Reece Frith 9— 8 — 26

“Conflicted in Conflict”
Judges 7-8:1-3

| thought | would begin this morning with a news item from several years ago
when the movie The Passion of the Christ came out.

Couple arrested after 'Passion’ fight

Associated Press March 18 2004

STATESBORO, Ga. - A couple who got into a dispute over a theological
point after watching "The Passion of the Christ" were arrested after the
argument turned violent.

The two left the movie theatre debating whether God the Father in the
Holy Trinity was human or symbolic, and the argument heated up when
they got home, Melissa Davidson said.

"It was the dumbest thing we've ever done," she said.

Davidson, 34, and her husband, Sean Davidson, 33, were charged with
simple battery on March 11 after the two called police on each other.
They were released on $1,000 bail.

According to a police report, Melissa Davidson suffered injuries on her
arm and face, while her husband had a scissors stab wound on his hand
and his shirt was ripped off.

He also allegedly punched a hole in a wall.

Gene McDaniel, chief sheriff's deputy stated:

"Really, it was kind of a pitiful thing, to go to a movie like that and fight
about it. | think they missed the point." ?

So hands up if that resembles the most recent theological discussion you’ve
had?©

That’s one out of the box because | would hazard a guess that most conflicts
we encounter are of the verbal kind.

There are workplace conflicts.
A survey found that:
- A guarter of employees had a serious workplace disagreement or
argument at work every year that distracted or prevented them from
doing their job

L http://www.usatoday.com/life/people/2004-03-18-couple-fight-passion_x.htm



- Over 30% of these disputes last longer than a month, with the majority
triggering anger, stress, and lowered productivity

- the disagreements focused on how to perform tasks, followed by
policies/procedures not being followed, and working hours

- that distracted or prevented them from doing their job.

There are school yard or class room conflicts.

There a conflicts in the home.
Couples have a spat or a row.
A barney.

And of course there are... church conflicts.
The thing is, conflict is... inevitable but it doesn’t make it any easier.

So as a starting question (to think about) this morning,
“What do you feel and how do you act in conflict situations?”

Are you a run-a-mile type of person, or are you cool, calm and collected, or are
you a “let’s get it on ‘cause we don’t along”?
(If you’re not sure, ask someone who knows you well).

Who here are the run-a-miles?
Anyone here a cool, calm and collected person?
Are there any who look forward to it?

Also, when you sense that conflict is in the air, when you can see it on the
horizon or just over the hill, see if you identified with any of these:
- Anger
- Stress
- Anxious — you feel the churn in your stomach.
- Loss of focus on the task at hand — all you can think about is yeur
mpending-doom, | mean the impending conflict.
- Avoid contact or communication with the other party — you see the
person coming but you run the other way or hide.
- Reduced motivation — you slump at thought.

Like the man who was trying to prepare for a conversation with a very
intimidating person. He was talking about this with his wife and told her,
“You know, when | think about doing this, my palms get sweaty.”



About an hour later, unable to think of anything else, he said, “You know,
when | think about doing, this my mouth gets dry.”
Her advice to him: “Why don’t you just lick your palms?” 2

If you identified with any of these, you’re in good company.

It would not be normal if you relish conflict.
If you do, please see me afterwards.
We need to talk.

So that’s us personally.
My second question is this:
“How well do we handle conflict in our churches?”

Broadly speaking; here at Cromwell Presbyterian, we’re perfect, it’s all those
other churches ©.
Have a chat about that for a few moments.

What do you think: do we do it well or do poorly?

| think, most people would say poorly.
Because whether in our personal conflicts or church conflicts, what often
happens?

What can happen is the situation goes nuclear; DEFCON 1; code red; volcanic;
hammer and tongs; the knives come out and there’s blood on the floor
(figuratively speaking not literally). Assumptions are made and judgements are
passed.

And that’s where this passage comes in this morning and has all the markers
for an escalating conflict.

Things begin well though.

The Midianites and other invading tribes continually brings Israel to its knees.
There crops are destroyed, their life stock stolen and the people are driven out
of their homes and off their land.

Under God’s command and only with 300 men against tens of thousands,
Gideon launches a surprise attack.

God uses this and the invading armies are sent into an absolute panic.

2 John Ortberg, If You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2001),122.



Those who are left alive are pursued.
Ephraim are summoned to join the fray, which they do to great effect.

As a tribe Ephraim features a number of times in the book of Judges.

Ephraim already has a proud history of fighting against Israel’s enemies.

In the story of Ehud, the left handed judge who killed the obese Moabite king,
they came to fight against the Moabite invaders.

When Deborah was leading Israel, the Ephraimites fought against king Sisera
and his forces.

Gideon comes along, and the Lord has brought about a great victory... and
Ephraim are not initially invited to the party.

So the Ephraimites are peeved.

And we’re told that the Ephraimites criticised Gideon ‘sharply’.

Now, you can read the text in the English version and think that, well some
harsh words were spoken; some cutting things were said.

However the word ‘sharply’ in the Hebrew is far more specific — it means with
force, with intensity, with ferocity, with vehemence.

In other words, they got stuck in to Gideon.

They put the boot in.

They weren’t holding back.

They let Gideon know, in no uncertain terms, that they felt hacked off.
They gave him have both barrels.

So there was tension in the air.

It is a volatile. You have armed men of both sides quite able create a
bloodbath.

Where could Gideon have gone at this point?

Well I’'m sure there would have been a temptation for Gideon to respond in
kind.

Gideon could have said, “Who do you think you are???”

[Anyone ever felt like saying that? I've sure you haven’t ©).

“I am the one who the Lord chose to do this. I'm the Lord’s anointed.
You guys need to pull your heads in.

In fact, as far as I’'m concerned, you can go and get stuffed.”



And | don’t know about you, but when criticism comes your way, there is all
manner feeling and thoughts come to mind.

It may not be criticism of you personally; it may be your work, or it may be
your family or it may even be your faith.

And we in those moments will also be tempted to respond in kind.

And what generally happens from there?

The conflict goes to another level.

But what can learn from Gideon and this ancient but living text this morning?
What did he bring to the table?

This is the high point in Gideon’s story, | think.
He handles this situation brilliantly.
| mean, it could have gone south very quickly — but it doesn’t.

What Gideon brings is the ability to de-escalate.
Because you know what we often do in these moments, is we escalate.

We see this in our world:
if they swear at you, you punch them in the face;
If they pull a knife, you pull a gun;
If they send one of yours to the hospital, you send one of theirs to the
morgue;
If they burn down your house, you burn down their village.

Gideon he doesn’t ramp up the situation.
He de-escalates.

Do we find this de-escalating elsewhere in Scripture?
Does anyone know what Proverbs 15 verse 1 says?

“A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.”
The question then is, how do | do that?

“How do you de-escalate?”

How do you get to that ‘gentle answer’?
Have a chat about that one.

Well you know, there is no formula.



But one thing that Gideon did is he went to the good.

He found the positive in the tense moment (which in this case happened to
involve two decapitated heads).

He said, “Hey, look at this! Before we go any further, let’s remember the good
we’re fighting about. Look what God has done!”

The Midianites and the other collective tribes who have been an absolute
scourge on the land have been defeated, driven out and destroyed.

Those hiding in the hills and mountains can return to flocks and fields and farm
in peace.

So sometimes we forget the good in the situation; in becomes a slanging match
of two opinions that quickly escalates to personal attacks.
So Gideon goes to the good, and the good is what God what has done.

He also parks his ego.
Gideon says, “God gave Oreb and Zeeb , the Midianite leaders into your hands.
What was | able to do compared to you?”

So many conflict situations are inflamed by ego more than anything else.
We're counselled in 1 Peter 5:5:
“All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another...”

In Philippians Paul counsels Christians:
“Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another
in love.”?

There is something powerful in parking ones ego’s in tense situations.
It may be that some of have to learn new language consisting of the words “I’'m
sorry” and “You're right.”

You know, Cromwell Presbyterian here’s where I’'m up to on this:
| think the people in our workplaces, schools, homes, are desperately looking
for people who are able to de-escalate in those conflict situations.

It’s the same in our churches and in our church.

3 Ephesians 4:2



Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers for they will be called children of
God.”

I’'ve had to learn this.
I’m not a confrontational person but sometimes it comes to you.

In former life, a person came into my office and | could from their body
language they were ready to rumble.

The look in the eye and the tense body language.

They said, this and that and what was | going to do about it (and can’t
remember what it was about).

But | said, “I’'m really sorry about that. You're right. I'll get it sorted.”
And in that moment it like the person deflated; all the tension went out
of the situation and look in the eye was gone.

For some of us it may mean a process of unlearning.

Some of us have set style that hasn’t served us or our relationships and
friendships and churches well.

We need to learn the skill, the competence, the aptitude of de-escalation, for
the sake of relationships and the sake Christ’s Body whom he loves.

Let’s pray.



