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It is a sign of a living organism to keep moving forward, and to ask the question – where next? 

So, where next in conflict transformation? To answer that, allow me to provide a brief summary of where we are now  - following our one year intensive research project commissioned by FCL - to develop and test a method of transforming conflict – between theological orientations - among senior church leaders. A tall order indeed. 

In the literature on conflict resolution, all roads lead to a core skill: the ability to perceive and integrate opposing perspectives. This exceptional but very practical way of thinking involves high levels of ‘integrative complexity’ (IC ). High IC is about the ability to perceive another’s perspective, to understand the values it holds dear, and to find a creative way to integrate some aspects of the other’s perspective with one’s own perspective- aiming for some kind of win/win solution. 

Not a muddy compromise, but a solution that incorporates what is most valuable to each party. This requires that you hold firm to your own perspective, values and belief commitments. To be a mere doormat in conflict resolution is just too easy. High levels of IC require that you remain deeply rooted to your own beliefs and values, hang onto your own perspective, while you enlarge your heart and your mind to understand the Other with whom you do not agree. Tough stuff.

In contrast, low integrative complexity thinks in terms of, for example, black and white contrasts with little or no integration of the perspectives. 

IC has a powerful track record in predicting whether violent conflict will be resolved or not.

(see powerpoint slides)

When psychologists measure a person’s level of IC, based on naturally arising verbal data- such as a sermon, a press release, or parliamentary proceedings, they analyse the structure of thought- how complex it is, how many perspectives there are, and whether those different perspectives are integrated into some kind of overarching schema. 

It not about the content of what is being said. A person can be saying ‘Peace peace’, but invade your country the next day. 

With Eolene, my colleague, our task was to find a way to enable senior church leaders from 6 denominations who were our willing participants to intentionally raise their levels of IC.

Over the year, we developed a training method - the first to show that IC  can successfully be trained - and that our training overcomes multi-leveled resistance to raising IC.

Yes, we all marshal huge resistance to raising our IC, especially concerning religious, theological differences, because these multi-faceted conflicts involve clashing worldviews, ingroup-outgroup dynamics, the perceived violation of sacred values, and conflicting identities. Religious, theological conflicts are indeed the hardest conflicts of all.

Resistance to higher levels of IC operates on physiological, individual, and social levels. Brain functioning itself resists raising IC levels, as our cognitive processes are ‘hardwired’ to filter into binary categories the information bombarding our sensory organs (e.g, useful, not useful; friend, foe; good, bad). Moreover, the stress messages of the brain’s limbic system during conflict are more powerful than the rational messages of the neo-cortex (LeDoux, 1997), requiring great effort to direct the panic of the more primitive limbic system into complex thinking. Merely anticipating opposition and disagreement triggers black and white thinking accompanied by hostile behaviour. 

Take a moment just think about that person with whom you are in conflict. Any binary thinking going on?

To overcome this requires self-awareness. Self-awareness is not knowledge or thinking about oneself, but rather is a spiritual and moral habit that yields accurate self-perception (Williams, 1992). Inflated views of oneself or one’s group are associated with low levels of IC (De Dreu and van Knippenberg, 2005); so too is having a diffused concept of self.  

The goal is not to aim for high IC at all times, but to be able to raise and lower our IC levels as required, to not be bound to our ‘lower nature’ – and its kneejerk reaction to low IC. Discerning the appropriate IC level for each conflict situation is an high level skill. 

Its important not to absolutise high IC. In the run-up to WWII, Winston Churchill’s lower levels of IC (in comparison to Chamberlain’s), evident in his communications, were, in hindsight, the appropriate lens through which to view Hitler. It was indeed a situation where more black and white thinking was appropriate. Unfortunately, Churchill was not able to raise his IC levels when India bid for independence (Tetlock and Tyler, 1996.)

Realistically, not all conflicts can achieve an integrated solution. It’s just not possible. For that we used another strategy that allows for irresolvable conflict and does not seek to reduce those differences, but rather seeks a paradigm breakthrough, similar to the paradigm shift that was needed to resolve the contradiction between light observed as a wave, and light observed as a particle. The person of Jesus Christ understood as fully human and fully divine—not a demigod – not a muddy compromise between the two natures—similarly offers a high IC solution to integrating two contrasting natures.

So, the good news is that it is possible to raise IC, and our model – and book ‘Transforming Conflict’ (Boyd-MacMillan & Savage, FCL publications) - provides a step by step guide, and, we hope,  rehabilitates our attitudes to conflict in the church. 

We tend to view conflict in the church as abysmal failure - an embarrassment that we should hide.  The reality is that it is only through conflict that we learn and grow. Conflict exposes the living raw flesh of our psyches, it is where the growth point is, where authentic, honest relationship can be developed, and our limited ego-selves, and our ego-group, be transcended. 

So, where to next for senior church leaders?  I suggest-

Wear your conflict resolution scars on your sleeve – with pride. 

Probably each person here should be decorated with an array of medals, honouring bloody conflicts within and between churches, church members, between clergy, at all levels. 

Each of us here should congratulate ourselves on the wide range of theological orientations with in the Church of England, and other denominations also growing in diversity. This brave stance invites conflict between groups and individuals adhering to different interpretations of Scripture and worldviews. 

As Christians, we are often compassionate to those well outside the Christian fold, but it is simply human nature that we are intolerant of those who should know better than to disagree with our sacred  worldview. This intolerance is especially acute in a period of church decline, so we should be tolerant of our intolerance.  Many people in the church today are feeling threatened; and many churches are fearing for their own survival.

Under threat, levels of IC decline. Its about the more primitive brain, geared to fight or flight, that is shouting louder than the rational and empathetic neo-cortex. Lowered IC makes us more brittle, less adaptive, and so it’s not unusual to hear church people saying in so many words: ‘I’d rather die than change’.  So the big task senior church leaders will have is to bring conflict out into the open, to make it OK, to give it a badge of honour, and to encourage widespread training for conflict transformation at every level in church life, from senior church leaders to the person in the pew, drawing on the multiplicity of resources that are out there.

That is what every participant, senior church leaders from 6 denominations in our research recommended – make this kind of training NORMAL for everyone in the church. 

But in time of threat, the temptation for people in the church is to  ‘work the status hierarchy’ of the church as an organisation, to form alliances with like-minded others in order to strengthen their theological ingroup’s position within the now threatened church arena.  So, many people in the church are surviving by ganging up on the theological outgroup – conservatives versus liberals; traditionals versus fresh; reform versus sacramental, each forming alliances to beef up their own theological orientation’s survival.

And alliances, in order to energise their existence, feed on derogating an outgroup. So, in tough times such as these, we set up low IC binary groups: ingroup and outgroups. ‘It’s a jungle out there’

We need to bring all this typical human behaviour into the light.

The church of the future needs to be a leader in conflict transformation. There already are a number of well established organisations, shining lights around the UK. But this kind of expertise needs to become more widespread. The church needs to be seen to practice conflict transformation as a normal activity, and to be open and transparent about the painful process, so that others can follow suit. 

Finally, conflict is the biggest mission field there is. Conflict across the globe is an arena in which the help of people of faith is often welcomed – particularly if they are high IC people of faith- like our beloved Desmond Tutu. If, through our own painful experience, the Church became good at conflict resolution, there would be no end to demand for its services and its relevance to everyday life.

To close, I wonder if empathising with other people’s perspectives provides a basis for understanding that God has a moral perspective that is very different from our own, yet, paradoxically - he invites us, into a win/win covenant with himself- which to me - seems a very high IC sort of thing to do.

Here is our hope, that we in the church will join in leveraging a world-wide culture shift regarding conflict. As Máiread Corrigan Maguire, Nobel Peace Prize winner, and Arun Gandhi, grandson of Mahatma Gandhi, argued- ‘we must teach everyone to think in a whole new way’. 

Additional comments:

We are aware that our planet is under threat, but we may also be in an evolutionary crisis as a human species. The neuro-scientist Susan Greenfield proposes a hypothesis linking humankind’s ability to empathise with others, to understand their differing perspectives, to the ability to read. She argues that the mental work of reading long, complex narratives such as novels (or the bible) joins up disparate parts of the brain in a way that neurologically enables people to understand the complexity of different people’s perspectives. Identifying with those others, argues Susan Greenfield, and their different perspectives requires immersion in long narratives. There seems to be no accidental link between the rise of literacy in human history, and the rise of the great religions in the Axial Age, with their emphasis on compassion.

Susan Greenfield argues that the ability to empathise with others’ perspectives may be a human capacity that, along with literacy in a post-reading age, is under threat.

We are living in a post-narrative age, a post-literate age. IT and multi-media are flooding our minds with stimulation, but without requiring the hard brain-work of literature. There is new evidence that 14 year olds, who are immersed in IT and are way more computer literate than a Luddite such as myself, have significantly faster reaction times than you and me. However these 14 year olds are less able than previous generations to do joined-up thinking. 

Can we get young people to start reading Proust? Maybe not. But they could benefit from direct training to raise IC. One of our creative ideas is to develop computer games for young people to raise IC levels and embed those in narratives. Isn’t that what the Bible did for our ancestors? 

Further information:

Our piloted training method aims to provide careful scaffolding for meta-cognition of one’s own and the other’s thinking, while simultaneously attending to the detailed practicalities of the problem. The goal is to produce:  

· Attentiveness to the physiology of conflict: Unrecognised, the default settings of our brains (the emotions of the limbic system aroused by conflict shout louder than the reason of the neo-cortex) will perpetuate conflict. With training (e.g., noticing and responding to our emotional and physical signs of stress and anxiety) we can harness the workings of our brains and bodies for IC. 

· An ability to assess one’s own and others’ conflict styles: Out of five possible approaches to conflict, we all have a personal repertoire of conflict styles that will lead us and others to resist the thinking strategy of high IC. With training, we can overcome our own, and work with others’, resistance to high IC.

· Alertness to IC levels, conflict levels, and group dynamics: The art of ‘cognitive management’ involves adjusting the IC levels (over seven possible levels) of one’s own communications during conflict so as to elicit pro-social responses. High IC is only possible when the tension level facilitates creative analysis and exchange, at conflict level one (out of five). Each level of conflict is recognisable by characteristic behaviours. As the conflict escalates, our tendency to categorise the social world into ingroup and outgroup, us and them, friend and foe, prevents high IC. Powerful tools and strategies, such as the deployment of active listening skills, self management tools and group exercises, can be used to re-establish trust, facilitate communication, and lower tension, thereby opening the way for high IC.

Some relevant References

Boyd-MacMillan, E. (2006) Transformation: James Loder, Mystical Spirituality, and James Hillman, Oxford: Peter Lang AG. 

Boyd-MacMillan, E. and Savage, S. (with Liht, J) (2008) Conflict Transformation: Conflict transformation amongst senior church leaders with different theological stances, York: FCL Publications.

Daloz, L. A. (1999) Mentor: Guiding the Journey of Adult Learners, 2nd edition of Effective Teaching and Mentoring, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Greene, S. and Bavelier, D. (2003) ‘Action Video Game Modifies Visual Selective Attention’ in Nature, 423, 534-532 (29 May 2003).

Kruglanski, Arie (2004) The Psychology of Closed-Mindedness: Essays in Social Psychology, 

Liht, J., Suedfeld, P. and Krawczyk, A. I. (2005) ‘Integrative complexity in face-to-face negotiations between Chiapas guerrillas and the Mexican Government’ in Political Psychology, 26, 543-552. 

Loder, J. (1989) The Transforming Moment, 2nd edition, Colorado Springs: Helmers & Howard.

Loder, J. (1998) The Logic of the Spirit: Human Development in Theological Perspective, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Loder, J. and Neidhart, J. (1992) The Knight’s Move: The Relational Logic of the Spirit in Theology and Science, Colorado Springs: Helmer’s & Howard. 

Maguire, M. C. and Gandhi, A. (2008) ‘Pathways to Peace’, Festival of Politics and Festival of Spirituality jointly sponsored Discussion, Scottish Parliament Debating Chamber, Edinburgh. 

Reich, H. (2002) Developing the horizons of the Mind: Contextual and Relational Reasoning, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Satterfield, J.M., & Seligman, M. (1994) 'Military aggression and risk predicted by explanatory style', Psychological Science, 5 (2), 77-81.

Savage, S. and Boyd-MacMillan, E. (2007) The Human Face of Church: London: SCM Press. 

Savage, S. and Boyd-MacMillan, E. (scheduled for publication in 2009) Fighting With the Ones You Love (or used to!): Transforming Conflict in Close Relationships, London: Lion Hudson Plc.

Suedfeld, P., Guttieri, and Tetlock, P. E. (2003) ‘Assessing integrative complexity at a distance: Archival analyses of thinking and decision making’ (pp. 246-272); Suedfeld, P., & Tetlock, P. E. (2003) ‘President Clinton: Cognitive manager in trouble’ (pp. 328-332); Suedfeld, P. (2003) ‘Saddam Hussein's integrative complexity under stress’ (pp. 391-396); In J. M. Post (Ed.), The Psychological assessment of political leaders: With profiles of Saddam Hussein and Bill Clinton (2003, Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press).

PAGE  
1

