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DISCOVERING OUR
“THEOLOGIES OF CONFLICT” 
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Dialogue in the “Purple Zone”: 

Pedagogies for Civil Discourse in 
Online and On-site Settings

 Research Grant studying Pedagogies for Social 
Justice and Civic Engagement

 The Wabash Center for Teaching and Learning in 
Theology and Religion

 Project Director:  Rev. Dr. Leah D. Schade, 
Assistant Professor of Preaching and Worship, 
Lexington Theological Seminary



 10 pastors
 Alumni of LTS
 All serving Disciples of Christ-Christian Church congregations

 Each brought one lay leader of a different political orientation
 Training in the sermon-dialogue-sermon method developed in 

Schade’s Preaching in the Purple Zone: Ministry in the Red-Blue 
Divide (Rowman & Littlefield, 2019)

 Goal is to measure congregation’s capacity for civic 
engagement and social justice at conclusion of grant.
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WHAT WAS IT LIKE TO BE A PASTOR IN 2020?



WHAT WAS IT LIKE TO BE A PARISHIONER IN 2020?



LAY LEADERS PASTORS

Size of the words = how often they were used by interviewees.





REPORT:
MINISTRY, PREACHING & 
SOCIAL ISSUES SURVEY

Great Plains Conference of the United 
Methodist Church

Research conducted by:

The Rev. Dr. Leah D. Schade

lschade@lextheo.edu

PERCEPTIONS OF 
DIVISIVENESS



WORSHIP ATTENDANCE

BEFORE COVID-19 AFTER COVID-19*

* (including in-building 
and online)

22% of clergy are “very” or “mildly” concerned that their 
congregation may close in the coming year.



Perceptions of levels of divisiveness on social issues in 
light of events of 2020 (Covid-19, elections, social unrest)

Congregation Community



We can’t discuss “politics” in church 
because . . . 
• You’re making me uncomfortable. 
• I don’t agree with your position. 
• You’re crossing “church-and-state” boundaries that I think should stay in place. 
• Don’t challenge my comfort zone. 
• You’re taking sides when you should remain neutral. 
• You’re challenging me (and the media that informs my position), and I don’t 

appreciate it. 
• I come to church to escape or get a break from the world, not to further engage. 
• This is too complicated to talk about or hear preached.  
• It’s too difficult/painful for me to think about this.  



Categories of reactions:

• Emotional
• Relational
• Principled

• Some combination of the three



Emotional, Relational, or Principled?
• You’re making me uncomfortable. 
• I don’t agree with your position. 
• You’re crossing “church-and-state” boundaries that I think should stay in place. 
• Don’t challenge my comfort zone. 
• You’re taking sides when you should remain neutral. 
• You’re challenging me (and the media that informs my position), and I don’t 

appreciate it. 
• I come to church to escape or get a break from the world, not to further engage. 
• This is too complicated to talk about or hear preached.  
• It’s too difficult/painful for me to think about this.  



Political? Yes!  Partisan? No!
• While there is ongoing debate about the relationship between government and 

religion, the First Amendment was intended to prevent the establishment of a state 
church. 

• It did not state that churches could not address issues that involve government.  
• Thus, it would be inaccurate for someone to accuse a preacher of violating the 

separation of church and state by preaching a sermon that addresses contemporary 
issues of public concern – as long as the sermon was not taking part in partisan 
politics and advocating for a particular party or candidate.  



WHAT DO WE MEAN BY 
“POLITICS”?

POLIS = CITIZENRY, COMMUNITY



The basic political question :

“WHAT KIND OF COMMUNITY

SHALL WE BE?”

The process by which we answer this 
question  is politics.



The question  
always arises: What is just and fair

in this situation and 
at this time?



The core of biblical justice is care for the neighbor



•It’s not that the church or that 
Christians  have greater  insight 
into  what we must do,
but the church lives by hope.

•If  Jesus is risen,
we are being  called into a future he will bring.



What shall we do?

•What kind of community  will we be?

•The answer is complex.

•It necessitates public discourse.

•For Christians, it necessitates 

discernment, dialogue.

For pastors, it necessitates 

prophetic preaching.



But . . .
The ability of a congregation to have these conversations 
– and be resilient in the midst of the difficulties – is 
directly tied to its relationship with CONFLICT.
• Past history with conflict and controversy.
• Capacity for tolerating initial discomfort.
• The congregation’s “theology of conflict.”



What is a 
“Theology of Conflict”?

A theology of conflict is what we 
believe about the relationship 
between God and human conflict. 



Ellen Ott Marshall, Christians in the Public Square: 
Faith that Transforms Politics. Eugene, OR: Wipf 
and Stock Publishers, 2008.

Aimee C. Moiso, “Standing in the Breach: Conflict 
Transformation and the Practice of Preaching.” 
Paper presented at the 2018 Academy of 
Homiletics.



• For instance, if the assumption is 
that God does not approve of 
conflict, we may be reticent to 
engage any controversy at all.  

• We may worry that we are 
disappointing God or going 
against God’s will. 

• Alternatively, if we believe that 
God works in and through human 
conflict in order to manifest 
God’s will, we may be more 
willing to enter into dialogue 
about a difficult issue.

Having some understanding of our own – and our 
congregation’s – theologies of conflict is important because 
it has both implicit and explicit ramifications for dialogue.  



Exercise:
DISCOVERING OUR

“THEOLOGIES OF CONFLICT”



Instructions:
• Designate a note-take for your group.
• Discuss these questions as a group – the first 

two and last two (1, 2, 10, 11).
• There are no “correct” answers, and you can 

mark more than one.  
• When we come back to the main group, note-

takers will share one insight or question that 
arose from this exercise. 

• This exercise can be used for adult learning 
forums, youth groups, sermon prep, Bible 
studies, etc. 
• Consider discussing one question each month over 

the course of the year with your church council, 
board, or leadership group.



Vaccinating against conflict!
• Like a vaccine that contains a “defanged” virus 

so that the body can build up resistance when 
the real thing comes along, these 
conversations about our theology of conflict 
can help inoculate the Body of Christ against 
the more “virulent strains” of conflict that 
attack our churches.

• Congregations can build up a tolerance for 
difficult conversations when the stakes are 
lower.  

• Talking about conflict theologically makes it 
less about individual persons (thus, folks will 
be less defensive), and more about how we 
respond as a faith community.
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