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Biblical Reconciliation Teachings Applied to
the Women’s Ordination Conflict | BY BRUCE BOYD

T
he discussion on women’s ordination in a Sev-
enth-day Adventist context is not new. Theolo-
gians and other leaders have written papers and
published articles and books on the topic.1 The

issue has been addressed at various administrative levels
and official actions have been taken.2 Regardless, the issue
of women’s ordination continues to attract wide attention
in our discussions.  

While many hold strong positions on this issue,
inspired writings seem not to give it nearly as much direct
attention as some would wish. What if the Bible does not
provide the convincing theological traction needed in this

area for a decisive, universally accepted conclusion for the
worldwide Seventh-day Adventist Church? The Bible does
not always address our current issues with powerful,
unequivocal statements. And, regardless of how much
scholars and other leaders deny manipulating or bending
the text for their purposes, there is a strong temptation to
decide what is “best” and then find ingenious biblical sup-
ports for our decisions.

The 1995 Utrecht General Conference featured
debate and action on a motion to give world divisions
the right to decide whether or not to ordain women to
the pastoral ministry within their territories. Just weeks
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before that session, I was at Andrews University to
defend my doctor of ministry project on reconciliation
and conflict resolution. Immediately before my defense,
I was given a last-minute briefing that included counsel
to dodge any questions on women’s ordination from
one of my degree committee members who was coinci-
dentally scheduled to make a major presentation on
women’s ordination at Utrecht. I was advised something
to the effect that the issue of women’s ordination was a
theological matter and that my research was on a differ-
ent plane. 

I accepted and followed the advice, which was proba-
bly a helpful course to take in avoiding distraction dur-
ing my defense. However, biblical directions for
reconciliation and conflict resolution are certainly rele-
vant to the discussion on women’s ordination and to any
theological dispute, for that matter. This may be espe-
cially true where biblical illumination on an issue seems
less than crystal clear.

Gauging the Conflict
Consider the current intensity of our women’s ordination
dispute through the lens of Speed Leas’s five “Levels of
Conflict in the Church.”3 These levels move from simple,
easily resolved disagreements to complex, war-like disas-
ters. While there are a number of identifying characteris-
tics for each level, the two characteristics Leas considers to
be most significant are the objectives and the language of con-
flict participants.4

Synopsis of Conflict Levels
At Level I, the objective of conflict participants is to work
together to resolve the problem.5 The communication lan-
guage at this level is direct and clear. Participants do not
hide information from each other and they tend not to
slant information to their own advantage.

At Level II, the objective has moved to self-protection.
Participants are cautious as mutual trust decreases. Partici-
pants will speak with each other without much hesitation,
but their language becomes more guarded. It leans toward
generalizations and may include cloaked insults and jokes
with some sting.

At Level III, the objective becomes victory. “I am right,
you are wrong. I am good, you are bad. I must win, you will
lose.” The language is emotional and purposely misleading.
It is often laced with exaggeration or personal attack. At this

level, people begin grouping into loose factions. 
At Level IV, the objective is to punish, wound, or expel

opponents. Factions solidify and hope fades that oppo-
nents will change. The good of the subgroup is elevated
over the good of the whole. Antagonists detach from each
other, not communicating directly if they can avoid it.
Trust and mutual respect drain away. The language
appeals self-righteously to grand principles and tends to
ignore specific issues. Criticism of opponents’ positions is
usually coupled with personal attack. Level IV conflict can
result in the ejection of leaders, the exodus or expulsion of
factions, and the ending of major ministries. Outside inter-
vention is desirable.

At Level V, the objective and language focus on the de -
struction of the enemy. Outside intervention is imperative.

Conflicts are generally best resolved early and at the low-
est level possible. When a dispute reaches critical heights,
the level of the conflict needs to be reduced for healthy res-
olution to take place. As the level of respectful communica-
tion and mutual understanding is raised, restorative
conciliation becomes possible. This is much more likely to
happen where participants are keeping biblical peacemaking
teachings and applications running in their minds as a back-
drop to all other considerations. Being “right” is not neces-
sarily God’s way to righteousness or peace.

Estimate of Women’s Ordination Conflict Level
To what level has our women’s ordination dispute
arrived? It is not easy to identify conflict levels precisely
because conflicts do not always move through the levels
predictably and because of the somewhat porous bound-
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aries between levels. Also, there are sometimes
wide differences in attitude and approach
among conflict participants who are on the
“same side.” With that said, it appears that
denominationally the conflict is at a fairly
high Level III with some tilt toward Level IV. 

While most conflict participants still seem
to be at least somewhat willing to engage on
the specifics related to the ordination of
women, the language on both sides has taken
on the sound of Level IV. Participants appeal
strongly to eternal principles in support of
their positions. Those for immediate women’s
ordination speak of justice and basic human
rights. Those against the immediate ordina-
tion of women speak of God’s desire for
church unity and worldwide denominational
harmony. Only God knows whether these
appeals to grand principles are of the “self-
righteous” variety. 

Another Level IV element in the conflict is
the sentiment that nothing is likely to change
in the General Conference position and that
no amount of time spent in further study or
discussion will make much, if any, difference.
This position was voiced in discussions related
to the 2012 actions voted by four separate
union conference constituencies in favor of
ministerial ordination without regard to gen-
der.6 There has been talk that the “rebel” union
conferences, and presumably their leaders,
could be punished in some way. There has
also been talk about a need for a change of
General Conference leaders. 

On October 16, 2012, Seventh-day Adven-
tist world leaders attending the General Con-
ference Annual Council voted a response
statement to the ordination-related actions
taken by the union conference constituencies.
The Annual Council statement strongly disap-
proves of those actions and states that they are
not legitimate.7 It points out that planned cur-
rent and future theological studies and deliber-
ations are preparing the way for the world
church to deal with the issue of women’s ordi-
nation at the next General Conference ses-

sion.8 It urges the dissident union conferences
along with all other Seventh-day Adventist
organizations to carefully consider the implica-
tions and possible results of taking actions that
contradict standing decisions of the world
church at General Conference sessions.9 And,
it asserts that the world church in General
Conference session holds the highest adminis-
trative authority in the Seventh-day Adventist
Church.10 Significantly, the Annual Council
statement does not announce or call for any
punitive action toward the offending union
conferences. This blend may be an attempt by
world leaders to halt the conflict climb and
even to begin decreasing its intensity. 

Reconciliation and Conflict 
Resolution Basics
For the purposes of this work, conflict is “a differ-
ence in opin ion or purpose that frustrates some-
one’s goals or desires.”11

Conflict Opportunities
Most Christians associate conflict entirely
with sin, pain, and loss. This is unfortunate
because differences in purpose and opinion
that frustrate goals and desires frequently open
doorways to advancement and break throughs
in learning, planning, creativity, and healthy
relationships. When God is allowed to guide
the conflict resolution and reconciliation
process, conflicts can lead to extraordinary
blessing and spiritual growth (for examples,
consider Genesis 32–33; 2 Kings 6:8–23;
Daniel 1; Acts 6:1–7; 15:1–35). 

It would be helpful for Christians to see con-
flicts in a more positive light. Indeed, conflicts
provide Christians with definite openings to
glorify God (1 Cor. 10:31–11:1), minister to
opponents (Luke 6:27–31; Rom. 12:17–21), and
grow in Christlikeness (2 Cor. 12:7–10).12 When
conflicts are seen as potential opportunities for
good to be grasped under God’s guidance,
instead of hazards to be avoided or threats to be
attacked, there is much more likelihood of last-
ing resolution and growing goodwill. 
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Conflict Catalysts: Diversity, Misunderstanding, and Sin 
There are at least three major catalysts for human con-
flict.13 The first is our diversity, which stems from God’s
creation of this world. God’s amazing design specifies
that we multiply with a vast and growing variety.
Humans are exceptionally diverse in their personalities,
experiences, goals, methods, priorities, preconceptions,
beliefs, values, customs, traditions…Our differences and
preferences, many of which are neither right nor wrong,
add immeasurable richness to our human experience.
God’s breathtaking diversity in creation is a major ingre-
dient in most, if not all conflict.

Misunderstanding of words and intentions is a second
basic catalyst of most conflicts. With the complexities of
communication, it is surprising that there are not more
misunderstandings. During conflicts, miscommunication,
accidental or intentional, is so common that misunder-
standings ought to be expected. Perhaps this is why the
apostle James advises that we “be quick to hear, slow to
speak and slow to anger” (James 1:19 KJV). Focused listen-
ing and understanding skills are generally more helpful for
resolution and reconciliation than powerful logic or per-
suasive presentations. Noted Mennonite conflict consult-
ant David Augsburger underscores the power of careful
listening: “Being heard is so close to being loved that for
the average person they are almost indistinguishable.”14

This is especially true during times of conflict.
The third catalyst of human conflict is our basic selfish-

ness, which has continued and darkened since the sin of
our first ancestors. Jeremiah suggests that we can barely
begin to understand how deeply “deceitful” and “desper-
ately wicked” we are in our innermost selves (Jer. 17:9).15

The stories of nearly all Bible characters reveal them self-
ishly enmeshed in multiple conflicts, often with damaging
and even destructive results. Our sinfulness is like a deadly
gravity automatically pulling our conflicts toward disaster
(Rom. 3:23; 7:14–20). 

One of the common places our sinfulness exhibits itself
is in the demands we make during conflict. When our
desires, even good desires, become demands, they are usu-
ally selfish. (Unselfish demands are associated with
defending God’s reputation or protecting people who are
being mistreated.16) Significantly, it appears to be impossi-
ble to become angry unless one or more of our desires
have become covert or overt demands. Conflicts are
invariably rooted in demands that are often flagged by

words like “ought,” “must,” and “should.” Destructive con-
flicts are associated with this ordered sequence of verbs:
desire, demand, judge, punish.17 Martha’s unhappiness with
Mary (Luke 10:40–41) and Joab’s murder of Abner and
Amasa (2 Sam. 3:27; 20:10) are mild and extreme exam-
ples of this sequence. Layers of conflict demands can
mushroom and fill much of the space in our hearts, space
God asks us to reserve for a trusting friendship with him.18

In conflict settings, it would be best if most of our
demands could be returned to their earlier desire form and
examined.

Giving God standing “permission” to bring our basic
selfishness to mind during conflicts is helpful.

Our sinful tendency is to pin conflict blame to others.
Instead, Jesus instructs us to search for and remove logs
from our eyes so that we can see clearly enough to remove
specks from our opponents’ eyes (Matt. 7:3–5). Reconcilia-
tion and conflict resolution are much more likely to occur
when we take complete responsibility for our negative
attitudes and actions early.

Conflict Issues: Substantive and Interpersonal
Conflicts can orbit around substantive issues, interpersonal
issues, or both. Substantive issues, sometimes called mate-
rial issues, can be phrased as questions that need to be
answered before conflict resolution is possible. Among
other things, they can involve: principles (Paul and the
Galatians: Is a strict keeping of the law the pathway to salvation?);
applications (Participants in the Jerusalem Council: Do Gen-
tiles need to be circumcised in order to become Christians?); methods

(Moses and Zelophehad’s daughters: Where sons are absent,
may daughters inherit property in order to keep it in the family?); 
traditions (Jesus and the Pharisees: Is it permissible to eat food
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with unwashed hands?); facts (Aaron and Miriam
opposing Moses: Does God speak only through you or
does he speak through all three of us?); goals (Joseph’s
brothers at the pit: Shall we let Joseph go free or shall
we get rid of him?); or rights (the prodigal son’s
father and older brother: Is it fair to celebrate the
return of the prodigal son?). 

Interpersonal conflict issues are connected to
negative feelings and attitudes that conflict par-
ticipants have toward each other. These could
include various combinations of irritation,
embarrassment, fear, anger, jealousy, dislike, dis-
tain, disrespect, rejection, judgment, hatred,
prejudice…Interpersonal issues can flow from
participants’ beliefs that they have been mis-
treated, or from how participants imagine their
opponents are viewing them, evaluating them,
criticizing them, or planning to mistreat them.

In most conflicts, both interpersonal issues
and substantive issues are present. Where this
is the case, interpersonal issues almost always
must be dealt with first for a lasting positive
outcome.19 In other words, healthy interper-
sonal reconciliation is a prerequisite to whole-
some conflict resolution. This fact is of vital
importance!

Lost Sons
An excellent example is found in the story of
the lost sons of Luke 15. The repentant younger
son stumbles home with a genuine, heartfelt
confession and his father runs to offer complete
acceptance and forgiveness. Interpersonal issues
between them are dealt with and the substantive
issues will obviously be resolved. But later, in a
painful exchange between the father and his
older son, interpersonal issues remain unre-
solved. The older brother chooses to argue
angrily and bitterly about his rights while his
father pleads for interpersonal reconciliation.
We are left with no hint that the older brother
moves away from proving his self-righteous sub-
stantive positions to sincerely addressing the
interpersonal issues that separate him from his
brother and father. 

Christians in conflict too often mirror the

angry older son. Interpersonal issues are frequent-
ly ignored or denied while substantive issues get
most or all of the attention. This probably hap-
pens because interpersonal issues are considered
to be sinful. Many of us, including and perhaps
especially those with leadership positions, find it
difficult to take responsibility for our sinful con-
tributions to the conflict. We protect our reputa-
tions and become blind hypocrites. Interpersonal
issues are best dealt with before all other consid-
erations through prayerful, humble confession
(Prov. 28:13; Luke 15:17–21; James 5:16),
through careful, caring correction (Matt.
5:23–24; 18:15–20), and through the miraculous
gift of forgiveness (Matt. 18:21–35; Eph. 4:32). 

Overlooked Widows
When interpersonal issues have been dealt with,
the way is opened for careful, collaborative
negotiation between the reconciled parties. A
mutually agreeable and long-lasting resolution
of substantive issues becomes far easier to attain.
This is what happens in Acts 6:1–6, where the
Grecian Christian Jews are deeply offended by
the perceived and perhaps actual unfair treat-
ment of their widows by the Hebraic Christian
Jews. This conflict appears to be serious enough
to have split the early church. 

Fortunately, the overworked apostles, who
are probably considered to be members of the
Hebraic faction, refuse to ignore the conflict or
to be insulted. Instead they deal with it immedi-
ately, apparently listening respectfully and care-
fully without defending themselves. The
interpersonal issues are sorted out and the way
opens for resolving the substantive issue: What is
the best way to fairly and consistently meet the needs of
our widows? God inspires his leaders to propose a
creative new ministry method for doing his
work more effectively. Interestingly, in a huge
gesture of trust and goodwill by the Hebraic
Christian Jews, all seven members of the new
ministry team seem to come from the Grecian
faction, as is evidenced by their Greek names.
The seven are entrusted with the important task
of caring for all Christian widows. 
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Amazingly, there is unanimous approval from both
factions for this solution. Coming out of this conflict,
the church is wonderfully united, energized, and moti-
vated. And at this point, many priests, who have been
observing the new movement from the outside, are final-
ly convinced of its authenticity and join the increasing
flood of new believers.20

A Pauline Approach
It appears that the apostle Paul has the reconciliation of
interpersonal issues in mind when he writes these
instructions: 

Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved,
clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentle-
ness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive one anoth-
er if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as
the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love,
which binds them all together in perfect unity. Let the peace of
Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you
were called to peace. (Col. 3:12–15 NIV) 

Food Offered to Idols
Perhaps a strategy used by Paul in dealing with a conflict
over food offered to idols could inform us as we grapple
with our conflict over women’s ordination. Paul speaks
directly to the conflict over food offered to idols in 1
Corinthians 8 and 10:23–31, and he seems to have it in
mind along with other current areas of controversy in
Romans 14.21 The substantive issue in 1 Corinthians 8 and
10 asks: Is it permissible for faithful Christians to eat food that has
been offered to idols? 

We need to notice that the major emphasis of Paul’s
approach is on dealing with the interpersonal or relational
issues swirling around this conflict.22 His first objective is
that the believers embroiled in this conflict treat each other
with the utmost respect and care. Paul opens in 1 Corinthi-
ans 8 by observing that having knowledge (“having the
truth,” “being right”) can be problematic because it is so
often associated with arrogance and pride (verse 1). He fol-
lows this by reminding his readers that our fullest knowl-
edge is at best only partial (verse 2), implying that all
believers, perhaps especially those who consider them-
selves to be the most knowledgeable, need a large dose of
growing humility. 

In the related Romans 14 passage, Paul warns both
those who are opposed to eating food offered to idols,

etc., and their opponents who are comfortable eating
food offered to idols not to judge each other (verses 1
and 13). He strongly cautions those in the first group
not to be harsh or condemnatory, and those in the sec-
ond group not to be contemptuous or condescending
(verses 3 and 10). Further, he warns both sides to treat
the other as family (“brothers”), remembering that God
is the only judge and that God will ultimately evaluate
each conflict participant by his divine relationship crite-
ria (verse 10). Speaking to both groups, Paul admonish-
es, “Therefore let us not judge one another anymore, but
rather determine this—not to put an obstacle or a stum-
bling block in a brother’s way” (verse 13). He continues,
“We pursue the things which make for peace and the
building up of one another. Do not tear down the work
of God for the sake of food” (verses 19–20). 

In 1 Corinthians 10, Paul continues the discussion of
food offered to idols begun earlier in that book. In chap-
ter 8, Paul has clearly addressed the substantive issue by
stating his belief that there is absolutely no sound theo-
logical argument against eating food offered to idols in
places where believers do not consider it to be an act of
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worship (verses 4–8). Picking up on this in
chapter 10, he bridges back to the interper-
sonal issues when he declares, “All things are
lawful, but not all things are profitable. All
things are lawful, but not all things edify. Let
no one seek his own good, but that of his
neighbor” (verses 23–24). Paul’s conflict solu-
tion for those who have no guilt eating food
offered to idols is to eat it freely with unbe-
lievers and, presumably, with fellow Christians
of the same opinion (verses 25–27). At the
same time, he tells them to abstain from eating
it when they are with Christians who disagree
with them, because of their care and respect
for these fellow believers (verse 28, see also
8:4–13; Rom. 14:13–15).

Principles and Applications
Interestingly, Paul’s substantive position seems
to slant away from the action of the Jerusalem
Council (Acts 15:20), from warnings to the
churches in Pergamum and Thyatira (Rev.
2:14, 2:20), and perhaps from the stand of
Daniel in his conflict with Nebuchadnezzar
over the food Daniel was to eat (Dan. 1). It is
obvious that Paul does not believe his position
on food offered to idols is going against any
basic Christian principle, just as he does not
consider his position on circumcision to cut
across such a principle. To him, these are
clearly areas of application.23 The book of Acts
and Paul’s own writings make it clear that
many of his Christian contemporaries disagree
with him, considering these to be areas of
unchanging principle. 

To Paul, the wisest applications are flexible,
determined by various current factors. In the
area of circumcision, he is frequently dealing
with Christians who consider the practice nec-
essary for salvation. This belief goes contrary to
a universal Christian principle, and here Paul is
unequivocal, taking an unbending stand. Yet, in
spite of his very strong language on the topic in
Galatians and Philippians, Paul does not forbid
circumcision, which is an application issue when
it is not considered a means to salvation. In one

situation, perhaps to avoid criticism and distrac-
tion from his mission to share the gospel, Paul
has Timothy circumcised (Acts 16:3). 

As we have seen in the area of food offered
to idols, Paul advocates a split application prac-
tice.24 Where people feel that eating food
offered to idols is an act of false worship, he
states that it should not be eaten. In other
places where people do not consider eating
food offered to idols to be an act of worship in
any way, Paul advises that it ought to be eaten
thankfully without questions (1 Cor. 10:25–30).
He concludes this section with the well-known
admonition: “Whether, then, you eat or drink
or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.
Give no offense either to Jews or to Greeks or
to the church of God just as I also please all
men in all things, not seeking my own profit
but the profit of the many, so that they may be
saved. Be imitators of me, just as I also am of
Christ” (verses 31–11:1).

Toward Resolution
Is it right for the Seventh-day Adventist Church
to ordain women to the pastoral ministry?
When we are ready to deal with this substantive
issue, we need to consider some related ques-
tions. Is this conflict directly over principle and
not application? If principle, which principle or
principles? Are some principles subordinate to
other principles? Or, is this conflict over the
application of principle? If this is an application
issue, what approach do the times call for? Con-
sider the fact that during his life Paul does not
seem to think it is the right time to proclaim
freedom for slaves (Eph. 6:5–9), even though he
pens the ringing words of Galatians 3:28. What
is currently the best application approach to fur-
ther the gospel in the various situations in our
world field? Does the application need to be the
same in every area for every member of our
world church? We have seen that there is little,
if any, record of Paul taking a universal
approach to application situations.

So, is it right for the Seventh-day Adven-
tist Church to ordain women to the pastoral
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ministry? Before and while we answer this question, we
could deal with our interpersonal issues. We could
allow God’s Holy Spirit to remind us that we are family,
and that those ties are of exceptional importance to him
and to us. As continual recipients of our Father’s
unselfish kindness and love, we could let the Holy Spir-
it empower us to respond in kind with supreme love to
God and unselfish care for each other. We could ask
God to help us see the multiple logs in our eyes before
we go after specks. We could repent of and confess
uncaring attitudes, demands, and attack words or
actions. We could climb down from the soapboxes we
love and better learn to listen carefully and caringly to
each other. We could give each other the benefit of the
doubt and bathe all of our exchanges with a genuine
and growing respect. We could gently confront those
we consider to be in error, knowing that we might be
wrong because we are fallible. We could accept God’s
miraculous gift of forgiveness and let him teach us to
forgive others as we wish him to forgive us. We could
be optimistic and expectant during all conflicts, includ-
ing this one, because, while conflicts are often painful,
they are opportunities for our Father to teach us things
of importance and to grow us in delightful ways to be
the people he has designed us to be.  ■
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