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The few reflections that follow are not intended to establish exactly where 
or how the Christian should engage in conflicts, but simply to emphasize 
that conflicts have a religious meaning. Even though they are located in 
activities apparently foreign to the religious domain, and they seem to be 
opposed to the union brought about by charity, differences can bring us to 
recognize others and thus open us to a humble but real path towards the 
reconciliation begun in Jesus Christ. A tacit encounter of the Lord, this 
recognition drives us to discover more honestly the peace which we have the 
audacity to profess before people who, like us, seek it, among the tensions 
and fears in which we, like them, participate.1

This statement by Michel de Certeau on the religious meaning of conflict 
puts the stakes for my contribution to this volume very high, proposing to 
argue that conflict can lead to a real encounter with the other, the stranger, 
the enemy—and with God, in de Certeau’s words, to an “interpellation of 
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God.”2 For de Certeau, conflict “provides the necessary crucible through 
which, by acknowledging a diversity of viewpoints, a deeper understand-
ing of reality is possible.”3

This latter claim we shall indeed test out by asking, firstly, why 
Christianity is so reluctant to acknowledge its own history of conflict and 
dissent—in other words, what causes the gap between aspirations and real-
ity? Secondly, we look for lessons from the Lutheran Reformation: How 
have conflicts been handled and what were the outcomes? Thirdly, we 
delineate an alternative notion of unity and investigate one of the herme-
neutical tools developed in line with it. It is a tool that incorporates dissent 
and difference, the so-called ‘differentiated consensus’ applied in ecumen-
ical dialogues. Fourthly, we sketch the possible alternative function and 
theological impact of conflict and dissent and conclude by pointing to the 
‘third way of conflict’.

“That They All May Be One”—The Gap Between 
Aspirations and Reality

At first sight, it seems counterintuitive to speak about conflict and dissent 
in the context of ecumenical dialogue since such dialogue is usually associ-
ated with bringing about reconciliation and unity. However, conflict issues 
are a daily reality for ecumenism. “That they all may be one” (Jn 17:21) is 
a prayer by Jesus, not the statement of a fact. Even the New Testament 
reports contentious positions. Just think of the quarrel between Peter and 
Paul,4 a conflict we recognize today as inevitable, yet which was neverthe-
less a hard and nasty one. Given the controversial stories of Jesus in the 
gospels,5 one must even acknowledge with Boston New Testament scholar 
Richard Horsley that, “[t]he intensity and variety of conflict that runs 
through the gospel tradition is overwhelming. Most obvious, perhaps, is 
the conflict between rich and poor or between the rulers and the people”.6 
These conflicts are more often than not related to the content of Jesus’ 
message of the Kingdom of God. Nevertheless, it is a deplorable reality 
that Christians have rather preached peace and non-conflict than actually 
practiced them. Conflicts were a fact from the very beginning.

Given that conflict, contestation, and dissent are no ‘extraordinary’ 
phenomena, the question is rather why the Christian legacy of conflict is 
neglected or suppressed despite more than 2000 years of church history 
full of such conflict and contestation. Why do Christians broaden the gap 
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between their aspirations and the actual reality? To answer this question, 
we must take a closer look at our standards of evaluation and ask what 
conflicts can actually mean in the life of a community. Is it a foregone 
conclusion that they are negative?

A positive appreciation of conflict as an agonal principle that fosters the 
life of society finds an early and actually quite amusing expression in 
Immanuel Kant. In his essay entitled Idea for a Universal History with a 
Cosmopolitan Purpose dating from 1784,7 Kant states more or less the fol-
lowing. Conflict is not an amiable thing, but without it, with people lead-
ing an Arcadian philandering life, full of perfect concord, self-sufficiency, 
and mutual love, all talents would forever remain hidden in their germs. 
Human beings, gentle as the sheep they feed, would hardly give their exis-
tence any higher value than their sheep do. Conflict awakens the powers 
of human beings and helps them overcome their tendency to laziness. 
Thanks to conflict society thrives.

According to Christian standards of evaluation, however, conflict is 
something that should not exist. It seems like a disruption of normal life, 
like a disease in the social body. Conflicts are morally reprehensible. Were 
we but more peaceful, agreeable, and accommodating, conflicts could be 
avoided. Theologically, these standards of evaluation have an uncontested 
plausibility: peace is better than conflict; every conflict endangers unity, 
indeed already is the beginning and expression of lost unity. Given these 
ideal standards, the negative evaluation of conflict is quite understandable 
and it takes some effort to rethink this.

This applies all the more to conflicts in the church. Precisely in the reli-
gious realm, where people quarrel over existential questions and where 
often decisions of conscience confront each other, conflicts break out in a 
particularly harsh and irreconcilable way. It is difficult to see how this 
could be otherwise. Yet, Christianity is committed to a message of recon-
ciliation and peace. Conflict and dissent appear to be un-Christian. Must, 
therefore, not everything be done to avoid or suppress conflict rather than 
to resolve it?

This view, in turn, has had a lasting influence on the attitude to conflicts 
and the approach to conflict resolution. The inevitability of conflicts has 
never been openly faced by the church. Conflicts were tabooed and rele-
gated to the moral side-lines. The standards of evaluation just mentioned 
have the disastrous effect that, generally speaking, ecclesial authorities use 
their authority to suppress conflict for the sake of unity.
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What is the default trajectory that follows after dissent and contesta-
tion? The main method applied is to personalize the conflicts. The just-
described attitude to conflict and dissent, which need not be denied its 
well-meaning intent, has prevented more sensible methods of conflict 
management from being developed. A personalized conflict does not 
appear as an expression of conflicting factual issues but as the malice or 
stupidity of individuals. People are easier to tackle than factual problems. 
They can be morally or even canonically condemned; they can be made to 
obey. Such a conflict resolution works whenever, for the sake of obedience 
and unity, the factual problems are put aside. One does not solve them by 
silencing the one who voices them; but one does preserve unity—or rather 
a façade of unity.

Yet, what happens, if the person cannot be made to obey or silenced, 
perhaps precisely for reasons of conscience? What if the conflict breaks out 
openly and continues? Well, firstly, such a situation is embarrassing for the 
church and its authorities, because there should be no conflicts in the 
church. Secondly, it is a moral problem, because those causing the stir-up 
are disobedient, stubborn, quarrelsome, unwise, or unforgiving. The mor-
alized and personalized conflict slops over into the realm of guilt and sin. 
Moreover, a notion of unity, which does not allow any inner contradic-
tions, takes its toll. In a mechanism, that has been tried and tested a thou-
sand times, the troublemakers are expelled, if they do not submit. The 
heretics or schismatics, as they are now called, are excommunicated. With 
the person, one hopes, as it were, to also get rid of the personalized con-
flict. Inner unity may have been preserved or restored, but the tension has 
migrated to the outside, and the substance of the conflict remains. It accu-
mulates again to trigger the same mechanisms once more. In short, a 
‘Reformation’ happens.

Lessons to Be Learned from the Lutheran 
Reformation and Its Aftermath

This ideal of unity and peace with its mechanisms of personalization leads 
with inherent inevitability to repression and division. Historically speak-
ing, it led, for example, to what we know as the Lutheran Reformation. 
Then conflict was blazing up on different levels in theology, church, and 
state governance, as well as society at large. In the realm of theology, 
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Luther’s existential question ‘How do I get a gracious God?’ played a 
prominent role in triggering dissent in soteriology and spilled over to 
other areas like ecclesiology. The hierarchical and political level, in other 
words, the pope, the Roman curia, and the emperor, saw Luther’s protest 
as a case of insubordination to their authority—perhaps with the sole 
exception of Pope Hadrian VI, who in his message to the Diet of 
Nuremberg in 1522 acknowledged the shortcomings of the authorities of 
the Catholic Church. His nuncio Francesco Chieregati spoke on behalf of 
the pope about “the abominations, the abuses [...] and the lies” of which 
the “Roman court” of the time was guilty and called them a “deep-rooted 
and extensive […] sickness,” extending “from the top to the members 
[…] Each of us must examine [their conscience] with respect to what they 
have fallen into and examine themselves even more rigorously than God 
will do on the day of His wrath.”8 On the societal level, public opinion was 
incited by the pamphlets of the reformers. In the course of time this 
resulted in physical aggression and religiously, but also economically and 
politically, instigated violence and warfare. In 1525, horrified by the 
Peasants’ War, Luther wrote his piece Against the Murderous, Thieving 
Hordes of Peasants.9

The Reformation was followed, in the period between the Peace of 
Augsburg in 1555 and the end of the Thirty Years’ War in 1648, by the 
long-term development and consolidation of diverging denominational 
identities. This period is usually called Counter-Reformation or Catholic 
Reform. As the Catholic church historian Hubert Jedin explains, “Catholic 
Reform is the church’s remembrance of the catholic ideal of life through 
inner renewal, [whereas] Counter-Reformation is the self-assertion of the 
church in the struggle against Protestantism”.10 Paying attention to the 
similarities in the Lutheran, Reformed, and Catholic developing identities, 
the German historian Ernst Walter Zeeden labeled this same period as 
‘confession-building’. He defined this as “the spiritual and organizational 
consolidation of the various Christian confessions that had been diverging 
since the religious split into more or less coherent ecclesiastical systems 
with respect to their dogma, constitution, and form of religious and moral 
life.”11 As an expert on comparative history, Heinz Schilling argued in 
favor of yet another term:

[…] we should speak of ‘Catholic confessionalisation’, ‘Lutheran confes-
sionalisation’, and ‘Reformed or Calvinist confessionalisation’. By using lin-
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guistically parallel terminology it becomes clearer that these are three 
processes running parallel to each other and that the concept of confession-
alisation includes an over-arching political, social, and cultural change. This 
stimulates the comparisons necessary for furthering knowledge. It reveals 
both the functional and developmental historical similarities, and the theo-
logical, spiritual, and other differences between the three varieties of 
confessionalisation.12

This issue is by no means only a question of terminology. It rather 
denotes a sociological, psychological, and theological development of 
coherent ecclesiastical systems with their own identities. Identity refers to 
the distinguishing characteristics of an entity. In the case of a group, it 
answers the question ‘Who are we?’ and helps to distinguish between an 
in-group and an out-group.13 Different denominational identity markers 
were developed as boundaries during the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies. They also served to tighten the internal bonds of the in-groups and 
the growth of distinct ecclesial identities. At the end of this process of 
confessionalization ecclesial identities based on contradicting each other 
had been established. Each of them had become a new delimited commu-
nity. Although there were attempts at reconciliation at the time, the differ-
ences and contradictions prevailed and ecclesial unity in the West was lost.

Yet historical experience also teaches us something else, namely that 
despite all antagonisms and even in the divisions and beyond them, there 
can be something like ‘unity’, even where the bonds of external unity have 
been broken. This opens up the way to a new approach to cope with these 
contradictions of identities. Today’s Christianity, with its hundreds of 
denominations and ecclesial traditions, practically all of which have arisen 
in conflict and are based on differences and contradictions, has neverthe-
less been able to develop something like a consciousness of unity beyond 
all separations, even where the differences are regarded as irrevocable. 
There is a unity and communion of those who, despite all other differ-
ences, love the same Lord, read the same Holy Scriptures, and profess the 
same Creed.14 This unity is not only a beautiful dream for the future but 
an ecumenical reality of today, a reality, however, which has its existence in 
a certain awareness. It is the awareness of unity in spite of and across exist-
ing and continuing disagreements.
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The Ecumenical Endeavor: Overcoming 
the Contradiction of Identities

This leads us in a new direction when we try to understand what unity 
actually means and, related to this, what conflict can mean in the life of the 
church. Unity no longer appears as the result of avoided conflicts and 
eliminated differences, but as a force that unites the conflicting parties 
across their differences. This idea of unity that proves itself precisely in 
embracing differences and enduring conflicts is actually not new. In the 
Christian context, it can be traced back to church fathers like Basil of 
Caesarea.15 It stands in direct opposition to monolithic unity. What a 
monolithic notion of unity is can be illustrated by considering the word 
‘un-ity.’ It contains the Latin word for ‘one,’ unus. In an arithmetical 
understanding unity tends to allow only one thing, one-ness. Two-ness 
would already be disunity. Such a model of unity has been for quite some 
time (and still is in some areas) the ideal of the unity of the Catholic 
Church. The ecclesia militans, which is the church in this world, is sup-
posed to have the unity of a disciplined army. Sociologically, this model of 
unity is called that of a total institution,16 ‘total’ because not only external 
discipline is required, but also the internal discipline of conscience, 
thought, and opinion. Everything needs to be streamlined. Yet, as we have 
already seen, in Christianity this is an illusion; it always has been.

Therefore, it is necessary to develop a different way of conceiving of 
unity, one that does not stop at the simple number ‘one’, at singularity, 
monotony, and uniformity but understands unity as a force that brings the 
many together and holds them together beyond the opposites, indeed that 
connects the opposites with each other. The traditional term for this is: 
comm-un-ion. Communion is the way in which people know that they 
belong together in serving one common end, beyond all possible factual 
differences. Where there is communion, opposites and differences are 
included, not in order to suppress or hide them, but out of greater strength 
and freedom. There are forms of unity that only prove themselves in the 
case of conflict and which we, therefore, value more highly than any 
uncontested unity, although by default our theoretical thinking about the 
relationship between conflict and unity points in a different direction.

More concretely, this means that (1) a new (or rather old but forgot-
ten) understanding of unity is necessary, that (2) the positive and creative 
significance of conflicts in the life of the church is to be recognized, and 
that (3) a changed style of dealing with differences is to be developed, 
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which would concern both the standards of evaluation and the framework 
conditions for dealing with conflicts. Let us first look at the changed style 
of dealing with differences.

On the basis of the revised notion of unity described above, the modern 
ecumenical movement functions as a laboratory for devising innovative 
hermeneutical instruments. These instruments are designed for coping 
with controversy and conflict as well as for enhancing unity. Particularly 
the so-called ‘differentiated’ or ‘differentiating consensus,’17 a hermeneu-
tical tool developed by the International Lutheran-Roman Catholic 
Dialogue (since 1967) and for the first time fully fleshed out in the Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ)18 in 1999, merits closer 
analysis as an instrument to manage conflict and to harvest from dissent. 
To date, this hermeneutic device has been applied in several national19 and 
international20 bilateral dialogues.

However, there are certain prerequisites that need to be in place before 
it can be applied: firstly, one needs to be able to distinguish between con-
tent and linguistic formulation to separate real from alleged contradic-
tions. For, sometimes sentences that contradict each other on the linguistic 
level do not do so on the content level. Secondly, since doctrinal state-
ments gain their specific meaning through the particular place which they 
occupy in the whole of a doctrinal system that has a certain structure, their 
specific place in the whole system must always be taken into account, when 
they are compared with propositions of other doctrinal systems. In this 
way, propositions that are contradictory on a surface level in many cases do 
not contradict each other in such a more comprehensive view.

A differentiated consensus explicitly includes differences. For one can 
only refer to what is common if one can distinguish between what is com-
mon and what is different. In order to integrate the differences, each dif-
ferentiated consensus consists of two consensus statements. It states that 
“(1) full agreement has been reached in dialogue on whatever belongs to 
the essence of a particular statement of faith, and (2) agreement has also 
been reached that the remaining differences with regard to the statement 
of faith concerned are not only legitimate but also meaningful and do not 
call into question the full agreement on the essential aspect.”21 The second 
series of statements thus takes account of legitimate denomination-specific 
differentiations, which are permissible because they do not fundamentally 
call into question the consensus on the statement of faith. The prerequi-
site for the differences not endangering the consensus is that they can be 
related to each other in this second series of statements. This is indicated 
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by linguistic markers within the respective series of statements, which can, 
for instance, be typified on the basis of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine 
of Justification: The statement “According to Lutheran understanding...” 
is marked as a continuing difference by the statement, “According to 
Catholic understanding, however....” Yet, the differences are not only 
stated but positively related to each other: on the Lutheran side, the expla-
nation follows “when Lutherans emphasize … they do not deny…”; on 
the Catholic side, the explanation is “when Catholics emphasize … they 
do not deny….”22 In a bilateral text, therefore, both sides must know 
exactly what the other side sees differently on the respective points; and 
above all, both partners must also agree on the assessment of the 
differences.

This is the task of the two churches involved. Only once both sides can 
say that the differences are not church-dividing, i.e., that they do not can-
cel out what is said in common and that what is common is sufficiently 
extensive, one can really speak of a differentiating consensus. In this sense, 
the Joint Declaration asserts “that a consensus in basic truths of the doc-
trine of justification exists between Lutherans and Catholics” (§ 40). 
Whether two theologians, who relate the two doctrinal systems to each 
other and weigh their differences, assess the weight of their church-
dividing impact differently does not matter. It only counts whether their 
arguments convince those responsible for doctrine in the churches con-
cerned—regardless of whether a special teaching office or the community 
of believers as a whole is charged with this task. What is needed, are acts of 
judgment that determine whether a differentiating consensus does or does 
not exist. These acts of judgment refer to the results of theological research 
and ecumenical dialogue, but cannot be completely derived from them. 
They are embedded in the context of life and encounter between the 
churches. The arguments for a differentiating consensus may be as good 
as they can be, but if the experiences people in the two churches have with 
each other are bad, or if fears for identity or certain interests suggest 
demarcations, then a consensus found in dialogue will not be confirmed. 
Then one has to wait until the time comes for reception and assent. Such 
assent is ultimately not only a question of theological arguments and expe-
rience with one another but a spiritual judgment.23

The method of differentiating consensus is more than just the compari-
son of different doctrines; most importantly, it is not indifferent to the 
truth claims of doctrines. If it is labeled as “a consensus despite differences 
that still exist,” the conception is not adequately understood, because the 
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differences which that form of consensus integrates are not confessional 
residues, embarrassing to come across; rather, they are differences that can 
be affirmed because it has been shown in the dialogues that what is com-
mon to different ecclesial traditions allows for these differences.

Neither is the method of differentiating consensus about compromise, 
as is often claimed. Rather, its statements are intended to express the com-
mon ground on which both dialogue partners agree. The common ele-
ment, however, is not the linguistic formulation, but what it points to, i.e., 
“the content.” This “content,” however, is not a pre-linguistic entity in 
itself. It is not just an agreement “in principle,” beyond any linguistic 
statement. It is precisely the problem of ecumenical consensus documents 
that they claim agreement “in substance,” although this substance has so 
far always been expressed in mutually exclusive denominationally coined 
terminology. Thus, the point is something other than compromise, namely 
to show that different perspectives on “the content” actually meet “the 
same content” and that the different perspectives are not mutually exclu-
sive, even if one can only take one perspective at a time.

Theological Interpretation of Conflict and Dissent: 
An Attempt

Given what has been said so far, a new understanding of conflict should 
replace the prevailing moralizing view. Conflict is not primarily a shameful 
weakness in the realm of morality—which admittedly it can be—but a 
creative force and a means to improve the things that have caused dissent. 
The creative aspect can be summarized as ‘where there is life, there is ten-
sion; life exists only in opposites.’ In the 1920s, Romano Guardini devel-
oped his philosophy of life as a philosophy of opposition and conflict.24 
Unfortunately, his book Der Gegensatz. Versuche zu einer Philosophie des 
Lebendig-Konkreten received very little attention at the time. The claim 
that life itself works and operates in conflicts did not fit into the theologi-
cal landscape of a monolithic church of obedience. Around one hundred 
years later, a revised notion of conflict should come to prevail: If conflicts 
are an expression of opposing, conflicting ideas, then, whenever conflicts 
are allowed to come to the fore, they themselves are the way to overcome 
them. Yet, then, the conflicting ideas, not the persons in whom they 
became vocal, should be investigated since these ideas provide the key to 
interpreting the conflict and overcoming its causes. Conflicts keep a 
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community open to historical change, protecting it from one-sidedness. 
Moreover, the hallmark of a free and thriving community is conflict that is 
allowed and carried out, just as it is the hallmark of a humane society that 
it subjects the carrying out of conflict to certain rules—what the Germans 
call Streitkultur. The humanity and wisdom of a community can be 
assessed by its rules of conflict resolution. Here, peace and unity are not 
preached in a moralizing way nor are the conflicts suppressed in order to 
finally make the whole organism ill like unrecognized tumors do, but here 
they are brought into the movement of life as a tamed force.

This understanding explains why only the modern ecumenical move-
ment as a broad attempt at ‘concerted action’ yielded some success, 
although it so far did not achieve the goal of “visible unity.”25 It is clear 
that somewhere there must be a nameable point, a center, and a clear basis 
of unity. In the church, this is faith in the one Lord and the calling to pro-
claim the Gospel. This should actually be enough to sustain a community 
oriented towards this center.

Historical experience shows, however, that the criterion for acknowl-
edging unity is moving from the center further and further outwards to 
the peripheries. Faith in the Gospel becomes right thinking about the 
rightly understood Gospel, and out of this come thick textbooks, legal 
codes, administrative regulations, and ever more precise and detailed stip-
ulations. The criterion for unity moves to the details, to the periphery. In 
this regard, Vatican II’s notion of a “hierarchy of truths” becomes ecu-
menically pivotal.26 As we have seen, especially in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, the Catholic Church has been prone to judging diver-
sity and difference rather negatively and to giving preference to an abstract, 
monolithic notion of unity.27 It has been reluctant to perceive the unity of 
the Church in the communion of believers and in the power of cohesion 
sustained by them. It rather sought it in a uniformity that has been 
extended to the peripheries. Yet, the unity which is alive must always face 
the challenge of difference. It can only grow and prove itself in this con-
frontation. Unity can only be attained through exchange and contesta-
tion, even if this seems counterintuitive. Unity is a practice of life.

Simultaneously, the church (thus we!) needs to develop sufficiently fair 
and recognized rules of conflict resolution and a humane practice in treat-
ing all parties involved. And finally, despite a mentality that is prone to play 
up conflicts as a moral problem of individuals, we need to strive to assess 
them according to their factual reasons and their objective significance.
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If these points can be addressed sufficiently, conflict can indeed enable 
a true encounter with the other and, ultimately, with God—in the way 
Michel de Certeau insinuated. When doing so, Christians should adopt an 
attitude that Pope Francis once labeled “the third way” to deal with 
conflict:

Conflict cannot be ignored or concealed. It has to be faced. But if we remain 
trapped in conflict, we lose our perspective, our horizons shrink and reality 
itself begins to fall apart. In this midst of conflict, we lose our sense of the 
profound unity of reality. When conflict arises, some people simply look at it 
and go their way as if nothing happened; they wash their hands of it and get 
on with their lives. Others embrace it in such a way that they become its 
prisoners; they lose their bearings, project onto institutions their own confu-
sion and dissatisfaction and thus make unity impossible. But there is also a 
third way, and it is the best way to deal with conflict. It is the willingness to 
face conflict head on, to resolve it and to make it a link in the chain of a new 
process. ‘Blessed are the peacemakers!’ (Matt 5:9).28
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