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Introduction

A Tale of Two Churches

“Grace United Church of Christ” (Grace UCC)1 is a medium-sized con-
gregation located in a semi-rural community near the eastern seaboard 
of the United States. In the summer of 2005, following its denomination’s 
passing of a resolution supporting equal marriage rights for same-sex 
couples, Grace UCC found itself embroiled in an intense conflict about 
human sexuality. Some members, deeply disturbed by the UCC’s action, 
insisted that the congregation should leave the denomination and be-
come an independent entity. Others insisted just as strongly that Grace 
UCC should maintain its ties with the wider church. After a series of very 
hostile congregational meetings, the conflict ended with a vote; roughly 
75 percent of the members voted to remain within the UCC. Those who 
“lost” immediately left the church, leaving a gaping hole in both the 
membership rolls and the relational matrix of the congregation.

“First United Methodist Church” (First UMC) is a large congrega-
tion located in a well-to-do suburb of a city in the southeastern United 
States. This congregation’s conflict began with the need to consolidate the 
congregation’s Sunday morning worship services from three to two due 
to decreasing attendance numbers. Some of the congregational leaders 
suggested eliminating the early traditional service, which had the lowest 
number of regular worshippers—a proposal that generated great resis-
tance and heightened anxiety within the congregation. As a means to re-
solve the conflict, the church designed an intentional process for decision 

1. This is a pseudonym. All names and identifying details of congregations and 
individuals in this book have been changed to protect their privacy. Each pseudonym 
will only be noted in quotation marks the first time it is used.



i n t r o d u c t i o nxii

making about the issue. The process involved recruiting members from 
each worship service to serve on a special committee, which met several 
times over a period of months to discuss all options. Though it seemed, 
at times, that the committee would never succeed in accomplishing its 
work, ultimately the group developed a solution that, while not perfect, 
was unanimously approved by the committee and enjoyed widespread 
congregational support.

What This Book Is About

In this book I use extended case studies of the two Protestant churches 
described above to explore the sources and dynamics of congregational 
conflict around theological issues. Drawing on specific elements of exist-
ing literature in congregational studies, leadership studies, and pastoral 
theology, I develop an approach to this problem that includes thick de-
scriptions of the lived experiences of congregations in conflict, and that 
aims toward recommendations for transformed practice. My thesis is that 
at the heart of congregational conflict lies anxiety triggered by encounters 
with difference. I argue that when persons encounter significant differ-
ences between themselves and others, they often feel that their sense of 
self or identity is threatened. In turn, this experience of threat generates 
anxiety. Using insights from psychodynamic psychology and social psy-
chology, I show that this anxiety is a normal part of human development, 
as are the desire for sameness and identification with groups of similar 
others. However, the anxiety raised by difference can be handled in a 
variety of ways, some of which can be particularly destructive in their 
consequences. Such behaviors include splitting and projection, strong 
needs for sameness, group polarization, and contentious tactics, all of 
which can lead to divisive conflict and can potentially damage or destroy 
communities of faith.

With the goal of articulating a more constructive approach to con-
flict in congregations, I offer a theological reframing of conflict as a natu-
ral outcome of the diversity inherent in human life. Further, I argue for 
diversity as a desirable theological norm—one that was intended by God 
and that should be embraced rather than eliminated. Building on this 
argument, I explore the notions of vulnerability and hospitality as theo-
logical categories that encourage human beings to “sit with” the anxiety 
stirred by communal life and to seek ways to remain connected across 
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differences rather than simply trying to change them. At the end of the 
book, with this theological grounding in place, I return to the congrega-
tional case studies and reflect further on the similarities and differences 
between them. This comparison forms the basis for the concrete prac-
tices I ultimately suggest for faith communities in conflict.

I approach the subject of congregational conflict by bringing to-
gether insights from psychodynamic psychology, social psychology, and 
theology in a rich, textured conversation about the nature of human be-
ing and the place of conflict in human life. While these disciplines all 
contain important ideas about the limits and potentials of human beings, 
I argue that the social sciences prove especially helpful in describing the 
concrete contours of human brokenness. For its part, theology holds out 
an especially compelling vision of human healing—both individual and 
communal—that contrasts with the destructive dynamics that so fre-
quently occur within the context of congregational conflict. In this way I 
offer a pastoral theological perspective on conflict that takes seriously the 
individual and communal suffering such conflict produces and that in-
cludes deep psychological and theological reflection on human existence.

Why This Book Matters

While this book originally grew out of my own personal interest in con-
gregational conflict, it also holds significance for a much wider public and 
makes an important contribution to the field of pastoral theology. First, 
from a practical point of view, conflicts around theological issues affect 
many contemporary congregations. Too often, such conflicts deteriorate 
into virulent, “us vs. them” disputes that threaten to fragment Christian 
community. By attending closely and seriously to the real experiences of 
suffering created by congregational conflict, this book offers key theo-
logical insights into how human relationships become disordered and 
damaged within the context of religious bodies. Typically, pastoral theol-
ogy has focused on individuals as the primary loci of suffering—whether 
in terms of personal, intrapsychic pain or in terms of the pain that results 
from structural injustices like racial oppression, gender inequality, or ho-
mophobia.2 In contrast, this book argues that in addition to these types 

2. Pastoral theologians who have written on these topics include (but are not lim-
ited to) Edward Wimberly, Archie Smith, Homer Ashby, Bonnie Miller-McLemore, 
Jeanne Stevenson Moessner, Christie Cozad Neuger, and Joretta Marshall.
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of suffering, persons experience a unique kind of distress in the midst of 
intense congregational discord. Not only are interpersonal relationships 
damaged in such situations but often the entire fabric of the religious 
community may be torn by conflict that is not handled well. When this 
happens, the suffering that results is not only personal in nature, but 
takes on a communal quality to which pastoral theology must attend. The 
book’s title tries to capture this communal quality of suffering and points 
to the need for the church—Christ’s body—to experience healing in the 
form of new and more effective ways of engaging conflict.

Another way in which this book contributes uniquely to the field of 
pastoral theology is through its use of social psychology as a conversation 
partner. While pastoral theology has a long history of utilizing the social 
sciences as key analytical resources, it has relied most heavily on psycho-
dynamic psychology and has focused on intrapsychic issues. In contrast, 
in this book I employ social psychology to highlight the group dynam-
ics involved in congregational conflict, as well as the elements of social 
identity that frequently emerge in situations of theological disagreement. 
Drawing on the discipline of social psychology in these ways provides 
important insights that could not be gained with a purely intrapsychic 
approach and allows me to attend more fully to the communal nature of 
congregational conflict.

Finally, this book makes an important theoretical contribution to 
the field of pastoral theology, which, in recent decades, has not placed 
congregational practice at the center of its reflection.3 Although in recent 
years pastoral theology has moved beyond its original focus on individual 
care to attend to the impact of broader social categories like race, gender, 
and sexual orientation, it has neglected to offer sustained attention to the 
practices of congregations themselves as a source for pastoral theologi-
cal knowledge.4 My project, which focuses on congregations as both the 
starting point and intended audience for pastoral theology, addresses this 
lacuna in the field.

3. I should note here that when I use the term pastoral theology, I am referring 
to the Protestant tradition of pastoral theology within the United States. In so do-
ing, I also differentiate the discipline I am discussing from practical theology, which 
has traditionally given more attention to congregations and their practices than has 
pastoral theology.

4. I will add nuance and expand upon this claim in chapter 1, where I will review 
pastoral theological resources in detail for how they attend to or neglect congrega-
tional practice.
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The Theological Frame

I have briefly described how this book makes a distinctive contribution 
through its attention to communal suffering, its appropriation of social 
psychology, and its grounding in congregational practice. Yet, part of 
what makes this a project in pastoral theology is its use of theology as 
a primary lens through which to understand congregational conflict. In 
this book I bring theology, psychodynamic psychology, and social psy-
chology into a productive dialogue in which each discipline critiques and 
supplements the others. However, I also use theology as the overarching 
framework for the entire discussion, and I make this choice for two spe-
cific reasons. 

First, the field of pastoral theology has historically relied heavily 
on the language and therapeutic models of the behavioral sciences, at 
times to the neglect of theological themes.5 Admittedly, the disciplines 
of psychology and social psychology that I draw upon in this book offer 
in-depth understandings of how individuals and groups operate and of 
the ways in which human interactions become disordered and damaged. 
These disciplines, however, provide only limited accounts of optimal 
individual and communal functioning. In contrast, Christian theology 
attends both to human brokenness and healing, typically speaking of the 
former in general terms like “the human condition,” and offering a ro-
bust vision of the latter through prescriptive recommendations. Because 
theology attends explicitly to both human brokenness and healing, it pro-
vides a more encompassing view of the human being, which is the subject 
par excellence of pastoral theology. 

The second reason for using this theological frame is closely related 
to the first. As I have said, both psychology and theology make serious 
attempts to understand the nature of human being, especially human 
brokenness. However, psychology tends to see human brokenness and 
its accompanying problems in terms of pathologies that call out for treat-
ment or cure. Christian theology, by contrast, recognizes that brokenness 
arises, at least in part, from our very nature as created beings who are 

5. As Bonnie Miller-McLemore notes, “In the 1970s and 1980s, critics drew atten-
tion to pastoral theology’s psychological captivity and its failure to sustain a theologi-
cal and moral orientation” (“Also a Pastoral Theologian,” 821). Rodney J. Hunter and 
John Patton have further described this pattern as a tendency—particularly within 
clinical training programs—to prioritize “examining personal meanings, motives, and 
relationships rather than communicating religious meanings” (“Therapeutic Tradi-
tion’s Theological and Ethical Commitments,” 35).
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finite and imperfect. A theological approach to human being suggests 
that brokenness is simply part of who we are. It is a condition of living 
on this planet with other human beings. This does not mean that human 
beings have no reason to hope for improvements in their relationships 
with one another, or for some experience of redemption from the condi-
tions of brokenness. On the contrary, Christian theology as articulated 
through religious traditions insists that hope is indeed possible, and that 
grace is offered regardless of whether or not it is deserved. Yet, from this 
theological standpoint, hope and grace become even more meaningful 
when human beings recognize that brokenness already characterizes 
their existence in a fundamental way. 

Within this theological reflection I intentionally use the term “bro-
kenness” instead of “sin,” because I wish to emphasize the “given-ness” 
of the human condition rather than implying that it has to do primarily 
with moral transgression. Speaking in this nonmoralistic register empha-
sizes the basic fragility and limitation inherent in human nature instead 
of focusing on a fall from an idealized state of sinlessness. Theologically, 
this will be important when, later in the book, I discuss the possibilities 
for healing and transformation in the midst of congregational conflict. 
Casting brokenness in terms of sin for which one must repent might im-
ply that conflict itself is a sin to be avoided at all costs. However, begin-
ning with the theological premise that all human beings exist in a state of 
brokenness that is part of their creaturely condition makes it possible to 
see conflict as one of the consequences of living in an imperfect world—a 
consequence that is not to be eradicated, but rather engaged in ways that 
emphasize respect and compassion.

How This Book Is Organized

In this book I aim to bring the theological framework I have described 
above into conversation with the social sciences as a means of address-
ing congregational conflict. This aim is evident in the flow of the book, 
which is organized into six chapters. I begin, in chapter 1, by articulat-
ing why this project matters: namely, because many congregations today 
are becoming dysfunctional and divided due to their inability to engage 
theological conflicts with respect and care. Building on current research 
data related to congregational life in the United States, I explore the scope 
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of the problem of “serious conflict”6 within communities of faith. I then 
make an argument for pastoral theology as a discipline that, because of its 
attention to context, individual suffering, and practice, is especially well 
suited to address congregational conflict. I close the chapter by propos-
ing a pastoral theological lens through which to explore congregational 
conflict. This lens uses anxiety—understood as a basic sense of threat to 
one’s identity—as a central organizing principle that carries through the 
book and helps connect the diverse disciplinary resources I present in the 
subsequent chapters.

Chapter 2 offers detailed narrative accounts of two churches—Grace 
UCC and First UMC—which provide the content for analysis through-
out the rest of the book. In these case studies I focus on congregational 
conflict that can be particularly difficult to resolve because it involves 
significant theological issues. Although each church’s conflict developed 
very differently, these two case studies reveal significant common themes: 
theological dimensions, identity, polarization and fragmentation, and the 
pain of conflict and change. These themes illustrate important insights 
about the complexities of congregational conflict and about the role anxi-
ety often plays in it. I argue that understanding anxiety as a basic sense 
of threat to one’s identity helps explain why and how conflict frequently 
emerges in communities of faith. 

In chapter 3, I explore how two specific concepts from the discipline 
of psychodynamic psychology—splitting/projection and the alter ego 
need—contribute to a deeper understanding of congregational conflict. 
I argue that both of these phenomena begin as normal developmen-
tal responses to encounters with difference. However, in situations of 
heightened anxiety, these responses may become reactive in an attempt 
to protect the self from perceived threats and may result in destructive 
behaviors. My interpretation of these concepts helps make sense of the 
kind of conflicts that threatened both identity and community at Grace 
UCC and First UMC.

Chapter 4 builds on the insights of chapter 3, while also widen-
ing the lens of analysis to include the importance of social patterns. In 
this chapter I engage the resources of social psychology, which offers a 
unique way of understanding how people relate to one another: namely, 
as members of groups. I argue that an adequate analysis of conflict within 
congregations must also attend to the group identities of those involved. 

6. Roozen, American Congregations 2008, 26.
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I draw on three concepts—collective identification, group polarization, 
and strategic choice—to explain how and why groups form within con-
gregations and why those groups choose specific ways of approaching 
one another in conflict. I show how these dynamics operated in each of 
the congregations described in the case studies, clarifying why these con-
flicts were not just the products of individual disagreements, but complex 
processes in which group identities became strongly engaged.

In chapter 5, I place theology as an integrative conversation partner 
in the discussion of congregational conflict. Because of its prescriptive 
nature, the discipline of theology goes beyond either psychodynamic or 
social psychology to offer a robust vision of what a healthy community 
looks like and how Christians should behave toward one another in such 
a community. I begin with a discussion of the human condition as trag-
ic—that is, as inevitably characterized by encounters with difference and 
conflict. I then make an explicit theological argument for diversity as a 
good that God both creates and intends. Building on this notion, I argue 
for a conception of congregational identity that is both hybrid and plural. 
I contend that understanding identity in this way could help decrease the 
sense of threat that the discovery of difference often produces. Finally, 
acknowledging that strong reactions to difference are simply part of be-
ing human, I offer a reframing of conflict through theological categories 
of vulnerability and hospitality. I argue that such reframing can help in-
dividuals in faith communities more fully honor the diversity inherent in 
the body of Christ.

In chapter 6, I build on the material presented in the preceding chap-
ters to offer practical recommendations for engaging theological conflict 
within congregations. Drawing on my analysis of their experiences 
of congregational conflict, I further engage the stories of Grace UCC 
and First UMC as a way of imagining concrete practices for conflicted 
congregations and their leaders. I group these practices into the follow-
ing categories: acknowledging difference and the anxiety it produces; 
redefining unity and strengthening relationships; and cultivating calm, 
connected leadership. I conclude the book with this focus on practice in 
order to point back toward the context out of which all theology arises 
and in which all theology must ultimately be tested: the lived experience 
of persons and communities.
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What’s the Problem? 
Understanding Congregational Conflict

In the introduction I briefly described Grace United Church of Christ, a 
congregation that faced a difficult conflict around issues of human sexu-
ality and denominational affiliation. Grace UCC is a congregation that 
I know well because, at the time of the conflict, I was serving as one of 
its pastoral leaders. This experience of serving a congregation torn by 
intense theological conflict raised many questions for me, ranging from 
the extremely practical (“How can members of a congregation learn to 
resolve their differences, or at least talk to one another more respectfully 
when they disagree?”) to the psychologically and philosophically abstract 
(“What makes people want everyone to be the same? What is so threat-
ening about theological difference within a single faith community?”). 
Over time, these questions became so persistent that they led me to write 
this book, which seeks not only to understand why and how theological 
conflicts are generated and sustained within congregations but also what 
resources pastoral theology can offer to communities who are experienc-
ing such conflicts. By “resources” I mean both general theological frame-
works for approaching conflict in communities of faith, as well as specific 
suggestions for pastoral practice in the midst of congregational discord. 

The primary questions that drive this book are as follows: 
1.  How can we understand the intensity and dynamics of theological 

conflict within congregations?
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2.  How can pastoral theology offer an alternative vision of theological 
disagreement that aims toward healthy conflict, rather than toward 
either extreme of eliminating conflict altogether, or engaging it in 
destructive ways? 

3.  What concrete practices could pastoral leaders and congregations 
use to handle theological conflict more effectively?1 
I have chosen to address these questions by carefully examining the 

lived experience of two congregations that struggled with conflict around 
two very different theological issues. By approaching congregational con-
flict in this way, I hope to provide a helpful resource for congregations who 
are challenged by various kinds of theological differences. Furthermore, 
in this book I focus primarily on experiences of conflict within contem-
porary mainline Protestant congregations in the United States.2 This is 
the social-historical location in which my own experience is grounded, 
and with which I am most familiar. However, given the ubiquity of con-
flict within religious bodies of all types, I hope that this book may also be 
relevant for communities from many different Christian denominations, 
and perhaps even for other faith traditions. 

Yet, in introducing my topic this way, I do not wish to imply that all 
types of congregational conflict can always be resolved. Indeed, at vari-
ous times throughout its history Christian communities have endured 
conflicts over crucial theological matters—matters that ultimately caused 
its members to break company with one another and to form new groups 
or traditions. I acknowledge the possibility that, in some cases, members 
of congregations may decide that the conflicts they are facing rise to this 
level and that they can no longer continue to be in communion with one 

1. These questions are modeled on Bonnie Miller-McLemore’s typology for how a 
congregation might address a complex theological issue: (1) descriptive/pastoral (This 
is how life is these days); (2) normative/prophetic (This is how life should be); and (3) 
programmatic/proclaiming (Here are some ways to get there). Miller-McLemore, Also 
a Mother, 185.

2. Admittedly, as church historian Elesha J. Coffman notes, “‘mainline’ is a difficult 
word to pin down” (Coffman, “The Christian Century” and the Rise of the Protestant 
Mainline, 4). Typically, though, scholars define the Protestant mainline as a collection 
of denominations, which usually includes “the Episcopal Church, the Presbyterian 
Church (USA), northern Baptist churches, the Congregational Church (now part of 
the United Church of Christ), the United Methodist Church, the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church, and the Disciples of Christ” (ibid.). Since the case studies presented in this 
book, and much of my own personal and professional experience, are rooted in con-
gregations belonging to one of these denominations, the term “mainline Protestant” 
seems apt here.
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another. Historically speaking, however, broad agreement on theological 
issues typically comes about only over a long period of time. I suggest 
that for congregations who are struggling with complex contemporary 
issues, more time is needed to discern whether far-reaching theological 
agreement can be achieved. Until that time elapses, congregations must 
learn how to make room for theological difference in their midst. Oth-
erwise, more communities of faith may face destructive division in their 
life together.

The Scope of the Problem

The type of intense congregational conflict that took place at Grace UCC 
is, unfortunately, not unique. A variety of sources within the fields of 
congregational studies and sociology of religion demonstrate that many 
congregations within the United States today cite conflict as a perennial 
part of their common life. For instance, data gathered in 2006 and 2007 
as part of the second wave of the National Congregations Study show that 
of the 1,506 congregations surveyed, 23.1 percent had experienced a con-
flict within the prior two years for which a special meeting was called.3 
Perhaps more troubling, this same study found that 26.4 percent of the 
communities surveyed had experienced a conflict within the prior two 
years that had caused some members to leave the congregation.4 A simi-
lar, though much smaller, study found that 45 percent of the one hundred 
communities surveyed reported having experienced at least one conflict 
“significant enough to convene a special meeting or call in outside help” 
during the five years of the study.5 

The data reported in the Faith Communities Today (FACT) studies 
conducted in 2000, 2005, 2008, and 2010 by the Cooperative Congrega-
tions Studies Partnership reveal a similar pattern. This study differs from 
the National Congregations Study in that its sample is much larger—
surveying 28,787 communities of faith in all6—and it includes a larger 

3. Chaves and Anderson, “Continuity and Change in American Congregations,” 
436. 

4. Ibid.
5. Brubaker, Promise and Peril, 28. 
6. This number is an aggregate of all the different congregations surveyed in the 

FACT study over the entire decade. The 2000 and 2010 studies each surveyed over 
10,000 churches, while the 2005 and 2008 studies used much smaller samples—about 
1,000 faith communities each. Roozen, American Congregations 2010, 2. 
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percentage of non-Christian communities. However, since Christian 
congregations make up a significant proportion of the communities 
surveyed, the FACT study still provides a useful tool for understanding 
the prevalence of conflict within the types of churches that this book 
primarily addresses. According to the 2010 FACT data, 65.1 percent of 
the congregations surveyed had experienced conflict within the prior five 
years in one of four key areas: worship, finances, leadership, or program 
priorities. This figure, which represents a clear majority of the surveyed 
congregations, increased by almost 1 percent from the data gathered in 
2000, demonstrating that conflict remains an important issue for most 
contemporary faith communities in the United States.7

This figure, however, refers only to the general presence of “conflict” 
in churches, which David Roozen, the author of the study, distinguishes 
from “serious conflict.” Roozen defines a serious conflict as “one in which 
some people left, a leader left or money was withheld.”8 The 2008 FACT 
study found that this type of serious conflict “is present in a third of 
congregations overall and reaches a high of 45% for Oldline Protestant 
congregations.”9 Based on these research findings, Roozen concludes that 

For virtually every measure of congregational vitality contained 
in the FACT surveys, conflict erodes vitality and the more severe 
the conflict the greater the effect—whether for spiritual vitality, 
financial health, numerical growth, or the securing, nurturing 
and caring for lay leadership.10 

These findings related to the prevalence of serious conflict correspond 
closely with the data reported in the National Congregations Study about 
conflicts resulting in the loss of membership. Taken together, these studies 
suggest that such serious conflicts, which have detrimental consequences 
for communities of faith, are present in anywhere from one-quarter to 
nearly one-half of contemporary congregations in the United States at 
any given time.

 Admittedly, the majority of conflicts reported in these studies do 
not appear—at least on the surface—to be theological in nature. Yet, con-
gregational researcher David Brubaker notes that of the respondents in 
his study reporting a single or first conflict in their churches, roughly 25 

7. Ibid., 9.
8. Roozen, American Congregations 2008, 26. 
9. Roozen, “Peace, Peace!” 29. 
10. Ibid.
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percent named homosexuality as the primary problem.11 Sociologist of 
religion Penny Edgell Becker discovered a similar trend in her study of 
twenty-three congregations in the suburban Chicago area: out of sixty-
five conflicts reported, ten centered on issues of gender and sexuality.12 
The emergence of gender and sexuality issues as a key category in these 
studies signals that theology often plays an important role in the devel-
opment of congregational conflict. Granted, discussions about gender 
and sexuality in the wider culture do not necessarily engage explicitly 
theological themes; however, similar discussions within congregations 
frequently involve appeals to Scripture and other theological resources as 
a way of wrestling with these highly complex issues. Talking about gender 
and sexuality within a religious context almost inevitably touches on the 
nature of human being and God’s intentions for the created order, both of 
which are deeply theological subjects.

In fact, I argue that virtually all conflicts within congregations 
possess a theological dimension. Conflicts about church finances, for 
example, are not just about money, but about parishioners’ theological 
understanding of the nature of the church and its mission in the world. In 
other words, how congregations spend their money demonstrates their 
theological commitments. Similarly, disagreements about worship fre-
quently go beyond differences in preference or personal style and instead 
touch on people’s most deeply held beliefs about who God is and how 
God relates to human beings. In turn, these theological commitments are 
deeply connected to practitioners’ sense of religious and social identity. 
If you ask people about their faith affiliation, they are likely to respond 
with phrases like “I’m a Methodist” or “I’m Lutheran” or “I belong to the 
United Church of Christ.” For many parishioners, these general religious 
identifiers encompass a host of specific theological ideas and values that 
they then bring with them into conversations about everyday church 
matters.

Because these conversations take place within the context of reli-
gious bodies in which individuals have made covenant promises to one 
another, it stands to reason that conflict between congregants will carry 
significant theological weight. After all, if members of a single congrega-
tion have made similar affirmations of faith as part of their membership, 
what does it mean theologically when they discover that they disagree so 

11. Brubaker, Promise and Peril, 29. 
12. Becker, “Congregational Models and Conflict,” 234. 
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vehemently on important church issues? How can they reconcile their 
commitments to one another with the fact that they seem to believe such 
different things about worship or money or human sexuality? To put it 
another way: what are the implications for congregants’ sense of identity 
when they realize that their chosen religious identifiers do not guarantee 
that they will share important theological beliefs and values with their 
fellow church members? 

The statistics cited above are alarming, but not simply because they 
point to the presence of conflict within faith communities; after all, in 
any intimate relationship between persons, conflict always plays a role. 
Yet these figures paint a much more disturbing picture of serious conflict 
within congregations that is not only widespread but also destructive in 
its consequences. As these studies have shown, conflict can result in the 
loss of members, financial support, leadership, and overall vitality within 
congregations. Indeed, the 2005 FACT study found that the most com-
mon result of serious congregational conflict is the loss of community 
members: of the congregations surveyed that had experienced serious 
conflict, 69 percent reported that at least some members had left the fel-
lowship as a result.13 This figure alone provides a striking example of why 
this kind of congregational conflict is so problematic—namely, because it 
has the potential to break up the body of Christ into smaller and smaller 
pieces. In an era when the mainstream Protestant church is already suf-
fering serious declines in membership, it is crucial for congregations to 
find healthier ways of handling conflict so that continued fragmentation 
does not remain the only option. 

Furthermore, from a theological standpoint, Christians are called 
to be in covenantal communion with one another. One powerful way 
in which such communion is ritualized is through the sacrament of the 
Lord’s Supper as it is shared in worship. In that ritual, the bread symbol-
izes the broken body of Christ, who gave himself in love so that those 
who came after him could be reconciled to God and to one another. 
Christ’s literal body was broken so that his living, enduring body—the 
fellowship of all believers—could be brought together in shared service. 
Christ made this sacrifice so that forgiveness and reconciliation between 
individuals could become possible; yet, in contemporary times, it seems 
that members of Christ’s church have difficulty finding ways to embody 
the grace modeled by Jesus. 

13. Roozen, American Congregations 2005, 20. 
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Of course, at times Jesus also embodied divisiveness and judg-
ment—such as when he rebuked the moneychangers in the temple,14 or 
when he declared, “I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.”15 Some 
would argue that these aspects of Jesus’ ministry show that he was more 
concerned with proclaiming “right” theology than with bringing people 
together. I contend, however, that standing firm on principle and con-
fronting injustice—as Jesus did—do not necessarily entail cutting oneself 
off from those who disagree. In other words, seeking unity and wholeness 
for a religious community does not have to mean adopting an “anything 
goes” mentality.16 Although Scripture tells us that Jesus corrected the 
Pharisees and shirked many of the religious conventions of his day, he 
also admonished his followers to love their enemies and to seek reconcili-
ation with one another before offering gifts to God.17 Even on the cross, 
as he was dying, Jesus extended himself in a conciliatory gesture, saying 
“Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.”18 In 
my view, then, the account of Jesus’ life that we find in Scripture paints a 
picture of a righteous leader who had integrity and held fast to his con-
victions, but who ultimately did not allow his theological “rightness” to 
hinder his relationships with others. In contrast to this model provided 
by Jesus, many congregations today are generating brokenness and divi-
sion in their midst through their inability to handle conflict in peaceful 
and productive ways. This problem tears at the very fabric of Christian 
communities, and threatens to create an environment where disagree-
ment on theological issues almost immediately becomes grounds for the 
dissolution of fellowship and covenantal relationship. Such an environ-
ment proves contrary to the spirit of unity and mutual love that the body 
of Christ is called to emulate.

These reflections on the importance of church unity are undoubt-
edly shaped by my own theological commitments. As I write this book, 
I find myself deeply concerned about the division and fragmentation 
I have personally witnessed in congregations and that is occurring in 

14. This episode, often called the “cleansing of the temple,” may be found in Mark 
11, Matt 21, and Luke 19.

15. Matt 10:34 (NRSV).
16. I will explore the theological tension between the commitment to inclusivity 

and the search for truth much more fully in chapter 5.
17. Both of these admonitions are found in the Sermon on the Mount—in Matt 

5:44 and Matt 5:23, respectively.
18. Luke 23:34 (NRSV).
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Christian communities across this country. These developments trouble 
me greatly because, as a person raised and ordained in the Baptist tradi-
tion, and now serving in the United Church of Christ, I have great re-
spect for both freedom of conscience and commitment to community. 
Although it is now quite conservative theologically, the Southern Baptist 
Church was founded on the principle of the priesthood of all believers, 
which means that each Christian has the ability to relate to God, and 
can read and interpret the Scriptures himself or herself. Along with this 
emphasis on individual relationships with God, Baptists have historically 
affirmed each believer’s freedom to follow his or her own conscience in 
matters of spiritual importance.19 Even now, the website of the Southern 
Baptist Convention states that each member of a Baptist congregation “is 
responsible and accountable to Christ as Lord.”20 This suggests that from 
its earliest days to contemporary times, the Baptist church has recognized 
the possibility that its members might not agree with one another on all 
issues, and has affirmed the importance of being able to follow one’s own 
conscience. 

Although very different theologically from the Southern Baptist 
Church, the United Church of Christ (UCC)—the denomination that 
now holds my ordination credentials—displays similar commitments in 
terms of the spiritual freedom of each individual believer. According to 
the UCC website, “We seek a balance between freedom of conscience 
and accountability to the apostolic faith. The UCC therefore receives the 
historic creeds and confessions of our ancestors as testimonies, but not 
tests of the faith.”21 In this sense, the UCC also recognizes the potential 
for theological disagreement between its members. However, this does 
not mean that the UCC has no concern for the unity of its congrega-
tions. In fact, the key motto of the denomination is taken from John 
17:21, “That they may all be one.” The UCC thus seeks to strike a balance 
between freedom of conscience, on the one hand, and covenant com-
mitment to fellow believers, on the other. As I reflect on the shape that 
congregational conflict has taken in mainstream Protestant churches in 

19. For a summary of Baptists’ historic commitments to liberty of conscience, see 
the following internet article: Deweese, “Doing Freedom Baptist Style,” http://www.
baptisthistory.org/pamphlets/freedom.htm. 

20. Southern Baptist Convention, “Basic Beliefs,” http://www.sbc.net/aboutus/
basicbeliefs.asp. 

21. United Church of Christ, “Testimonies, Not Tests of the Faith, http://www.ucc.
org/beliefs/, emphasis added. 
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recent years, I fear that many congregations are focusing on one side of 
this dialectic to the exclusion of the other. In churches where freedom of 
conscience is emphasized too strongly, the result can be intense conflict 
and fragmentation when people find they cannot agree on all theologi-
cal issues. Conversely, when church unity is interpreted as uniformity, 
individuals find themselves forced to choose between being true to their 
own spiritual consciences and being inauthentic for the sake of “peace” 
in the church body.

In light of these dangers, what can be done? What resources are 
available for those who wish to think more deeply about the problem of 
congregational conflict and to discover ways of helping communities of 
faith deal more effectively with theological disagreements in their midst? 
And why is congregational conflict a problem that pastoral theology 
should address? After all, many definitions of pastoral theology describe 
it as a scholarly discipline that focuses specifically on practices of pastoral 
care rather than on other pastoral practices like leadership or administra-
tion. Some might wonder whether other fields—such as congregational 
studies or leadership studies—might more appropriately address this 
topic. 

Here, it is helpful to distinguish between practical theology and pas-
toral theology. While closely related, important differences exist between 
these two disciplines, and each term has held varied meanings at differ-
ent points in history. Even so, the current distinction between the two 
terms may be succinctly stated as follows: “Whereas practical theology 
is integrative, concerned with broader issues of ministry, discipleship, 
and formation, pastoral theology is person- and pathos-centered and 
focused on the activity of care.”22 In other words, practical theology is a 
broader, more encompassing term that includes a wide range of activities, 
methods, curricular areas, and academic disciplines.23 Pastoral theology 
thus represents “one among many valued subdisciplines within practi-
cal theology”—a subdiscipline that is also unique in its appropriation of 
psychology as a key analytical tool for interpreting lived experience.24 
Pastoral theology’s appeal to psychology as an important resource, and its 
simultaneous focus on individual persons, suffering, and practices of care 

22. Miller-McLemore, “Introduction,” 6.
23. Miller-McLemore describes these categories as emblematic of “four distinct 

enterprises with different audiences and objectives” contained within practical theol-
ogy. Ibid., 5. 

24. Ibid., 6.
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lead me to situate my own work squarely within its borders. However, 
before elaborating on my own pastoral theological approach, I briefly 
describe the fields of congregational studies and leadership studies to 
discover what their unique contributions might be for examining the 
topic of congregational conflict. Ultimately, though, I return to the field 
of pastoral theology, further illustrating how its approach differs from 
these other practical theological disciplines.

Congregational Studies and Leadership Studies: 
Contributions and Limitations

The discipline known as congregational studies is quite new on the aca-
demic scene. Over the last three decades, this field has emerged out of 
the work of scholars who seek to understand more fully the dynamics of 
congregational life. Practical theologian and congregational researcher 
James R. Nieman defines congregational studies as 

the disciplined process for examining a congregation holisti-
cally that uses multiple research methods. In place of random 
intuitions and impressions is an orderly exploration of what 
actually happens in a group, both the obvious and the hidden, 
in a way that accurately reflects the interaction of component 
features while also noticing overall patterns and structures.25

Even in naming these core commitments of congregational studies, 
however, Nieman admits that it remains a developing discipline with “no 
simple defining feature.”26 Indeed, because the field is so new, it is just 
now beginning to take a definite shape, with only nascent consensus on 
what resources belong within its borders. 

Nonetheless, part of what makes congregational studies unique is 
its emphasis on the “thick description” of situations, particularly those 
faced by specific congregations.27 In other words, rather than speaking 
of “the church” in generic terms, writers in this field use close examina-
tion and analysis of particular congregations as ways of understanding 
what is happening on the ground in very specific places and times. While 
many resources in congregational studies attempt thick descriptions of 

25. Nieman, “Congregational Studies,” 133. 
26. Ibid.
27. The phrase “thick description” is credited to anthropologist Clifford Geertz in 

his text The Interpretation of Cultures, and has been embraced by qualitative research-
ers and practical theologians alike. 
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an entire congregation and its culture,28 others seek to examine particular 
issues—such as community relations29 or pastoral leadership30—as they 
arise within their congregational contexts. Even within this discipline, 
however, there is a dearth of resources dealing specifically with conflict 
in congregations.31 Those texts that do address conflict tend to advance 
an understanding of congregations through their emphasis on the thick 
description of lived communal experience. Such descriptive approaches 
are important and, as the next section will show, they provide a much 
needed balance to many of the popular resources currently available to 
pastoral practitioners. Yet, because these texts often do not take the next 
step toward recommendations for transformed practice, or do so in only 
a partial way, their usefulness for a pastoral theological approach to con-
gregational conflict remains limited. 

Resources in congregational studies also tend to sketch the contours 
of congregations as corporate realities, which may miss the individual 
forms of human flourishing and suffering taking place in their midst. 
Granted, such resources emphasize the inclusion of individual voices 
through qualitative methods of interviewing and participant-observa-
tion; yet, in the end, these texts wish to paint a picture of congregations 
as unique entities rather than simply collections of individuals. This is a 
valid point, and represents one of the key contributions of congregational 
studies as a field. In focusing primarily on the broader shape of congrega-
tions, however, these analyses may lose sight of the unique individual 
plights that take place within the communal context. 

Although I employ methods frequently used in congregational 
studies—such as the inclusion of case material and interviews with 
church members—this is not a project in congregational studies per se. 
Unlike congregational studies, which emphasizes the “overall patterns 
and structures”32 of church life, this book seeks to balance a view of con-

28. A key example of this more general approach is James F. Hopewell’s Congrega-
tion. In this text, Hopewell uses ethnographic data from two specific congregations to 
theorize a broad theological approach to congregations that emphasizes the impor-
tance of narrative.

29. See Ammerman, Pillars of Faith. 
30. See Carroll, God’s Potters. 
31. Some notable exceptions to this statement include Ammerman et al., Study-

ing Congregations—specifically, Carl Dudley’s chapter entitled “Process: Dynamics of 
Congregational Life”; Becker, Congregations in Conflict; and Stockton, Decent and in 
Order. 

32. Nieman, “Congregational Studies,” 133. 
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gregations as corporate realities with a simultaneous focus on the unique 
persons who comprise them. To achieve this goal, I provide detailed de-
scriptions of two faith communities, while also highlighting the voices 
of specific parishioners in an attempt to reveal the shape of individual 
suffering in the midst of congregational conflict. This approach allows me 
to focus on how individuals are shaped by and in their context, and not 
only on the context itself.

More well established than congregational studies, the field of lead-
ership studies focuses broadly on leadership within organizational con-
texts and in human life. This discipline has its primary roots in the fields 
of sociology, psychology, philosophy, and management, many of which 
are resources upon which congregational studies also draw. Unlike con-
gregational studies, however, leadership studies literature tends to focus 
less on description and more on specific recommendations for improved 
pastoral practice.33 This proves especially true for resources that are aimed 
primarily toward practitioners rather than scholars. In fact, such texts 
often jump directly to recommendations for practice without describing 
any particular community of faith in detail. This can sometimes cause 
the suggested strategies to seem too generic or broad because they are 
not connected to an in-depth exploration of any particular congregation.

One special subcategory of leadership studies literature bears men-
tion here. This subcategory includes practically oriented church leader-
ship texts that use family systems theory as the primary analytical lens for 
understanding congregational dynamics.34 I mention this literature here 
because these texts typically address congregational conflict in a more 
specific way than many other resources in church leadership studies. As a 
result, these are some of the most well-known texts for leaders struggling 
with conflict in their communities. The primary contributions of these 
resources lie in their concrete descriptions of what happens in organi-
zations infected by high levels of anxiety, defined as a “sense of threat” 
experienced both by individuals and by the systems of which they are a 
part.35 

33. Examples of such resources include Leas, Moving Your Church through Con-
flict; Sawyer, Hope in Conflict; and Brubaker, Promise and Peril.

34. This category includes texts such as Friedman, Generation to Generation; 
Steinke, Healthy Congregations; and Richardson, Creating a Healthier Church.

35. Richardson, Creating a Healthier Church, 42. Throughout this book I will draw 
on the notion of anxiety presented in leadership texts like Richardson’s as a helpful tool 
for analyzing conflict in congregations.
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According to family systems theory (FST), the antidote to such high 
levels of anxiety is differentiation, which is the process by which individu-
als learn to define their selves more clearly within the context of rela-
tionships. Yet, FST also recognizes that for most people, the pull toward 
sameness is much stronger than the pull toward individuality, which 
makes differentiation the key developmental challenge to which all per-
sons must respond. In the process of differentiating, individuals develop 
the ability to respond calmly in the midst of anxious systems, and to take 
full responsibility for their own thoughts, feelings, and actions. Put sim-
ply, then, differentiation involves the ability to “maintain a position and 
still stay in touch.”36 The concept of differentiation forms a core concept 
for church leadership texts, which emphasize its importance for leaders 
who are attempting to manage conflict in religious organizations.

Interestingly, the fields of congregational and leadership studies 
overlap in a variety of ways. Both disciplines provide important insights 
into the problem of congregational conflict, although they approach 
this problem quite differently. Qualitative and quantitative approaches 
in congregational studies provide rich descriptions of the communities 
being examined, and identify patterns of conflict that may point to com-
mon underlying causes which church leaders may then address. Leader-
ship studies literature uses theoretical frameworks such as family systems 
theory to analyze conflict and to make suggestions for improved pastoral 
practice. These differences highlight two vital elements for understand-
ing theological conflict within communities of faith: thick description 
and recommendations for pastoral practice. Yet congregational studies 
and leadership studies tend to focus on one or the other of these ele-
ments, rather than bringing both together in their search for a fuller 
understanding of faith communities. 

Contributions of Pastoral Theology: 
Context, Suffering, and Transformed Practice 

Pastoral theology is uniquely suited to address the problem of theological 
conflict within congregations because of its pairing of thick description 
with a turn to improved pastoral practice. Certain resources in congrega-
tional studies and in leadership studies approach each of these elements 
in helpful ways, but a pastoral theological approach has the potential to 

36. Friedman, Generation to Generation, 230.
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integrate both, while simultaneously engaging important theoretical con-
cepts. Additionally, congregational and leadership studies literature does 
not typically offer keen attention to individual experience or sustained 
theological reflection on human being, both of which have become 
hallmarks of contemporary pastoral theology. For these reasons, I have 
chosen to situate my own work on congregational conflict firmly within 
the field of pastoral theology. In this book, I seek not only to understand 
what happens when theological conflict erupts in a religious community 
or why people behave as they do under those circumstances. Instead, I 
intend to go beyond description and explanation, and also offer pastoral 
theological understandings that can guide more effective pastoral inter-
ventions. As a pastoral theological project, then, my work includes close 
attention to human suffering, theological reflection grounded in lived 
experience, and a rootedness in care and concern for all of God’s people. 

Pastoral Theology as Contextual Theology

The discipline of pastoral theology understands the context of lived expe-
rience as not only the subject for sociological or organizational analysis, 
but as the very ground for the generation of new theological ideas. In 
an article on Protestant pastoral theology in the Dictionary of Pastoral 
Care and Counseling (1990), J. Russell Burck and Rodney J. Hunter argue 
that, in addition to a specific focus on practices of care, contemporary 
definitions of pastoral theology describe a form of theological reflection 
in which pastoral experience serves as a context for the critical develop-
ment of basic theological understanding: “Here pastoral theology is not a 
theology of or about pastoral care but a type of contextual theology, a way 
of doing theology pastorally.”37 By defining pastoral theology this way, 
Burck and Hunter point toward the importance of lived experience as a 
resource, which also helps to differentiate pastoral theology from other 
theological disciplines. Indeed, although pastoral theology presupposes 
other areas of theology (dogmatic, systematic, biblical, and historical), it 
is unique in its use of pastoral experience as both a source and a norm for 
theological reflection. 

In a similar vein, Stephen Pattison and James Woodward define 
pastoral theology as “the place where the relationship between belief, 
tradition, and practice meets contemporary experiences, questions and 

37. Burck and Hunter, “Pastoral Theology, Protestant,” 867, emphasis in original. 
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actions, and conducts a dialogue that is mutually enriching, intellectu-
ally critical, and practically transforming.”38 Again, this definition points 
to the key role of experience, which establishes a two-way interaction 
between theology and pastoral practice within pastoral theology—i.e., 
practice both informs the generation of new theological ideas, and 
also provides the context in which theological ideas are tested for their 
adequacy.39 While resources in congregational studies are often useful 
in describing the lived experience of congregations, they typically do 
not take the next step into the kind of sustained theological reflection 
that would lead to the development of new theological ideas. Without 
this step, congregational studies literature tends to remain at the level 
of identifying patterns of behavior within communities of faith, rather 
than reflecting on what those patterns mean theologically. In this sense, a 
pastoral theological methodology proves more effective in examining the 
issue of congregational conflict in the service of theological insight and 
transformative practices.

Pastoral Theology as Reflection on 
Individual Human Needs and Suffering

Just as congregational and leadership studies provide rich descriptions 
of congregations’ lived experience, they also often offer insight into the 
particular shape of human needs and suffering within the context of faith 
communities. For instance, the FACT studies cited earlier in this chapter 
tell us that for most congregations experiencing serious conflict, frag-
mentation through the loss of membership remains a real risk. However, 
these resources do not typically utilize the reality of human suffering as 
a basis for continued reflection on human nature; they do not address 
what this suffering may mean theologically or pastorally. Furthermore, 
the congregational and leadership studies literature tends to take a macro 
view of congregations in an effort to identify the social and organiza-
tional dynamics that are at play. As a result, attention to the individual 
human person may be overlooked in such resources. 

The discipline of pastoral theology, in contrast, takes human suf-
fering as it is experienced by individuals as a key starting point for theo-
logical reflection. Pastoral theologian Bonnie Miller-McLemore claims 

38. Pattison and Woodward, “An Introduction to Pastoral and Practical Theology,” 7. 
39. Jennings, “Pastoral Theological Methodology,” 863. 
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that pastoral theology attends to those situations where “human suffering 
evokes or calls for a religious response and sometimes at the point where 
a religious response is given and/or experienced.”40 In more recent writ-
ing on this subject, Miller-McLemore argues that pastoral theologians 
have “inadvertently created a distinct set of alternative loci” to those 
usually found within systematic theology.41 Some might say these loci 
are “simply subcategories within the traditional doctrine of theological 
anthropology,”42 but Miller-McLemore disagrees: 

Pastoral theologians study human behavior in the midst of 
Christian faith and the divine. But even as categories of the tra-
ditional doctrine of theological anthropology, foci such as suf-
fering, lament, anger, violence, and care break convention. They 
embody graphic encounter with life rather than the standard 
categories abstracted from it, such as body, soul, and mind or 
sin and salvation. We might call these loci of human angst and 
flourishing.43

In these descriptions of pastoral theology, Miller-McLemore points to an 
understanding of the discipline that takes human need, loss, and suffer-
ing seriously, not only as foci for practices of pastoral care, but as critical 
junctures of experience that may challenge traditional theological ideas, 
and out of which new theological ideas may be generated. More spe-
cifically, throughout its history pastoral theology has utilized particular 
methods of analysis—including the use of psychology, individual case 
material, and sustained theological reflection—that not only describe 
what human suffering looks like but also provide key insights into human 
nature itself. Thus, one of the key characteristics of pastoral theology as 
a discipline is its ability to hold in tension the unique experience of spe-
cific persons, on the one hand, with deep reflection on human existence, 
on the other. Instead of overlooking the particular shape of individual 
experiences, pastoral theology has the capacity to honor and learn from 
such experiences while placing them in larger psychological, cultural, 
and theological contexts.

40. Miller-McLemore, “The Subject and Practice of Pastoral Theology,” 179. 
41. Miller-McLemore, “Also a Pastoral Theologian,” 823. 
42. Ibid.
43. Ibid., 823, emphasis in original. 
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Pastoral Theology as Aiming Toward Transformed Practice

As discussed earlier, congregational studies literature often does not at-
tempt to make recommendations for improved pastoral practice, except 
in limited ways. Leadership studies literature, in contrast, focuses heavily 
on concrete recommendations for pastoral practitioners. However, be-
cause these recommendations are usually not grounded in deep theo-
logical reflection, they can seem like simplistic “how to” lists that are not 
fully integrated with important theoretical resources. Pastoral theology, 
on the other hand, uses scholarly resources within the social sciences 
and theology as categories for analyzing situations of lived experience, 
and then uses these categories as the ground for imagining improved 
pastoral practices. Indeed, pastoral theologians have long insisted that 
the discipline cannot be content with simply describing and reflecting 
on experiences of human need, but must also make the next step toward 
envisioning more effective ways of attending to such need. 

For example, feminist writers have, for years, been pointing to 
transformed practice as a standard for pastoral theology. In her 1996 text 
Transforming Practice, Elaine Graham asserts that liberating praxis serves 
as a guiding norm for her vision of pastoral theology in a postmodern 
age.44 Similarly, in Liberating Faith Practices (1998), editors Denise Ack-
ermann and Riet Bons-Storm claim that the essays in their volume begin 
with practice, engage in practical theological reflection, and then lead 
back into emancipatory praxis.45 In this same volume, Pamela Couture 
echoes the editors’ claim by insisting that pastoral theology cannot afford 
to utilize so many resources if it does not, in the end, become a vehicle 
for justice and love.46 And, in Feminist and Womanist Pastoral Theol-
ogy (1999), Bonnie Miller-McLemore argues that a feminist approach 
to pastoral theology includes pastoral intent in addition to its revised 
correlational method, its use of psychological and cultural resources, 
its feminist positioning, and its appeal to power analysis.47 In this way, 
Miller-McLemore suggests that pastoral theology’s critical analysis of 
situations of human suffering must ultimately lead to improved pastoral 
practices. All of these writers thus point to the element that I see as the 

44. See Graham, Transforming Practice.
45. Ackerman and Bons-Storm, “Introduction,” 5. 
46. Couture, “Feminist, Wesleyan, Practical Theology and the Practice of Pastoral 

Care,” 42. 
47. Miller-McLemore, “Feminist Theory in Pastoral Theology,” 89. 
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core of progress in pastoral theology: more effective pastoral practices 
that attend adequately to human suffering and that seek human flourish-
ing and liberation for all. At its heart, then, pastoral theology is a norma-
tive discipline that describes both the way things are and the way things 
should be. Likewise, this book aims to describe not only what congrega-
tional conflict actually looks like but also a vision of how Christian com-
munities might understand and engage conflict in more life-giving ways. 

Limitations of Pastoral Theology

I have argued that because of its keen attention to context, suffering, 
and transformed practice, the discipline of pastoral theology stands well 
equipped to address the problem of theological conflict within congrega-
tions. However, in making this claim I am not suggesting that pastoral 
theology does not have limitations. In fact, in what follows I argue that 
pastoral theology as a field has, in large part, neglected congregations 
both as sites of individual and communal suffering, and as a key context 
in which pastoral theological knowledge is generated. I will contend that, 
in light of this tendency, pastoral theology must now be more intentional 
about engaging the lived experience of congregations as a basis for sus-
tained theological reflection.

This is not to say, however, that that pastoral theology has never been 
attentive to congregations or to the wider cultural context of pastoral care. 
Indeed, in Pastoral Care and Social Conflict (1995), co-editor Pamela D. 
Couture notes that the pastoral care movement in the United States was 
born at the turn of the twentieth century—a time of great social upheaval 
when people were wrestling with the realities of international conflict, 
needs for social reform, and the rise of the human sciences.48 As a result, 
this nascent field struggled to find ways to attend both to social issues and 
to individual problems. Couture explains that, 

As pastoral care and counseling became a mature movement . . . 
the people in care and counseling whose identities were deeply 
formed by liberation movements struggled to keep one side of 
their efforts in social reform and one side in the need of the 
movement to legitimate itself according to the demands of tech-
nological society. These demands created within the movement 
a bifurcation of pastoral theology from social ethics, increasing 
specialization of pastoral counselors, a focus on individuals and 

48. Couture, “Introduction,” 12. 
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families almost to the exclusion of groups and communities, 
and a loss of connections with local congregations.49

The “bifurcation” that Couture describes emerged with particular clarity 
in the struggles that took place within pastoral theology during the 1950s 
and early 1960s regarding the appropriate role of congregations in pasto-
ral care and counseling. Key pastoral theologians like Seward Hiltner and 
Wayne Oates insisted that the church remain the institutional ground 
in which all pastoral care and counseling ministries are rooted.50 Mean-
while, other emerging figures in the field, such as Howard Clinebell and 
Carroll Wise, lobbied for the professionalization of pastoral counseling 
as a ministry related to, but not contained within, the church. Ultimately, 
this latter group won out with the establishment of the American As-
sociation of Pastoral Counseling in 1963, with Clinebell serving as its 
first president. From that point forward, as the field of pastoral theology 
developed, its emphasis on the individual counseling relationship grew 
ever stronger, with most pastoral theological texts focusing heavily on 
psychological frameworks and individual care. As a result, attention to 
the practices of congregations faded into the background. 

This turn in the trajectory of pastoral theology’s development, and 
its consequent lack of attention to congregations, became emblematic 
of modern pastoral theology’s tendency to distance itself from institu-
tionalized religion and to focus instead on individual psychotherapeutic 
modalities. Pastoral theologian Rodney Hunter reflected on this ten-
dency in a 1998 article entitled “Religious Caregiving and Pedagogy in a 
Postmodern Context: Recovering Ecclesia.” In that article, Hunter writes, 
“Pastoral care literature . . . often proceeds as if hurting individuals and 
families and our ministries for and with them were occurring in a public 
sphere unrelated to the ends, meanings, and structures of the church; our 
caring practices seem intended mainly to achieve psychological aims dis-
connected from the specific spiritual and moral meanings of institutional 
religion.51 Hunter further explains that pastoral theology (particularly 
in its clinical form) “has always been wary of institutional claims and 
agendas that it fears will be imposed coercively on people,” and that for 

49. Ibid., 12–13. 
50. For an elaboration of the specific concerns Hiltner and Oates had about profes-

sional pastoral counseling, see Hiltner, “The American Association of Pastoral Coun-
selors”; and Oates, “Association of Pastoral Counselors.” 

51. Hunter, “Religious Caregiving,” 19. 
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this reason, it is not “institutionally oriented.”52 In other words, pastoral 
theology’s critical stance toward the church was born of a desire to pro-
tect individuals from an institution that had, historically, proved capable 
of perpetrating egregious forms of injustice and oppression. In this sense, 
pastoral theology’s focus on the care of individual persons was a much 
needed corrective to the reigning pastoral models of the day. 

As I have already established, however, the current religious and 
cultural contexts in which contemporary pastoral theology finds itself are 
rife with conflicts that are tearing communities of faith apart and creating 
intense individual and communal suffering in the process. The realities of 
this situation call out for a renewed corrective to pastoral theology—one 
that more closely attends to the lived experiences of individuals within 
their ecclesial contexts. It is true that within the last two decades, pastoral 
theology has moved beyond its original focus on individual care to at-
tend to larger social dynamics like race, gender, and sexual orientation. 
However, it has often failed to offer sustained attention to the practices of 
congregations themselves as a source for pastoral theological knowledge. 

Hunter further addresses the importance of religious institutions 
and membership in the body of Christ, claiming that 

religious institutions are important for the welfare of society and 
individuals. They socialize and enculturate people into particu-
lar worlds of experience, meaning, and value, thus generating an 
organizing sense of philosophic and moral orientation which is 
vital not only to society but to individual health and wellbeing. 
. . . And from a theological perspective, in the mainstream of 
Christian tradition, faith is intimately connected with commit-
ted membership in sacred community; to believe is to belong, 
to be a member of the body of Christ as branches participate in 
the vine.53

According to Hunter’s argument, then, religious communities are not 
simply a given with which pastoral theology must reluctantly contend, 
but rather a key element in the health and spiritual formation of individ-
uals, which are central themes for pastoral theological reflection. For this 
reason, pastoral theology must refocus its energies on the institutional 
forms of faith communities and the ways in which they contribute to or 
detract from human health and healing. Indeed, as Hunter puts it, “the 

52. Ibid., 18.
53. Ibid., 17, emphasis in original.
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creation of strong, durable religious communities and individuals within 
those communities should be two of the basic aims of practical theology 
in general and pastoral theology in particular.”54

Hunter’s claims highlight the tendency of modern pastoral theology 
to focus on the care of individuals and families, often to the neglect of 
faith communities and the particular ways in which they shape the care 
of their members. Yet, it should be noted that in recent years, pastoral 
theology has tried to correct this trend and to recapture the importance 
of congregational life that early pastoral theologians like Seward Hiltner 
and Wayne Oates emphasized. In fact, in the early 1990s, the field of pas-
toral theology attempted to move away from its previous focus on psy-
chology and individual pastoral relationships through the development 
of what has become known as the “communal contextual” paradigm. 
This phrase, first coined by John Patton in his 1993 text Pastoral Care in 
Context, refers to a new way of conceiving the work of pastoral care and 
counseling—not primarily as a clinical intervention by a psychologically 
trained pastor, but as a ministry of the entire faith community that at-
tends closely to “the importance of cultural and political contexts shaping 
persons’ lives.”55 The communal contextual paradigm also includes a re-
newed recognition of the importance of ecclesial communities as places 
where individuals are nurtured in the life of faith and that provide the 
“normative themes” that shape the care offered in those communities.56 
For example, much of pastoral theologian Don Browning’s work places 
practices of congregations themselves at the center of theological reflec-
tion, as I will explore in more detail in chapter 2.57

In the 2004 supplement to the Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Coun-
seling (DPCC) entitled Redefining the Paradigms, editor Nancy J. Ramsay 

54. Ibid., 16.
55. Ramsay, “A Time of Ferment and Redefinition,” 11. 
56. Ibid.
57. Perhaps the clearest example of this trend in Browning’s work is A Fundamental 

Practical Theology, which begins with extended descriptions of three different congre-
gations. These descriptions form the foundation for Browning’s analysis of particular 
aspects of each congregation’s communal practices. In this sense, A Fundamental Prac-
tical Theology continues the important work Browning began in The Moral Context 
of Pastoral Care and Religious Ethics and Pastoral Care, in which he had argued that 
pastoral theology and care had become increasingly separated from their moral and 
theological roots. As a remedy for this separation, Browning argued in Religious Ethics 
for a new model of “practical moral thinking” within communities of faith (15)—a 
model he then revised and expanded in A Fundamental Practical Theology.
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argues that along with the “intercultural” paradigm, the communal con-
textual paradigm represents one of the most important developments in 
the field of pastoral theology since the original publication of the DPCC 
in 1990. According to Ramsay, these paradigms are now “eclipsing” the 
more traditional clinical pastoral paradigm that predominated in the 
DPCC and are guiding pastoral theology to a renewed focus on “ecclesial 
contexts that sustain and strengthen community practices of care.”58 This 
claim seems to be borne out by the fact that many pastoral theological 
texts published since the mid-1990s utilize the communal contextual 
paradigm as a guiding metaphor and critique pastoral theology’s historic 
tendency to rely too heavily on psychological resources and individual 
models of care.59

Even with the increasing recognition of the communal contextual 
paradigm, however, the question remains as to whether pastoral theology 
as a discipline has fully embraced its implications60—particularly its em-
phasis on ecclesial communities as a key element in the creation of new 
theological ideas. Indeed, it has now been nearly two decades since Rod-
ney Hunter wrote the article referenced above, yet the academic discipline 
of pastoral theology still has not produced many resources that address 
the concerns he so convincingly named. This trend may be changing, 
however, since a few recent texts have attempted to bring congregational 
experience back to the center of pastoral theological reflection. 

For instance, Mary Clark Moschella’s Ethnography as a Pastoral 
Practice (2008) offers a concrete methodology for discovering the lived 
practices and wisdom of a congregation. In this text, Moschella asserts 
that “when conducted and shared as a form of pastoral practice, eth-
nography can enable religious leaders to hear the theological wisdom of 
the people, wisdom that is spoken right in the midst of the nitty-gritty 
mundane realities of group life.”61 In making this claim, Moschella in-

58. Ramsay, “A Time of Ferment and Redefinition,” 1. 
59. Notable resources that intentionally engage the communal contextual para-

digm include Moessner, ed., Through the Eyes of Women, especially the essays “The 
Living Human Web: Pastoral Theology at the Turn of the Century” by Bonnie J. Mill-
er-McLemore and “Weaving the Web: Pastoral Care in an Individualistic Society” by 
Pamela Couture); Ali, Survival and Liberation; and Kornfeld, Cultivating Wholeness.

60. In her text Moving beyond Individualism in Pastoral Care and Counseling, 
pastoral theologian Barbara J. McClure argues that in the field of pastoral counseling 
specifically, most practitioners still subscribe to an individual model of care that tends 
to neglect the social, cultural, and ecclesial contexts of their clients. 

61. Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice, 4. 
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directly argues for the importance of congregations in the generation of 
theological ideas—ideas that come not only from the academic pastoral 
theologian but also from the lived experiences of individuals within faith 
communities. Moschella envisions ethnography not only as a tool for 
describing and explaining the unique worlds of congregations but also 
as a way for “religious leaders to harness the power of social research to 
transform a group’s common life and its purposeful work in the world.”62 
In this sense, Moschella demonstrates the commitment to transformed 
practice that I have named as a hallmark of the pastoral theological dis-
cipline. Moschella’s use of congregational experience as a basis for sus-
tained theological reflection, with the intent of improving practices of 
care, thus embodies the type of pastoral theological approach for which 
I argue in this book.

Susan Dunlap’s Caring Cultures, published in 2009, represents 
another pastoral theological text that attempts to place congregational 
experience at the center of theological reflection. Utilizing many of 
the ethnographic methods proposed by Moschella, Dunlap conducted 
extended research studies of three different congregations in Durham, 
North Carolina—one Euro-American mainstream Protestant, one Afri-
can-American Pentecostal Holiness, and one Hispanic subcongregation 
of a large Roman Catholic parish. Dunlap’s study seeks to understand 
how each of these congregations cares for community members experi-
encing illness; the author then uses the data gleaned from her research to 
identify each congregation’s “belief-practices,” which she defines as “units 
of assumptions and behaviors that characterize these churches.”63 Follow-
ing a thick description of these belief-practices, Dunlap interprets and 
critiques them as a means to construct, in the final chapter of the text, 
her own practical theology of caring for persons experiencing illness. 
In this way, Dunlap looks to the real, lived experience of congregations 
as a starting point for theological reflection, and then uses that reflec-
tion as the ground from which to imagine a normative vision of faith 
communities.

Despite the encouraging new trend in pastoral theology represented 
by writers like Moschella and Dunlap, resources addressing the specific 
issue of congregational conflict remain quite limited within the field. 
In 1995, two essays related to congregational conflict—one by Joretta 

62. Ibid., xi.
63. Dunlap, Caring Cultures, 185. 



w h e n  c h r i s t ’ s  b o d y  i s  b r o k e n24

Marshall and the other by Carl Schneider64—appeared in the edited vol-
ume Pastoral Care and Social Conflict.65 Both of these essays address 
issues of stress and conflict in congregations within the parameters of 
the communal contextual paradigm, focusing on the lived practices of 
communities of faith. These essays seem to have been on the cutting edge 
of pastoral theology at the time they were written because they clearly 
embody the emerging paradigm and because they point to an area of 
interest that was ripe for further pastoral theological exploration.

Yet for many years after these essays appeared, there seems to have 
been little in-depth exploration of congregational conflict as a pastoral 
theological topic. Quite recently, however, two texts have addressed the 
subject. The first, How to Lead in Church Conflict (2012) by K. Brynolf 
Lyon and Dan P. Moseley, clearly represents a pastoral theological ap-
proach to conflict in its use of psychological theory as a conversation 
partner, and in its attention to transformed practices within the context 
of congregational life. This text also bears some similarity to my approach 
in emphasizing both the importance of group dynamics and the crucial 
role of leadership within church conflict. While it contains profound wis-
dom about transforming homiletical and liturgical practices as responses 
to congregational conflict, the text is limited by dislocating these recom-
mendations from embodiment in particular congregational contexts. 
Lyon and Moseley’s text begins with three different case studies related 
to conflict that appear to be fictional congregations, and thus are not 
grounded in the lived experience of any particular community of faith. 
As such, they are not able to offer the kind of thick description of con-
gregations for which Moschella advocates and which Dunlap embodies 
in her work. 

Deborah van Deusen Hunsinger and Theresa F. Latini’s Transform-
ing Church Conflict (2013) also explores the issue of conflict in congrega-
tions from a pastoral theological perspective. Instead of beginning with 
descriptions of conflict and using them as a base from which to engage 
other resources, Hunsinger and Latini make clear that their purpose 
in this text is to introduce readers to a particular approach to handling 
conflict: Nonviolent Communication, or NVC. In the introduction, the 
authors write, “We have become convinced that nonviolent or compas-
sionate communication is the best single resource available for learning 

64. Marshall, “Pastoral Care with Congregations in Social Stress”; Schneider, “If 
One of Your Number Has a Dispute with Another.” 

65. Couture and Hunter, eds., Pastoral Care and Social Conflict. 
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the complex interpersonal and pastoral leadership skills needed by to-
day’s church. This is the motivation for writing this book: to describe 
the knowledge and skills that offer such promise and to place them into 
theological context so that they can function as a practical guide for re-
vitalizing the church.”66 Although this text offers examples of how Non-
violent Communication might work in a congregation, it does not use 
field research to provide actual case studies for analysis. In this sense, it 
also lacks the kind of thick description of situations that other pastoral 
theological resources have recently moved toward adopting. 

To summarize: in recent years, pastoral theologians like Moschella 
and Dunlap have begun to utilize the lived experience of congregations 
as grounds for theological reflection, and scholars like Lyon & Moseley 
and Hunsinger & Latini have returned to the issue of congregational con-
flict as a matter of pastoral theological importance. It seems, however, 
that no one has yet brought these pieces of method and content together 
in a pastoral theological text. This book, which focuses on congregations 
as both the starting point and intended audience for pastoral theology, 
helps address this lacuna in the field. 

A Pastoral Theological Approach 
to Conflict in Congregations

In this chapter I have described the strengths and limitations of congre-
gational studies, leadership studies, and pastoral theology for addressing 
the problem of congregational conflict. I have argued that each of these 
disciplines offers tools that illuminate particular aspects of this problem. 
In the remainder of this chapter, I present a way of combining the most 
useful aspects of these disciplines to create a new pastoral theological ap-
proach to congregational conflict. This approach offers a more complex 
understanding of the role of anxiety in conflict, and how such anxiety 
is connected to individuals’ and communities’ sense of identity. In this 
way, I am able to use the theme of anxiety to unite the three major disci-
plinary frameworks I will use in this book: psychodynamic psychology, 
social psychology, and theology.67 More specifically, I argue that within 

66. Hunsinger and Latini, Transforming Church Conflict, xv, emphasis in original. 
67. Although these disciplines do not all refer explicitly to anxiety, I will argue that 

anxiety nonetheless represents a key social force through which these theories can be 
interpreted.
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the context of faith communities, encounters with difference frequently 
produce perceived threats to identity, both individual and social. These 
perceived threats raise levels of anxiety, and can cause conflict to develop 
or to become more intense. Likewise, increased levels of anxiety can 
cause individuals to become more rigid in their expressions of identity, 
which also contributes to the development of conflict. Conversely, con-
flict itself can also cause increased levels of anxiety, creating a perpetual 
cycle marked by intractable, destructive patterns. 

Within such a theoretical framework, one might assume that the 
goal for congregations should be the elimination of conflict. However, 
such a goal is patently unrealistic and, I will later argue, theologically 
undesirable. Instead, I wish to reframe the goal as reducing (not elimi-
nating) levels of chronic anxiety in congregations so that they can learn 
how to engage in healthy conflict. I will argue that conflict itself is neither 
negative nor positive; it simply represents the differing aims and desires 
of human beings. How conflict is engaged, however, may take on ex-
tremely positive or negative aspects. Conflict may, as in the case of Grace 
UCC, become extremely destructive and lead to the fragmentation of an 
entire church community. Or it may, as in the case of First UMC, become 
an opportunity for church members to communicate more effectively, 
resulting in an increased sense of cohesion and fellowship.

To make my argument, I take particular aspects of the disciplines 
I have discussed in this chapter and carry them forward as elements of 
a lens through which to view the issue of congregational conflict. From 
leadership resources drawing on family systems theory, I use the concept 
of anxiety as an overarching framework in which to understand the ways 
in which conflict emerges and develops within congregations. Family 
systems theory’s description of anxiety as a generalized sense of threat 
contributes to this investigation because it helps to explain what is re-
ally at stake for individuals and groups in the midst of conflict: namely, 
their sense of self or identity. Later in the book, I use resources from 
psychodynamic psychology and social psychology to describe some of 
the specific forms reactions to this threat may take. I also use anxiety as 
a springboard from which to reflect theologically about why difference 
feels so threatening, and how faith communities might develop practices 
to approach difference more hospitably. In this way, the notion of anxiety 
as a key social force that affects both individuals and communities serves 
as a common thread, connecting various means of understanding what 
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happens (and what should happen) when congregations discover signifi-
cant diversity in their midst.

From congregational studies, I take the importance of thick de-
scription and integrate it into my work through the inclusion of two 
detailed case studies of congregations that dealt with conflicts around 
specific theological issues. These case studies reveal the particular shape 
of conflict within individual communities of faith and move away from 
generic discussions of “church conflict” to a more focused analysis on the 
ways in which conflict develops in specific places and at specific times. 
From general leadership studies literature, I also take the importance of 
recommendations for improved practice. As a pastoral theologian, I take 
seriously the challenge to create new thinking that ultimately leads to 
transformed practice and to the reduction of suffering. Texts in the field 
of leadership studies offer a helpful reminder that even as we delve into 
the depths of theory and theology, we must always keep the practical rel-
evance of our theorizing in mind—even if we do not fully develop both 
parts of this endeavor at the same time. Because of my deep concern for 
the ways in which my thoughts in this book might play out in practice, 
I return to the realm of practice in chapter 6 and offer some concrete 
recommendations for communities of faith that are facing protracted 
conflicts.

Finally, throughout this book I use a pastoral theological approach 
to unite these individual elements and to create a new and more complex 
way of understanding congregational conflict that supports transform-
ing practices. The discipline of pastoral theology is well-suited to bring 
these disparate pieces together because of its keen attention to context, 
individual needs and suffering, and practice. Through its historic com-
mitment to deep, theological reflection on the nature of human being in 
the midst of suffering, pastoral theology provides the interpretive tools 
that a problem like congregational conflict demands. In this book I ap-
ply these interpretive tools to specific instances of conflict in congrega-
tions—namely, case studies describing the experience of two particular 
faith communities.68 It is to the telling of these congregations’ stories that 
I turn in chapter 2. 

68. For a description of case study as pastoral theological method, or for a list of 
the interview questions I used to generate the case studies presented in this book, 
please see the Appendix.
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