The Crossroads of Conflict

By Ken Cloke (2006)


Every conflict we experience, no matter how trivial, points us toward a crossroads in our lives.  One path leads us into anger, fear, confrontation, and bitterness and draws us into quarrels over the past. This path reveals a deep level of caring about outcomes, yet it also encourages adversarial relationships sterile communications, contemptuous ideas, negative emotions and unpleasant physical sensations, blinding us and dissipating our energy and spirit.  This is the path of impasse, aggression and antagonism.


A second path leads us into empathy, acceptance, honesty and mutual respect and draws us into negotiations over the future.  This path reveals a deep level of caring about people, and encourages supportive relationships, improved communications, creative ideas, positive emotions and pleasant physical sensations, making us more conscious and releasing our energy and spirit from destructive conflicts.  This is the path of resolution, collaboration, and mutual problem solving.


There is a third path branching off from the second and largely hidden from view.  This path leads us into increased awareness, compassion, integrity and heartfelt communications and draws us into awareness of the present.  It integrates the honesty and caring about outcomes encountered on the first path with the empathy and caring about people encountered on the second.  It encourages openhearted relationships, deep learning, intimate communications, profound ideas, poignant emotions and physical renewal.  It wakes us up, makes us more mindful of ourselves and others, and nurtures our energy and spirit.  This is the path of transformation and transcendence, of wisdom, spirit, and heart.


In this way, every conflict leads us to two different crossroads.  In the beginning we face a choice between fighting and problem solving.  Later, we face a subtler, more arduous and far-reaching choice between merely settling our conflicts and seeking to learn from them, correcting our behaviors, and moving toward forgiveness and reconciliation.


By following the first path we discover that the advantages it promises are ultimately false, cloying, superficial and dissatisfying.  By following the second path we discover the third path and recognize that our true opponent and adversary in every conflict is always ourselves, and that the real purpose of conflict is, has always been, and can only be to reveal what stands in the way of our learning and growth, our development of character, and our capacity for empathy and honesty, integrity and intimacy, caring and compassion.


We are able to discover, in the thick of discord, how to free ourselves from its (conflict’s) all-consuming grip, and how to gain insight into what got us stuck.  This insight enables us to transform the ways we interact with our opponents by experiencing criticisms and complaints as suggestions for improvement, allowing us to evolve to higher levels of conflict and resolution.


In this third path every conflict leads simultaneously to impasse, to resolution, and to learning, growth, and transcendence. 


How to find your way to second and third path?

· Move skillfully and steadily into the heart of conflict and do battle first and foremost with your desire to travel the seemingly easier, more seductive path of demonization, victimization, powerlessness and self-righteousness

· Resist the temptation to compromise or simply settle disputes, or even resolve the underlying issues that gave rise to them

· Be so deeply committed to yourself and your opponent that you are willing to initiate open, honest, vulnerable conversations and work through your conflict, rather than around it

· Consider your opponent not as an enemy combatant, but as teacher, partner, citizen and collaborator
· Refuse to accept what is inauthentic or heartless, either in your opponent or in yourself and

· Move heroically into the heart of your conflict, where resolution, transformation and transcendence suddenly, inexplicable, exquisitely unfold.

As mediators we can help people turn even trivial conflicts into exercises that improve their skills, for example by

· Asking people to pay careful attention to what is done, said and felt in conflict

· Pointing them toward the origin of the conflict inside them and their opponents

· Encouraging them to listen with open hearts and minds

· Inviting them to jointly search for solutions that satisfy everyone’s underlying interests

· Strengthening their personal and social capacity for empathy, honesty and integrity, making it possible for each person to forgive themselves and others without condoning the harm they or their opponents have caused

· Enabling them to repair and redesign the dysfunctional systems that chronically generated the conflict and

· Assisting others in avoiding similar disputes in the future.

In short, every conflict offers each of its participants an opportunity to overcome what Sigmund Freud called “the narcissism of minor differences” and become better, more balanced, collaborative human beings.


At its deeper levels, conflict resolution is naturally and automatically a path of character and integrity, of heart and spirit, that begins here and now inside each of us.  In the end, of course, there are no paths. The way forward begins wherever you are, and opens whenever you are ready to open your eyes, drop your judgments and expectations and act authentically.
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