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 Perhaps in these dark times we have to look more closely to see the beauty in the world. It’s not gone. It’s still there! We just have to look a little harder!

Sometimes the key to transforming lies in looking—and listening—more closely.

Vern Neufeld Redekop

Gloria Neufeld Redekop


Introduction

Transforming—Inside and Out
 
Vern Neufeld Redekop and
 Gloria Neufeld Redekop 

“Transforming”: the word is jolting, crying out for its cognate cousin, “transformation.” But “transforming” is distinguished by its ongoingness; it is both a goal and a process that never ceases. It is like the victim-survivors of atrocities who found that every morning they had to forgive all over again.

The process is not even. There may be key points when a goal is reached, or a new possibility opens up. At any point, a new trajectory may be set that changes everything (Menon 2013). Sometimes a small change—in awareness, framing, or action—can change everything: in “A Tender Agony of Parting,” Rumi tells the story of a reed that a craftsman took from the reedbed. After cutting holes in it, the reed was deemed a “human being” that has wailed

a tender agony of parting,

never mentioning the skill

that gave it life as a flute. (2006, 85)

In this case, cutting holes into a reed changes it into a flute; the change is not just physical, it is a change in the ontology—how its existence is framed and what it does, and the skill of the “flute player” that transcends its own physical existence and gives it new meaning. This suggests a transforming shift in consciousness.

When we think of what is confronting humankind in the present era, there is the need for a growth of “psychospiritual” consciousness. Consider the following reflection:

The source of the problems confronting humanity is fundamentally not economic, political or technological, but rather, is to be found within the human psyche. To quote Dr. Stanislov Grof, “In the last analysis, the current global crisis is a psychospiritual crisis; it reflects the level of consciousness evolution of the human species. It is, therefore, hard to imagine that it could be resolved without a radical inner transformation of humanity on a large scale and its rise to a higher level of emotional maturity and spiritual awareness. . . . Radical psychospiritual transformation of humanity is not only possible, but is already underway.” This is an important point to consider: There is undeniable evidence that an expansion of consciousness in the human species is not only a remote possibility but is already taking place. Grof concludes, “The question is only whether it can be sufficiently fast and extensive to reverse the current self-destructive trend of modern humanity.” In other words, will we wake up in time? (Levy 2020)

Transforming picks up where Awakening left off. It involves the ongoing work of bringing new insights into life. It is about not only taking action but also reflecting on the meaning of that action. Action, as seen in chapters by the following authors, ranges from the intrapersonal (Pösel-Steinmair) to the interpersonal (Gagnon), to group (Brodeur) to the large group (Ibrahim, Cleyn, Logie, Hess) to the biosphere (Lefkoff), these authors often showing the interdependence among these dimensions.

It is humbling for us to have had the privilege of weaving into this volume the cream of the authors’ research. This involves doctoral dissertations (Chabot, Gagnon, Levesque), master’s and post-master’s research projects (Cleyn, Logie, Hess), postdoctoral research (Pösel-Steinmair, Moore, and G. Neufeld Redekop), and life’s work over decades (Kauffman, Theise, Singh, Brodeur, Hamilton, Ibrahim, Twinn, Lefkoff, and V. Neufeld Redekop). Later we will describe the unique contribution of each to the understanding of the dynamics of transforming, spirituality, emergent creativity, and reconciliation—each addressing a unique combination of these. First, Gloria will “set the stage” with a reflection on the unanticipated impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and a story of reconciliation that had unanticipated consequences—adjacent possibles. Second, Vern will place the book into the context of the emergence of the Spirituality, Emergent Creativity, and Reconciliation research project. Then we will show how the reflective, research, and experiential threads of the various chapters are woven together to present a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.
 
Setting the Stage (Gloria)

“Transforming”—quite a word to contemplate during this Corona Virus pandemic. A time that is challenging for most of us, and especially for the most vulnerable of our population. What can be transformed during this time of physical distancing? Let us begin with the intrapersonal. Not so easy. There are many who are having mental health challenges. A lot of anxiety and even panic. However, there may be some room for inner transformation to happen. For those of us who are self-isolating, sheltering at home, we have more time to read and contemplate. We may think about what is really most important in life. What am I most grateful for? Thinking about interpersonal transformation, some of us are isolating with either a partner or an entire family; we may be separated from our loved ones. Children are home from school. Sometimes adult children have returned home to isolate with their parents. This presents new challenges. If there is any abuse or violence in the home, this is a very trying time—raising the question of what might transform recrimination and domination to mutual empowerment. Even if there is no history of violence in the home, there is a chance that relationships can be transformed as family members spend more time together. Maybe they do more cooking together. Maybe they watch shows and movies together. Maybe they simply take more time to talk with each other.

There can also be community transformation. Since the COVID-19 outbreak, we Skype daily with a couple whom we have known for many years. Previously, we would have dinner together every month or so. Now we talk every day. One of the spouses is a photographer, and he e-mails one nature photo with a pertinent quote every day. When we talk, we share what we have been doing that day, we talk about the impact of COVID-19, and we have determined to always share something positive. This is community transformation. And there is another personal example. We live in Blackburn Hamlet, a suburb of Ottawa, Ontario. Most of our services are accessible within walking distance—a grocery store, pharmacy, library, banks, doctors, dentists, chiropractor, massage therapists, and even a Dollarama! It seems that most people we encounter on our daily walks are very cognizant of the need for physical distancing during this pandemic. While walking, people are very quick to cross the street as someone approaches. But what is very noticeable is that we wave and smile at each other as we pass. This didn’t tend to happen before. And when we pass by homes where people are sitting outside, there is often a little conversation. These are people we have never met before. This is community transformation. And then there are our neighbors, who have volunteered to get groceries for us (and we have taken them up on the offers). Unlike before, whenever we are in our backyard and they are in theirs, there is a lot more conversation than previously. We are alone, yet together!

Another kind of transformation that we see during the COVID-19 pandemic is the beginning of transformation of the biosphere. Positively, various cities that have been shut down have dramatically less pollution and various bodies of water are cleaner than ever. Negatively, there is a rise in the use of plastic; break-ins into stores that are closed down are on the rise as is the incidence of stunt driving on highways. All this is to say that with any emergent new development, like a pandemic, there are significant new possibilities that open up for personal, social, political, and biospheric transformation.

A good example of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and community transformation is evident in the 2019 movie, The Best of Enemies, based on the 1996 book, The Best of Enemies: Race and Redemption in the New South by Osha Gray Davidson. It is the story of the unlikely friendship between Ann Atwater, a civil rights advocate, and Claiborne Paul (C .P.) Ellis, a Ku Klux Klan leader. The story takes place in Durham, North Carolina, in 1971.

It was a time when integration in the school system had not yet taken place. After a fire in a school where African American children attended, a solution was needed so that these children could continue to go to school. There was no way that Ku Klux Klan members wanted the African American children to attend the same school as their own children. An African American pastor approached a certain Bill Riddick, who was well known for conducting charettes in situations like this. The Miriam-Webster Dictionary defines a charette as “the intense final effort made by architectural students to complete their solutions to a given architectural problem in an allotted time or the period in which such an effort is made” (Miriam-Webster 2019). However, it has also come to mean a meeting of all parties involved in a dispute, with the goal to resolve conflicts and come up with solutions. And that is its meaning in this case.

When Bill Riddick agreed to organize a charette in Durham, he first approached Ann Atwater and C. P. Ellis to be cochairs for the event. After much objection, they agreed. What they had in common was that they were both from the working class and were struggling financially. During the ten days of meeting and eating together, each side had representatives and a vote was taken on the issues confronting them. In the end, the most unbelievable thing happened. In front of the entire assembly, Ellis tore up his Ku Klux membership card. He had become convinced of desegregation. Subsequently, he had many threats to his life in the years that followed. After the charette Ellis and Atwater worked together to form unions and work together to end segregation. When Ellis died in 2005, Atwater gave the eulogy.

In this story, there were a number of transformations that came as surprises. The purpose of the charette was to talk about integration of schools in Durham. However, there were other adjacent possibles that happened as a result of holding the charette.

What we see in this example is, first of all, the intrapersonal transformation of Ellis, who took the great risk of tearing up his Ku Klux Klan membership when his view of segregation became untenable to him. Interpersonal transformation happened between Ellis and Atwater, even to the extent of subsequently working together for thirty years to end segregation, telling their story and inspiring people in other communities. And community transformation resulted from the Ellis/Atwater relationship: previously Ellis did not sell gas to African Americans; now, African Americans in the area lined up to get gas from Ellis’s gas station, supporting his business that white people now boycotted. And with the releasing of the movie, there was the possibility that even more people might be affected by what happened in Durham.

The Spirituality, Emergent Creativity, and Reconciliation (SECR) Narrative (Vern)

In 2008, there were three converging events that led to the possibility of a research project on SECR. First was the need for me to develop a graduate course on Spirituality and Conflict Resolution. Second was my stumbling across the Metanexus exhibit at the American Academy of Religion where they said they could fund the development of my course. Third was the interview on CBC radio with Stuart Kauffman who had just released his book, Reinventing the Sacred, in which he developed the concept of “emergent creativity.” I subsequently tracked down Kauffman who recommended other complexity thinkers who could join the multidisciplinary team of scholars for the research project—some of whom have chapters in this book (initially Lefkoff and Theise, and later Singh and Peil Kauffman).

The Generative Dialogue (see Redekop 2020) in 2009 was the catalyst for many new insights that were then ploughed into the Spirituality and Conflict Resolution course I taught in the winter of 2010. A second gathering of the research team coincided with one of the classes, which we had in the Courtyard Restaurant—each table of four had two scholars and two grad students—one person from each table moved to another table for each course. We ended with a circle process. The atmosphere was electric, buzzing with new ideas and connections.

The culmination of the research project was an international conference in 2012. It was multifaceted with presentations, Samoan circles, participatory workshops, improv dramas, and creative exchanges. It modeled both compassionate listening (see Gagnon, Transforming) and interworldview dialogue (IWVD) (see Brodeur, Transforming). The ensuing years involved a series of less formal processes and subprocesses leading to the publication of the two SECR volumes: Awakening and Transforming. These have led to intra-SECR connections indicated by citations within the volume to chapters in both books.


Transforming: Emerging Issues and Adjacent Possibles (Vern and Gloria)

This book is about transforming processes. Given the interrelated web of insights, it would be profitable for each reader to read the book twice: the first time to grasp what each individual chapter is about; the second time would be to read each chapter in the light of all the others. Indeed, each author has indwelled their particular subject matter to a remarkable degree, and, as noted in chapter 2, indwelling is the key to making a truly creative contribution. In the following paragraphs, we will synthesize the “heart” of each chapter, beginning with a section on Violence, Spirituality, and Reconciliation.

My (Vern) chapter on “Reconciliation as Emergent Creativity” is a synthesis of what I have learned over more than a decade of wrestling with the issue of how complexity theory and emergent creativity can be applied to reconciliation. Reconciliation of deep-rooted conflict has been central to my research since the 1990s. It adds some new dimensions to Stuart Kauffman’s concept of criticality—which I have discussed with him—and applies the concept of emergent creativity to the mind as a complex system. I also present hope as a form of active engagement with a challenging issue or question and as a factor that enhances the potential for something creative to emerge.

Katherine Peil Kauffman has indwelled “The Biology of Emotion” for years, drawing on evolutionary biology, neuroscience, theology, philosophy, and other disciplines to present an integrated view of our emotions as the guidance system to our thought, decisions, and volition. This has significant implications for our paradigms of rationality, critical thought, reflexivity, and justice. In this chapter, she shows how an awareness and attentiveness to this emotional guidance system can help us make sense of our own experiences of violation and can lead us to some life-giving approaches to justice-making. It also shows how this well-developed and complex emotional system forms an interface with natural spirituality, showing how important the “heart”—understood as a metaphor for an integrated thought-feeling system—is for how we deal with issues of profound concern to us, including reconciliation.

Petra Pösel-Steinmair, a Girardian theologian, presents the essence of her postdoctoral research project on three women mystics who find constructive ways with dealing with deep suffering and loss associated with World War II. Maria Skobtsova sees every human being, including one’s enemy, as an ikon of Christ; in other words, she is able to value the humanity of everyone. This for her was not just a theoretical ideal but the concept is born out of her own experience of confronting those who brought suffering to her and her people. Chiara Lubich uses the concept of kenosis—of emptying oneself, a theological notion based on the Apostle Paul’s description of Christ “emptying himself”—to provide a basis for unity among people with diverse worldviews (cf. Brodeur). Kenosis is not unlike the Buddhist principle of detachment from desire and ego; it is a profound letting go of passions that could be divisive. Dorothy Soelle demonstrates the activist side of mysticism. Out of her experience she presents the important aspect of nonviolently entering into conflict and confronting injustices, such as human rights abuses. All this is in the context of Girard’s Battling to the End in which he explores the very real possibility of violence going out of control in an escalating spiral of mutually enacted harm to one another. These three mystics shine a light on resources to escape runaway violence.

I (Gloria) went from my doctoral study of Mennonite women’s societies, devoted to material help for those in need, to a study of Mennonite women’s experience of the Russian Revolution and subsequent civil war and famine. In each case, my research was focused on giving voice to women in contexts where the dominant narrative was male-centric—church and war. In the stories of older women who had been young girls in the early twentieth century, I found instances of resourcefulness, resilience, and care in the face of horrific rape, murder, and plunder. The transforming impact lay in the commitment to do what they did for others who might be suffering and continued to do in their present lives.

The next section on Reconciliation as Spiritual Praxis features scholar-practitioners who have significant experience in engaging people from diverse worlds of culture, religion, and meaning.

Brigitte Gagnon participated in The Compassionate Listening Project (TCLP), using listening to enter into the worlds of Palestinians and Israelis; she then engaged in qualitative and quantitative doctoral research with former participants of TCLP. Her research demonstrated how compassionate listening, with the attendant skills of reflective self-awareness and self-regulation, could have a transforming effect on both the listener and the person listened to. Going from practice to theory development, she developed a model, including a matrix, for a Relational Ecosystem for Peace that shows how attentiveness to the context (safe container), the messenger, and the message can establish conditions conducive to deep connection. The process of connecting with the other in an ever-deeper way is at the heart of this model, offering theoretical and practical clues on how “transforming” and “emerging” from separation (with the other) to communion can happen.

Beginning with his own stirring account of how his own world opened up through dialogue with others, Patrice Brodeur systematically develops the concept of Interworldview Dialogue (IWVD. IWVD incorporates aspects of deep identity that integrates the multiple subidentities that every human beings carries, without reducing or hiding them under any one dominant identity, be it religion or culture, nationality, language, or gender; it shows how understanding complex identity and power dynamics, at the center of all tensions and conflicts, can help bring reconciliation and healing through a realignment of more equitable human dynamics, as a result of an IWVD process. Brodeur theoretically synthesizes the results of over 100 dialogues conducted in several languages over three decades, on all continents. Striking in his account is how challenging it was for him as a young Québécois to spend a week living with an Indigenous family in a remote village on the shore of a northeast Pacific coast inlet—it raised questions leading to an indwelling of the world of transcending cultural divides, leading to insights he is publishing for the first time.

As a Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) chaplain serving with the United Nations Protection Forces (UNPROFOR) in Bosnia in the early 1990s, Steve Moore engaged the faith community leaders of the ethnoreligious groups engulfed in the civil war raging at the time. Due to his efforts, and those of chaplains of subsequent tours, the facilitation of dialogue among the local religious leaders was achieved where there had been none for a number of years—seeding reconciliation. The experience left a profound impact on Moore, who eventually pursued doctoral studies to make meaning of this initial impulse of religious leaders turning to chaplains as fellow religious leaders for support in bridging the divide between their faith group communities caused by the war. His groundbreaking research, which included fieldwork with a CAF Muslim padre in Afghanistan (2006), contributed to a global phenomenon of Religious Leader Engagement (RLE). In his chapter, he develops this concept, showing how it can be situated among the variety of stakeholders (whole-of-government) in a conflict situation.

Building on Moore’s conceptual development, Karen Hamilton shows how the concept of RLE can be applied to domestic situations that do not involve violent conflict. She is uniquely qualified to do this, drawing on fifteen years of experience as general secretary for the Canadian Council of Churches, a position with diplomatic and strategic challenges nationally and internationally. In this capacity, she indwelled the world of Christian ecumenism. She had and still has a major national and international leadership role in interfaith issues, having recently cochaired the Parliament of the World’s Religions.

In terms of a big picture, look at a global pressing challenge for reconciliation; few challenges are as significant as the rift between the Muslim world and “the West.” Iman Ibrahim is in a unique position to address this as a Muslim woman who grew up in Egypt and then moved to Canada, where she completed a second bachelor’s degree in Carleton University’s College of Humanities and a master’s degree in international relations and conflict resolution. For years, besides her conflict resolution work, she has played a leadership role in multicultural and dialogue projects including Islamic History Month and in the Canadian Peace Initiative campaign advocating for a Canadian government Department of Peace. Her chapter is a cri-de-coeur to bridge the gap between the Muslim world and Euro-based civilizations. She analyzes the Islamic concepts of conflict resolution supporting the transition to democracy and collaborative international relations. A reconciliatory dialogue requires consideration of lessons learned and Muslim societies’ needs in order for spiritual leaders to engage more effectively in what Brodeur calls IWVD.

“Heart,” as the integrated core of thought, feeling, and spirituality, and as developed by Peil Kauffman, Gagnon, and Brodeur, calls for communication and connection in ways that transcend language. Hence, the need for art and arts literacy in reconciliation processes. This was a focus of Lauren Levesque’s doctoral research. In her chapter, she develops the potential for music to make a difference. For this to happen, music literacy is important. The importance of this literacy is discussed with reference to the work of international relations scholar, Roland Bleiker, and the example of the West-Eastern Divan orchestra, which is comprised of Palestinian and Jewish musicians along with youth from across the Middle East and Europe.

The next section on Indigenous Insights and Challenges of Reconciliation addresses a complex array of issues at many different levels. Given the global impact of colonialism with its history of racism, slavery, cultural genocide, paternalism, and domination, there is a profound need for reconciliation that includes structural change, a new form of relationships, healing, transcendence of differences, and a sense of justice.

Joseph Cleyn begins with a chapter on “Transcending Traditional Justice Claims.” He shows how colonialism brought a mindset that privileged its own worldview, which included ways of knowing and a set of norms. This meant that the violence of domination included epistemic violence and normative violence—both of these functioning at the level of underlying assumptions, privileging approaches of colonizing Settlers. They empower subtle forms of oppression that continue even after attempts to address concrete forms of cultural oppression, such as residential schools. They call for deep self-critical examination of thought patterns, values, and norms.

Cecil Chabot is in a unique position to examine different worldviews. As a non-Indigenous person raised in an Indigenous context where he was often the only nonaboriginal person in his class, he indwelled the world of the James Bay Cree. Part of that world included stories of Windigo—an individual at the edge of survival that turned cannibalistic. The Windigo concept evolved beyond literal cannibalism to include other forms of personal aggrandizement at the expense of others, taking on mythical and archetypal aspects of character. Chabot’s doctoral research was on Windigoes as understood in various Indigenous traditions, using different but related words for the same phenomenon.

Catherine Twinn, a lawyer of Indigenous and European descent, begins with her own experience with addiction, codependency, and enabling within an Indian Act reserve community system, a product of colonization. She sees in the ancient Wihtiko teachings, insights, and warnings that apply as much to today’s colonized Indian Reserve communities as to contemporary Western systems. With rare exception, these are addictive systems that, in lockstep with the archetypal leaders such systems beget, cannibalize spirituality, relationships, and life itself. As cannibals, these are undeniably Wihtiko systems. Transcending Wihtiko systems requires the ability to see and understand Wihtiko, which is challenging given the normalization of addiction and codependency within our lives and communities. Wihtiko, as leader and system, consumes many victims—victims who are themselves susceptible to becoming Wihtikos if they lose their soul. We can liberate ourselves from the tyrannical power of Wihtiko leaders and systems enabled by codependent people. Traditional Indigenous teachings point to ways out of Wihtiko domination and destruction, by building one’s inner intellectual and psychospiritual power. Developing our intellectual and psychospiritual power can turn every hindrance, impediment, and obstacle into a transformative way forward.

Robert Logie, a Settler with a passion for justice in relation to Indigenous people, takes on the “wicked” challenge of remote Fly-In Indigenous Communities. With a reduced land base making a traditional lifestyle no longer viable, it is a challenge to develop an approach to economic life when the cost of transportation to the urban “south” is so high. Of particular concern to Logie is how the Settler debate is not helpful to Indigenous people. Using an integral theory quadrant-based analysis, he shows how both sides talk past one another and ultimately fail to really engage Indigenous people from remote locations (cf. Cleyn’s chapter). With a view to advancing reconciliation and creating space for new opportunities to emerge, Logie calls for an approach that unites integral theory and complexity theory to address feedback loops that are holding these communities back.

Moving from the Canadian context to that of Australia, Sue-Anne Hess examines Aboriginal-Settler relations in the wake of similar colonial injustices. Included are lessons learned about what has happened so far in terms of reconciliation, highlights from Lederach’s Moral Imagination as teachings to offer a way forward, and an emphasis on the role of the arts (cf. Levesque’s chapter) in advancing reconciliation.

Pervading this volume is a sensitivity to the issue of complexity—this comes to the fore in the next section on Complexity, Community, and Emergent Development. Three complexity specialists from different fields take us into overlapping areas of application.

Liver pathologist and biological scientist, Neil Theise identifies a number of principles of complex adaptive systems, drawn from careful observations from the field of biology. He then shows how these could be applied to human social systems. In this, he is aided by three authors who offer examples from their worlds—Catherine Twinn: Indigenous communities; Gloria Neufeld Redekop: emergence of Mennonite women’s societies; and Lissane Yohannes: Eritrean and Ethiopian local communities establishing a border.

Naresh Singh has had a career of reducing poverty by focusing on the assets of poor communities. In the process, he was a pioneer in applying complexity theory to development, noting that in a truly complex environment often the most significant new developments are those that could not have been planned. Hence, the logical frameworks in vogue around the world have severe limitations when it comes to policy and evaluation. He shows how complexity-based approaches can complement log frames to enhance development effectiveness.

Finally, Merle Lefkoff draws on decades of being an environmentalist to reflect on global challenges to the biosphere. As one of the first social scientists to be ushered into the world of complexity science, she is a unique position to draw attention to the adjacent possibles opening up at this time of rapid change to the environment. She does this, not as a lone complexity scientist, but as part of a global scientific community, which she has brought together to generate new insights as to how we as humans can address the cascading challenges facing humanity.

There we have it—an overview of Transforming: Applying Spirituality, Emergent Creativity, and Reconciliation. Our own lives have been truly enriched through our engagement with these authors.
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Chapter 1

Reconciliation as Emergent Creativity1

Vern Neufeld Redekop 

Reconciliation in the wake of widespread violence demands structural and cultural change.1 As A. J. Muste pointed out:

We cannot have peace if we are only concerned with peace. War is not an accident. It is the logical outcome of a certain way of life. If we want to attack war, we have to attack that way of life. (1970)

Changing a “way of life” is a multifaceted challenge involving behaviors, systems, and structures as exterior factors as well as values, culture, orientation, interpretive framework, and emotional memories as interior factors.

Systemic and structural forms of violence, like overt violent actions, deprive victims of a sense of justice, security, and worth (Galtung 1971; Dilts 2012). When victims are not self-flagellating and preoccupied with their own woundedness, they can be obsessed with resentment, revenge, and hatred in relation to those who (unjustly) harmed them (Girard 1976; Minow 1998; Murphy and Hampton 1988). It seems absurd, some would think, to even dare to mention “reconciliation” as an option. Yet it does occur and has grown as a significant concept within the fields of conflict studies and peace studies.2

Reconciliation is paradoxical and complex. When it happens, it appears deceptively simple—the dividing walls come down; there is forgiveness; and there is mutual recognition of humanity. However, as anyone who has experienced a deep rift over profound woundedness knows, pressure to forgive or to reconcile at the wrong time can do more harm than good. It results in further victimization, as those who are wounded feel guilty for not reconciling. The very process of reconciliation needs to be open, yet needs direction; it needs to come from the parties involved, yet often they cannot do it alone; sometimes a long period of time is needed for healing, yet it can happen soon after the experience of violence. There is no algorithm or technique that will “make it happen,” yet there are processes and teachings that increase its likelihood. These, and many other paradoxes, are indications that reconciliation is a complex phenomenon.

This chapter explores the implications of looking at reconciliation as emergent creativity. In other words, a relational system marked by mimetic structures of violence (Redekop 2002) can be transformed in a manner akin to complex adaptive systems that self-organize when the right elements come together at the right time. This exploration involves the following heuristic operations: first, there will be a definition of emergent creativity, including factors that enhance the potential for something new to emerge; second, recognizing that Girard has shown a form of reconciliation that occurs after scapegoating, I will examine scapegoating as an emergent phenomenon in the history of hominization; this will segue into an examination of blessing-based phenomena leading to an exploration of reconciliation. Finally, I will show that hope, as an aspect of spirituality, can animate the reconciliation process.

Emergent Creativity

Stuart Kauffman, one of the leading thinkers of complexity thinking, has contributed significantly to the conceptual development of “emergent creativity,” as it occurs in the context of complex adaptive systems (1995). As a cell biologist and a systems biologist, Kauffman noted that evolutionary theory has a lot to say about how some new organisms or species survive but not much to say about how these new specimens emerge in the first place. His theoretical development of emergent creativity speaks to that (Kaufman 2008). He argues that from cells to organisms to large interactive systems there is so much complexity and interactivity among many variables that development cannot be known, predicted, or controlled. They are all complex adaptive systems.

Figure 1.1 shows that within a complex adaptive system are platforms from which new things can emerge. A platform is a context of interaction between elements within a complex adaptive system. It is the specific locus of emergent creativity. When something new does emerge, there are adjacent possibilities that did not exist before. For example, the heart emerges to pump blood but opens up the adjacent possibility of rhythm. The airbag of a fish that is meant to control depth becomes a niche for new organisms. The personal computer opens up the adjacent possibility of the Internet, which is an example of emergent creativity in its own right.

[image: ]

Figure 1.1 Emergent Creativity. All figures in this chapter were created by the author.

One of Kauffman’s most significant observations is that once something new has emerged, it has its own ontology, which cannot be reduced to what was before. Quite simply, the emergence of life cannot be reduced to the laws of physics. Kauffman shows how emergent creativity is manifest in the evolution of fields of human activity such as the emergence of economic systems and the common law legal system (2008). Could we then say that the emergence of Spirit cannot be reduced to the organic chemistry of cell biology or even the related fields of neurobiology, physiology, or even systems ecology?

Emergent creativity takes work, which is technically defined as: “the constrained release of energy into a few degrees of freedom” (Kauffman, drawing on Peter Atkins 2008, 90). In this regard, it is the opposite of entropy, which is the random diffusion of energy. There are examples of how even single-celled organisms direct their energy to move in the direction of food sources (Kauffman 2008; Peil Kauffman 2020). Even at that level there seems to be a consciousness at work. Likewise, as Kauffman observes at so many levels, systems engage in the work of directing energy in a relatively focused way.

The world of complexity and complex adaptive system is a nonlinear world in which what emerges is never predictable. There are too many variables to try to account for all of them. The range of possibilities is infinite. In his later work, Kauffman has argued, along with Guissepe Longo and Maël Montévil, that there are no entailing laws that would determine what might emerge (Longo et al. 2012; Kauffman 2020). Put another way, we do not know, and we cannot know, what the future might bring us. The world generally and the smaller worlds of meaning that we indwell are filled with endless possibilities. The future is open.


The fact that we do not know and cannot know what will happen does not mean that we are powerless to do anything about the future. Complexity means neither agnosticism nor despair. Rather, it calls for the kind of humility associated with a sense of awe that there is something that transcends our best efforts and that can impact the future trajectory. The story of Elisha and his servant is a metaphor for this (2 Kings 6:11-19). In the story, they are in a walled city surrounded by a powerful army. The servant is filled with fear. Elisha prays that the servant’s eyes might be opened to the creative potential around them. The servant then sees chariots of fire surrounding the city. In the end, they escape danger through a highly creative set of events. In the same way, an awareness of the potential of emergent creativity allows one to “see” that even without knowing what would or could emerge, the potential is there for something to change the situation in a dramatic way.

So, what do we know about complexity that will help us with reconciliation? First, there are conditions under which the probability of something new emerging can be optimized.

Kauffman refers to these conditions as criticality—that is along the line of criticality the probability is high for emergent creativity (2008). Criticality is a function of the number of elements involved and the number of ways of combining these elements. You can have many elements and few ways of combining them and chances are high for emergence (figure 1.2). For instance, in a room filled with several hundred people (many elements), they are asked to form groups based on the main color of the shirt or top they are wearing (few combinations). New groups are likely to emerge in short order. On the other hand, there may be a few elements and many ways of combining them and again chances are high for emergence. A concrete example is a box of Lego blocks—there are relatively few different elements but many combinations of what could be built. If you have few elements and few new ways of combining them, the situation is static—nothing is going to change (the bottom left corner of the graph in figure 1.2). On the other hand, if there are too many elements with many combinations, the result is chaos and the likelihood of anything new emerging is negligible (top right, figure 1.2). While it is impossible to know in advance how many of elements or combinations are optimal, this general understanding can enable one to adjust the situation accordingly.

[image: ]

Figure 1.2 Criticality.
 
Beyond the line of criticality, I propose that there is a third axis that impacts the probability that something new will emerge.3 There are several factors that can enhance the chances for emergent creativity (figure 1.3—note that this is meant to be three-dimensional with the axis of the Number of Elements coming vertically off the page). One of these is desperate need. When there is an emergency, with some extreme needs, new things emerge faster, as is the case in time of war and is currently the case during the COVID-19 pandemic. Another is resources; for example, during the 1960s when there was a space race between the United States and the Soviet Union, there was a command economy for space.4 New items were developed for life in space, and many of them opened adjacent possibilities for life on earth, one trivial example being the powdered orange-flavored drink called “Tang.” Another factor that increases the probability for emergent creativity is an emotional drive or intellectual passion to discover something. Related to all of these is the bringing together of diverse experts for the purpose of discovering something new. All of these factors exemplify signs that there is “hope” that something new will emerge; we will return to the theme of hope near the end of the chapter.
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Figure 1.3 Third Axis of Increased Probability.
 
René Girard has argued that in archaic societies there was the potential for self-destruction through reciprocal violence and that a scapegoat mechanism emerged that reconciled people, taking them out of the chaotic situation and restoring a social order. I will now examine this phenomenon as a case of emergent creativity.

Scapegoat and Sacrifice as Emergent Phenomena

The Girardian hominization narrative (the emergence of humankind) starts with the emergent capacity of humans to imitate the desire of others. “Mimetic desire” is his term (1976, 1987). This capacity builds on mammalian capabilities to imitate behaviors (1987). As Cameron Thomson argues, mimetic desire is an extension of what Tomasello has identified as joint attention—the realization that Self and Other are paying attention to the same thing (2014). This is seen in babies at about nine months when they direct the attention of their parents to some object and show that they are aware that they and an Other are paying attention to the same thing (ibid.). This joint attention can evolve into imagining what the desire of the Other might be and then imitating the desire of the Other—imagining that the Self can have the same thing.

With mimetic desire came a capacity for mimetic rivalry with rivals each wanting what the other had or desired, as well as murder and theft as a way of getting the objects of mimetic desire. These capacities could then extend to all-out reciprocal violence that could destroy archaic communities. What happened, and, according to Girard, happened thousands of times was that a community on the brink of such violence would find a scapegoat and vent all the pent-up violence onto a person they stoned, drowned, or threw off a cliff (1977, 1987, 1989). When this happened, there was a peace that fell upon the community based on a combination of catharsis of violence and everyone having joined in the same activity—a unity in violence. There was also a sense of awe at this wondrous transformation; hence, Girard argues, there was the emergence of a sense of the Sacred (1977) grounded in collective violence.

Through the repetition of this sequence of a build-up of violence through mimetic rivalry ending with a scapegoat catharsis came a realization that this community reconciliation through the death of a victim was desirable and that it should become regular. In the spontaneous emergence of a scapegoat, there was no advance knowledge of who the scapegoat would be, making any community member vulnerable. Furthermore, pushing the violent crisis to the brink of all-out violence made the community as a whole vulnerable.

The adjacent possible opened up by scapegoating was the substitute process of ritual sacrifice (Girard 1977). For most societies, animals were used as sacrifices. This protected humans; it also meant that the meat could be ritually eaten. The sacrifice was a double surrogate. The scapegoat functioned as a surrogate for the enemy of each community member and the sacrificial victim was a surrogate for the scapegoat (ibid.). We can refer to this form of reconciliation as being violence-based reconciliation (Redekop 2014).

The emergence of scapegoating meant the emergence of community reconciliation. Communities developed a shared memory of violent crisis and its denouement through scapegoating. They also developed a social imaginary for reconciliation in the event of violence, resentment, and hatred. That is, a new category opened up for humankind—reconciliation.

One of the characteristics of emergent creativity is that it is nonreducible. That means that its emergence could not have been predicted by what was
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