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Part 1


    Understanding Conflict and Culture









1
The Amazing Contours of Conflict



 

It may be difficult to teach a person to

respect another unless we can help people to

see things from the other’s point of view.

KOHEI GOSHI





It was Sunday morning in the sleepy town of Amanzimtoti on South Africa’s picturesque Indian Ocean coast. The heat was very intense. A light ocean breeze offered some relief, but I hardly noticed. I was scheduled to preach at a local church and was afraid of arriving late. My directions to the church were not too clear. I never quite knew what to expect when I visited a church for the first time. Sometimes church services would be held in a garage, sometimes under a big flamboyant tree spreading a huge umbrella of shade, sometimes in a town hall, sometimes in a tent attached to a residence. The people of rural South Africa possessed boundless ingenuity for creating worship spaces.

It being Sunday, the stores were all closed. And since the extreme heat was keeping pedestrian traffic to a minimum, my most likely source for information on the church’s whereabouts would be an attendant at a petrol (gas) station.

The service was to begin in a few minutes, and I was getting desperate. I spotted a petrol station and pulled in. Inevitably, the attendant was black (black workers have historically filled the unskilled jobs in this land of apartheid). The attendant came out and offered a courteous greeting. I quickly explained my problem and requested his help. Did he know the place I was searching for?

He stood up straight and looked left, then right, his right hand touching his chin reflectively. It seemed clear to me. He was looking back and forth to assess how best to direct me to my destination.

He gave me directions, and I raced off in accord with his verbal map, breathing easier. In a few minutes, though, it became clear that his help was taking me even farther from my destination. I stewed in frustration: Why had he steered me wrong? Now I would suffer certain embarrassment for tardiness. If he didn’t know the location of the church, why hadn’t he just said so? If he did know, why had he sent me on this wild goose chase in the opposite direction? It was so unfair.

Clearly, the man was either irresponsible, dishonest or downright devious. I had been trained to “think the best about the other person” and to follow biblical injunctions to “honor one another above yourselves.” But surely these rules didn’t have to be followed when one was dealing with people who, it seemed, were deliberately deceptive.


Gaining Perspective

When I first moved to South Africa, I had little understanding of cultural values other than my own. As a result, accurate interpretation of other people’s actions was nearly impossible. I could see only through my own cultural lenses. I needed to learn and adapt to the cultural lenses of the local people. That would require not setting my lenses aside, but adding theirs to mine. I did not need to give up my own cultural frame of reference to accept and appreciate one different from mine.

Like everyone else, I tend to be egocentric (that is, I believe my perspective is correct and better than yours; so I make little or no effort to understand yours). I simply assume that since I have an extensive education and other symbols of superiority, my judgments are better. I don’t really think much about this assumption; it is just there.

But if I am willing to pay the price to learn another’s cultural frame of reference, I can avoid many conflicts—and in the end, I will find myself the richer for it. In fact, we all need to gain understanding of other cultures, even if we never plan to leave the country we were born in. As our cities become more and more culturally diverse, multiculturalism is fast becoming a survival skill.




Biblical Insights

There are sound theological reasons for committing ourselves to understand other cultures and appreciate them wherever possible. Making that commitment will unfold for us new and wonderful dimensions of God’s character, for our God can be properly revealed only through diversity.

When God had finished creating the world, he looked at the “vast array” (Gen 2:1) and announced that “it was very good” (Gen 1:31). To celebrate creation is to celebrate diversity, including diversities of people. And we cannot celebrate out of ignorance. Genuine celebration comes from genuine appreciation. This requires learning and understanding, and these are incompatible with egocentrism and superiority.

All people bear the image of God (Gen 1:27). To learn of them and from them with an open mind is to discover how God reveals something of himself through their distinct world and life view. As we know, all people have been injured by the Fall, by sin’s hold on the world. Yet God’s grace is present in all people and in all cultures. As we submit ourselves to learning from other cultures, we catch glimpses of God’s grace that would be unavailable in our own culture.

We are called to love all people. But can I truly love someone I do not, at least in some measure, understand? Love requires some understanding of its object. That means love is culturally defined. When we truly love others, we love them in their own context, in keeping with the way they define love. We can’t express love in a vacuum. It can be expressed egocentrically (my way) or sociocentrically (as the other person would define an act of love).

I am a North American, and in North America we have defined ways of showing friendship and love. One of those ways is to invite someone to my house for an evening meal together; we set a day and time for this meeting. Both parties understand this as a friendly, if not loving, act and something that will strengthen our relationship.

But in many parts of Africa, an invitation to come to my house at a designated time may not be interpreted as friendly and loving. In fact, it might be interpreted as a sign that I want a formal, distant relationship. Why?

In Africa one shows friendship by stopping in unannounced, perhaps at mealtime. If a time, place and agenda for meeting have to be prearranged, the relationship cannot be open and spontaneous and evolve naturally, or so the reasoning goes. Love is culturally defined.




Refreshing Cultural Insights

Gaining a new set of cultural lenses will bring a more accurate interpretation of cross-cultural conflict situations, like my problem with the wrong directions to church. The better we are at interpreting culture, the fewer conflicts we will experience, the more we will be able to build authentic relationships, and the greater will be our ability to communicate God’s truth.

Let me ask you a question. Which is the greater sin: to tell a lie or to lose your temper? Take a moment to think about your answer, then register it in your mind. Take the question at face value; don’t argue that all sin is equally abhorrent before God. Now, what is your answer?

Consider why you chose that particular answer. Why does your choice represent the greater sin? Suppose someone else chose the other answer. What possible reason(s) could support that choice?

Don’t rush through this; it’s very important. Take time to think it out. In doing so you begin a process of cultural understanding that will be repeated thousands of times as you adjust to and minister in another culture.

Let me make a guess at your answer. If you are a North American or from Western Europe, and especially if you have white skin, you chose lying as the greater sin. If you are from another part of the world, my guess is that you chose losing your temper as the greater sin. If you are from the Western world (North America or Europe) but a person of color, you may have had difficulty choosing, since your heritage may allow you to offer reasoned argument for either answer.

Of course, here the real issue is not which answer is correct but why you perceive a given answer to be correct. In Western culture, especially among Western white people, a very high value is placed on accuracy and truth. So lying is the greater sin. Outside the Western world, for the most part, greater value is placed on relationships. Losing one’s temper is a more grievous sin, because it represents a rupture in relationship.

You may argue that truth should be a higher value than relationship, but the reality is that the majority of the world thinks differently. That does not make the majority right, but it does suggest that it might be wise to try to understand why they see it that way.

How much does God value relationships? How much does he value truth?




Back to the Petrol Station

What does this have to do with a black petrol-station attendant’s giving me inaccurate directions? Here is the connection. In this context relationship is valued over truth. African culture typically places great value on courtesy to the stranger and help to the needy. I qualified as both a stranger and a needy person. The last thing the attendant wanted to do was disappoint someone who was looking to him for assistance, and especially when he sensed it was assistance I urgently needed. So rather than disappoint me by not being able to help, and rather than risk my thinking poorly of him, he gave me his best effort.

But there is more. In much of Africa, as well as in other parts of the world, not losing face is an important cultural value. It corresponds loosely to the Western idea of avoiding personal humiliation or embarrassment, but is far more compelling and powerful in determining behavior. We will examine this issue more closely later. The attendant wanted to avoid disappointing me in order to uphold the cultural value of courtesy and helping those in need. To admit that he did not have what I needed was to bring shame or loss of face upon himself. Both situations represented cultural taboos and would be avoided at whatever cost.

One last factor should be noted. The overwhelming majority of black people in South Africa traveled (and still do) either by foot or by public transportation. Riding a meandering bus or a speeding train, one rarely pays attention to street names. Paths often do not follow roads; even if they do, the names of the streets are rarely useful. Besides, following street names requires being able to read. Distances are measured in walking time, not driving time. Walkers use a very different set of words when giving directions (assuming they know precisely the destination) from those of a person in an automobile. The walker uses trees, rocks, hills, ditches and buildings as guideposts. The driver, however, relies on miles, number of traffic lights, street signs, blocks, building numbers and cross streets.

In retrospect, it may seem foolish that I imputed dishonesty or malice to the petrol-station attendant. But it only seems foolish now. . . now that I understand his cultural frame of reference. I learned it is unwise to make quick judgments about people’s motives and character. It takes time, conversations, questions, listening and the whole range of learning skills to form accurate perceptions about people who are different from me. I must suspend judgment, maintain an open mind and seek more information (especially from those people I am prone to judge) before drawing conclusions. If I am too quick to judge or draw a conclusion, my mind closes, learning stops, and the potential for building a relationship is lost. My assessment of others must be a conscious, intentional process, or I am likely to slip into my old habits and to do an injustice to people whom Christ loves and for whom he died.

You may never go to South Africa or even to the continent of Africa and may be wondering why you need to be concerned about cross-cultural communication. The answer is simple: wherever you go (even down the street from your home), you experience cultural differences that have the potential to become cultural conflict. You need to know how to handle these differences; otherwise you may well become mired in misunderstanding and conflict. If you try to manage conflict from your own frame of reference, there is a good chance you will make things worse, even if your intentions are good. Thus begins a cycle of confusion that leads to further frustration and stress, if not alienation, in the relationship.

Avoid the cycle altogether. Learn to put on that other set of lenses. It takes patience, but it’s not hard to do.




The Reasoning of a Novice

During my earlyyears in Africa I often traveled to new places on Sundays, and the story about the petrol-station attendant recurred with agonizing consistency. I began to conclude that black people were at best highly unreliable, and at worst malicious toward white people (especially this one). It was hard not to believe the worst of them. I could think of no positive explanation for such behavior.

So I constructed a reasoning that at least made some sense to me but was less than complimentary to petrol attendants. This is how it went: In the apartheid system, black people are clearly the oppressed group; they have few creature comforts and often live in severe poverty. For this group of people, the burden of living in oppression and poverty must become unbearable. It is easy to see that an occasional misdirection to a white motorist would ever so slightly tip the scale of injustice and provide momentary release from the grip of powerlessness. At least, this was the reasoning I employed in my immature attempts to understand the problem.

These early experiences with cross-cultural conflict had an eroding effect on my view of an entire group of black South Africans. If you cannot trust people to be honest in giving directions, can you trust them in any sphere? Since I was unable to understand the cultural dynamics of this group of people, conflict led me into suspicion and distrust. It was not an intentional or even conscious process, but seemed to unfold quite naturally from the accumulating evidence. Over time, my observations took on the appearance of being factual.

Eventually, I realized my behavior was a result of the virus that resides in all of us. It is called prejudice, and when it infects large parts of the person, it properly falls in the category of racism. The biblical name for it is sin.




Ambiguity, Confusion and the Workings of the Mind

The mind naturally seeks to understand conflict situations, even minor ones. When facts are not immediately forthcoming to explain ambiguous situations, the mind tends to fill in the blanks. That is, we supply our own data to explain the situation. The fatal flaw is that we provide the understanding from our cultural frame of reference, not from the cultural frame of reference of the other person, or the situation in which the conflict exists.

The Western mind finds particular delight in providing answers to questions. An unanswered question is scandalous, so the mind quickly supplies its own answer from its own form of logic, its own cultural assumptions and its own value system. Westerners with a limited ability to tolerate ambiguity, suspend judgment and seek understanding from within other cultures create conflict situations where there are none and turn small conflicts into large ones.

I was feeling quite justified in judging black people in South Africa as uninformed, irresponsible, deceptive or malicious toward whites. Eventually I encountered similar situations in Zimbabwe (then Rhodesia) and Swaziland. The evidence now suggested the problem was more pervasive than just black people in South Africa.

Generalizations came so easily. So did stereotypes. Increasingly I was inclined to mistrust black people in South Africa, maybe anywhere. Suspicion feeds suspicion, and I began to notice only the “facts” that confirmed my emerging convictions. Before long I was failing to distinguish between the facts and my interpretation of the facts. They conveniently became one and the same. Yet what I saw as fact was radically affected by the cultural lenses I wore.

Most of this process is just below conscious level, but discernible to the alert and informed person. Unfortunately, at a certain point the process becomes self-perpetuating, on automatic pilot as it were. A measure of security comes when I know which “box” a person fits into, because then I know how to treat him or her. I do not need to get acquainted with the person before I judge him or her. At that point I have begun to treat people like objects and no longer see each one as a unique, esteemed human being designed by God and worthy of my individualized and respectful attention.




How We Fill In the Blanks

Social scientists have discovered an interesting behavior that tends to arise in situations of ambiguity or conflict. As I have already mentioned, when someone does something that we do not understand, and an explanation is not quickly forthcoming, we actually provide our own explanation. We fill in the blanks, so to speak. So when I was confused by the directions from the petrol attendant and no explanation was available to alleviate my confusion, I made up my own interpretation of the facts.

But here is the curious part. The interpretation we provide virtually always attributes a negative characteristic and motivation to the other person. We rarely give people the benefit of the doubt when they do something we don’t understand. Since the Western mind needs immediate closure to ambiguities, Westerners are especially quick to attach some deficiency to the other person whenever confusion arises. You can easily see how this creates conflict when there was none, or aggravates minor conflicts into major ones.




Learning from Mistakes

In the case of the various black people who gave me errant directions, I made several mistakes. First, I confused the facts with my interpretation of the facts. It was fact that they often gave inaccurate information. What was not fact was that it happened because of some negative feature of their character or motivation. This was a premature conclusion on my part. It fulfilled my need for immediate answers, but did an injustice to the people because it was a prejudgment.

Second, because my culture had taught me to make quick decisions and judgments, I was not able to keep my mind open to culturally appropriate explanations. Nor was I inclined to seek them. Once I made a judgment in the matter, my mind closed. And then it reopened only to receive data that confirmed my inaccurate conclusion.

Third, my interpretation of the facts was heavily biased by my own cultural values. I was prone to supply answers that made the most sense in my cultural context. While this provided me with a certain measure of satisfaction, it only delayed the point at which I would need to deal with reality. An awareness of reality came when I began to learn about the Africansʼculture and see, little by little, through their cultural lenses. More and more the answers I needed were supplied from their frame of reference and accurately reflected the true character and motivation of the people.

Fourth, once I felt justified in my conclusion, I unconsciously looked for further data to support it. At the same time, I failed to take note of data that could have contradicted or modified my conclusion. So I was stuck with a false conclusion for years. Conclusions and judgments seem to have a built-in permanence, even perpetuation, so we need to exercise extreme caution when making them.

These four mistakes can yield devastating results over the long term. By far the worst result is a diminished view of people and an inflated view of one’s self—indicating an attitude of superiority. This emergence of superiority marks the end of trust, not in an absolute sense, but in terms of authentic fellowship with other members of the body of Christ.

If this kind of mindset can develop through a series of circumstances and misinterpretations surrounding something as simple as getting directions from petrol attendants, then it can be repeated in multitudes of other situations with unnerving ease.




This Book’s Purpose and Scope

In our global village, cultures and racial groups are increasingly bumping into each other, causing misunderstanding and conflict. Cultural differences, coupled with everyone’s natural tendency to “do it my way,” make conflict inevitable. This means the ability to understand and respond wisely to conflict becomes a compelling priority for survival, peace and happiness in the emerging world of business, travel and mission.

Worldwide, cross-cultural interactions multiply daily through increased business transactions, deployment of military personnel, missionary activity, study abroad and tourism. The United States and many other countries are on the threshold of becoming nations of minorities. Boards, salespeople, executives, church staffs and mission agencies are forced to deal with cultural diversity and the inevitable misunderstandings that come from our different frames of reference.

One thing is certain: it is not business as usual. The rules each individual, as well as each culture, uses to manage conflict are not the same as other individuals and groups were taught to use. Each assumes its own rules are superior. Therein lies the first problem. Each is largely unaware of the rules by which it tries to manage conflict. Therein lies the second problem. Each culture has an intricate network of values that support the rules people use to handle conflict, so that understanding of these differences is far more complex than one first supposes. Therein lies the third problem.

Most cross-cultural conflicts are not intentional. Most are inadvertent, occurring because underlying cultural values and corresponding rules are not understood. What is surprising is not that we have so many conflicts but that, given everyone’s cultural centeredness, there are not more conflicts.

This book is intended to clarify issues in intercultural and interracial conflict, to provide insights on the different ways people of various cultures handle conflict, to evaluate these according to Scripture and to provide practical guidelines for (1) helping us live more harmoniously with our cultural differences, (2) developing a positive strategy for dealing with conflict and (3) communicating the gospel of Jesus Christ more effectively and ministering the nurturing grace of God.









2
Cultural Diversity Was God’s Idea
(and So Was Unity)



 

One sparrow does not make spring.

LATIN AMERICAN PROVERB





It was God who authored human diversity. This fact calls all of us to deal with cultural diversity, see it as he sees it—as good—and honor it as the handiwork of the wise and sovereign Creator.

Most of us do not welcome diversity into our lives. It forces us to change, disrupts our cozy patterns, engages us in a world where our deficiencies are exposed. Yet for all the less than appealing features of cultural and ethnic variety, important insights about God and his world go undiscovered if we avoid creative engagement with human diversity.


It Was Very Good

After completing the creation, God looked around, saw a vast array of diversity in all he had created and declared it “very good” (Gen 1:31). Diversity is rooted in the creative activity of God. But one wonders, Why? For what reason did God display such variety in his human, plant, animal and inorganic world? It is my conviction that only in this immense and grand variety could we begin to capture the character, grace and glory of God. Put another way, God cannot adequately be revealed in a creation of similarities.

Thus in the process of learning about other cultures, affirming our various ethnic heritages and honoring (if not celebrating) diversity, we enlarge our appreciation for God, who in authoring diversity was trying to tell us about himself. Perhaps we are most like God when we also look around and affirm as good peoples and traditions different from our own and diligently seek to appreciate the beauty God has chosen to express in others.

The very differences God pronounced “very good” are also the greatest threat to Christian unity. Differences can build stronger bonds between people or it can break them. Broken relationships often result from a failure to understand and adjust to the differences we have inherited from a wise God.

Certainly not everything that belongs to your tradition or mine is good. Much has been contaminated by sin and needs to be either eliminated from our lives or reclaimed for the glory of God. Sin makes the effort of building unity across diversity more difficult but not impossible.

My experiences suggest that the large majority of conflicts resulting in brokenness are caused neither by core theological values being threatened nor by overt sin. Most conflicts that disrupt our lives grow out of innocent misunderstandings, unmet expectations, failure to get all the facts, or minor irritations that fester and become problems. If this is true, then we need to remind ourselves how important it is to deal effectively with conflict, since neglect brings pain and potential separation from those we love. We need to reconsider the biblical teaching on the unity of God’s people and how it reflects his glory and affects the carrying out of his mission in this world.




Conflict, Unity and the Gospel

The Western world does not place a high premium on unity. Wherever individualism reigns supreme, community is easily sacrificed for personal preferences. Although I enjoy the luxuries of individualism, I cannot help but feel that it has also brought a certain impoverishment. Too quickly we splinter churches, friendships, families, and groups rather than struggle for ways to bridge differences, reconnect, forgive, reconcile and heal.

Individualism fosters an impatience with people and institutions: we can always join another church, find new friends or get another job. As long as we have options, we do not need to work at preserving our present relationships. At any sign of discomfort we jettison them and start over with someone else.

The dubious luxury of disposable relationships has a dark side—a serious dark side. We can afford to take the unity of believers lightly if other options are available and relatively painless. But failures in individual and community relationships cast aspersions on God’s reputation. As a church splits, as a friendship dissolves, as a marriage ruptures, as colleagues become adversaries, the body of Christ fractures. These fractures are noticed by the unbelieving world. If God cannot keep his own people from becoming adversaries, why should a reflective onlooker consider becoming a Christian? We Christians seem no different from those around us.

Repeatedly, the Bible declares unity to be an important value, worth pouring our energies into and worth fighting for. Failure to preserve unity suggests an impotent God and affects the credibility of the gospel.

I am not advocating a “peace at any price” position. I am saying that in the West Christians have often fought for the wrong things and splintered groups over individual preferences and personalities rather than violations of the core of our biblical faith.

Paul’s use of the body metaphor suggests that unless we work in harmony, we labor in vain. A fractured body is dysfunctional. Even more powerful is John’s exhortation that Christians be one as the Trinity is one (Jn 17): unity is Godlike. Other passages suggest that disunity veils or hides the glory of God, while the glory of God is revealed through our living together in unity. The ability to respect human and cultural differences and not let them disrupt harmony is powerful testimony to the love and power of God.




Conflict, Unity and God’s Glory

John 17 contains our Lord’s prayer for those who were his disciples and those who would become his disciples. It could be called the “glory chapter,” since glory or some variation of it occurs about nine times. The ultimate goal for our existence is to glorify God, and we are most like God when we are in union with one another just as the members of the Trinity are in union.

In the opening verses Jesus prays for himself, stating his concern for glorifying the Father. Next he turns his attention to the disciples and the glory they will bring to the Father. In his prayer for them he says, “I will remain in the world no longer, but they are still in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name” (v. 11). What kind of protection is Jesus requesting for the disciples? Is it physical protection because they will face persecution and martyrdom? Read further in verse 11: “so that they may be one as we are one.” Jesus prays that their unity will be protected. This is a special kind of unity: “that they may be one as we are one.” It is a unity that reflects the Godhead.

The oneness among Jesusʼfollowers is to be modeled after that found in the Trinity. The Trinity is marked by diversity, distinct functions and roles, yet perfect unity. The disciples also have diversity, distinct functions (according to gifts and abilities) and varieties of roles to play, but they too are to be unified under the name of their Father and in their purpose of manifesting the glory of God. Jesus was quite aware that unity would be an ongoing struggle for his followers (see Lk 22:24-30).

In John 17:20 the Lord turns his thoughts toward us, his followers in the church today. “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message.” Jesus makes a special request of the Father on our behalf. As he nears the moment of death, what does he consider most important for those who will carry his message and represent his glory on this earth? What is absolutely essential if the church is to be the “body of Christ” conveying the message of God’s saving grace to the world? Jesus prays “that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (v. 21).

Here, in one verse, is the link between the unity of God’s people and the fulfillment of God’s mission in this world. Our ability to resolve conflict, thus preserving unity, is directly related to people’s coming to Christ. Humanly speaking, the world’s believing is contingent on believers’ oneness. The body of Christ, when its members live together in unity, becomes the visible manifestation of the triune God.

The contrary is also true. A lack of unity in our relationships veils the glory of God. So relationships affect mission. When we nurture unity among ourselves, we declare that God loves us and sent his Son to secure our redemption.




Why Doesn’t God Send Revival?

Christians often say, “Why doesn’t God send revival?” or “Why doesn’t God give us some fruit for our labors?” Of course I do not have any final answer for that question, but John 17 suggests one reason could be that unresolved interpersonal conflicts have destroyed the unity that God uses to bring blessing and revival. Perhaps we need to pray for healing and restored relationships as well as revival. This text suggests that one is necessary for the other.

If the watching world observes the love of God holding believers together, they are confronted with the glory of God in his people. It is the glory of God that penetrates the darkness of their lives so that they are brought to a point of decision. But if they see broken relationships, schisms, gossip, and people exploiting one another, a message about God’s power and love will have little effect. The glory of God and the impact of his gospel are tied to solidarity in his body.




The Priority of Relationships

The church at Corinth stood as dubious testimony to all that represented the worst of worldliness in the church. Whatever the problem, they had it in good measure. Only the most courageous pastor would consider accepting a call to this church. Suppose you had in front of you the long list of sins, problems and deficiencies in the Corinthian church. Now imagine that you were the apostle Paul and had been charged by God to write them a letter addressing the problems.

What topic would you address first? Idolatry? Abuse of the Lord’s table? Divisiveness and schisms? Sexual immorality? Lawsuits against other believers? Fidelity and integrity in marriage? The flaunting of freedom before those whose consciences are weak? Personal rights? Improper uses of and attitudes about gifts? Impropriety in worship? Major theological errors? Poor stewardship of God’s money?

Many of us would be inclined to start with the grosser sins, but Paul starts with an issue that he believes foundational to all others. In fact, he spends three chapters on this topic: building interpersonal solidarity. Unless relationships are intact, all other resolutions and corrections will be reduced to rubble as arguments, disagreements and disrespect continue. Unity is foundational to everything else that God wishes to accomplish in his church.

In 1:10 Paul begins with his goal: “I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought.” He then mentions a report from Chloe’s household that “there are quarrels among you.”

“Quarrels” is the Greek word schismata, from which we get the English word schism. This word was used in the garment industry to describe a piece of cloth that had somehow become mangled, torn, stained, wrinkled and altogether unattractive. Paul’s hearers, coming across this word, would immediately think of the marketplace where the garment merchants hung their finest pieces to attract shoppers into their shops. No merchant would hang up a schismata garment, for the tears, holes, stains and wrinkles would only serve to drive customers away. Who would be interested in the merchandise if they saw schismata?

The Corinthians must have immediately gotten the point: who would be interested in considering Christ if when they saw Christians they saw schismata? Relationships affect the integrity of the gospel. Life and witness cannot be separated.

Realizing this, Paul begins dealing with the severe interpersonal problems. If schismata can be replaced with wholeness and unity, the power of the Gospel can be released.

In 1 Corinthians 3, divisiveness in the church is equated with spiritual infancy. It is ironic how often people think they are spiritually mature when they cause relational havoc in the church. Note that the contrast between “wood, hay or straw” and “gold, silver [and] costly stones” (3:12-15) is found in this context of interpersonal relationships. The gold, silver and costly stones should be seen as acts that contribute to harmony, affirmation, building one another up, thinking the best about the other, turning the other cheek, serving the body, esteeming the other greater than oneself. The wood, hay and straw may then be construed as attitudes and acts that disrupt unity for reasons God considers unworthy.

Paul closes his discourse on relationships with the analogy of the temple (3:16-17; compare 6:19-20). The word translated “temple” is the Old Testament word for “holy of holies” or “holiest place.” The holiest place was the part of the temple where the visual presence of God’s glory, called the Shekinah glory, could be seen. God no longer dwells in buildings, but in people by his Spirit. This indwelling makes each person and each gathering of God’s people a holy place. In this text the emphasis rests on the local church body as the dwelling place of God, whereas in 6:19-20 the emphasis is on the individual as the holy place.1

Because God’s habitation is in us, it follows that just as his glory was revealed in the temple, so his glory is seen in us—not the Shekinah glory, but the glory of God’s presence in our unity, good works toward others, commitment to share his gospel and lives in obedience to his Word. In these ways we reveal his glory. But the text says that unity is one of the most important ways we reveal God’s presence. Thus the destruction of unity is the destruction of something that God has made holy. Any activity contributing to disunity also contributes to the veiling of God’s glory.

Of such importance is this concept that Paul issues a most ominous warning. Note 3:17: “If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that temple.” God intends to build his people into one unified, harmonious, beautiful body that reveals the glory of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.

As a reminder of the Corinthiansʼ history and need to remain vigilant in guarding relationships, Paul closes his second letter to the Corinthians with this exhortation: “Finally, brothers, good-by. Aim for perfection, listen to my appeal, be of one mind, live in peace. And the God of love and peace will be with you” (2 Cor 13:11).




Unity, God’s Glory and Mission

In Romans 14 Paul deals with differences that endanger unity, primarily eating preferences and observance of special days. Rather than be divided over these matters and destroy each other (v. 15), he says, “accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters” (v. 1). “Disputable matters” refers to individual preferences, opinions or debatable points—issues where there is reasonable doubt as to the absolutely correct interpretation.


Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way. (v. 13)

Let us. . . make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food. (w. 19-20)



In this context of differences, Paul comes forth with a compelling plea for unity: “May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 15:5-6).

It is noteworthy that Paul’s plea for unity and oneness is joined with the notion of glorifying God. Paul then tells us how to make this unity a reality: “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you” (15:7). “Accept” is another way of saying “honor” or “hold in high regard”—we are to treat each other as important, significant, worthy.

Christ is the model for our acceptance of each other. He treated us with honor even though we were undeserving and openly rebellious against him. In this way he reconciled many in eternal union with himself. And he delights when we daily express that union with him. Yet beyond our individual relationships with him, he yearns for the collective unity of his followers and their collective union with him.

A parent loves each child individually, but that love is heightened when the children love each other. When the children fight and become alienated, the parent’s love remains, but the joy of that love is mingled with pain.

Paul explains that the natural outcome of unity is mission—“so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy” (Rom 15:9). The glory of God revealed through the loving union of the people of God draws others into his mercy, so that they join their lives with ours in declaring his glory.




Summary

In most cultures of the world, friendships and community are among the strongest forces for bringing people to faith in Christ. If we are not good in relationships, if we cannot create solidarity, from a human standpoint there is little that will attract people to the gospel.

Building the unity of the body of Christ is the most effective way of jealously guarding the glory of God. Understanding and handling conflict with greater wisdom should minimize or prevent the damaging effects of broken relationships. It is a worthy goal to reduce the human suffering that accompanies alienation between people and groups. But even the healing motive is not sufficient to justify the pursuit of unity unless it is attached to unity’s ultimate purpose: the revelation of God’s glory.
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