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ABSTRACT 
 
This study sought to assess how congregants at Bindura Salvation Army Citadel understand conflict and conflict 
resolution methods. The study used a mixed method approach combining focus group discussions, in-depth interviews 
and congregant’s survey.  The study revealed that conflict was understood differently in church, understanding conflict 
as violence and conflict as misunderstandings. Major causes of church conflicts are doctrine differences, social and 
political in nature. The major conflict resolution used is counseling, mediation, negotiation and facilitation. 
Understanding of conflict and conflict resolutions differs on the basis of gender and level of education. The study 
recommended that conflict and conflict resolution be defined and understood in a way which encompasses views across 
both gender and education level. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
Church denominations in Zimbabwe affiliate to four main mother bodies namely the Evangelical Fellowship of 
Zimbabwe (EFZ), Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Catholic Bishops Conference (CBC) as well as the Union 
for the Development of Apostolic Churches in Zimbabwe (UDACIZA). The Salvation Army denomination in Zimbabwe 
belongs to the ZCC stable. The Bindura Citadel is among the 1200 congregations of The Salvation Army in 
Zimbabwe. 

The main purpose for the existence of the church is to provide an environment of peace, harmony and sound 
human development. Unresolved church conflicts result in church splits, civil litigation, divorce and a decrease in the 
number of church members. In a sample of 20 Bishops of churches under UDACIZA, Beta (2015) noted that greed, 
power hunger, doctrinal issues and lust constituted the highest percentages in causing church splits. These variables 
caused church splits when they remained unresolved. Unresolved church conflicts also affected church growth as 
some members left the church and new members avoided joining the church as a result. 

The church dealt with religious conflicts which related to issues of church doctrine violation. For example 
while the church teaches that its members should not indulge in alcohol, there was an increase in the number of 
members who were caught on the wrong side of this rule. As a result church leadership had to grapple with what 
course of action to take in order to deter future violators of such a rule. Other doctrinal violations creating conflict 
were issues such as the issue of living without sinning (holiness) and the functions of the Holy Spirit where members 
imitated other non Salvation Army teachings thereby threatening the perpetuation of this church’s doctrine to the next 
generation. There was an increase in number of members especially the youth who preferred adopting Pentecostal 
ways of praising and worshipping God such as making loud noises during church services. This created a conflict 
between the young and older generations. Cases of doctrinal violations were dealt with by the church disciplinary 
board whose members were drawn from the top and middle echelons of the church. 

Social conflicts caused by adultery by married people and fornication by the yet to be married was also 
another area of concern in the church. This created bad relationships between married women and single or divorced 
ladies in the church as mistrust between the two groups increased. Adultery created marital conflicts within the 
homes of the married church members. According to Butaumocho (2013), there were increasing cases of infidelity 
among   married   people including  those  that  occupied  leadership  positions  in  the  churches .   This  was  being  
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accelerated by the advent of the social networking era with platforms such as Whatsapp and Facebook used to 
promote illicit love affairs.  

Socio economic problems also caused tremendous conflicts within the church as congregants were divided 
according to economic grades. For example, some members avoided attending funerals of relatives of poor 
members of the church. This was the same case with weddings of church members of little means or their relatives 
which were not well attended compared to those of wealthy church members. Socio economic challenges also 
created marital conflicts in the marriages and families of church members as people were finding it very difficult to 
conduct normal lives without adequate financial resources. As a result, this increased the incidence of domestic 
violence cases as church members resorted to violence in their marriages and families due to frustration as ends 
failed to tie up financially.  

Another area of conflict was the issue of political affiliation where people belonged to different political parties 
but yet were members of the same church. In Mashonaland Central, there was one dominant political party and any 
person who was not actively participating in this party was a perceived member of other opposing political parties. In 
the church under study this conflict was common as church members engaged in political witch hunts thereby 
creating unnecessary squabbles among the congregants.  

The most common alternative dispute resolution methods used in this church were mediation and 
negotiation. According to Mellamed (2000), mediation is “assisted negotiation” and negotiation is “communications 
for agreement”. The main aim of all mediation and negotiation in the church was to find common ground among 
conflicting parties and to resolve such conflicts peacefully and without resorting to the use of litigation. It was the role 
of top and middle leadership to provide the said alternative dispute resolution solutions in all cases of both 
intrapersonal and interpersonal conflict. Cases of intrapersonal conflicts were assigned to selected individuals in 
leadership with training and experience in psychotherapy and doctrinal teachings. It would be easier for such trained 
and experienced mediators and counsellors to handle cases of conflict as these cases were sensitive and required 
expertise and skill which could only be acquired through training or experience. Any mishandling of conflicts would 
result in the acceleration of same thereby further compounding the problem. Matters related to marital conflicts were 
handled by elderly men and women in leadership who addressed them through men’s and women’s forums. 
Although women constituted the highest number of congregants in the church and they were mostly the victims of the 
conflicts as cited earlier, their participation in resolving these conflicts remained low. The magnitude of this low 
participation was what the researcher sought to ascertain through this study. The researcher was motivated to carry 
out this study among this group due mainly to the limited literature available on the nature of the problems and the 
perceived low participation of women in resolving church conflicts in Zimbabwe. 
 
1.1 Aim/Goal:  
 
The major aim and goal of this study was to have an in-depth understanding of what conflict and conflict resolution 
meant in churches. 
 
1.2 Objectives 
 

� To explore the understanding of conflict and conflict resolution 
� To identify the causes of conflicts in churches 
� To formulate a conflict resolution framework and model which resemble cultural and gender perspectives for 

African church members to use in promoting church unity. 
 
1.3 Research Questions 
 

� What is the meaning of conflict and conflict resolution? 
� What are the causes of conflicts in churches? 
� How can African Christians promote peace and unity in churches? 

 
 
2.0 METHODOLOGY 
 
The study used the descriptive survey design which incorporates the Case Study approach. This study was 
descriptive in nature. By handing out questionnaires, conducting interviews and focus group discussions, the study 
pursued the path of descriptive research.  
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2.1 Study Area 
 
Located in Bindura’s Chipadze high density suburb, the Salvation Army Bindura Citadel was established as a branch 
of the Salvation Army Zimbabwe Territory in 1931. The Salvation Army Bindura Citadel draws its membership from 
the medium and all the high density areas of Bindura namely Aerodrome, Chipindura, Chipadze, Chiwaridzo, 
Chiwaridzo Phases 1, 2 and 3 as well as Garikai. 
 
2.3 Population 
 
The population under study consists of about 600 congregants who include 2 ordained ministers of the ranks of 
major, who are in the top leadership, 125 lay leaders comprising of middle and junior leadership as well as 475 
ordinary members of the church. The church’s leadership titles are fashioned after military ranks. 
 
2.4 Sample and Sampling Technique 
 
The sample for this study was 126 comprising of 2 top leaders (for the two in-depth interviews), 24 participants from 
medium to lower leadership levels (for two focus group discussions) and 100 ordinary congregants (for participation 
in responding to questionnaires).  

In this study the researchers used stratified sampling to put respondents into categories, the simple random 
sampling technique to come up with participants for surveys using questionnaires and purposive sampling to identify 
participants for the two focus group discussions. Expert sampling (a type of purposive sampling) was used to select 
the key informants in the top leadership for purposes of conducting in-depth interviews. The sample for 
questionnaires was one hundred participants. Two focus group discussions comprising of twelve participants per 
group were also conducted. Two in-depth interviews were held with one top leader for each interview. 
 
 
3.0 DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N=100) 

Demographic Feature  Category Percent Participants 

Age 

18-24yrs 21.3 
25-35yrs 33.7 
36-45yrs 22.5 
46-54yrs 9.0 
>55yrs 13.5 

Gender 
Male 25.6 
Female 74.4 

Marital Status 

Married 51.7 
Single 30.3 
Divorced 4.5 
Widowed 13.5 

Education Level 

Primary 6.7 
Secondary 51.1 
Tertiary 41.1 
No Schooling 1.1 

Duration in Church 

1-5yrs 8.0 
6-10yrs 16.0 
11-20yrs 28.0 
>21yrs 48.0 

 
 
21.3% of respondents were aged between 18-24 years, 33.7% of respondents were aged 25-35 years, 22.5% of 
respondents were aged between 36-45 years, 9% of respondents were aged 46-54 years while 13.5% were above 
the age of 55. Based on gender, 25.6% respondents were male while 74.4% were female. On marital status, 51.7% 
were married, 30.3% were single, 4.5% were divorced while 13.5% were widowed. 
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On educational level, 6.7% had a qualification on primary level, 51.1% had secondary level, 41.1% had tertiary level 
while 1.1% had no schooling. On period or duration of being in church, 8% had stayed between 1-5 years, 16 % had 
stayed for 6-10 years, 28 % had stayed for 11-20 years while 48 % stayed for above 21 years.  

 Data presented above indicates that the majority of participants were aged between 25 and 35 years while 
the least age group was 46 – 54 years. More females than males participated in this study. Also married people 
constituted the majority of participants. Level of education for the participants was quite good since only 1% of the 
respondents indicated that they had no schooling. Of importance to note is the fact that participants had stayed for 
more than a year in church. 
  This biographical data concurs with findings of ZIMSTAT (2012) which stated that there were more women 
(51.9%) than men (48.1%) in Zimbabwe and further tallies with Walter (1990) who observed that there were more 
women than men in churches worldwide. The fact that more respondents who took part in this survey had spent 21 
years or more in the church under review is in the view of the researchers, supportive of the notion that The Salvation 
Army, Zimbabwe Territory under which the Bindura Citadel falls has been in existence since 1 May 1931, (The 
General of the Salvation Army, 2004) and it has capacity to keep its old membership, which fosters the church’s 
legacy. 
 
3.1 Understanding Conflict 
 

Table 2: Understanding conflict (N=100) 
Definition of Conflict   gender Total 

male female 

Conflict as disagreements due to ideology 
and views 

yes 95.0% 70.6% 77.5% 
No 5.0% 29.4% 22.5% 

Conflict as violence 
yes 66.7% 13.8% 26.3% 
No 33.3% 86.2% 73.7% 

Conflict as combination of disagreements 
and violence 

yes 90.9% 46.7% 58.5% 
No 9.1% 53.3% 41.5% 

Conflict as suspicions and gossip 
yes 94.7% 71.4% 78.7% 
No 5.3% 28.6% 21.3% 

Conflict as political affiliation 
yes 58.3% 33.3% 41.7% 
No 41.7% 66.7% 58.3% 

Conflict as economic classes 
yes 84.6% 78.6% 80.5% 
No 15.4% 21.4% 19.5% 

 
 
77.5% of the participants defined conflict as disagreements due to ideology and views while 22.5% did not. 26.3% of 
participants define conflict as violence while 73.7% were against that definition. 58.5% of participants defined conflict 
as a combination of disagreement and violence while 41.5% disagreed with this definition. 78.7% of the participants 
defined conflict as suspicion and gossip while 21.3 were opposed to that definition. 41.7% of the participants defined 
conflict as linked to political affiliation while 58.3% said there was no link. 80.5% of the participants defined conflict as 
encompassing economic class differences while 19.5% were of the opposing view. 

The majority of informants expressed conflict as kusanzwana, kupopotendzana pakati pevanhu vaviri kana 
kuti mapoka maviri (misunderstandings, quarrellings between two individuals or two groups). In addition, 
kusawirirana, kupopotedzana and kupesana kwepfungwa nemaonero (disagreements, quarrellings and 
incompatibility of ideologies and views). 

Based on gender, there are differences in the way males and females understood the word conflict. Most of 
the respondents from both focus group discussions and in-depth interviews understood conflict as disagreements 
due to differences in ideology (doctrine) and views. Most respondents also did not agree that the nature of conflict in 
the church included violence which is an attribute of war. This is synonymous with the fact that churches rarely 
express their differences violently.  

These definitions of conflict resonated so well with Durojaye (2010) who viewed conflict as contradiction 
arising from differences in interests, ideas, ideologies, orientations, beliefs, perceptions and tendencies and Patton 
(2014) who observed that conflict occurs when one party perceives the action of the other injurious or in 
disagreement with his, especially if it prevents the opportunity for the attainment of a goal. However, these definitions 
were inconsistent with Farlex Inc (2014) who defined conflict as a state of open, often prolonged fighting; a battle or 
war. 
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3.2 Understanding Conflict Resolution 
 

Table 3: Meanings Conflict Resolution (N=100) 

Definition of Conflict Resolution  Gender Total 
male female 

Conflict resolution as mediation, negotiation 
and facilitation 

yes 87.5% 80.0% 82.6% 
no 12.5% 20.0% 17.4% 

Conflict  resolution as counseling 
yes 86.7% 89.8% 89.1% 
no 13.3% 10.2% 10.9% 

Conflict  resolution through the court system 
yes 76.9% 78.8% 78.3% 
no 23.1% 21.2% 21.7% 

 
 

82.2% of participants defined conflict resolution as mediation, negotiation and facilitation while 17.4% were of the 
opposing view. 89.1% of the participants defined conflict as a counseling session to resolve differences amicably 
while 10.9% were against this definition. 78.3% define conflict resolution as settling disputes through the court 
system while 21.7 were of a different view. 

Informants viewed conflict resolution as nzira dzokupedza kusawirirana (ways of resolving conflicts) such as 
the use of kuyananisa and kuraira (mediation and counselling) and the intervention of the Pastoral Care Council to 
end conflicts as the Disciplinary Board of the church. Others described conflict resolution as “a win-win situation in 
which church systems are used to resolve conflicts”. Asked to clarify the church systems, the respondents gave an 
example of the use of leadership to provide one on one counseling and the use of the Pastoral Care Council to deal 
with conflicts where other lower leadership levels would have failed to resolve them. 
Data from congregants, focus group discussions and in-depth interviews demonstrated that they understood conflict 
resolution as counselling. This is most likely because of their level of education which limited their view of the 
definition of such terms. Such a group probably has seen conflicts being resolved through one on one counselling by 
the leadership at different levels in the church. Of interest is the fact that quite a significant number of respondents 
viewed conflict resolution as mediation, negotiation and facilitation which is a likely reflection of their awareness of 
church procedures beyond counselling, in itself a sign of the positive impact of being married and having grown up in 
the church and witnessing conflicts being resolved differently through counselling.  
The definition of conflict resolution as highlighted by respondents above is in sync with Miller (2005) who defines it as 
a variety of approaches aimed at resolving conflicts through the constructive solving of problems. In the view of all 
respondents, participants and interviewees, counseling, mediation, arbitration and facilitation were being used as 
means of resolving conflicts in the church. 
 
3.3 Causes of Conflicts in Church 
 

Table 4: Causes of Conflicts in Churches 

Conflict Cause Response 
given 

gender Percentage 

male female 

Age difference  
yes 35% 65% 67% 

no 67% 35% 33% 

 Infidelity 
yes 75% 57% 63% 

no 25% 43% 37% 

Church doctrine 
yes 50% 26% 33% 

no 50% 74% 67% 

Political affiliation 
yes 44% 21% 29% 

no 56% 79% 71% 

Economic classes 
yes 80% 88% 86% 

no 20% 12% 14% 
 
 

67% of the participants indicated that age difference was a cause of church conflict while 33% were against this view. 
63% of the participants felt that infidelity was a cause of conflict in church while 37% were against that. 33% of the 
participants viewed different interpretations of church doctrine as a cause of conflict while 67% disagreed with that. 
29% of the participants indicated that different political affiliations were a cause of conflict in church while 71% saw 
otherwise. 86% of participants indicated that different economic classes were a cause of church conflicts while 14% 
were opposed to that assertion.  
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Informants cited lack of good communication skills and age differences as causes of conflict. In addition, the 
respondents noted that where a spouse was not a member of the church there was bound to be marital conflicts 
between couples. Others from both focus group discussions and in-depth interviews identified economic classes and 
doctrinal/ideological differences as major causes of conflicts in the church in addition to age differences among 
congregants.  

The views expressed in the by key informants tallied so well with those in focus group discussions and 
surveys despite the fact that the groups comprised of participants of different age groups. This was most likely 
because of the level of education of participants in both focus group discussions and in-depth interviews which 
allowed them to appreciate conflict patterns and trends properly. Concurring with the views expressed in focus group 
discussions and survey responses, participants in the in-depth interviews validated the impact of age differences and 
ideological/doctrinal differences although in addition they provided mitigation and a panacea to the causes of 
conflicts. This was in sync with the fact that interview participants were the church’s top leadership hence the 
vanguards of church doctrine and practices. 
 
3.4 Effects of Conflict 
 

Table 5: Effects of Conflict 

Effect  gender Total 

male female 

Increase divorce 
Yes 33 13 18 

No 67 81 82 

People leaving the church 
yes 85 69 73 

no 15 31 27 

Decrease in new members 
yes 83 62 68 

no 17 38 32 

New churches started 
yes 10 11 10 

no 90 89 90 

Divisions and classes  
yes 95 88 92 

no 5 18 8 

Leaders resign 
yes 67 64 65 

no 33 36 35 
 
 
18% felt conflicts caused increase in divorces while 82% disagreed. 73% were of the view that conflicts caused 
people to leave the church while 27% did not concur. 68% saw conflict as causing a decrease in church membership 
with 32% not agreeing. 10% saw the starting of new churches as an effect of church conflicts while 90% disagreed. 
92% viewed divisions and classes in the church as an effect of conflict but 8% felt otherwise. 65% noted leaders’ 
resignations as an effect of conflict although 35% saw differently. 

Informants in both focus group discussions and in-depth interviews indicated that leaving the first church to 
start a new one was another end result of church conflict. In addition, the informants indicated that marital conflicts 
may cause divorce. Key informants indicated that there was a possibility of the affected member resigning from a 
church position and or to pursue divisive measures in order to achieve what she/he wants to achieve. 

The effects of conflict in church highlighted in the study fail to acknowledge the positive contribution which 
conflict can bring n church as highlighted by Hill (2014). Positive contribution of conflict includes revisiting the 
procedures, laws, statutes and regulations which are unacceptable or unfavorable to the majority of congregants in 
church. 
 
 
4.0 CONCLUSION 
 
In churches, conflict resolution is summarised mainly as involving counselling, mediation, negotiation, facilitation and 
the engagement of the top leadership to deal with intra and interpersonal conflicts. The definitions of conflict and 
conflict resolution were primarily influenced by age, marital status, education, duration of one’s church membership 
and one’s leadership position in the church with those outside leadership having a hazy and limited knowledge while 
those participating in leadership demonstrated well awareness. 
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In order to enhance or improve women participation, the church needed to adopt deliberate pro-women agendas 
such as the promotion of more women into positions of leadership, conflict resolution decision makers, the 
involvement of young women in the reform of the leadership and conflict resolution processes of the church as well 
as the training of women in personal grooming and conflict resolution. 
 
 
5.0 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The definition of conflict in churches should be broadened to include other expressions of it such as violence, cultural 
components and understanding. Conflict resolution within churches should also be widened to include counselling 
and disciplinary boards as mechanisms. Church umbrella bodies such as the Evangelical Fellowship of Zimbabwe 
(EFZ), Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Catholic Bishops Conference (CBC) as well as the Union for the 
Development of Apostolic Churches in Zimbabwe (UDACIZA) should be actively involved in the education of church 
members on the wider meanings of conflict and conflict resolution. 

In order to enhance the participation of women in resolving church conflicts, churches need to appreciate the 
global changes and trends with regards to the general participation of women in leadership and conflict resolution. 
Mechanisms for the training of women should be devised and implemented from grassroots level with young women 
being drafted into the mainstream conflict resolution matrix. Church policies that hitherto have been used to 
marginalise women should be reformed to adhere to international best practices. Church representative bodies such 
as Evangelical Fellowship of Zimbabwe, Zimbabwe Council of Churches, Catholic Bishops Conference, and Union 
for the Development of Apostolic Churches in Zimbabwe should be at the forefront not only in the promotion of 
women participation but also in ensuring that leadership appointments at the helm of these organisations are in sync 
with the gender equality thrust of the international community and the nation of Zimbabwe. 
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