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Hello…Thank you…
I could give you a static presentation about what we did with the senior church leaders, how we did it, what our tools were and what they learned. But I couldn’t summarise it adequately. It was a 3 day training seminar, involving senior church leaders from 6 denominations, with training venues scattered all over the country, involving tools that range from very simple to extremely complex, and it would be far too long. Every participant asked that this training be made mandatory for ministerial and ongoing training. 
Instead, I want to give you a flavour of how we enable conflict transformation. I want to explain some of the tools that we use, so you’ll get a sense of our approach. And I’ll illustrate how helpful this was for the senior church leaders across 6 denominations who participated in our programme. The success of the training programme led to our book. 

By the end you’ll get a sense of how this could be rolled out in your own setting. 

So, I’m going to take you through the 3 Great Obstacles to conflict transformation– why they’re problems and how our tools and strategies transform the obstacles into resources for conflict transformation. 

I’m going to name all 3 and then go through each one. 
When we say these 3 things, then we are an obstacle to conflict transformation: 

Obstacle Number 1: I’m a really great listener! We all think we’re great listeners. They enemy can talk to ME! I have have no axe to grind!
Obstacle Number 2: I’ve thought this through very carefully! We all think that the key to working through conflict is to think through our own positions very carefully. I’ve go the BEST position. I’ve nuanced it very carefully. If only they could see MY point of view, they would realise it’s the BEST point of view! 
And Obstacle Number 3: I’m totally open-minded. We all think we’re open minded. So we can solve conflict easily because, Hey, we’re open!!
Now let’s unpack each obstacle and how our programme transforms them. 

Obstacle number one: I am a really great listener!

The truth is no one listens well. We don’t listen to ourselves, to others, or to the social dynamics we are part of. We miss the spiritual invitation. Ask any law enforcer, detective or historian. We all think we listen really well, but we don’t. None of us is a great listener without hard work and training.  
In our 3 day programme, we started with listening to ourselves. 

We covered the physiological reactions to conflict and how that affects our emotions and our inter-personal relations. What happens in your brain, what happens in your body, and how this plays out in your behaviour. 

In your brain, the reactive emotions to conflict shout louder than any rational analysis. If you’re angry or panicked or afraid-- you don’t listen well. 

In your body, your heart might pound, your pulse might race, your palms might perspire, you might breathe shallowly. None of this makes you a great listener. 

We helped people to become aware of what happens in their brains and bodies when they’re anxious or tense. These emotions can be our allies in conflict. These physiological reactions become cues for practical action. Without self-awareness, including emotional awareness, they will sabotage conflict transformation. With awareness and strategies planned out ahead of time they become our allies. 

We also used 5 self-awareness questionnaires. The first 2 helped people to look at their approach to conflict, their conflict style– do you run away from conflict or do you confront it head on, 
do you focus on the task no matter what or do you protect the relationship no matter what, 
are you trying to be fair or creative? 

There are concrete tools and strategies for strengthening your own conflict style and planning for those contexts in which it might not be the most effective approach. For example, knowing when to use story or metaphor and when to be very direct. 
The 3rd questionnaire helped people to realise whether they were more practically minded or visionary. Nuts and bolts thinkers clash with blue sky thinkers. But practical thinkers also clash with other practical thinkers and visionaries clash with other visionaries. Just realising that the clash is not personal, that it’s about different ways of perceiving the same situation diffuses tension right away. 
Then you can use active listening skills and other concrete, practical tools to transform the conflict situation. 

A 4th questionnaire focused on what happens when you’re disappointed or come up against imperfection and how this can affect your spiritual journey, your view of your faith community and your understanding of God. And with these insights you are ready to apply practical tools and strategies to facilitate conflict transformation with people who are either similar or different from you. 
The 5th questionnaire focused on the emphases of your spiritual worldview– do you focus on sensory experience, on authority, on limitations or possibilities, and so on. Awareness of your spiritual worldview emphases also gives you access to concrete tools and strategies for conflict transformation. 
I took the senior church leaders’ responses to all 5 questionnaires and wove them into a personal profile that enabled each participant to listen to themselves on multiple levels, complete with practical suggestions to help them to be agents of conflict transformation with people who are either similar or different from themselves. 

Almost half of all church conflict involve inter-personal differences. Paradoxically, as we listen to ourselves we are able to listen to others much, much better. All of the senior church leaders said that they recognised themselves in their personal profiles. To quote more than one, ‘It rang all the bells’. 
We taught many tools for multi-levelled listening, but I’ll mention just one more: Active listening in 3 steps. The reaction to this tool was really interesting. 
The senior leaders felt it was very subversive because it spread around the power.  PAUSE
For example, we taught the 3 steps, we demonstrated them, then we paired up senior leaders and invited them to try them. Even prepped to listen they moved into defending and arguing. Only when I paused them and helped them to notice what they were doing could they start to listen. And this was a role play. Nothing at stake! Imagine how poorly we listen in real life. 
Active listening empowers the listener as well as the one being heard. And for someone in a position of power that can be a relief and it can be threatening. We have to SHARE power to transform conflict. 
For this first obstacle, ‘I’m a great listener!’ The foundational transformation that we seek to bring about is to turn a poor listener (which we all are naturally) into a great listener which we can all become with time, effort and multi-levelled training. Only when we listen to ourselves are we able to listen to ‘the enemy’ and become part of the solution to conflict. 

Already, you can tell that our programme is uniquely integrative. We don’t use single-tool strategies. This is what makes us rather unique in the world of conflict transformation.  
Obstacle 2: I’ve thought this through really carefully. 

This may be true, as far as it goes. 
But most of us hang around with those with whom we agree. It’s part of our social identity. Birds of a feather do flock together. We create ingroups and outgroups. And our ingroup is the best, maybe just a little better than another group, but still better. And a lot better than most other groups. Otherwise why join it? 

Moreover, this is how our brain works. We create categories. Us. Them. Friend. Foe. Our brain creates categories in order to filter out all the information that is constantly bombarding us. This is a really good thing. Without it we’d go mad. But in conflict, this social isolation, this automatic categorisation, means that our careful thinking is very one-sided. 
If we hear the other ‘side’ at all, it is heavily filtered. And if we actually meet up with the ‘enemy’ we are heavily guarded, as are they, and we each fulfill our worst expectations. ‘They’re just like I thought they’d be’, we say as we walk away. 
It is very, very difficult for us to listen to other points of view, especially those with which we disagree most, usually coming from one of our outgroups. 
And it is very, very difficult to integrate these different points of view into a conflict solution. The challenge is even more complex: What can be devastating is when the person with whom we most disagree is in OUR INGROUP. Then we feel betrayed and conflict escalates. 
But we have a thinking strategy to scaffold or support this process and it’s called Integrative Complexity. IC for short. Having surveyed the field, we think we’re the first to recognise that IC is the fundamental skill of every negotiation strategy. All roads lead to IC. 
People hear the name, IC or Integrative Complexity, and immediately assume it’s about how complicated their views are. How carefully thought through they are. Wrong. 
It’s about listening to and integrating different points of view, especially those with which you disagree. Because if you listen, you will probably identify an underlying value that you both share. And that is what you can build on as a solution. 
But if you don’t listen, you’ll never hear it. And if you don’t listen especially to those with whom you disagree you’ll never transform the most difficult conflicts. 
We’re not talking about muddy compromises. You don’t let go of your most cherished values. But what we often don’t recognise is that our ‘worst enemy’ often shares an underlying value with us. 
This is what makes the conflict so difficult. On some level we sense a shared value, but we’re expressing that value so differently that the difference feels like a personal insult. 

For example how we approach the Bible. Liberals and conservatives approach the Bible very differently. And each claims to have the truth on this matter. How to read and interpret the Bible. And their opposing views have been writ large across the pages of the press. 

But both think they’re relying on the authority of the Bible. That is the shared underlying value. 

Only with multi-levelled listening can we recognise a shared underlying value and build on it to transform the conflict. 

So for obstacle number 2, I’ve thought this through very carefully! The foundational transformation here involves breaking out of ingroup and outgroup dynamics, reassuring our enemy that he or she has a right to exist even though we disagree with them, and then recognising what we have in common. Again, our unique approach is multi-pronged. We don’t just recommend integration, we demonstrate it. 
So, we set our senior leaders two moral dilemmas and asked them to record the reasoning through each one. The first dilemma they worked through on the first day and the second on the third day, after going through our training. The difference was striking. 
On day one, almost no one recognised more than one point of view. If they did, it was simply to dismiss it. No one was able to recognise or integrate multiple, opposing points of view into a possible solution to the moral dilemma. 
They wrote several pages of a carefully thought through argument from one point of view. 
In constrast On day three, all of the senior leaders were recognising multiple, opposing points of view and integrating them into possible suggestions. Now the senior leaders filled pages and pages looking at every possible point of view, especially those with which they disagreed, and weaving them into creative solutions. 
The difference was that dramatic. 

After using IC, the senior church leaders reacted with two thoughts. 
The first was It’s hard work. As one person put it, ‘It’s a big ask!’ 
The second thought was It’s empowering. Liberating even. 
Equipped with tools for multi-levelled listening, the two step process of IC gave them something to hold on to as they moved into new territory. In their own words, ‘It’s powerful and it works.’  

And finally Obstacle 3: I’m so open-minded! 

In reality, we’re only open-minded about those who are like us. Not about those with whom we disagree. 
Sara has already mentioned one caricature, please allow me to state another for illustrative purposes: 
A conservative Christian doesn’t believe liberals are Christians. 
And liberal Christians might be able to stomach that conservatives are Christians, but consider them intellectual neanderthals. {Again, the laughter indicates there’s some truth here!}
Open-mindedness is reserved for those who are part of our ingroup, not our outgroup.

Again, this categorisation is part of how our brains work, part of how group dynamics work, and part of how inter-personal differences work. It takes training, great effort, and on-going practice. It takes all of this to transform the physiology, social pressures, the feelings and the thoughts involved in conflict. But our programme shows it can be done. Where it is most needed:
In Intractable conflict. Totally unsolvable. No hope. 

Here we draw on a 2nd thinking strategy called Relational and Contextual Reasoning. RCR for short. RCR incorporates and goes beyond IC. It is an 8 step process. Not a quick fix. It is modelled on physical and spiritual reality. 

The physical reality involves the reality of light as both wave and particle. For a long time we didn’t know if light was a wave or a particle. It had to be one or the other, not both. Only when scientists held the two together, without synthesis, without reduction, did they come to a whole new understanding of the reality of light. 
And they came to a whole new understanding of the reality of scientific investigation. The idea of an objective, observer standing outside reality to observe it was thrown out the window. Because whether we saw light as a particle or as a wave depended on which instrument the observer chose to use. The observer had to engage in multi-levelled awareness in order to perceive physical reality.  
The spiritual reality involves the Incarnation, Jesus Christ as fully human and fully divine. It took the church a long time to explore what it meant for the second person of the Trinity to be Incarnate, to be fully human and fully divine. This was the great conundrum for the ancient Greeks: how could finite, imperfect humanity have anything to do with infinite, perfect divinity?? The answer was not a synthesis, a demi-god, or a reduction to one or the other, but a whole new understanding of the Trinity as well as of humanity and all of creation. The followers of the Way had to engage in multi-levelled listening and awareness in order to perceive reality in light of the Incarnation. 
All I can do is give you a flavour of the 8 steps. This step is…this step is…builds up so that TWO things that are totally incompatible actually come together into a new intellectual platform. Reality is deep enough for incompatible perspectives. 
You cannot just say, well the two things must co-exist. It’s a heavy process. Yet to be tasted between liberals and conservatives in every denomination. In the Anglican communion it hasn’t yet been tried. If tried it would lead to affirming two phenomenal truths and it would be wonderful to live holding the two truths together.  
RCR takes all who are involved in an intractable conflict through 8 steps to a destiny unknown. They walk on holy ground to a whole new way of living. 

So to the 3rd obstacle of ‘I’m so open-minded!’ The key transformation here is that you make a commitment to co-exist. Those who feel there’s no hope of co-existence move to a state where they can co-exist, not easily or stress-free, but hope-filled. This brings about a new society. And that’s our vision. You can help us to do this.  

We’re not saying that we want to replace all the other conflict transformational tools, systems or methods. No. We support the work of the Mennonites, the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, all peace-makers around the world. 

But we’re saying we have a unique contribution to the world of conflict transformation, particularly as an integrative tool that brings together all the insights so powerfully– physical, social, emotional, cognitive, and spiritual– a whole person approach that’s not been done before to this extent. Tried, tested and proved. 
In August, Nobel Peace Prize winner Mairead Corrigan Maguire and Arun Gandhi, grandson of Mohandas Gandhi, spoke in the Scottish Parliament about conflict transformation. They issued a clarion call:  We need to teach people to live and think in a whole new way! That is exactly what we offer.   

And that’s why we are excited to offer it as widely as possible in the belief that the more it is offered, the more conflict transformation will occur. 

This is our vision: 

· To make faith communities the cutting edge resource for   conflict transformation.

· To create societies where conflict is accepted as healthy, part of human flourishing and essential for spiritual growth.

· To build cultures that are strengthened by conflict rather than destroyed by it. 
On my way to the airport, the taxi driver asked me what I was doing and when I mentioned religion, he said, ‘Religion. We could do without that. We should take it out of the schools. Let children enjoy their childhood.’ Wouldn’t it be amazing if instead he said, ‘You know what my grand-children learned from religion in school? They learned how to transform conflict!’
Research has shown that without preparation and training dialogue perpetuates and entrenches the conflict. Our programme will prevent, avoid and reverse that finding. 

Conflicts that we are long used to thinking of as intractable will be transformed.  Even in the church this is possible. Thank you.  
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