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Chapters, the highest decision-making bodies of their congregations when in session, are evolving along with their congregations as they travel toward unknown and uncertain futures.

So what does it mean for a Chapter to engage in dynamic commu​nal discernment in this context of complexity?

A religious congregation can be thought of as a complex, adap​tive, self-organizing system. So, some of the wisdom and the concepts that relate to such systems can shed light on the dynamics of a Chapter for a religious congregation as a system in change.

Three conditions for self-organization to occur are: the presence of a container, the existence of difference within the organization and the possibility of transforming exchange that is capable of bridging the differences.

The container holds the system together while the change occurs. For religious congregations, this container is more of an internal ‘attractor” that holds the members together. The contain​er includes the congregation’s shared “deep story,” its shared understandings and commitments as expressed in its congregation​al documents and its shared faith tradition. This container rests within the larger container of that faith tradition and in the still larger containers of the world and the cosmos. Within this contain​er, differences in individual member beliefs, commitments, values, priorities, cultures, etc., provide the potential for change within the System. But change depends upon the third condition: The congregation’s capacity for transforming exchange. Communal discernment and consensus building are  two processes that facilitate a transforming openness to God’s imagination for a congregation and transforming exchange among its; members for the sake of the whole.

Communal discernment

First let us examine the communal discernment dimension. What are its implications for Chapter process and content?  With regard to process, both  faith-sharing and consensus-bui1ding are key elements. 

Implications for  process. 

Faith-sharing is essential because in order to engage in communal discernment participants need to become spiritually acquaint​ed. If chapter participants do not know how God’s spirit is moving in each other’s hearts, then it will be difficult to intuit how God’s Spirit is moving in the group as a whole. For this reason, a strong commitment to regular faith sharing both during pre-Chapter preparation and chapter sessions themselves is cen​tral. Regular faith-sharing invariably results in the deepened trust level  that is so needed to engage in the type of dialogue that  enables Chapter participants to articulate what they can say together in the Spirit on behalf of the congregation

Faith sharing is also an expression of apostolic prayer. During it, each participant brings his or her lived apostolic experience to the Scriptures, reflects on what happens in that graced interaction and shares that with other participants usually in a small table grouping. The response is reverent listening to the way that the Word of

God is bearing fruit in the life of each person who shares, It is not a time of lecture, homily, discussion, argument or decision-making. There is no need for note-taking. What is shared in the group remains held in confidence by the members of that group. Daily Chapter prayer in the form of faith-sharing prepares the spiritual ground for communal discernment.

Consensus-building skills are also important if the discernment is to be truly communal. Consensus ​building usually takes a substantial investment of time and always depends upon highly developed listening and speaking skills. In Chapters, it needs to be reserved for the most important questions that the congregation is discerning. But, if the discernment is truly a communal discernment, then it can not just mean that everyone is involved in the discussion; it should also mean that the outcome is reflective of the legiti​mate concerns of the participants and that the common good is a significant value in the outcome, More about consensus later in this article.

Implications for content. 

If it is true that all dis​cernment begins with the identification of the question(s) to be discerned, then it follows that a significant part of the preparation for a Chapter of communal discernment involves the congregation in coming to convergence around these questions. It means that the heart of the Chapter agenda could look more like a series of ques​tions than like a series of propositions or proposals. An agenda of discernment questions arrived at through pre​-Chapter consensus-building processes can be a signifi​cant change from past practice for many congregations.

It also suggests the dynamic nature of discernment. In looking back over twenty five years as either a Chapter participant or facilitator, I can appreciate how Chapter matters have evolved toward greater complexi​ty as has the world in general. A conceptual model that has helped to put some words on this evolution is one developed by psychologist Ronald Heifetz in his work Leadership Without Easy Answers. Heifetz describes three types of situations facing leadership today:

Type I situations 
Type I situations are those for which the prob​lem/issue is clear, the solution is known and the role of leadership is to decide to apply the solution to the problem/issue; in other words, to take a clear action, He uses medical examples to illustrate his types. A Type I situation would be represented by a patient who is diagnosed with a kidney stone. The patient’s condi​tion is clear; the procedures for treating or removing kidney stones are known. The role of the physician (leader) is to implement the procedure.

A parallel to this in the history of Chapters is the proposal Chapter. Prior to Vatican II, when religious life in North America had peaked in a certain kind of stability, proposals often related to changes in the minute details of internal life of dai1y order.  After Vatican II, proposals more often took the form of specific congregational initiatives that related either to the inner life of the congregation (renewal) or to its outer life (ministerial initiatives).

Proposal Chapters predominated at a time when parliamentary procedure or other methods of debate were the primary mode of Chapter deliberation. There were close votes; there were winners and losers. Proposals were helpful because they called for action around clear solutions to known problems. They are still helpful for Type I problems/issues even when the mode of decision-making has evolved from debate to communal discernment. Communal discernment can still occur around questions of whether or not to implement a proposed solution or, perhaps, which of several proposals to implement.

Type II Situations
  But Heifetz maintains that leaders today are facing situations that are increasingly Types II or III. Chapters, as leadership groups, are recognizing this as well in the increasing complexity of the questions they are identifying, and they are evolving new processes to reflect this.  

A Type II situation is one in which, while the question may be clear, the solution is either unknown at the outset or dependent upon many factors that become clear only over time. Heifetz uses the medical example of a patient who is diagnosed with a heart condition.  While the condition is clear, it is not clear whether the condition is caused by stress, weight or lifestyle choices such as smoking, etc. Not only is the needed action less clear than that for the kidney stone, but the action also is dependent upon the patient’s ability and willingness to experiment with changing some of the variables. The physician cannot implement a simple procedure but must engage in a series of dialogues and experiments along with the patient until the solution and needed course of action become clear.

Chapters also are facing more Type II situations. In many congregations, for instance, the issue of commu​nity life has been a recurring concern. The “problem” is known and acknowledged, but the solution to the problem is not so immediately apparent. Judging from several Chapters I have recently facilitated, communi​ty life may well be one of the “heart conditions” of many congregations. Pre-Chapter dialogue often involves the membership in looking at the many facets of the issue. Chapter leadership is often exercised in discerning and then articulation of direction statements rather than solutions. These congregational directions then become invitations and challenges to the membership to experiment with the deep changes needed to evolve to a healthier condition of communi​ty life. Future Chapters then need to reflect on what is learned from these initiatives and to use what is learned to focus the next initiatives.

Looking at the larger systems of which congrega​tions are a part, their efforts to come to corporate stances around specific justice issues represent anoth​er kind of Type II situation. When a U.S. congregation includes in its Chapter agenda the question, ‘What can we say together about the death penalty?’, it is acknowledging a Type II discernment. The ‘problem” of capital punishment is known. But the solution, e.g., what that particular congregation can say together with regard to the problem, is unknown at the outset, espe​cially if some members of the congregation are also members of families of murder victims and have conflicted feelings about the death penalty. Extensive pre-​Chapter theological reflection culminating in Chapter dialogue can arrive at a consensus response in the form of a corporate stance. As with the patient with the heart problem, the solution in Type II situations usually involves deep changes in the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values of the persons who collaborate in evolving it. These deep changes then impel the members toward the specific actions implied by their solu​tion. Specific actions are generally more appropriate to Post chapter implementation than to the work of the  Chapter itself, especially if congregational diversity  requires a variety of ways of implementing an agreed​ upon direction. 

Type III- Situations of Profound uncertainty  

As religious congregations experience the passing away of models of religious life that characterized past decades and enter a period of conscious transition toward unknown futures. Chapters are increasingly facing Type III situations of profound uncertainty.


Heifetz describes Type III situations as those that are so complex that the problems/ issues/questions themselves are unclear or unknown. And so leadership involves the willingness to risk walking into the unknown and to discover the questions themselves as a part of the journey.

Heifetz uses a medical example of a patient who is diagnosed with Cancer. At the outset, it is not clear whether the cancer will respond to chemotherapy or neither the doctor nor the patient knows whether the question they are facing is about surviving cancer or about preparation for death. The patient and the doctor must travel a long road together with each being ​responsive to each new clarity as it emerges. This includes the ability to notice new and sometimes unexpected signs and to invent new responses to some  freshly discovered aspects of the patient’s condition.

Organizationally  this approach is descried Margaret Wheatley in her book Turning To One another, when she says:


We weren’t trained to admit we don ‘t know. Most of us were taught to sound certain and confident, to state our opinions as if it were true. We haven‘t been reward​ed for being confused. Or for asking more questions than giving quick answers. We’ve also spent many years listening to others mainly to determine whether we agree with them or not. We don’t have time or interest to sit and listen to those who think differently than we do.


But the world now is quite perplexing. We no longer live in those sweet, slow days when life felt predictable, when we actually knew what to do next. We live in a complex world; we often don’t know what’s going on, and we won’t be able to understand its complexity unless we spend more time in not knowing” (p. 34)
Similarly, when religious congregations raise Chapter discernment questions such as: “What is our meaning and identity as a congregation in the post-modern world?” or, “What is the viability of religious life? Of our congregation?” they are naming Type III questions for communal discernment. They are admitting their state of unknowing and allowing, even inviting, that unknowing to carry them into prayer and dialogue.

These are not the types of questions that are amenable to proposals or even to directional statements. They require a preparation and a dialogue of a different order. The leadership (read Chapter) role in Type III situations is to invite membership into a cycle of deep learning and deep change understood as a commitment to a continuous cycle of reflection and action. The types of Chapter acts that result from this kind of activity will be very different from those that address Type I or Type II questions.

“Quick-Fix” Responses
Heifetz cautions that there is often a temptation for groups that are uncomfortable with comp1exity ambi​guity and uncertainty to push prematurely a Type II or Type III question into a Type I question in order to have the satisfaction of a “quick fix.” The “quick fix” response can provide short-term satisfaction at the expense of grappling with the long-term and deeper issues. A variation of this temptation is to avoid the Type II and III questions altogether and to settle for a “Type I only” Chapter by default. “Type I only” Chapters are often defended with the rationale: “We don’t want a Chapter that is all talk; we want action!”

The three types are meant to be understood as relating to different levels of complexity, not superior​ity. In preparing to and implementing Chapters then,

it is important to grasp the types of situations/questions that the congregation is facing and to match the level of discernment to the level of the situation/question. A wrong match could be unhelpful regardless of the type of question involved.



Just as the focus of the discernment shifts with the nature of the issues that are being faced, the facilita​tion processes and tools that are most appropriate will differ depending upon the type of discernment needed.

Ultimately, it is the role of Chapters to discover what they can say together for the greater common good on behalf of the congregation. This challenges congregations preparing for Chapters to engage first in divergent, open-ended processes that surface the differ​ences within the membership and then to engage in convergent processes that search for creative ways to be and act for the common good and that honour differing, legitimate concerns. In the end, the Chapter must come to closure around its response to the questions it has identified for its discernment, even if the closure is the identification of a Type III response and commitment.

Consensus-building Processes

Consensus-building processes at their best are very helpful here. Not consensus misunderstood as watering down ideas to the lowest common denominator, but rather understood as creative searching to find a way forward that honours the differing, legitimate concerns within the group. Some examples of creative consensus may help here.

· In Getting to Yes, authors Roger Fisher and William Ury give the example of two people studying in the library. They each take turns alternately opening and closing the window as the tension mounts. The librarian, hearing the disturbance, asks each one why they need the window open or closed. One has a cold and needs to avoid being in a draft. The other needs fresh air to study. The librarian then closes the disput​ed window and opens a window in a nearby, unoccupied room so there will be fresh air without a draft. This is the essence of consensus. It involves investing enough time and quality of listening to discover the legitimate concerns underneath positions and then to work creatively to find a solution that honours seeming​ly different concerns. in this instance, each of the stu​dents was able to support, not just “live with” the solu​tion because it honoured a legitimate need that had been expressed.

· Another example: The New York Times (March 20, 1999, p. 10) recounted an episode that occurred at Georgetown University. In the course of repainting the classrooms, the crucifixes were taken down from the wall. In recognition of the growing ethnic and denom​inational diversity of the student body, the administra​tion made the decision not to replace them. However, in recognition of the Catholic identity of the university, a group of students pressed for the replacement of the crucifixes, Some long dialogues with lots of listen​ing occurred. The solution was to commission artists from different ethnic groups and denominations to depict the crucifixion. This enabled the university to honour its Catholic identity and the multiethnic, multi​-denominational nature of the student body, as well.

Neither the hypothetical library story nor the actu​al incident at Georgetown resulted in a watered down compromise. On the contrary, the eventual solutions deserved the support they received because they honoured the seemingly diverse but legitimate needs of the persons involved in the dialogue.

Even if a congregation has come to consensus around a question or questions to be discerned at the Chapter, the type of corresponding commitment has greater ownership if the Chapter has come to consen​sus around the response to the question as well. Some ways of sorting out the different types of questions and corresponding commitments can be helped by ques​tions such as the following:

Type I

· We believe that we are being called by the Holy Spirit to make a concrete response to the following clear issue . ...

The concrete response can be . ...

We are committed to this response because . ...

Type II

· We believe that we are heing called by the Holy Spirit to a season of testing possible responses to the following clear issue….

Some possible responses/initiatives we can test in the next X number of years are ...

We are committed to testing these initiatives because ….

Type III

· We believe that we are being called by the Holy Spirit to deep learning and deep conversion around ...

We are committed to this learning and this conver​sion because …

As increased numbers of congregations include Type II questions for their discernment and commit to corresponding congregational directions, they will find that these goals are more like “learning goals” rather than “performance goals.” The literature on self-organ​izing systems points out that performance goals are preoccupied with end results. This can evoke a tenden​cy to play it safe, do tasks within our capacity and avoid mistakes. While performance goals are useful for doing easy, familiar tasks (Type I), they tend to trigger our fear of not measuring up to expectations when we are faced with difficult or new challenges (Types II and III). They create an unsafe place for people to learn.

Learning goals use results, not as statements of self-worth but as tools to evaluate progress toward the goals. Rather than unsettling us, new and difficult tasks motivate us to take on increasingly greater challenges. When we focus on learning, we operate less at the mercy of others and become the source of our own creativity and initiative.

CONCLUSION

Processes such as faith sharing and authentic con​sensus-building can be considered as the best types of transforming exchanges that are integral to a congrega​tion’s ability to self-organize in response to complexity and uncertainty. They enable Chapter participants to notice the patterns of deep desires that surface through prayer and dialogue, the very desires that reveal what is in God’s imagination for the congregation. They strengthen a congregation’s ability to adapt by deepen​ing mutual trust and trust in the action of God’s Spirit. They focus the congregation’s attention on the larger wholes of which the congregation is a part and call the congregation to the greater common good.

However, engaging in communal discernment and consensus-building around increasingly complex ques​tions will call congregations and their Chapters to embrace deep learning and deep change and to resist temptations to oversimplify complexity in order to achieve quick and easy solutions. The Holy Spirit hov​ers over the chaotic waters of complexity, as well as over the pools of simplicity.
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