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Joan’s paper for supervision day 12th Jan. 2001

Connectivity, Creativity and Transformative Practice

An investigation of the shared principles arising out of findings in modern science, great spiritual and religious traditions, depth psychology, and transpersonal psychology - and through an action research methodology, exploring the transformative possibilities of these principles when applied to personal and professional practice.

Introduction

Where do I start?  This is the dilemma that faces me as I sit down to begin to create an extended piece of writing that will be read by others.  There seem to be so many options – to identify the main theories and ideas that have influenced my exploration as far as it has gone;  to identify some of the key personal experiences that have shaped my decisions regarding the focus of my investigation;  or perhaps to introduce other people who are central to my enquiry, without whom this research cannot develop in the way that I would wish it to.   

As I reflect, I realise – an aspect of this whole process that will be seen to be central is the emphasis I place on paying full attention to each present moment – and learning to sense what this moment has to say to me.  And so I thought – the way forward is to start from here – what am I feeling?  What am I thinking?  What stage am I at now, and on what basis do I decide to move forward?

I feel very anticipatory.  The work I have done so far suggests that there is much to be discovered that could be hugely rewarding and exciting.  As I write this, it is the start of the New Year – 2001 – many say this is the real new millennium.  The creative possibilities that are available to us appear to me to be potentially limitless.  The experiences I have had over the years, and the reading I have done which helps me to make sense of at least some of those experiences, have lead me to a point where I feel that I can have much more control over the quality of experiences that happen to me than I at one time would have thought possible.  

But I have not reached the end of my learning – anything but.  ‘Lifelong learning’ has become rather a hackneyed phrase – but is based on a philosophy with which I am in total accord.  The point where I finally decide that this thesis should end will be a purely arbitrary one.  I may be saying:  “At this stage, this is the point in my understanding that I have reached”;  but I am well aware that the very next moment, something may happen that will add another dimension to my awareness.  

So be it.  I need to start somewhere, and end somewhere.  In between, I will try to ensure that the story I tell will meet the criteria required of me in the writing of an academic dissertation.  But my story is not one of an impersonal investigation by a researcher who sees her role and identity as being completely separate from the focus of her investigation.  I will indeed be presenting a radical challenge to the traditional perspective of what constitutes ‘good research’.  For reasons that I will support at a later stage, I see all of life as being intricately interconnected – which includes the relationship between myself and  other aspects of the universe.  If this is the case, then it is impossible to see different dimensions of my experience as being separate from others – the intuitions, thoughts and feelings that I have, my interaction with the external world, and what I do and say with others;  and the thoughts and actions of other people that influence the structures within which I live.  

So it is that in my writing, I want as far as is possible to demonstrate how interconnection manifests itself in my daily experience, and influences my learning about the world, and my role within it.  On a moment by moment basis, I can find myself at the same time 

· Being aware of inner emotions and sensations

· Having an interchange with another person

· Providing myself with an explanation of how myself or the other person is behaving that is derived from reading I have done at an earlier date.  

It is not possible for me to represent the immediacy of such experiences in writing – but I will attempt to present what I write in such a way that the reader will know:

when I am talking about my first person experience;  

when I am engaged with others in action in the external world;  

and when I am aiming to articulate different explanatory frameworks, developed by myself or others.  

So what will this actually mean in practice?  At the start of this paper, I have written my thinking to date as to what I should like to see as the focus of my research it, which could possibly be seen as an extended ‘title’ of a thesis.  It seems to cover the range of areas that I am interested in incorporating into the work that I do.  

First and foremost, it highlights my abiding interest in exploring the connections between different arenas that are traditionally often seen as being very separate – in this specific context, science, spirituality, and aspects of psychology.  However, I am not wanting to engage merely in an academic investigation.  I am fascinated by these subjects of study, because they seem to have the potential to help me think through and make sense of my own life experiences – and more than that, may enable me to make more constructive decisions about ‘where I go from here’.  

Action research provides me with a framework that offers a synthesis of action and theory – thinking and practice – ideas and behaviour.  Further, the integration of first, second and third person approaches will encourage me to seek an understanding that allows the development of a world view that has a coherence from each of these perspectives.  

In general, I take a holistic approach to life – so I cannot completely separate out who I am in my professional life, and my personal values, beliefs and relationships.  Indeed, I am finding that the further I go with this exploration, the more ‘fuzzy’ are the boundaries between the personal and professional.  I want to explore the nature, implications and desirable boundaries of this in more depth.  

Finally – because of the work I have done so far, I am personally convinced that we do indeed live in ‘transformative times’.  However, I am less certain about what this actually means in practice – and what I can do to develop my understanding and experience of this.  It is likely that the whole of my research will ultimately focus on pursuing this question.  

Reflecting on what has happened to date, and looking ahead to what may transpire in the future, where do I currently stand in terms of what may be involved from the  first, second and third person perspective respectively?  

The first person perspective is the process I am involved in now – the reflection on what my enquiry means to me on a personal basis – the ‘thinking out loud’ – the feelings and intuitions I experience, as I experience them.  

The second person perspective will be the enquiries I engage in with other people.  As I sit and consider these now, I realise that there are already a number that are already well developed.  On a group basis, I am involved in the co-operative (co-creative) enquiry into ‘what we understand by transformative living’, which has met for two residential weekends, with a further four planned.  

I also have an agreement with Bryce, my co-initiator on that enquiry, that we engage in a collaborative enquiry into our experience and understanding of ‘divine guidance’.  Bryce is a long term friend and colleague of John Heron, who has been a major influence on my thinking, so that adds an interesting dimension for me.  

I continue to explore in some depth the nature of the relationship between science and spirituality with Chris, having co-facilitated with him a 10 day programme on ‘The Implications of Modern Science for a New World View’.  We continue to seek ways in which we can take what we feel to be exciting, ‘leading edge’ ideas, and translate them into learning materials that enable them to be more easily understood by those who have not had much access to them to date.  

This latter aim has been picked up by Ian, my co-Director at Bordesley Institute, who feels that this whole area of ‘modern science’ and its implications is of huge interest, and could play a major role in the development of programmes that we create for organisations and businesses.  Consequently, our brochure has been completely re-written, with the idea of ‘transformative practice’ as its central theme;  and Ian and I are exploring how we translate complex thinking into meaningful and interesting development programmes.  

Joy, a youth/community worker engaged in ZEROPLUS, an action research project focusing ‘young people at risk of being socially excluded’, has a strong personal commitment to relating the ideas within my research to the development of the project.  She herself is questioning her Catholic upbringing, but wants to retain her belief in a ‘spiritual reality’.  She feels this is relevant to what she does in all areas of her life, and is wishing to bring this level of enquiry into her work and supervision discussions with me.  .  

I have four friends who have expressed a wish to be involved in the process of this research, whose main interest is in ‘what it means to follow a spiritual path’.  Clare is a practising psychotherapist, with whom I have had many discussions of this order over the years;  Christina is an acupuncturist, who also has had a profound mystical experience, that transformed her understanding of the world;  Jenny, who trained as a doctor, since when she has worked in palliative care for most of her working life:  and Tim, who qualified as a doctor, became a brain surgeon, moved on to train as a psychiatrist, and now, because of a range of experiences, has chosen to become a second hand classic car salesman!!

It feels to me that I have a wide range of people from a variety of backgrounds who are willing to explicitly engage in this exploration with me.  

And the third person perspective?  There seems to be no limit to what could make useful sources of thinking.  There are many writers who have already had ideas about how to integrate ideas from science and spirituality.  There are also many who have explored forms of action research that incorporate ideas of the spiritual and transpersonal.  Many great thinkers, from disciplines including sociology, philosophy, psychology, theology and medicine, represent perspectives that are relevant to my enquiry, and suggest that there is a new way of thinking, a holistic approach to enquiry and action.  They may not talk in the language that I choose to talk in, or be specifically interested in the areas of enquiry that I am focusing my attention on – but their thinking none the less I would see to be of complete relevance to my area of research.  A major part of my challenge, as I perceive it, is to aim to explore the connections between all of these – never forgetting my starting point which is - an aspect of this whole process that will be seen to be central is the emphasis I place on paying full attention to each present moment – and learning to sense what this moment has to say to me.   Which will include, of course, what others have to say to me in this moment – both verbally and in writing.  
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