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Introduction

The topic of this convention asks how we face the challenge of change, the constructive engagement of diversity in a society still struggling with division. Last evening Brendan suggested that a significant change in the Irish context is captured in the paradox of a society that has found ways to overcome violence but not division, a deep and increasingly complex division.

This, too has been my life quest:  How do we overcome cycles of violence and deeply embedded patterns of division?  How do we heal and repair the human community, the relational fabric ripped apart and sustained by the scars of conflict that has endured not just for a year or two, but for decades and generations?

If we are honest these questions set our feet onto the pathways of a complex journey through a most difficult terrain.   The questions we pose here are questions that are faced by every society.  Where can we go in today’s world where we do not face on a daily basis the challenge of diversity, the world in our backyard, and fear of the other, and the driving and far too often polarizing forces of fear that define local, national and global politics?   Our hearts yearn for a sense of place, safety, acceptance and respect.  Yet far too often we find, as suggested by Yeats in one of his best-known poems, that peace comes dropping slow.  He called this the quest for the “hearts core.”  But where do we find this heart’s core, the rhythms and pulse of what is required to build genuine constructive change, what it takes to heal deep divisions, what is vital and necessary to value peace in a polarized world? 

In the weeks following September 11, 2001 I started writing a book that I eventually titled The Moral Imagination:  The Art and Soul of Building Peace.  My inquiry started with two questions that have vexed for some time:  How do people transcend cycles of violence while still living in settings that produce it on a daily basis?  And in those settings of deep division what captures the essence of peacebuilding?  Or put with a twist, what, if it were missing, would make peacebuilding collapse, would make it impossible?  I chose to explore these questions through four stories from very different contexts but each of which represented an extraordinary phenomenon:  People in unexpected ways transcended deep cycles of violence and division.  Let me tell you those stories in brief, a rather daunting challenge for timeframe we have before us, but perhaps to take the advice of my daughter when she was six and about to be subjected once again to listening to one of her father’s speeches told me, “Dad, tell the stories and forget the rest.”  All these stories are places and people I have had the opportunity to know and work with, and none of these stories ever made our daily news.

Four Stories

Northern Ghana --  An encounter that prevented a war.  It is the story of mediation effort that in a moment of near collapse was rescued by a young man whose tribe was denigrated by a more powerful chief who chose to offer the chief respect and called him father.  The evolving mediation and peacebuilding created what we might call the war that never happened.

In the Horn of Africa, from the Wajir District of Kenya near Somalia comes the story of a handful of women who stopped a war.  It began simply.  One of the women, Dekha Ibrahim recalls that one night in mid 1993 shooting erupted once again near her house. She ran for her first-born child and hid for several hours under the bed while bullets crisscrossed her room. In the course of that night she recalled being held by her mother under the same bed, and thought to herself, “this has got to stop.” Others had the same experience, so the women quietly gathered, less than a dozen of them at first.  We just wanted to put our heads together, they said, to see what we knew and could do.  We decided the place to start was the market.  They agreed on a basic idea.  The market should be safe for any woman of any clan background to come, to sell and to buy. They established monitors who would watch everyday what was happening at the market and began to actively recruit other women from all clans, forming Wajir Women's Association for Peace.  Their intiative soon led to bringing elders together, forming the Elders for Peace, then enagement of the youth and fighters, Youth for Peace and local disarmament program that connected to the business sector, providing jobs for fighters in return for guns.  Crisis mediation teams were formed to stop raiding and revenge killings.  They traveled to Nairobi to engage parliamentarians.  They engaged the police and military.  All this was brought together into the a group now known as the Wajir Peace and Development Committee.  

A Story from Colombia: We Have Decided To Think For Ourselves
In the late 1980s and early 90s a region known as La India along the Rio Carare was overrun with violence from guerrilla movements to paramilitaries to peasants in the area were under extreme pressure.  Fighting and larger scale massacres began to take over.  In response to the guerrilla, a notoriously violent Captain of the Colombian army convened more than 2000 peasants from La India and offered them forgiveness in the form of an amnesty if they would accept his weapons and join the ranks of local militia to fight against the guerrilla.  In the eyes of the Captain many of these peasants were guilty of supporting the guerrilla.  So the offer of forgiveness was considered an ultimatum about choosing sides in the conflict.  He concluded with what he called the four choices before the campesinos:  “You can arm yourselves and join us, you can join the guerrilla, you can leave your homes, or you can die.”

The crowd was stunned.  In the midst of the pending silence a middle-aged campesino, Josué, spoke from the crowd and from his heart.  His spontaneous speech was so memorable that up until today you will find peasants in La India who can recite his response to the Captain word for word even though they were not there.  

Capitan, you speak of forgiveness, but what do you have to forgive us?  You are the ones who have violated.  We have killed no one.  You want to give us millions in weapons paid for by the state, yet you will not facilitate even the minimum credit for our farming needs.  There are millions for war but nothing for peace.  And what has all this served?  What has it fixed?  Nothing.  In fact Colombia is in the worse violence ever.  We have arrived at the conclusion that weapons have not solved a thing and that there is not one reason to arm ourselves.  Look at all these people you brought here.  We all know each other.  And who are you?  We know that some years ago you yourself were with guerrilla and now you are the head of the paramilitaries.  You brought people in to our houses to accuse us, you lied, and you switched sides.  And now you, a side switcher, you want us to follow your violent example.  Capitan, with all due respect, we do not plan to join your side, their side or any side.  And we are not leaving this place.  We are going to find our own solution (Garcia, 1996; 189).

Later that week a group of twenty campesino leaders decided to play the ultimate card:  they would pursue civilian resistance without weapons.  As one of them put it, we decided that day to speak for ourselves.  In the weeks and months that followed they organized one of the most unique and spontaneous processes of transformation Colombia has seen in fifty years.  

They formed the Association of Peasant Workers of Carare (ATCC).  Their first act was to break the code of silence.  The quota for entry was a simple commitment:  Your life not your money expressed in the phrase “We shall die before we kill.”  Listen to a few of their guiding principles:  

1) Faced with individualization: solidarity.


2) Faced with the Law of Silence and Secrecy:  Do everything publicly.  Speak loud and never hide anything.

3) Faced with fear:  Sincerity and disposition to dialogue.  They set a single goal:  We shall understand those who do not understand us.

4) Faced with Violence:  Talk and negotiate with everyone.  We do not have enemies.

And these were not just ideas.  Within weeks local villages posted handmade signs with the title “What the people from here say” in which a declaration that no weapons would be allowed in their villages.  They spontaneously declared their lands a territory of peace.  

Delegations were sent to meet with the armed groups.  Never conducted alone and always public, each meeting with each different armed group required careful preparation and choice of who would speak.  But the message remained the same.  Respect for the territory of peace and the campesinos.  They approached each meeting seeking the connection with the person not the institution.  The key, as several people reported it, was that they had to find a way to meet the human being, the real person. Informal and in some instances formal agreements and arrangements were reached.  The Association held to its promise of never giving in to weapons and never giving up on dialogue.  In the public debriefing of any meeting everyone was welcome, friend and foe alike.   The doors were never shut.  Transparency was carried to its fullest extent.

During the next years violence was greatly reduced, though Magdalena Medio remained and is yet today a hotbed of armed conflict.  Nonetheless, the local campaign for respect and dignity came with its price.  Josué and several other leaders were assassinated by unknown and yet undetermined sicarios (hired guns).  Survivors believe it was due to local politicians not the hands of the armed groups.  Their legacy lives on.

Tajikistan

For several years I worked with 25 professors from eight universities in Tajikistan  to develop a curriculum and textbook on conflict and peace studies in the aftermath of their civil war.  In the course of our several years working together we covered many topics.  About a third of the way through we came to mediation.  I had just finished what I thought was quite an excellent presentation on the process of mediation when at the tea break, Abdul, the only Professor in our group who knew some of the inner details of how the Tajiks negotiated while war raged and how they brought the Islamic movements into negotiation rather than isolating or trying to defeat them, drew me to a corner with a translator to tell me a story. 

“I was tasked by the government to approach and convince one of warlords, a key Mullah-Commander located in the mountains to enter negotiations,” Abdul begins.  “This was difficult if not impossible, because this Commander was considered a notorious criminal, and worse, he had killed one of my close friends.”  Abdul stops while the translation conveys the personal side of his challenge.  

“When I first got to his camp the Commander said I had arrived late and it was time for prayers.  So we went together and prayed.  When we had finished, he said to me, ‘How can a communist pray?’  

‘I am not a communist, my father was,” I responded.  

Then he asked what I taught in the University.  We soon discovered we were both interested in Philosophy and Sufism.  We started talking Sufi poetry.  Our meeting went from twenty minutes to two and half hours.  In this part of the world you have to circle into Truth through stories.”  

In the hallway Abdul’s gold capped teeth sparkle with a smile as he relays his message: “You see in Sufism there is an idea that discussion has no end.”  

His point well conveyed, the Professor picks up the story again.

“I kept going to visit him.  We mostly talked poetry and philosophy.  Little by little I asked him about ending the war.  I wanted to persuade him to take the chance on putting down his weapons.  After months of visits we finally had enough trust to speak truths and it all boiled down to one concern.”

“The Commander said to me, ‘If I put down my weapons and go to Dushanbé with you, can you guarantee my safety and life?’”  The Tajik storyteller pauses with the full sense of the moment.  "My difficulty was that I could not guarantee his safety."  

He waits for the translator to finish making sure I have understood the weight of his peacemaking dilemma and then concludes. 

"So I told my philosopher warlord friend the truth,  ‘I cannot guarantee your safety.’"  

In the hallway Professor Abdul swings his arm under mine and comes to stand fully by my side to emphasize the answer he then gave the Commander.  

"But I can guarantee this.  I will go with you, side by side.  And if you die I will die.’  

The hallway is totally quiet.  

“That day the Commander agreed to meet the Government.  Some weeks later we came down together from the mountains.  When he first met with the Commission he told them, ‘I have not come because of your Government.  I have come for honor and respect of this Professor.’

“You see, my young American friend,” Abdul taps my arm lightly, “this is Tajik mediation." 

The Essences of Peacebuilding

What is the essence of these stories?  What happened here?  As we might ask at the end of a tale, what is the moral of the story?  With time, each of us could add our insight. That is the genius of story.  It invites you to participate and there is always room for more.

 As I reflected and continued to interact with the people whose lives built these stories, my journey took me toward four elements without which I have come to believe, peacebuilding is impossible.  Combined the four comprise what I call the moral imagination, what I define as the wellspring that is rooted in the challenges of the real world yet is capable of giving birth to that which does not yet exist.  Here are my four elements of this kind of imagination.

The first is the capacity to imagine the web of relationships.  Time and again where the shackles of violence are broken we find a singular taproot that gives life to this kind of imagination:  the capacity of individuals and communities to imagine themselves in a web of relationship even with their enemies.  

The perpetration of violence, more than anything else, requires a deep, though implicit belief that desired change can be achieved independent of the web of relationships.  Breaking violence requires that people embrace a more fundamental truth:  who we have been, are and will be emerges and shapes itself in a context of relationships.  We are connected and our futures are tied together.  Violence is rarely superseded without acts that have a confessional quality at their base.  Spontaneous or intentionally planned, these acts emerge from a voice that says in the simplest of terms:  “I am part of this pattern.  My choices and behaviors affect it.”  While justification of violent response has many tributaries, the moral imagination that rises beyond violence has but two:  taking personal responsibility and acknowledging relational mutuality.  Stated bluntly, if there is no capacity to imagine the canvas of mutual relationship and situate oneself as part of that historic and ever evolving web, peacebuilding collapses.  
At second level we find what I would call the discipline to sustain curiosity.  The Latin root curiosus formed on the term cura literally meaning “to take care of” and having to do with both “cure” and “care” as in spiritual and physical healing.  From this we get terms like caregiver and curator.  In its negative form, curiosity pushes toward exaggerated inquisitiveness, meddling perhaps. In its most constructive expression curiosity builds a quality of careful inquiry that reaches beyond accepted meaning.  It wishes to go deep and in fact is excited by those things that are not immediately understood.  Sustained curiosity in peacebuilding is about a deep caring for people and the meaning of their experience. Curiosity is about passion:  A passion for people, for Truth, for meaning, for healing, for constructive change.  

Third, peacebuilding requires an eternal belief in the creative act, the building and coaxing of imagination itself.  Creativity moves beyond what exists toward something new and unexpected while rising from and speaking to the everyday.  This is the role of the artist and why it is that imagination and art are at the edge of society.  I believe that the primary role of the moral imagination is to provide space for the creative act to emerge.  Providing space requires a predisposition, a kind of attitude and perspective that opens up, even invokes the spirit and belief that creativity is humanly possible.  

Bruno Bettleheim once commented that violence is the response of a person who can imagine no other alternative.  The great challenge of peacebuilding is to build spaces that permit alternatives to rise.  And the great myth of violence:  It purports that the lands it inhabits are barren and without life.  Artists shatter this myth, for they live in barrenness as if new life, birth, is always possible.  They give rise to the unexpected. 

The final discipline at the essence of this imagination can be described in simple terms but requires heart and soul that defy prescription.  It is the willingness to take a risk.  Risk is to step into the unknown without any guarantee of success or even safety.  Risk by its very nature is mysterious.  It is mystery lived, for it ventures into lands that are not controlled or charted.  People living in settings of deep-rooted conflict are faced with an extraordinary irony.  Violence is known--peace is the mystery.  By its very nature therefore, peacebuilding requires a journey guided by the imagination of risk.  


Relationship, curiosity, creativity and risk:  These I believe are the art and soul of our craft as informed by those who miraculously break the shackles of violence. Conclusion


How does this relate to diversity and division?  Many of the same points are relevant.  Let us take just one of the ideas, that of sustaining curiosity.  Social conflict forces us to see our situation, relationships and the issues that divide us in far too narrow of terms.  We easily fall prey to a dualistic perspective and forced either/or choices.  You are for us or against us.  It is either this option or that one.  But life in the human community is wonderfully complex.  And complexity can be our friend.  Life is never just two choices.  It is far more complex than that.  And when our social divides create only two choices we are weak.  But diversity offers a gift for this weakness.  It requires us to look beyond simple dualisms.  I think this is the gift of having the world’s children in our backyards.  We no longer fall into artificial dualisms for we have before us a rich plate of complexity and worldviews.  Diversity strengthens society.  Families, organizations and societies at large are weak when our divides are defined as only two choices.  And families, organizations, and societies are strong, according to sociology, when there exist a multiplicity of difference that create cross-cutting relationships.  


I would suggest these are the heart’s core, the keys for embracing deep division.  Appreciate diversity because it offers the gift of complexifying simplistic divides.  

Explore and embrace the relational web of connections that link us, though often invisible, we are in the end interdependent, even with those we are told to fear.  Our children’s lives are hooked together.  

Be curious, seek to know and understand the world beyond our sheltered environoments.  Safety is tied to the quality of our relationships with others, including our enemies, not to our ability to insulate and keep the world at bay.    

Believe in the creative act.  The unexpected is possible and always within reach.  Risk.  It is the mystery of growth.

