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Abstract
Our Lord Jesus Christ

sending
to

them

the church.

as

bequeathed

the Father sent Him

Today,

peace to the disciples before
(In. 20: 21), and through them

the church in different locations

seems not to

enjoy that peace, as it is faced with conflicts from without and
within. Such conflicts generate bad blood among the parties, and
tend to divert attention from commitment to

evangelization. The
aim of this study is to draw attention to how the early church used
dialogue to handle conflict situations that carne its way at infancy,
and thereby urge the church today to adopt discourse as a tool for
conflict resolution. This is done by analysing the meeting of the
early church in Jerusalem, on the issue of circumcision as a
condition for admitting gentiles to Christianity, as contained in
Acts. 15: 1-35, vis-a-vis the theory of communicative action. The
analysis shows that the early church practised communicative
action in conflict situations. The church today may enjoy more
peace if all conflicts are handled dialogically.
Introduction
Peace is the absence of violence,

a

relationship

of co-existence and

cooperation among and within people. Following the death of Jesus
Christ, His disciples locked themselves up in the room out of fear
that the Jews

might visit them with more violence. They apparently
lacked peace and security. Still in this state of fear, Jesus carne and
stood in their midst and bequeathed peace to them, and showed

them his hands and his side. For

a

second time he said to

them,
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"Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you"
(1n.20: 21). After the ascension of Jesus Christ into heaven, and

fortified by the Holy Spirit, the disciples and the little group of
believers strove to live in that peace while they continued the work
of preaching the gospel and making converts.
As

the

that

misunderstanding
church became

attempt

to

of

number

increased,

of

cases

rocked the foundation of the infant

nearly

Prominent among such crises was the
between Jewish and Gentile believers.

numerous.

discriminate

While Paul and Barnabas

making

believers

converts,

were

in Antioch

who had

some

come

preaching

the

gospel

and

down Judea to Antioch

started

instructing the believers, "You cannot be saved unless you
circumcised as the Law of Moses requires" (Acts 15: 1). This

are

teaching

led to Paul and Barnabas

with them, but

a

decision

was

fierce argument
taken to refer the case to apostles and

engaging

in

a

elders in Jerusalem.

Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas recounted their experiences
during their missionary journeys, but some from the party of
Pharisees who had become believers stood up and said, "The
In

Gentiles must be circumcised and told to
The

Apostles

sensed that this

obey

the Law of Moses"

"Othering", on the grounds of birth,
goal of preaching the gospel, and

would distract them from their
summoned all the

parties

to a discussion

where each party had

a

chance to present its side of the story. At the end of the discourse, a
consensus was reached. This looks like what Habermas (1984) calls
cornmunicati ve action,

a

process of

reaching

consensus on an

issue

through dialogue.
The Church

today

has had to face crises and conflicts in

different locations in the world, in stations,
dioceses. Conflict situations in some places are

parishes and even
so poorly managed

form
an
or
ansmg
high-handedness
neglect
underestimation of the problem and its likely consequences, that
some of them have tended to permanently divide the church in such
parishes or caused strained relationship among members, or even
between the pastor and the parishioners. The primary mission of
preaching the gospel often gets compromised in the face of such
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unresolved conflicts. The

problem

that such situations generate in

the minds of many believers concerns how to handle crises and
conflicts that arise in the church without compromising her primary

objective.

This is the

question

that has induced this

study.

In this paper, the strategy adopted by the early church to resolve
conflicts that carne its way will be analysed to see what the church

today can learn from it to help it manage conflicts that arise as the
gospel is preached to all people. It is hoped that the findings of this
study will sensitise Christian churches to the need for promotion of
a culture of peace through peaceful resolution of conflicts among
themselves. How did the early church manage conflicts, and what
messages would that be sending to the church today about the
management of conflicts?
Theoretical framework

requires a positive dynamic participatory process where
dialogue is encouraged and conflicts are resolved in a spirit of
understanding (UN, 1999). Resolving conflicts and promoting
peace require persuasion in order to effect cognitive, affective, or
behavioural modifications in people (Miller and Levine, 1996).
Habermas' theory of communicative action presents the ideal
Peace

communication situation

as

one

that stimulates action based

on

shared

agenda through an open and non-coercive process (1984).
theory therefore is part of the theoretical framework for this
analysis. Ting-Toomey's face-negotiation theory (2000) helps to
explain cultural differences in response to conflict situations. Face
negotiation theory states that people from collectivistic cultures
have different face-work from the face-work of people from
individualistic cultures. (Face-work is verbal and non-verbal
messages that help maintain and restore face loss/public self-image,
and uphold and honor face again). The early church seemed to have

This

collectivistic culture manifested in the commitment of every
member to the col1ecti ve goal and welfare of individual members.
had

a

negotiation theory will therefore form part of the framework
this study. Since attitudes guide, direct, shape and predict

Face
for

behaviours

(Kraus, 1995),

and in conflict situations, the attitude of
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the

parties toward the other and toward the conflict situation may
play an important role in creating and defining the conflict
situation, and may serve to resolve or escalate the conflict (Cross
and Rosenthal 1999), the theory on attitude and attitude change
may also

help

to

provide

the framework for this

study.

Culture of Peace
Culture is defined

as

an

integrated system of
a society,

patterns that characterize members of
the result of biological inheritance
human-made
members

and

includes

group,

and which

are not

(Hoebel, 1996). Culture is

ideas, values and codes known

to

a
group, and is transmitted from generation to
and does not exist until it is shared with other human

of

generation,
beings. It influences
as

learned behaviour

well

an

individual's behaviour towards others in the

the way the individual expects others to behave
Culture determines an individual's or group's world
as

(Farb, 1978).
view (Hall 1997), and describes webs of shared meanings and
values (Pearce and Cronen, 2002). Culture is a powerful constituent
and vehicle at the core of possible transformations, since it
mediates and transfers ideas, values, and intellectual refinement
between generations and between civilizations. It is a preserving
and reproductive force by its ability to transmit the cultural patterns
of the past and the present, to the future; and an important
innovative influence, by its power to inculcate new attitudes,
thoughts, values and norms (Aharoni, 2002).
Peace has been operationally defined by Kieh (1996) as a
situation in which

a

society

meets the basic needs of its

people,

protects and respects their civil liberties, and provides a fair and
just legal system for peacefully resolving conflicts. While seeming
agree with Kieh's definition, Ryan (1999) and Fisk (2000)
distinguish between two notions of peace, negative and positive
to

saying that negative peace is the absence of all forms of
violence, including war and terrorism: while positive peace is the
presence of economic, political, and cultural practices which
contribute to the safe, fair, and healthy living of citizens. The way
to peace as stated by the United Nations (1999) include a positive
peace,
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dynamic participatory process where dialogue is encouraged,
resolving conflicts in the spirit of mutual understanding and
cooperation. These definitions agree that peace involves the
absence of conflict and (or) ability to dialogically manage conflict,
respect for human rights, and providing for the needs of people
through economic development. This is why Hettne (2001) says
that peace and development are two sides of the same coin.
Culture of peace is defined by the United Nations General
Assembly (1999) as a set of values, attitudes, traditions, modes of
behaviour and ways of life based on respect for life, ending of
violence and promotion and practice of non-violence through
education, dialogue and cooperation; full respect for and promotion
of all human rights and fundamental freedoms; commitment to
peaceful settlement of conflicts; respect for and promotion of the
right to development; respect for and promotion of equal rights of
and opportunities for women and men; respect for and promotion
of the rights of everyone to freedom of expression, opinion, and
information; and, adherence to the principles of freedom, justice,
democracy, tolerance, solidarity, cooperation, pluralism, cultural
diversity, dialogue, and understanding at all levels of society and
among nations. Peace culture, according to Aharoni (2002), instils
recognition of the "other", respect for its identity, and culture, as
well as a commitment to solving conflicts and differences by
peaceful means. Culture of peace aims at transforming values,
empowering people with peace-building skills and attitudes,
encouraging democratic participation, helping women and the
marginalized gain equal representation and voice, ensuring
transparency,
accountability, promoting sustainability and
continuity (McGregor, 2001). Culture of peace is therefore linked
to conflict management and prevention of conflict since it seeks to
solve problems through dialogue, negotiations and mediation.
and

and

Peace communication

Promoting
awareness

a

culture of peace at all
be
created
through

communication is therefore

a

levels would require that
Peace
communication.

communication process aimed at
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achieving peace through a distinct suasory characteristic feature
operating within a context composed of cultural warrants that form
the basis for justification of actions (Blake, 1998). Cultural
warrants are defined as bases on which evidence and actions are

grounded, defended, and justified; and understanding of these
warrants serve as springboards for negotiations because these
cultural warrants serve as grounds for prosecution of the conflict.
Cultural warrants are located, according to Blake (1995) in various
sources in society, sacred and secular, which include religious
documents, beliefs and practices, and other sources such as land
tenure system, historic inter-ethnic relations, kinship structure,
customs and traditions, constitution, positive laws, the Bible,
Sharia, Torah and Talmud. The role of
locate the cultural warrants in the

involved in

the conflict.

Peace

peace communicator is to
respective communities or states
a

communication

therefore is

a

communication process that forms the basis for the resolution of
conflict.

Conflict Resolution
Conflict

is

unavoidable

and

can

occur

between

two

people,

between groups, between members of a family, political parties,
nations, and even within an individual. It can occur everywhere,
and how

greatly determines its outcome
(McFarland, 1992� Lan, 1997). Majority of conflicts have a
combination of motives, contain both cooperative and competitive
interests, and can be both constructi ve and destructi ve. Cooperati ve
and competitive interests have two directions of conflict resolution,
and distinctive strategies are used to deal with conflict with each
orientation. The relative strength of the cooperative and
competitive interests within the conflicting parties determines the
a

conflict is handled

nature of the conflict process and its outcome

(Deutsch, 1994).

Conflict has been viewed in the past as something negative and
not beneficial (McClure and Russo, 1992), but more recent studies

show that conflict is

being perceived

to

be normal and enhances

a conflict are of
1984).
growth (Mitchell
three groups, namely, sympathetic or non-sympathetic observers,

and Mitchell,

Actors in
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parties

to

the conflict, and mediators (Deutsch, 1973). Tse, Francis
(1994) did a study on conflict resolution strategies of

and Walls

Canadian and Chinese executives, in which responses to two types
of joint project conflicts, task-related and person-related with
from their

potential partners
were

examined.

Findings

from the other culture,
confirm that culture orientation affects
own

culture

or

executi ves' response to conflicts. Executives from countries, which
differ in culture, tend to adopt different strategies to resolve

conflicts, develop different expectations about possible outcomes,

by different causes. This finding agrees with
Ting- Toomey's theory (2002) by showing that collective societies
and be motivated

tend to avoid open conflict and strive to resolve conflict in the inner
circle before it becomes public enough to justify public

involvement.

Communicative Action
of communicative action, generated by Jurgen Habermas
presents a model of ideal communication as one that stimulates

Theory

action based

on

(Polanyi, 2002).
are

shared agenda, open and non-coercive process
Communicative action is one in which participants

oriented towards

appeals

to a

toward their

goals
action

reaching

a

mutual

like orientation in others

understanding, and each
who are not primarily geared

individual success, but pursue their indi vidual
under the condition that they can harmonize their plans of
on

own

the basis of

1984). According

to

common

this

situation definitions

theory,

in

a

(Habermas,

communicative

action

situation, participants seek to "coordinate their plans of action
consensually, with the agreement reached at any point being
evaluated in terms of the

inter-subjective recognition of validity
claims" (Habermas, 2001 p.S8).
Communicative action only takes place "when actors are
prepared to harmonize their plans of action through internal means,
committing themselves to pursuing their goals only on condition of
an agreement
one that already exists or one to be negotiated
about definitions of the situation and prospective outcomes"
(Habermas, 2001 p.134). Theory of communicative action is
-

-
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dialogical, inclusive, non-coercive,
responsibility, leads to consensus,

and reflective; encourages joint
and stimulates action. Effort is

made

towards

understanding others'
views; towards making participants accept the validity of one's or
group's utterances through rational argumentation.
Validity claims, refer to those things that are contested or
accepted in a speech act, and different validity claims are resolved
through what Habermas calls communicative rationality. Validity
claims are given in the form of reasons, and consensus on an issue
are

in

communicative

evaluated in terms of the

(Kelly, 2000).
argumentation.
reasons

for

the level

reasons

A claim is

accepted

Actors

at any time

the

Disagreements
to

action

can

validity

that arise in

of
a

as

their

agents take

to

through
challenge each

claims

other to
one

upon
communicative action are

of discourse at which

defended with arguments, and the

reasons

strength

evaluated in terms of the soundness of the

support it

discourse

valid

or

gi ve

another.

passed

over

put forth and
of an argument is
are

given. Discourse
helps antagonists perceive each other with less suspicion and
greater trust, and gain a better understanding of the others'
perspective of the conflict, recognize greater compatibility between
the interests of the opposing sides so that they are able to perceive
the conflict less in zero-sum terms, and be enabled to expand the
pie and generate more flexible and creative solution to their mutual
problems (Cross & Rosenthal, 1999). It is the force of better
argument that motivates participants to accept a particular outcome
(Kelly, 2000).
A communicative action situation presents all perspectives
while participants work as peers, listening carefully to understand
one another's views and interpret the information generated. The
process of communicative action, according to White (1998)
requires each actor to participate in the discourse and introduce a
proposal or position without hindrances. It relies on the free
consent of participants, and aims at reaching a mutually acceptable
agreement that will render harmonious the action plans of the
actors involved (Kelly, 2000). This agreement is not imposed or
brought about by manipulating one's partner in interaction, "for
reason
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something

that

patently

owes

cannot even be considered an

its existence to external pressure
agreement"(Habermas, 2001 p.134).

Communicative action promotes the
enunciated by Pope John XXIII (1963)
that each indiv idual

fundamental

one

principle

is truly a person. His is a nature, that is,
and
intelligence
free will. A s such, he has rights and
which
duties,
togetherflow from his nature. These rights and duties
are universal and inviolable, and altogether inalienable".
...

man

endowed with

This literature review shows that conflicts arise in human affairs
and

require to be efficiently
(McFarland, 1992; Lan, 1997);

handled
that

one

attain

to

of the

its

resolution

resolving
parties give their
through argumentation,
means to

conflicts is communicative action in which all
of the conflict, and

respecti ve perspecti ves
reach

a

consensus; and that peace which follows conflict

if sustained, leads to

conflict that

gentile

arose

members will

communicative

resolution,

culture of peace. The resolution of the
in the early church regarding the "Othering" of
a

now

action,

or

analysed to see whether it was a
was
merely crushed through high

be

handedness.

Analysis

of Data

The data for this

meeting of the early
church in Jerusalem as contained in Acts of the Apostles, Chapter
15, verses 1-35. Paul and Barnabas in their missionary journey had
taken the Gospel as far as Perga and Attalia, and on their return
trip, stopped over in Antioch to spend some time with the converts
they had made there. While they were there, some men came from
Judea to Antioch and started teaching the believers, "you cannot be
saved

unless

study

you

requires"(Acts.15: 1).

is the record of the

circumcised

are

This

as

seemed

teaching
experiences

the

Law

of

Moses

counter-productive

in

of Paul and Barnabas among
and
led
to
a
fierce
genti les,
argument between these teachers
and Paul and Barnabas. As neither of the two parties was ready to

the face of the efforts and

the

yield

an

inch of its

ground,

elders in Jerusalem.

the

case was

referred to the

apostles

and
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meeting in Jerusalem, each party had the chance of
presenting
perspective on the issue. Paul and Barnabas, the pro
circumcision party, and Peter, each had the chance of arguing in
favour of their stand while the other parties listened. The apostles
and elders who acted as mediators kept the discussion focused
probably on the 'missio' from Jesus Christ. At the end, James
summarized the discussion, suggesting that instead of troubling
gentile converts with circumcision, they should be urged to observe
certain rules of conduct, including abstention from sexual
promiscuity and some dietary rules. There was a consensus on that,
At this

its

and

document

a

this document

was

issued to that effect. Gentile converts found

acceptable

and

were

filled with

joy by

the message

of encouragement that accompanied it (Acts. 15:31).
The controversy about circumcision posed a potential

danger

to

growth of the infant church, and this probably prompted the
meeting in Jerusalem. In summoning the meeting in Jerusalem, the

the

church

was

reacting

like

Collectivistic societies
deflect

potential

a

use

face threats

unit with

collectivistic

tendency.
to
strategies
proactively
self-effacing
threats to public self-image, for both
to privilege other-face or mutual face
a

-

themselves and others; tend
over self-face; and employs "some face-work strategy to defend
and support another person's need for inclusion" (Ting-Toomey,
2000

p.438).
During the meeting in Jerusalem,
opposing parties to freely present

the mediators allowed the
their

perspective

on

the

controversy while the other party listened, and in giving their
views, all parties were geared toward resolving the conflict. The
with neither party using coercion or threat to
steer the discussion to its favour. The mediators, apostles and

dialogue proceeded

elders, moderated the discourse, and at the end, a consensus was
reached. It was a communicative action, which stimulated action
based

on

shared

agenda through

an

open and non-coercive process

(Habermas, 1984).
In

adopting
respecting

a

dialogical approach

to

the issue and

recognizing

person endowed with intelligence
and free will, the church changed the attitude of the participants to
the conflict as well as paved the way for its outcome (Cross and
and

each actor

as

a
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Rosenthal, 1999). By sending Judas, called Barsabbas and Silas, "two

highly respected by the believers" to personally deliver
communique of the meeting to the converts in Antioch, the early
church was not merely advocatirig a change of attitude of Jews
towards gentiles on paper, but was putting it into practice, effecting
cognitive, affective and behavioural modification (Miller and Levine,
men

who

were

the

1996) in the believers.
The document issued after the

only to solve the
By issuing this document,
the church was continuing the culture of peace bequeathed to it by its
founder (In. 20: 21), a culture of non-discrimination and non-Othering
among believers of all generations and locations, a culture of
recognizing the other, respecting his identity, and of commitment to
solving conflicts and differences through peaceful means (UN, 1999;
problem

meeting

served not

in Antioch but in the entire church.

Aharoni, 2002).
Jewish converts to

Christianity probably perceived

this

community

of believers
extension of Judaism, the traditional religion of the
Jews. This probably explains their demand for gentile converts to be
as an

circumcised in order to be saved. But the

and elders, by the
clear distinction between

apostles

they managed the conflict, made a
Christianity and Judaism, perceiving Christianity as a universal
community, membership into which was open to all who profess
belief in the Lord Jesus. By perfectly managing the circumcision
controversy, the early church paved the way for conversion and
expansion. But if circumcision had been adopted as a condition for
membership, the Christian church could probably not have spread to
way

all the ends of the earth.

early church has thus left an example for all Christians of all
generations and locations to adopt discourse as a tool for conflict
resolution. High-handedness from any segment of the church in the
stations, parishes or dioceses may not be fruitful in resolving conflicts,
but can be counter-productive. The unity in diversity with which the
church in different locations is endowed has to be maintained by
adopting a dialogical approach to conflicts, and as Pope John XXIII
(1963) says, by recognizing and respecting the rights of each
individual. The practice of culture of peace through discourse is one
that has to be handed down to posterity through appropriate
The

catechesis.
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