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Engage Conflict Well 
 
Our societies devote vast resources and pursue disciplined training in preparing for 
war. What if we were prepared and disciplined in preparing ourselves to engage one 
another constructively in the search for peace? 
Preparation is a critical element in our ability to be peacebuilders. More than 
technique, this is about preparing our being, opening our hearts and spirits to the 
person or group we are in conflict with. There are 4 elements of preparation. 
 
Create a well not a wall 
Create in yourself an openness to conflict as part of God’s creation, as an 
opportunity for growth and revelation. In many ways conflict is neutral, its how we 
handle it that will make it a positive or negative experience. The usual attitude that 
conflict is negative and destructive generates defensiveness, fear, and anxiety, 
causing us to erect a wall that we fight to maintain or hide behind. But we can 
choose to create a well rather than a wall. We do this by seeing conflict as natural 
and necessary part of a creation that is relational and diverse. Conflict can be a time 
of discovery and a catalyst for growth, learning and positive change in our 
relationships, our society and ourselves. To transform conflict in this positive way we 
must be prepared with a positive attitude. Creating a well in the midst of a conflict is 
a challenge that involves risk, hard work and time.  
 
Allow the Well to Fill 
Open your heart and mind to God’s love, reducing your anxiety and drawing you 
towards reconciliation and being a reconciler. It’s fundamental to our faith that God 
is love and that all of creation is related to God. We need to work on living out of 
that abundant love not out of scarcity or anxiety. It means experiencing to 
generative power of forgiveness. Through relational engagement everything can 
become new. This is the inner work of conflict transformation. 
 
Be Well Prepared 
Be prepared to listen for new understandings, speak the truth in love, use your 
imagination and be forgiving. Listening speaks to one of our deepest needs—to be 
understood—and it creates the possibility of learning and being changed. The heart 
of good listening is honesty, genuine curiosity and caring. Speaking the truth in love 
means focusing on giving specific information about our needs, emotions and the 
impact of the situation on us; not on blaming, mind reading, or demanding. Using 
our imaginations releases creativity an opens our minds and hearts to the leading of 
the spirit, which can carry us to ideas and places we never dreamed possible. We 
may need to work on letting go of assumptions and positions even and even of our 
desire to control the outcome or the solution. Being forgiving involves freely 
choosing to release one who has harmed us from the bondage of guilt, giving up 
feelings of ill will and surrendering any attempt at revenge. This clears the way for 
reconciliation and restoration of relationship. 
In my experience of training people in conflict skills and in countless interventions an 
individual’s capacity in these areas has a tremendous impact on the direction and 
the outcome of the conflict. Even if only one person in the conflict has these skills. 
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Be Well 
Accept forgiveness and healing so that you can be a mediation presence in the 
conflict. If we understand holiness to be wholeness, wellness, shalom, we need to be 
able to bring healing and forgiveness to others. Drawing from our own well we can 
each be a well and bring wellness to others as a mediating presence that brings 
people together, helps create safe space for dialogue, encourages the telling of 
stories, acknowledges emotions and helps people resolve their own conflict, healing 
themselves and reconciling with each other. We can do this even when we are 
parties involved in the conflict when we cannot be mediators or facilitators. We then 
can be freed from believing that we can or should be the fixer, the healer, or the 
saviour. 
Preparation for conflict is a life-long process and such preparation is critical for the 
moment of crisis. The better prepared we are the better chance we will have of 
living out of the overflow of our well. If we are well prepared however we may be 
able to break free of tendencies to fight or flee and enter a process characterised by 
non-violence, healing, community and new creation. 
 
Engaging others in Conflict Transformation 
 
Create a common well together 
In conflict process is as important as the outcome- often more important where 
relations are at stake. Work with others to design a process. Everyone needs to feel 
valued and treated fairly. Generally, people can live with a decision they may not 
prefer if they have had a voice in that decision or resolution. 
In Matt. 18:15—17 Jesus taught His disciples to follow this process. 
Here he ensures that the parties have been in direct communication. This approach 
helps to prevent others and us from being dragged into the conflict. We can however 
coach and encourage the parties in this direction communication just as we have 
prepared ourselves. If direct communications fail then we move to being a witness 
or mediating presence and to developing a collaborative process. Only when this 
fails do we consider that others should resolve the conflict.  
Good conflict transformation begins with giving all key players a role in analysing the 
conflict and designing a process to transform it. Good process means being clear 
about purpose, agenda, timing and how decisions will be made and providing 
opportunities for all parties to be heard.  
 
Share the Well 
Create a relational process that clarifies how everyone will be treated in the process. 
An agreement that will bind people together, recognising boundaries of behaviour 
and attitude but also recognising common vision and the value of all participants. 
This is much more than rules for conduct for behaviour. 
 
Drink Deeply Together 
Elicit stories positive as well as negative. Moments and highlights, dreams, disasters 
and the preferred future. Designing good questions that allow people to open up 
and remember. Too often conflict stunts creativity and memory in a way that only 



 3 

the bad and negative can be remembered. These stories can generate energy, and 
freedom and to express hope for the future. Sharing these stories can reveal shared 
values among diverse peoples. 
This process can be started in response to questions, handled individually or in pairs 
or in larger groups. People need to be given the opportunity to talk. If speaking out is 
difficult then the facilitator must design a process to enable those people to 
participate fully. 
 
Let it Flow 
At some point in the process people will name the problem and tell of the harm this 
has done to them. Keep focusing on the harm and avoid if possible establishing 
blame or guilt. A focus on the harm rather than blame will help people towards 
accountability healing and restoration of relationship. Move forward but slowly. 
Recognise quiet people. Restrict big talkers if necessary. 
Here we might use a circle process or a conflict spectrum. At all times be creative 
and relational. 
 
Be well together. 
Be prayerful, persistent and patient. Healing of relationships is a communal act. We 
can only be truly well if we are well together. 
This is a spiritual work, be patient, let the new be born and the old ways to die. 
 
In his Letters to a Young Poet, Rainer Rilke says: ‘Be patient toward all that is 
unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves like locked rooms 
and like books written in a foreign tongue. Do not now seek the answer, which 
cannot be given you because you would not be able to live them. And the point is to 
live them like the questions now.’  
 
 
If you are wise therefore you will show yourself a reservoir and not a channel. For a 
channel pours out as fast as it takes in; but a reservoir waits till it is full before it 
overflows, and so communicates its surplus… We have all too few reservoirs in the 
church at present; through we have channels in plenty…. 
They (channels) desire to pour out when they themselves are not yet empowered; 
they are readier to speak than to listen, eager to teach that which they do not know, 
and most anxious to exercise authority on others, although they have not learned to 
rule themselves…. Be filled thyself then, but discreetly, mind, pour out thy 
fullness…Out of thy fullness help me if thy canst; and if not spare thyself. 
Bernard of Clairvaux  
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