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Session 4: Engagement
Peaceful practice: Invite the best in yourself and others

Biblical reflection: One Body, Many Conflict Styles 
1 Corinthians 12:12-31 
 For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the 
body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all 
baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free— and we were all made to drink 
of one Spirit.  
 Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many. If the foot would 
say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any 
less a part of the body. And if the ear would say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not 
belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body 
were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would 
the sense of smell be? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of 
them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there 
are many members, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of 
you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” On the contrary, the 
members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of 
the body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less 
respectable members are treated with greater respect; whereas our more respectable 
members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor 
to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the 
members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer 
together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.  
 Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. And God has 
appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of 
power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of 
tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do 
all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? But strive for the 
greater gifts. And I will show you a still more excellent way.  
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 The story is told of a Sunday school teacher who, to begin her lesson, held up a 
picture of a squirrel and asked the young kids in her class what it was. She was answered 
with silence, so she pushed them further to tell her what they saw in the picture. Finally, 
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one brave child spoke up and said, “I think the answer is Jesus, but it looks an awful lot 
like a squirrel to me!”  
 In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul is trying to help the church of Corinth see that there is 
more than one kind of right. There is more than one way to be an authentic 
representation of Christ in the world. Yes, there is one Spirit, but we the people of God 
are many. We have different gifts, different styles, different tendencies and habits. Paul’s 
discussion on the parts of the body can offer lessons for us that apply beyond a literal 
translation of gifts as vocational identifiers. As we consider dialogue, one of the ways 
this text can enlighten us is by recognizing the gifts of the various ways we engage with 
conflict. Some of us run away from conflict, some charge at it when we see it coming. 
Some of us tend to yield to the other in conflict, some hold tight to controlling the 
outcome, some prefer a give and take method. Each of us should be understood as 
valuable members of the body of Christ.  
 This is not how we have often understood conflict, however. Much like the story 
of the young child and the squirrel, we have been taught to believe certain ways of 
engaging conflict are better than others. Society tells us that winning is the only 
appropriate option. U.S. culture models force as the superior response to conflict. 
Sometimes, the church has said that a collaborative model of engaging conflict is the 
faithful response to conflict, proclaiming that getting everyone’s voice at the table is 
necessary. Historically, the church has taught a dominant model of decision-making, in 
which leadership makes decisions on behalf of the community. Often, the church also 
has taught a much more passive-aggressive response, modeling unhealthy patterns of 
pulling in third parties to outweigh an opposing position, gossiping, shutting others 
down or avoiding conflict because of fear of difference.  
 Paul encourages us to not throw all our eggs in one basket. In his metaphor of a 
body with many parts, Paul is valuing the unique contributions of each gift. He explicitly 
outlines how each member of the body is needed. Only hands or only eyes would not 
make a complete body. In this sense, all conflict styles can be valued and offer gifts to 
the community. The key is understanding the gifts and weaknesses of each as well as 
knowing our own tendencies so that we engage effectively in conflict. We must know 
ourselves and be willing to critique our habits, weighing the benefits and costs of our 
attitudes, behaviors and personal styles.  
 This requires self-awareness and self-analysis. How do we respond to conflict? 
What are our tendencies? What are the strengths and weaknesses of our methods in 
dealing with conflict? Where are our growing edges?  
 Understanding different conflict styles and knowing their benefits and 
weaknesses is important so that we can analyze our own engagement of conflicts and 
work to invite the best in (ourselves) and others in conflict.  
 Some of us prefer to avoid conflict. We find it hard to believe that engaging 
conflict will help anything, so we withdraw from conflict. This can create problems when 
we let the conflict simmer too long – eventually it explodes and creates problems for all 
involved. This avoidance of conflict is sometimes seen as weak, yet Paul says that “the 
members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable.” In fact, these 
individuals hold strength in their model of protection. In situations of potential harm, a 
conflict style of avoidance can save lives.  
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 Others of us prefer to attack conflict, bringing out a competitive edge. We believe 
there is a right way and we believe we have it. We are vicious in our response to conflict, 
demanding engagement and solutions. This style is often encouraged by society and 
modeled all around us. Yet, insisting on one’s own way can come at significant cost and 
can even be harmful to others, excluding voices and limiting possibilities for conflict 
resolution. Paul acknowledges that those who model competition in conflict can also be 
important members of the body. Paul says that “those members of the body that we 
think less honorable we clothe with greater honor.” In times of emergency, quick and 
vocal decision-makers are valuable.  
 Some of us prefer to accommodate others in our conflicts. We constantly make 
space for other people to make decisions. We give in easily to another’s view, 
communicating that it is not a big deal or does not matter to us. This sometimes comes 
at great cost to ourselves, as it can be disrespecting our own valuable point of view and 
experience. Paul affirms that all members should be treated with great respect, however 
(1 Cor 12:23, printed above). This, too, is a conflict style that has merit at times. 
Culturally, there may be times when it is appropriate to cede to the opinion of someone 
who has more experience or a unique perspective. On issues of little importance, there 
can be value in preserving a relationship.  
 Still others prefer to collaborate, wanting to get everyone involved and spend 
immense amounts of time working on a viable solution together. We want to uncover 
everything there is to know about what is going on under the surface of the iceberg (as 
referred to in session 3). As mentioned earlier, this style is sometimes held high in the 
teaching of the church. It is helpful and constructive when a creative outcome is 
important and there is reasonable hope that everyone’s needs might be met. The shadow 
side of this conflict style is that people can become overloaded with process. Sometimes 
time does not allow for such in-depth analysis of conflict and, in fact, sometimes 
conflicts are intractable and do not have solutions that work for everyone involved.  
 One last conflict style is those of us who like to strike a deal. We see conflict as 
mutual difference that requires everyone to compromise a little by meeting one another 
halfway. Each person gives a little and gains a little. This method can be time-efficient 
and is helpful in arriving at solutions, although sometimes people don’t like the “glass 
half full” method of this conflict style. Wanting to move quickly toward solutions that 
everyone can agree with, those of us who tend toward this conflict style quickly take the 
role of facilitator in a conflict. In these situations, we need to be careful of the ways we 
may hold power and encourage a conflict process in certain directions.  
 This is perhaps an unusual way to think about conflict styles. We like to have 
clear-cut instructions on how to engage in the difficult problems we face. But there is 
not a one-size-fits-all approach to conflict.The beauty of God’s creation is in its diversity. 
Each gift is valued as a part of the whole. Paul suggests that God arranges the body in 
this way so that “the members may have the same care for one another.” This creates 
interdependence. We need one another and we need these varying gifts to be wise in our 
response to conflict. We need to understand the strengths and weaknesses of each 
approach so that we can respond in the best way possible in every situation. In 
recognizing the gifts of each person and style, we can lean on the wisdom of different 
individuals in different conflicts.  
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 Our interdependence holds us together. Paul says, “If one member suffers, all 
suffer together with it.” Indeed, the way we respond to conflict ripples out from us and 
affects all those involved. Our avoidance of conflict influences others, as does our forcing 
of conflict or our compromising. Since conflict is between two or more parties 
(referencing the definition from session 3), someone else is always involved. Our actions 
matter beyond ourselves.  
 A healthy recognition of our need for one another’s unique and diverse gifts is 
essential to a functional whole. We are one body, together. Paul begins by saying that it 
is the Spirit that unites us and ends the chapter by encouraging the church to “strive for 
the greater gifts,” and follows with 1 Corinthians 13, a radical description of love. How 
we allow the Spirit to use us and work through us is what matters. Are we working 
together toward a whole picture of conflict transformation? Is the Spirit guiding how we 
respond? When we know ourselves well, we understand the gifts and weaknesses of our 
unique contributions. We know what we offer as well as what we lack and need to draw 
out from others. As we work together, recognizing, evaluating and valuing our different 
ways of engaging conflict, we can invite the best in (ourselves) and others so that our 
body may be Spirit-filled, transforming the world around us through conflict.  

 

Questions for discussion
In preparation for class, here are possible discussion questions which will begin our session 
together. 

In what conditions do you find it easiest to conform to unhealthy patterns of engaging with 
conflict? What are defining characteristics of these relationships or situations? 

If a close friend or family member of yours were asked how you typically respond to conflict, 
what would they say? What are your tendencies? What would you like to change or transform in 
the way you engage conflict? 

When you bring your best self to a conflict, what does that look like? 

What relationships or experiences have taught you to value other ways than your dominant 
response of engaging with conflict? 
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