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Religious conflict seems to be the hardest conflict of all.
Ultimate values are at stake.
Theological orientations are world views that give life meaning. They have their own integrity. Violations of the sacred are attended by extreme emotional and physical reactions.

There is a powerful  repellence between religious groups and their near neighbour. We can be tolerant of the far-away ‘Other’, but the near-neighbour should know better than to disagree with us !

Someone once said to me, ‘A liberal Anglo-catholic would rather jump out the window than get into an elevator with an evangelical.’

The feelings are no doubt mutual. 

The problem of conflict is so endemic in the Church that it may truly be risking self-sabotage: ‘I would rather die than change. Actually, I would rather that other parts of the church DIE so that WE don’t have to change’.

We live in an era of diminishing church resources, and this no doubt heightens conflict between theological orientations, and conflict at every level within local churches: between groups, between congregations and clergy, within ministry teams. Everyone is fighting for their bit of a shrinking pie, working the church hierarchy to their own advantage. 

The situation is dire. 
We need help.

Good news. The universe itself is on our side, and we can learn lessons from it. 
We live in an open and emerging universe, one that is moving towards greater complexity, and greater collaboration. This universe says something about the God who is its Creator. 

Even our profit-oriented businesses are moving in a direction of greater complexity, dialogue, flexibility, mutuality. 

The Church does not need to be the only Troglodyte on the block. We do not need to become extinct. The Body of Christ can grow and change. We can learn lessons from the physical bodies in this universe.

The evolution of organisms, even highly intelligent ones like homo sapiens, is not just a story of dog eat dog competition. There is an evolutionary calculus that moves towards cooperation.

Cells that ignore their cooperative programming, and only function by their competing programming, multiply themselves at the expense of the whole organism. The organism eventually dies, killing off those self-same competitive cells. We call them cancer cells.

The Church in the UK is at a crisis point.  Conflict- although a stigma and sign of failure in our own eyes -  is an opportunity- for change- for transformation. In Europe, societies recoiled against the blood bath of entrenched religious warfare and moved down a road of thorough secularisation. Other nations facing internal conflict and despair, such as Muslim nations in the Middle East and beyond, have gone down the road of political and religious fundamentalism – a defensive stance that brooks no argument. 
We could call the European response to conflict an avoidance of religious conflict.

We could call the case of aggressive fundamentalisms as a competing stance towards conflict that threatens religion.

The Church in the UK is in a unique position. Our situation is not like Europe’s, nor the Middle East’s, nor America’s. We might just be able to pull off the universe’s best trick: win/win collaborative solutions that achieve a higher level of complexity, while protecting the core values and advantages of all the warring parties.  The integrity of sacred worldviews must be listened to and respected.

The aim is to move towards the higher reaches of collaboration- not muddy compromises – but solutions that attend to all core values of the players. 
If Desmond Tutu were here in this room, named in his honour- he would say- go for Truth and Reconciliation! Let it out. Admit to the reality of all the gory details. Move gently towards forgiveness, no matter how great the mutual crimes. The first step is acknowledging that difference has the right to exist in a complex universe created by God, a universe that is allowed to be itself. The universe and reality are deep enough for incompatible perspectives.

It is not surprising that the Church tries to keep conflict under wraps, given how the media celebrates our dirty laundry. But if I were confident that my church organisation had put in place the training and structures needed for successful conflict transformation, I would give Desmond Tutu’s advice a whirl.

My colleague Eolene and I had the privilege to research and develop a way towards that end. 
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