Welcoming Disturbances:

Critical Work of the Evolutionary Agent -- But How?

by Peggy Holman

But I know, somehow, that only when it is dark enough can you see the stars.

-- Martin Luther King, Jr.

You have awakened to your place in the great dance of evolution, knowing that you are evolution happening now.  Everything is the same and yet nothing is the same.  What does this mean in terms of how you live your life? What capacities are useful for a conscious evolutionary agent?

Evolution happens when interactions bring change.  And it is a very common human experience when facing change to find it disturbing.  Whether the change is a surprise -- a natural disaster, a car accident, an unexpected fight with a son, daughter, partner -- or even when the change is of our own making -- leaving a relationship, provoking an argument, quitting a job -- when something disrupts our familiar patterns, it often causes a variety of reactions, including frustration, anger, fear, despair.  Even when the disturbance is great news -- a new job, a marriage proposal, a new baby -- it can create upheaval and confusion.

For many of us, the first reaction is to resist the change.  I may be overwhelmed, or see myself as not good enough, or perhaps afraid that things will get out of hand.  The downside of resistance is that it has a way of upping the ante.  If the change is blocked through one path, an alternative of greater magnitude and less pleasant effect often emerges.  Of course, this isn’t true just in our individual lives.  Think of the extinction level issues, such as climate change, that we collectively face.  As we have ignored the many signs over the last 30 plus years, the messages -- melting icecaps, increasingly violent storms, more exotic diseases -- have made themselves far more compelling and frightening, and much more difficult to ignore.

That great teacher, evolution, shows us that it is often the darkest of times that lead to the most profound breakthroughs.  When oxygen first appeared, it was a waste product and toxic to life.  It sparked the first environmental crisis, almost eliminating all life on earth. Instead, life mutated, inventing respiration – a new means of interacting with the environment and other organisms – thus finding a new stability through increased complexity.  

Given our gift of consciousness, humans have the potential of working creatively with disturbance before it reaches such dire proportions.  And knowing that the challenges we face continue to grow, the more evolutionary agents who practice the skills of welcoming disturbance, the greater the likelihood that we shall develop the capacities we need to address those challenges at every scale.  Each of us can make a difference when we face disturbances on our own.  In fact, it is a great way to develop an increasing sense of equanimity no matter what situation arises.  As there are more of us able to do this, we can support each other in increasing our collective capacity to handle larger and more complex challenges together.

How we approach disturbance is a choice.  

What would it mean were we to remember the potential inherent in change, no matter how disturbing?  Think of the people you have heard say -- albeit often well after the event -- “I’m so glad I lost that job/ended that relationship because I’m so much better off now.”  How would our lives, our relationships, even our world be different if we celebrated when something disturbed us, recognizing it as a sign of possibility, something new wanting to emerge?

Given that disturbance often signals important evolutionary possibilities, what does it take to welcome disturbance well? Here are some basic answers that can make a difference.  

Inquiry, stories, and reflection: productive pathways through disturbance

Through my work with conversations that matter, I’ve discovered that these three strategies offer a practical approach to embracing the challenges which we often resist.  The next time you are facing a difficult situation, consider these options…

INQUIRY AND POWERFUL QUESTIONS

When disturbed, ask a question.  Not just any question, but one that takes you into the heart of what is possible.  For example, the process of Appreciative Inquiry (http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu) provides great insight into the power of questions that focus our attention towards the life-giving energy that exists in any situation.  Questions focus us in a direction while simultaneously inviting us into mystery.  They help us tease out what is calling to us.  Rather than focus coming through declarative statements, which narrow our vision and frequently leave no room for other viewpoints and possibilities, questions open us up into new territory.  They invite, rather than push.  Good questions provide direction without a "do-it-my-way-or-else" energy.  We pursue them because we want to.

Questions embrace and contain attention by acting as an attractor, drawing towards them those who care about their call.  And in that attraction, a loose edge forms, allowing people to put a toe in without being trapped by boxes -- rules and regulations that define what can be said or done.  Because they create a natural boundary, insightful, powerful questions shape a safe space for us to be together -- in relationship -- with all of our lovely, quirky and challenging differences.  After all, we wouldn't be in that space if we hadn't felt the call.

And if there isn't a deep, dark entry into mystery, there is no space for creativity and novelty to emerge.  "The usual" crowds them out.  Good questions create juicy distance between our deep spirit and business-as-usual.

Great questions create hospitable space, bounding it, giving it direction and opening to mystery.  They invite us to face the unknown with a spirit of curiosity and a sense of possibility.  Focus and mystery -- it is a compelling combination.  Rather than “Why did this happen to me?” ask, “Given that this happened, what is possible now?”  

Consider how a question about possibility shifted a story of victimization into one of far reaching intention…

Josh Wolf, an independent videographer, was incarcerated after resisting a subpoena to testify before a Federal Grand jury and for refusing to turn over his source material for video he shot of a San Francisco protest against the G8 Summit in 2005. His incarceration was the longest imprisonment of a journalist in U.S. history for failure to comply with a subpoena.

I witnessed his mother being interviewed by two veteran reporters as she sought to free her son.  As the interview was winding down, I had the inspiration to ask a very non-traditional journalistic question: “Given all that you and your son have been through, what is the best possible outcome you can imagine?”

Once she got past the surprising nature of the question -- no one had asked her this before -- we were stunned by her compelling response: a desire that Josh’s case help us all understand how first amendment rights apply to the emerging forms of journalists, such as video bloggers.  Her answer was not a plea for her son, but for a powerful and important safeguard for us all.

That is the power of a question that focuses on possibilities.  Do try this one at home!

STORIES AND DEEPENING IN-SIGHT

When in doubt, tell a story -- or ask for one.  Stories help us understand context and our place in it.  They connect us to each other and to the larger whole.  They open us up into deeper realities we may not have seen before.  When disturbances arise, stories can help us find meaning in the situation, provide the strength to continue and insight into how to proceed.  They can feed our imagination, painting pictures of possibilities, of what steps to take when the way seems unclear.

Imagine a story of ordinary women saving the world…

A café busboy whose window faced the public park noticed that two grandmotherly looking women had been standing in the park all day without moving at all and without talking. He asked the patrons what they thought the women were up to.  After much speculation, a five-year old year said "One of them is my grandmother and I know what they are doing. They are standing there to save the world."  All of the men in the café hooted and howled and laughed.  Over dinner that evening the busboy told his parents and he and his father hooted and howled, but his mother was totally silent.  After dinner, the mother called her best friends to tell them.


The next morning the busboy looked out the café window and the two women were back, along with his mother, her friends, and the women who had been in the café the day before.  Again, the men hooted and howled and said things like "You can't save the world by standing in the park.  That is what we have armies for," and "everyone knows you have to have banners and slogans to save the world--you can't do it by just standing in the park."  


The next day the women were joined by the women who were in the café the day before and a number of their friends.  This brought the local newspaper reporter to the scene.  He wrote a derisive article about the women.  The day after it appeared, hundreds of women showed up to stand in the park in silence.   The news quickly spread and soon women were standing all over the country. The story ended with women standing in every country throughout the globe, standing to save the world. 

(Excerpted from http://www.standingwomen.org/english_story.html)

On May 13, 2007, inspired by this story, women stood all over the world.  As of May 18, 3636 events from 74 nations have been reported (http://lightpages.net/stand/page3.cfm).  And the story continues…

REFLECTION AND DEEPER TELLING AND HEARING

Reflection is the act of mirroring back to a person what you sensed them saying, checking to see if you've really "got" it in a way that, when you have, they feel truly heard.  Reflection of this kind sets up a remarkable resonance between or among the people involved.  It can shift an interaction from feeling like a ping-pong match to an exuberant sense of co-creation.  When I reflect back what you say to me, you feel more heard and become more ready to listen.  I, in turn, can better hear you and speak my truth in a way that builds on what you have said.  This quality of hearing enables us to see each other more fully, to connect as human beings.  And watch out when this happens; it is the beginning of loving each other simply as fellow creatures.  

The more skilled the reflection (e.g., from parroting or paraphrasing another’s words to naming the emotional content, to speaking the spiritual yearning implicit in their message), the more deeply connected we become.  This is the core skill of Nonviolent Communication (http://www.cnvc.org) at the individual and interpersonal level and of Dynamic Facilitation (http://www.tobe.net) in a group.

In many ways, I find this the most challenging approach to welcoming disturbances.  It requires being fully present to another in the heat of the moment.  Particularly, if you are participating in co-creating the disturbance, it takes discipline to step into deeply listening to the other.

Here is a classic example from Nonviolent communication: a language of compassion (http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1892005034/omegainstitutefo):

I was presenting Nonviolent Communication in a mosque at Deheisha Refugee Camp in Bethlehem to about 170 Palestinian Moslem men. Attitudes toward Americans at that time were not favorable. As I was speaking, I suddenly noticed a wave of muffled commotion fluttering through the audience. “They’re whispering that you are American!” my translator alerted me, just as a gentleman in the audience leapt to his feet. Facing me squarely, he hollered at the top of his lungs, “Murderer!” Immediately a dozen other voices joined him in chorus:“Assassin!” “Child-killer!” “Murderer!”

Fortunately, I was able to focus my attention on what the man was feeling and needing. In this case, I had some cues. On the way into the refugee camp, I had seen several empty tear gas canisters that had been shot into the camp the night before. Clearly marked on each canister were the words “Made in U.S.A.” I knew that the refugees harbored a lot of anger toward the U.S. for supplying tear gas and other weapons to Israel. 

I addressed the man who had called me a murderer:

	I:
	Are you angry because you would like my government to use its resources differently? (I didn’t know whether my guess was correct, but what is critical is my sincere effort to connect with his feeling and need.)

	He:
	Damn right I’m angry! You think we need tear gas? We need sewers, not your tear gas! We need housing! We need to have our own country!

	I:
	So you’re furious and would appreciate some support in improving your living conditions and gaining political independence?

	He:
	Do you know what it’s like to live here for twenty-seven years the way I have with my family—children and all? Have you got the faintest idea what that’s been like for us?

	I:
	Sounds like you’re feeling very desperate and you’re wondering whether I or anybody else can really understand what it’s like to be living under these conditions.

	He:
	You want to understand? Tell me, do you have children? Do they go to school? Do they have playgrounds? My son is sick! He plays in open sewage! His classroom has no books! Have you seen a school that has no books?

	I:
	I hear how painful it is for you to raise your children here; you’d like me to know that what you want is what all parents want for their children—a good education, opportunity to play and grow in a healthy environment . . .

	He:  
	That’s right, the basics! Human rights—isn’t that what you Americans call it? Why don’t more of you come here and see what kind of human rights you’re bringing here!

	I:
	You’d like more Americans to be aware of the enormity of the suffering here and to look more deeply at the consequences of our political actions?


Our dialogue continued, with him expressing his pain for nearly twenty more minutes, and I listening for the feeling and need behind each statement. I didn’t agree or disagree. I received his words, not as attacks, but as gifts from a fellow human willing to share his soul and deep vulnerabilities with me. 

Once the gentleman felt understood, he was able to hear me as I explained my purpose for being at the camp. An hour later, the same man who had called me a murderer was inviting me to his home for a Ramadan dinner. 

— Marshall B. Rosenberg

It seems so counter-intuitive, that when we want to be heard -- when we most want someone to listen and understand us -- that we are well served by first listening well to them.  It can make all the difference.

***

You may have noticed, reflection often involves asking questions.  Questions frequently evoke stories and stories regularly hold up a mirror for us to see ourselves in each other.    When you are next faced with a disturbance, I invite you to see which path calls you -- a question that invites curiosity about what’s possible, a story that offers new meaning, connection, and guidance or a reflection that reaches into the heart of the situation, generating a spirit of communion, a knowing that we are in it together.

Let us know what made a difference for you.




