don’t have
enough time to dig in and get some answers.
Being too opinionated.
That we missed generations of teaching from the 1973 report.20
The fear that this whole subject evokes.
The way this topic has been handled in the past.
That while we can talk about this in an open fashion, it’s a whole different
ballgame when we want to go and talk to people that we sit beside in
church that have not been here and haven’t experienced what we’ve
experienced here today.
That we’re not able to communicate the extent of what’s on our hearts.
I have hope…
That I am becoming more non-judgmental.
For better clarity.
That the more you do things, the easier it becomes.
For the continued unity of the Spirit.
That we can hold each other in our vulnerability.
That there is a way forward. We are in God’s image and it’s complex.
That everyone will hear themselves speak and others speak.
That every week someone can muddy the waters, because it starts great
conversation.
This comment refers to a report approved at the 1973 synodical gathering of the
Christian Reformed Church of North America. The participants learned of the contents of this
report through a helpful summary, written by one of our facilitators. See Appendix F.
20
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That the Holy Spirit will also clarify things and instruct us.
For perseverance.
That we can teach what we’ve learned and stay in the tension.
That the tension will spread to the other people in the congregation and
that we can have another group like this with totally different people.
For more than just acceptance of change. If change is good, we can
celebrate it.
That we’ll all be in church again and we’ll all be able to see each other and
look each other in the eye and hug each other.
That all the mysteries will be revealed one day in heaven.
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Chapter 6. Reflections – Praise, Lament, Hope
I began this doctoral project with a single open-ended question: how will a
group of Westsiders experience a sustained difficult conversation? I named some
hypotheses, guessing that the experience of this conversation might decrease
anxiety, increase optimism, and nurture relationships between people and
between us and God. While some of my guesses were spot on, other outcomes
surprised me. As I reflect on the whole experience, I will anchor my reflections in
the Godward postures that shaped the end of each Colossian Way session: praise,
lament, and hope.
Praise - Connection to One Another
One of my hypotheses was that the experience of this extended difficult
conversation would increase people’s feelings of connection to their fellow
Westsiders. Even though many expressed fear at the outset that there would be a
breakdown of relationships, the group, by and large, grew in their feelings of
connection to one another. When we open up our lives and our thoughts to one
another, connections increase. Sometimes those connections aren’t the most
positive or pleasant, but the connections are there. Like one of the participants
said, “there’s a specific kind of [electrical] connection that is better when you pull
on it. We’re testing our connectivity – we’re testing it and it becomes better that
way.” Praise God from whom all blessings flow.
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Praise - Connection to God
I also had a hypothesis that the Colossian Way experience would increase
our feelings of connection to God. While I do believe that this happened, I believe
much more than this happened. We didn’t just feel connected to God, God
showed up. God showed up through the work that we did to have a good, hard
conversation. But even more than that, God showed up when our best attempts
to have a good, hard conversation seemed to be failing.
Of course, in a sense, it’s not quite right to say that God “showed up,” as if
God came around after a period of being absent. God was always present and
working in our midst. But the creative and redemptive ways I experienced God
working startled me. The always-loving and ever-present God opened my eyes
to this work. I illustrate this with a reflection on my own experience of The
Colossian Way.
My role in The Colossian Way was multi-faceted. I attended as a researcher
and as a participant. Though I was not a facilitator, I had gone through the
facilitator training and spent a lot of time with the facilitators. And I was also
present as the pastor to each person in the group. This meant that I carried a level
of spiritual authority in the group and I also carried the knowledge of many of
the other participants’ backstories and their families’ stories. As I began the
process, I asked God for a calm inner space within which to carry the many
aspects of my participation and the many aspects of my relationships to the
participants.
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I also entered the group with high expectations of myself. I wanted to put
into practice all the good reading I had done about healthy conflict and
nonviolent communication and crucial conversations. I wanted to be present as
someone who was both defined and connected. I wanted to be hospitable and
winsome in creating space for others to speak their minds. I wanted to be seen as
an intelligent contributor to the conversation. When it came time to share my
seven-minute testimony, I wanted it to be authentic and non-manipulative.
Do you recognize the part of myself that I like to make sure everyone
sees? I introduced you to her back in chapter 3. She entered this hard
conversation singing her theme song: “What doesn’t kill you makes you
stronger!” She shouted her mantra: “We can do hard things!” She quoted her
favourite Bible verse: “I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength”
(Phil. 4:13)!
For several sessions, I felt as though I was living up to my expectations of
myself. And then in the seventh session (when we spoke about Romans 1), I fell
apart. Whereas other participants had looked ahead and were ready to engage
the debate, I had not. I felt unprepared, inarticulate and exposed. In the midst of
my anxiety, I deferred to “Pauline scholars,” suggesting that if we only had time
we could do some good research and we’d find that there are a variety of ways to
look at the text.
A couple of the participants were upset by this suggestion. One said that
she was upset and then said, “You discredited what we were doing, because we
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don’t have time to get underneath the text.” Another participant wrote in his
journal,
I felt frustrated that you kept saying that you are not a Pauline scholar. I
don’t think reading the Bible should require a PhD. God’s love letter is
meant for us all, at all times in history, so why should only select scholars
be able to interpret the holy texts? (Martin Luther would be cringing right
now.) I … know enough about the complexity of the text, but still, saying
that the text is exclusionary does a real disservice, in my view.
In the week following the seventh session, and in the midst of the session
itself, I felt embarrassed and ashamed. I had known my expectations of myself
were high, but didn’t realize how high and unrealistic they were until we started
trying to exegete Scripture together.
And yet, at the same time as I felt embarrassed and ashamed, the grace of
God poured through the broken cracks. In our Godward time at the end of the
seventh session, I lamented having muddied the waters with my incoherence,
and Pat said, “I hope that every week someone can muddy the waters, because it
starts great conversation.” I wept.
Muddying the waters starts great conversations. Sometimes we seek
clarity so hard, and we want everything to be so calm and so clear and so
collected that we forget that God uses the weak things of this world to shame the
strong (1 Corinthians 1:27). As I reflected on Pat’s statement that week, I thought
of the song, “Wade in the Water”:
Wade in the water. Wade in the water, children.
Wade in the water. God’s gonna trouble the water.1
1

“Wade in the Water,” in New Jubilee Songs as Sung by the Fisk Jubilee Singers, 1901.
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This spiritual was used by slaves escaping to freedom, encouraging each
other to wade in the water so that the pursuing dogs would lose their scent.2
But it also refers to the strange story in John 5, where people gathered around the
Sheep Gate pool, called Bethesda. “Here a great number of disabled people used
to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed” (v. 3). The rest of verse 3 and verse 4 is
a footnote in the NIV, as not all manuscripts include it: “and they waited for the
moving of the waters. From time to time an angel of the Lord would come down
and stir up the waters. The first one into the pool after each such disturbance
would be cured of whatever disease they had.” The angel of the Lord stirs and
troubles the waters. And when we allow ourselves to wade in those troubled,
muddy waters, they heal. God heals.
Sometimes, clear waters get muddy because you’ve jumped in and
messed everything up. And sometimes, as you’re splashing around in those
muddy waters, you realize God was there all along, stirring them up for healing
and freedom.
Another participant also expressed gratitude for my having stumbled
vulnerably with them through some of the hardest territory. He said: “You are
not one who is set in your ways and high on your horse. You’re with us in the

“Music,” Pathways to Freedom: Maryland & the Underground Railroad, accessed
November 19, 2020, https://pathways.thinkport.org/secrets/music2.cfm.
2
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muck of it all. It’s an unenviable position, but you took a seat at the feet of Jesus
and modeled learning.”
Early on, this same participant wrote in his journal: “I think our deepest
vulnerability can be a strength. This juxtaposition of weakness alongside strength
is a paradox. Paradoxes are not fun, especially in our culture where answers
easily appear in movies and media.”
Another participant in her closing interview noted the shared
defensiveness she and I both experienced in the Romans 1 interchange. We were
standing on different shores of biblical interpretation and we were both
concerned that we were being misunderstood or misinterpreted by each other
and by others. She accurately acknowledged that we were both anxious in that
moment, but that our anxiety, when recognized and named and parsed out,
actually became a catalyst for growth. And then she said, “It’s very like God to
use our weakness.”
Oh, the mystery and majesty of the disarming love of God! Praise God
from whom all blessings flow.
Lament - Anxiety
Another one of my hypotheses about The Colossian Way was that the
experience of it would decrease our anxiety levels surrounding this conversation
and topic. I know the questions I asked about anxiety levels in the initial and
closing interviews weren’t parallel to each other and they were not asked clearly,
so it is hard to draw strong conclusions.
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Some people did report that their experience of The Colossian Way helped
them to feel more confident and calm entering conversations with others beyond
the group about this topic, but if I take the data at face value, the majority of the
participants actually experienced higher anxiety in the Colossian Way sessions
than in their non-Colossian Way conversations about the same topic.3 And so I
lament that this topic raises so much anxiety in us and that this anxiety keeps us
from having conversations about it. Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy.
But this lament leads to motivation. I am eager to help my congregation
learn about their anxiety as individuals and our anxieties as a congregation. As
we increase in our abilities to recognize our fears and anxieties and our typical
response patterns in the presence of anxiety, we become more able to choose
different response patterns in the moment.
Lament - Theological Impasse
In chapter 5, I highlighted the theological impasse we reached. Words like
“Scripture,” the “Holy Spirit,” the “world,” “culture,” “sin,” “love,” “biblical,”
and the “church” meant different things to different people. I lament that we
didn’t have or take the time to slow down and unpack each of these words. If we
had been able to do that, perhaps we would have seen more deeply beneath our
positions on the topic into the realm of our interests and values (where we would

This could simply be because these conversations were difficult and sustained. High
anxiety levels are not surprising and do not indicate that good work isn’t still being done.
3
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have more shared territory). Perhaps we would have been able to dive even more
deeply below that into the realm of needs and fears (where the shared territory
would be even greater).4
I wish this lament would lead to motivation for me in the same way that
my lament about anxiety leads to motivation. The theological impasse in our
congregation, denomination, and the church at large, seems so entrenched.
Taking the time to slowly share mental models is exhausting work. Lord, have
mercy. Christ, have mercy.
Lament – Frustration and Confusion About What is Next
Limited Traction with The Colossian Way
All of us as participants knew from the beginning that we were not
participating in The Colossian Way for the purpose of coming to consensus or
making a decision. Every week, we spoke out loud the goals of The Colossian
Way: “Gathering Christians together. Practice loving God and neighbor while
engaging difficult problems. Witness the body of Christ built up.”5
As much as we did experience the body of Christ being built up, most of
us were left wondering what was next. One participant emailed me after the end
of the experience (and gave permission to me to share their thoughts):
Ok. So I have an addendum.
The Colossian Way WAS helpful in dealing with fellow Christians in
4

See Figure 2.

5

The Colossian Way: Sexuality Leader Guide, 17.
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conflict. I DID gain many tools that I employ (sometimes without
thinking) in many types of conversations. We DO have a camaraderie
among us for having been through this process together.
And.
There are certain conflicts that are too important to discuss, disagree, and
then coexist in disagreement. In some cases, “allowing” those in
community with you to hold a view that is hurtful or discriminatory
cannot be tolerated. Am I complicit in their self-righteous assertions
simply by sharing their denomination?
I am wrestling with this. This hurts.6
I did not receive a similar email from any participants with a differing
viewpoint, but I can imagine a deep concern hovering below the surface for
others. Perhaps someone else might be thinking, “In some cases, ‘allowing’ those
in community with you to hold a view that is so contrary to the Word of God
cannot be tolerated. Am I complicit in their ungodly assertions by continuing to
fellowship with them? Do they not need to be called out for their heretical
perspectives and for leading people down the slippery slope into sin and evil?”
High Stakes at the Denominational Level
These two letters (one real, one hypothetical), illustrate that in this
particular conversation, the stakes are high. At the time that this paper was
submitted, the CRCNA’s Committee to Articulate a Foundation-laying Biblical
Theology of Human Sexuality had just released their report to the

6

Participant e-mail to author, June 19, 2020.
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denomination.7 In the report, a traditional reading of Scripture on the matter of
same-sex relationships is reiterated. Moreover, a line is drawn in this report,
clearly stating that those who find themselves disagreeing with the substance of
the report are in fact disagreeing with Scripture and with the confessions.8 If this
report is not met with significant resistance at the 2022 national gathering of our
denomination, some individuals or churches will need to break immediate
fellowship with others as a matter of conscience and integrity.9
Some of us lament that others cannot see the injustice that is being done to
the LGBTQ+ community. Some of us lament that there are those who are reinterpreting God’s Holy Word. Some of us lament that this topic is driving us
apart. Some of us lament that this topic didn’t drive us apart sooner. Lord, have
mercy. Christ, have mercy.
The Colossian Way and the Polder Model
I do not know if The Colossian Way is the best tool for our congregation or
our denomination to get us through the upcoming months and years. As infused
as it is with beautiful spiritual disciplines and provocative conversation, it

Committee to Articulate a Foundation-laying Biblical Theology of Human Sexuality,
Report prepared for the Agenda to Synod 2021, accessed on November 19, 2020,
https://www.crcna.org/sites/default/files/human_sexuality_report_2020.pdf.
7

8

See Committee Report, 144-149.

Due to the global pandemic, Synod 2021 will not be meeting. The report is set to be
discussed at Synod 2022.
9
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reminds me a little bit of a Dutch deliberative process I learned about this
summer, called the polder model.
I learned about the polder model in a podcast called, “So Long, Black
Pete.”10 The podcast told the story of the debate that swirls around the legend of
the Dutch Christmas character, Black Pete. Some see him as a silly and
humourous icon that has been a part of the Dutch Christmas landscape for
generations. Others are deeply concerned about the racist history that gets
perpetuated and even celebrated with the presence of Black Pete. Politicians in
the Netherlands use the polder model to reach agreements on divisive issues,
and they’re using the polder model for this conversation as well.
A polder is a piece of dry below-sea-level land that is protected from
flooding by dikes and canals. The polder model in Dutch politics uses extensive
conversation (like dikes and canals) to protect the figurative land. They listen to
all sides of the issue and talk things through until they can come to a
compromise. The process can take years.
But according to Amma Asante, a Dutch member of parliament that
moved from Ghana to the Netherlands when she was six years old, there are
some issues for which the polder model is simply inadequate. The podcast host
said, “one of the hallmarks of the polder model is that people can be very proud
to show off how willing they are to compromise when, really, their position has

“So Long, Black Pete,” hosted by Gregory Warner, Rough Translation, on NPR, June 24,
2020, accessed November 18, 2020, https://www.npr.org/transcripts/882816031.
10
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hardly changed… Amma says she’s given up on the polder model when it comes
to racism.” “It doesn’t work,” Amma said. “It doesn’t work… you talk and you
talk and you talk, and you explain.” And nothing happens.
I think this is how some of the participants felt with our Colossian Way
experience: a lot of talk. But what happens? Lord, have mercy. Christ, have
mercy.
Lament and Hope – Fear and Courage
This very concern (all talk; no action) is at the heart of my current personal
struggle. There is a part of me that has seen my role in congregational conflict as
that of a facilitator. I have often said that I see myself as someone who can set the
table well for conversation. I have said of myself, “I am not a prophet. I am not
an activist. I am a conversation guider. I am a shepherd and a bridge builder.”
But could it be that the shepherd part of me and the bridge builder part of
me are simply parts of me? There may be other parts of me – prophetic parts and
activist parts – that need to emerge at this point in my story and in the story of
my congregation and denomination.
I lament how often I let the fear of disappointing people, the fear of being
thought heretical, and the fear of losing my job get in the way of the work that I
may be called to do. And I have hope that God is growing courage in me
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alongside that fear to, with wise humility, speak my mind by telling all of my
heart.11
Hope - Pain on the Table
I had a hypothesis that The Colossian Way experience would increase the
participants’ hope for good conversations about this topic and other kinds of
difficult conversations. To check for this, in the initial interviews, I asked the
participants how hopeful they were that good conversations about sexuality
could happen in The Colossian Way. But what did I mean by a good conversation?
And what did I mean by hope? These words mean different things to different
people.
For Amma Asante, Dutch parliament member and interviewee on the
podcast about Black Pete, her hope was to move beyond talk to change. And
hope for change is rooted in the sharing of pain. Asante said, “You know, the
only way that white people will understand racism is when I stop crying and I
put my pain on the table. I have to describe my pain all the time until, you know,
my humanity is also accepted.”
At one of the gatherings in the Netherlands, designed to bring people
together who see the story of Black Pete differently, a black woman in a red
dress12 went up to the microphone and told her story – her story of how she had

11

Brown, The Gifts of Imperfection, 12.

This woman did not want her name and voice to be shared, and so she was referred to
as “the woman in the red dress.”
12
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been called Black Pete. Her story of how her mother had been called Black Pete.
Her story of how her son had been called Black Pete. One of the audience
members jumped up and said, “So if people call you apes, should we forbid apes
at the zoo?” I can only imagine the look on her face when the man said that.
There was pain right there on the table.
Another attendee, who had come to support the continued celebration of
Black Pete had a different reaction to the woman in the red dress. Host, Gregory
Warner, summarized: “At that meeting in Alkmaar, something did move him when he heard that woman in the red dress talk about being called Black Pete.
He felt compelled to go up to her and apologize, and they talked for a long
time… As Amma Asante would say, when that woman put her pain on the table,
then she was heard.”13
Underneath our positions and our postures and our values and our
interests, there are needs and fears. And there is also pain. In order for us to hear
one another, we need to put our pain on the table. This, to me, is what hope looks
like. Pain on the table.
And if anyone knows about Pain on the Table, it’s the One who took
bread, gave thanks, and broke it, put it on the table and said, “This is my body
given for you.” If anyone knows about Pain on the Table, it’s the one who took

As powerful as it is for a victim of injustice to put their pain on the table, those of us
who are not part of marginalized communities need to be careful that we do not demand that
others put their pain on the table. The work of exposing the pain is exhausting. It is sometimes
met with ignorance and does not always bring about the change that is hoped for. Vulnerably
offering one’s pain must well up from within, rather than be demanded from without.
13
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the cup, gave thanks, passed it around the table and said, “This cup is the new
covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you” (Luke 22:19-20).
There is hope at the Table. Thanks be to God.
Hope - Restorative Conversations
The Colossian Way has strengthened the muscles of twelve Westsiders to
have difficult conversations with more humble wisdom and courage, more
curiosity and gratitude. The facilitators of the process are willing to lead another
group through it. I think this is wise and good. At the same time, I am also
grateful and hopeful because we have another tool in our tool box: restorative
conversation.
We have used and continue to use restorative conversations at Westside to
address concerns and heal in the wake of harm. Several Westsiders gathered
recently to work through a difficult staffing situation, using the restorative
model.
As much as it would be wonderful to have as many Westsiders as possible
participate in The Colossian Way’s sexuality study in order to have long and
intentional conversations about this topic, we realize that we may need to have
these conversations more quickly. We may have to make decisions as a
congregation, with respect to our congregation’s relationship to the
denomination and/or with respect to Westside’s office-bearers’ relationships to
the congregation.
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With that in mind, at the time this paper was submitted, the council of
Westside is anticipating having a restorative conversation about those who are
same-sex attracted and the church. The same facilitators who led us in The
Colossian Way are also trained in restorative practices and will be asking the
council members these restorative questions:
1. What’s the issue from your perspective?
2. Who’s impacted and in what ways?
3. What’s the hardest thing for us as a congregation?
4. What are your key concerns?
5. What needs to happen next with regard to this issue?
6. What are you personally willing to do with regard to this issue?
The restorative process includes space for people to put their thoughts on
the table. It also includes a space for people to put their pain on the table. (Given
the limited experiences and connections of the council members, it may be that
we have to work to add voices in order to include the voices of those who are
most pained.) And it also includes the space for moving forward and taking next
steps.
Restorative conversation is an agile tool with lots of different formats for
different purposes. There is hope in the conversation. Thanks be to God.
Hope - Longing
No matter what happens as we move forward with our tools and our
convictions, our virtue-growing and our decision-making, there will be
discomfort and loose ends. There will be hurt and loss. Let’s say, we become an
affirming congregation, where LGBTQ+ people are able to be married and serve
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in all offices. This would bring the deepest joy to some and be deeply painful for
others. Let’s say, we do the important work of repentance that we need to do as a
church as we look back at our historical shunning of the LGBTQ+ community,
and then re-affirm the traditional reading of Scripture with a commitment to
unconditionally love those in the LGBTQ+ community, outside and inside the
church. This, too, would bring the deepest joy to some and be deeply painful for
others. No matter what, there will be hurt and loss.
And this leads us to long for God to do more than all we can ask or
imagine. We are a longing people. And longing is a central thread of hope. While
we hope, we act. While we act, we hope. This is poiēsis – the co-creative,
convivial, and disarming work of God and a diversity of humans, through which
emerges the phenomenon of a transformed community of shalom.
In our on-line congregational town hall, one of the participants in this
project reflected on her experience in a poietic way. Having engaged this difficult
conversation with Christ in our midst, she asked, “Do we face this conversation
face-on or do we put our fists up in front of our faces and fight it?” And then she
answered herself and blessed all of us by saying that our time together had
taught her the way to do it: “face-forward with no fists.”
Oh, the mystery and majesty of the disarming love of God!
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Appendixes
Appendix A – Invitation Letter
Dear friends,
As Westside Fellowship CRC, we are seeking to become a safe and authentic
community where we speak our truths in love and listen with love to the truths
of others, inside and outside our church. This vision has led us into taking steps
to become a restorative congregation (using practices that help us make decisions
and resolve interpersonal conflict) and now, through Pastor Heidi’s Doctor of
Ministry program, to engaging a conversation about human sexuality.
Trusting that all things hold together in Christ (Col. 1:17), the Colossian Forum is
an organization with a mission to help churches use cultural conflicts as
opportunities for spiritual growth and witness. To do this they prepared
curricula that help small groups of church members discuss a controversial topic
over ten weeks in a prayerful, structured way. The goal is not to lead us to a
particular viewpoint, but to help us approach (not avoid!) our most difficult
questions in a new way - one that involves prayer, love and respect, especially
for those whose experiences and perspectives are different from ours.
We (Corina Oosterhof and Leo Jonker) have volunteered to lead this
conversation at our church. We went through The Colossian Forum’s training
and now are looking for people to willing to join this group to both experience
and practice the approach we’ve been learning. We would like to invite you to
consider participating.
What would be the purpose of this conversation?
1. Gather Christians together.
2. Practice loving God and neighbour while engaging difficult problems.
3. Witness the body of Christ built up.
We are excited by this opportunity to watch the Spirit work in us through the
virtues of patience, peace, and compassion as we engage the tension of
disagreement with a commitment to listen and love. We will lead the series over
approximately ten sessions beginning in January. Venue and exact dates/times
will be determined as our group forms.
We will be looking to keep the group to 12 people (including Pastor Heidi and
ourselves). We will also be doing our best to balance the group so that it is made

165

up of people of various ages, genders, and perspectives. This means that we may
have to offer another group in the future to accommodate the interest.
If you are interested in joining this conversation and/or if you have any
questions about The Colossian Way and our purpose for meeting, please contact
one of us by email, and be sure to check out The Colossian Forum’s website:
www.colossianforum.org/TCW.
Together in Christ,
Corina Oosterhof
garyncorina@bell.net
& Leo Jonker
leo.b.jonker@gmail.com
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Appendix B – Follow-Up Letter
Hello,
Thank you for expressing an interest in the upcoming Colossian Way small
group on Sexuality. A doodle poll sent out earlier indicated that most of you
prefer Sunday afternoons for the small group meetings, so this letter is written on
the assumption that the meetings will be at that time. If you voted against
Sunday afternoons, you should feel free to ignore this email. However, if there is
any chance that Sunday afternoons might work in spite of your earlier vote
against it, we would be pleased if you would read on.
As you will probably have heard when it was announced to the congregation or
seen in the invitational emails, the Colossian Way is intended as a form of
spiritual discipline for the participants. Contentious issues tend to divide people;
the Church is one place where we should be able to live the command to love
each other, even when we do not agree on something. In order to have a
discussion that is representative of the different experiences and perspectives in
our congregation, we would like to ask a few simple questions (see below) that
gauge the reasons for your interest in participating. Your answers will help us
select the group of participants for this first series of discussions; your answers
will be seen only by Pastor Heidi, Corina Oosterhof, and Leo Jonker.
The Colossian Way will also be studied in Pastor Heidi’s doctoral research; so
sometime in December, those selected for the small group will be contacted by
Pastor Heidi for an interview in connection with her research.
Meeting Dates
Together with Pastor Heidi, we selected eleven Sundays, starting on January 12.
It is very important that we can count on your presence at (nearly) all these
Sundays for the group to be a success. To indicate the Sundays when you can
guarantee (the Lord willing) that you will be there, please complete the Doodle
poll at https://doodle.com/poll/y4hsr6zrvpdg2ssc
Meeting Times
We also need your input on the meeting time you would prefer on these Sundays
afternoons. To give us that information, please complete the Doodle poll at
https://doodle.com/poll/9vxsw3bcnfp4rxx4
Questions
And now, please, take a moment to answer these three questions, and email your
responses to leo.b.jonker@gmail.com by Sunday, December 8:
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1. Why would you like to be part of this small group?

2. Why is the issue of sexuality important to you?

3. How are the goals of the Colossian Way of interest to you?
In Christ,
Leo Jonker and Corina Oosterhof
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Appendix C - Initial Interview Questions
Questions about the topic of sexuality, specifically
- When you think about the topic of sexuality and having a conversation
with someone who strongly disagrees with your perspectives, what is
your anxiety level on a scale of 1 to 5? (1 being completely calm and 5
being on the verge of fleeing the room or fighting hard)
- Because anxiety implies some kind of real or perceived threat, if your
anxiety is higher than a ‘one’, what is the threat? Another way to put this
is, What are you afraid of? Or What do you think you stand to lose?
- When it comes to this topic of sexuality, what are you curious about?
- In your opinion, what would a good (or successful) 10 week conversation
about sexuality achieve?
- On a scale of 1-5 (1 being very optimistic and 5 being in despair), how
hopeful are you that good conversations about sexuality can happen in
this Colossian Way group?
- On a scale of 1-5 (1 being very optimistic and 5 being in despair), how
hopeful are you that good conversations about sexuality can happen in
other Westside contexts?
- How often (in the last year) have you had conversations about this topic
with people who do not share your perspective?
- Describe your experience of one of these conversations.
Questions about communication patterns
- When tensions rise with someone you care about, how do you typically
respond?
- On a scale of 1 to 5 (with one being very satisfied and 5 being very
dissatisfied), how satisfied are you with your response patterns in the
presence of tension?
- If not a ‘one’, how is it that you would rather respond?
Who/how do you want to be in this (TCW) conversation? How do you
want to show up?
Your relationship to God
- What do you need from God, as you anticipate this conversation?
- Where do you imagine God is in relationship to you when you are in the
midst of a conflict? (See illustration page)
Final Question: What do you hope to gain from this experience?
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Appendix D - The Colossian Way: Informed Consent for Research
Abstract
You have been invited to participate in a difficult conversation, using The
Colossian Way1 curriculum. The goals of the Colossian Way are to gather
Christians together, to practice loving God and neighbour while engaging
difficult problems, and to witness the body of Christ built up.
You were chosen along with the rest of the group members, as a representative
sample of the congregation of Westside Fellowship Christian Reformed Church
(WFCRC). This group has, as much as possible, been balanced for age, gender,
and varying perspectives on the subject of sexuality.
This curriculum has been chosen as one component of an overall study in order
to fulfill the requirements of the D.Min. degree for Rev. Heidi S. De Jonge. In
addition to the experience of the Colossian Way curriculum, there is a research
component to this project. I, Heidi S. De Jonge, will conduct this research as part
of the requirements of fulfilling the D.Min. project at Western Theological
Seminary. My advisor is Dr. Chuck DeGroat, professor of Pastoral Care and
Christian Spirituality at Western Theological Seminary.
The Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore how we, as a sample of WFCRC,
experience a difficult conversation. In part, this study will test the effectiveness of
the Colossian Way curriculum, but the main purpose of the study is to richly
describe the experience of an intentional difficult conversation and the impact
that this intentional difficult conversation has on us as individual participants
and on the group as a whole.
Procedures
If you agree to participate in the study, no names or distinguishing features will
be repeated in any of the data. Information will be gathered using four primary
methods:
1. Pre-curriculum interviews: One-on-one interviews (30-45 minutes)
conducted in person by the researcher.
2. Within-curriculum dialogue: Spoken dialogue during the ten 90-120
minute Colossian Way sessions.
3. Between-session journaling: Written journal responses to betweensession reflection questions, submitted electronically to the researcher.

1

https://colossianforum.org/the-colossian-way-experience/
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4. Post-curriculum interviews: One-on-one interviews (30-45 minutes)
conducted in person by the researcher.
What you write or say in your journals or interviews will not be attached in any
published aspect of this project to the comments that you make within the group.
Risks of Participation in the Study
I will maintain strict confidence with the data that is shared with me. By signing
this form you are consenting to trust me with any personal disclosures.
Benefits of Participation in the Study
By participating in this study, you will learn and practice Christian virtues and
values, and dialogue and communication skills in the context of a difficult
conversation. These virtues and skills will be transferrable to other difficult
conversations in your life. What is learned from this study will also benefit
WFCRC’s future difficult conversations.
Upon completion of this research and the dissertation, each participant will have
access to a copy of the dissertation.
Confidentiality
All documents containing relevant data of this study will be kept confidential. If
portions of the research are reported, they will not include information that will
identify you. All hard copies of data will be destroyed in May of 2023. Electronic
copies of all research will be kept indefinitely but will be coded to maintain
confidentiality. I will attempt to maintain confidentiality throughout the research
process, however complete anonymity cannot be guaranteed due to the small
number of participants and your prior and continued knowledge of one another.
Voluntary Nature of the Study
Your agreement to participate in this study is entirely voluntary. At any point
you can choose to withdraw from participation.
Contact Information
I, Heidi S. De Jonge, will be the sole researcher conducting this study. You may
contact me with any questions or concerns about this research process.
My email address is heidi.sue.dejonge@gmail.com
My cell phone # is 613-888-6744
Statement of Consent
I have read the terms and conditions listed above and have received answers to
any of my questions. I consent the use of my direct quotes to be shared
anonymously in the published thesis document. I consent to participate in this
study.
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Signature:

___________________________________

Printed Name:

___________________________________

Date:

___________________________________
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Appendix E - Closing Interview Questions
Questions about the topic of sexuality, specifically
- In our group, there were people of varying perspectives and varying
strengths in their perspectives. When someone said something that
opposed your own perspective, what was your average anxiety level on a
scale of 1 to 5? (1 being completely calm and 5 being on the verge of
fleeing the room or fighting hard)
- Within the range of expressions of opposing viewpoints, did your level
anxiety differ based on who was speaking or based on how they were
speaking? Or was it the same, no matter who was speaking or how they
were speaking? (Expand on that)
- In our first interview, we talked about anxiety implying a kind of threat or
fear of losing something. You mentioned a fear/threat of ____________.
Were any of these fears or threats realized? If so, how? (Expand on that)
- What did you learn about this topic of sexuality?
- What are you still curious about?
- In our first interview you said a good or successful 10 week conversation
about sexuality would achieve___________. Did we, in your opinion,
achieve this?
- What things did we achieve that surprised you (went above/beyond your
expectations)?
- What things were you hoping we would achieve that we did not?
- On a scale of 1-5, how hopeful are you now that good conversations about
sexuality can happen in other Westside contexts? (1 being very optimistic
and 5 being in despair)
- Has this experience impacted your conversations about this topic beyond
the group? If so, how and in what ways? Or how might your experience
impact your future conversations?
Questions about communication patterns
- In this Colossian Way experience, what did you learn about yourself and
your response patterns in the midst of difficult conversations?
- Would you say that you have grown positively in your response patterns?
If so, how?
- What did you learn about response patterns, generally, in your
observations of others?
- On a scale of 1 to 5 (with one being very satisfied and 5 being very
dissatisfied), how satisfied are you with the way you responded in this
experience?
- When asked who/how you wanted to be in this conversation, you said
__________. Was this realized for you?
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Your relationship to God
- What did you receive from God in this conversation? How did God
minister to you?
- Where did you experience God in relationship to you in this midst of this
conversation? (See illustration page)
Final Question: What did you gain or receive from this experience? What did
you lose in this experience? What did you give in this experience?
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Appendix F - A Summary of the CRC Position on Same-Sex Relations
The current CRC position is based on the report of a Synodical study committee
that studied homosexuality between 1970 and 1973, when its report was accepted
by synod. The study was asked for by the Council of CRC’s in Canada because
Canada was planning to decriminalize homosexual practice. The Council
supported this government decision, because, unlike the church, government
should not dictate morality. From the start, synod framed homosexual attraction
as a disability, and in the request from the Council of CRC’s in Canada, it was
assumed that homosexual practice was sinful. The study was expected to
support that view and provide proposals for counseling and rehabilitative
services for homosexuals.
In many ways the study report is quite good. It makes good use of Reformed
principles for reading Scripture. It does this in typically Reformed intellectual
fashion that is thorough but not drawn to nuance or uncertainty. Also, in good
Reformed fashion the study respects the science around same-sex attraction
available at the time.
Thus, for example it notes that same-sex attraction is not just about physical
attraction but covers the whole range of the rich personal relations associated
with all sex. The report speculates a bit about the causes of same-sex attraction
but in the end acknowledges that it remains a mystery. The report also agrees
that same-sex attraction is not a choice or decision on the part of the individual,
and it acknowledges the guilt and self-loathing felt by a same-sex attracted
person in the church.
The report does, however, think of same-sex practice as sinful, and goes through
the seven bible texts to argue that conclusion. It acknowledges that the Sodom
and Gomorrah story is not about same-sex attraction, but apart from that the
authors of the study claim that all scholars agree that homosexual practice is
condemned in the Old Testament. They do seem to be a little uneasy about that
sweeping statement, for then they acknowledge that the Old Testament does not
distinguish between attraction and practice. A more current way of putting that
is that same-sex attraction in the modern sense was not known to Moses, or
whoever compiled Leviticus and Deuteronomy. The report then, appropriately,
asks about the broader sweep of Scripture to see what it says about homosexual
practice. Here they land on the creation story where God created people male
and female, and claim the complementarity of male and female, also quoted by
Paul, and by Jesus in his discussion of divorce, indicates that marriage is for
procreation and must be between a man and a woman.
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The study dates itself by saying that “more recently psychiatrists are reporting
more successes in their therapy of homosexuals”, and adds that “the first
responsibility for the homosexual is to exhaust the possibility of sexual
reorientation by all available means”. The study concludes that love for the
homosexual neighbour does not allow us to soften the severity of the demand to
remain celibate, even if that demand is very severe. The end of the study lists its
conclusions in the form of pastoral advice.
In 1996 that year’s Synod appointed a committee to study how we can provide
better pastoral care for same-sex attracted members in a manner that is consistent
with the conclusions of the 1973 report. This committee began by talking to a
group of gay members of the CRC, and surveying pastors in the CRC asking
them whether they and their church members were familiar with the 1973 report,
and the reasons when the answers were negative. The response to the survey
was high (501 returns, 74% of those sent out) but their answers were deplorable.
25% of the ministers knew nothing about the report; congregations are largely
unware of the report; 65% of pastors reported that they had not made any
effective use of the report’s recommendations, the reasons being: No need (242);
fear of the topic (88); feeling inadequate to the task (63); lack of perceived need
(30). 77% of respondents felt there was no need to implement the 1973 pastoral
advice. Some indicated they had preached about it, but were not aware of any
same-sex attracted persons in their congregation and so did not know whether
their preaching had been effective. The report concludes that the survey paints a
picture of lack of awareness, denial, and systematic neglect of homosexual
members by pastors, councils, and congregations, even though the 1973 report
enjoined whole-hearted embrace by the church of homosexual members,
compassion for the homosexual who gives in to temptation; loving support and
encouragement, and inclusion in its fellowship so they are not tempted to seek
companionship “in a gay world”. And pastors were supposed to inform
themselves about homosexuality and same-sex attracted people, have
compassion for them, and dispel prejudices. The 1999 study summarizes the
church’s lack of faithfulness in the words “Over the years, the church at large has
not attempted to create these kinds of conditions on anything like a broad scale.
For this reason alone, it would be fitting for the CRC to seek God’s forgiveness.”
The study committee completed its task in 2002 when its report was accepted by
synod. Though this committee was much more nuanced in its understanding of
homosexuals than the 1973 study committee, it stuck to the 1973, view of
homosexual practice as sinful. It is interesting that in its recommendations there
is a greater awareness than in the 1973 report that our life experiences, our
“stories” shape our values and our approach to scripture, as well as a plea for
discussions that resemble what we are trying to do in the Colossian Forum.
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In 2016, Synod appointed a new study committee to articulate the biblical
theology of human sexuality. This study became necessary because
homosexuality is now widely accepted in society and because there is a growing
movement in the CRC that cries for a change in the church’s position. The
committee was instructed to pay particular attention to biblical conceptions of
gender and sexuality in view of modern interpretations of the relevant bible
passages; to affirming opinions arising from a new movement of the Spirit, and
to scientific and social scientific findings. The committee was also asked to
consider drafting a new statement of faith dealing with human sexuality. From
the start synod decided that the committee members should all adhere to the
decision of the 1973 synod. Synod instructed that the committee would
represent diversity in gender, ethnicity, bi-nationality and location, but made no
mention of including a same-sex attracted CRC member. An interim report was
submitted in 2019. The final report will come in 2021.

Submitted by Leo Jonker
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