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Summary

The theme of this paper explores the area of personal reconciliation and renewal through ‘Spirituality’, and how we make meaning and understand the purpose of our lives, by connecting with ‘the self’; as a way of being in touch with the basic mystery of life and of our presence here.

The study was conducted with sixteen participants who used story telling as a means of inquiring into their own spirituality to make personal meaning.  The phenomenon of the collective unconscious is used to demonstrate the notion that we are all more similar than we are different, and by understanding ‘the self’, we appreciate others.

The personal perspective often serves as a channel for communicating wisdom.  Most of us experience the same event differently.  However, there lies a possibility that each of us will take away a different meaning
.  All stories are true and are the experience of the events of our lives; they are not the events themselves 

The paper demonstrates the contribution of Action Research, Action Learning and the use of Action Science tools to the process of knowing, doing and learning through continual inquiry, to gain personal meaning. 

The Self:
“Where you are headed there are no trails, no paths, just your own instinct.

You have followed the omens, and finally arrived.

And now, you have to take the great leap into the unknown, and find out for yourself:

Who is wrong? Who is right?

Who you are.”

We are born with no experience.  Life becomes a series of experiences in order for us to recreate ourselves into whatever we believe we can be.  However in order to understand we must strive to know 'The Self.'  If we assume life is about being truly happy then in order to know we are happy we must experience and understand happiness.  Equally we must experience and understand sadness so that we are able to differentiate between the two.

The concept of ‘The Self’ is demonstrated in the following quote: “That in whom reside all beings and who resides in all beings, who is the giver of grace to all, the Supreme Soul of the universe, the limitless being I am that”.
  The only fact that I can be certain of is that ‘I am’.  The ‘I am this’ is not certain.  Therefore to truly know who I am, I must first investigate and know who/what I am not.

Most people confuse "self-knowledge" with knowledge of their ego consciousness and take it for granted that he/she knows oneself.  The ego knows only its own content and not that of the unconscious.  Hence people measure their self-knowledge by what is known of them within their social environment.  People need to acquaint consciousness with what is known and unknown. Therefore what is commonly called "self-knowledge" is a very limited knowledge dependent on social factors of what goes on in the human psyche.

The Search For Meaning:

 “Along with the exhilaration and freedom of knowing we were alive came the fear and uncertainty of being alive without knowing why” 

We live in a culture of 'spiritual dumbness', accentuated by selfishness, materialism, lack of morals, values, sense of community and ultimately lack of meaning.

Searching for meaning is a kind of renaissance in consciousness, occurring very slowly.  It’s not religious in nature, but it is spiritual.  The outcome is an increased awareness and a readiness to make connections, even where such connections appear quite bizarre. While the search for meaning, might head to further confusion, brought about by a new consciousness, it could equally, lead to fresh and creative ways of forging reality.

It is part of one's innate nature to search for meaning.  We are residing in times when a growing number of people are beginning to discover that pursuit of the external and material world does not lead to true fulfilment and inner peace.  On a daily basis, we need to engage and become more aware of our thoughts, actions, feelings and encounters, in order to draw meaning and understanding.

There are three kinds of intelligence:
 1. IQ: rational and intellectual intelligence, 2. EQ: emotional intelligence, an awareness of our own and other people's thoughts and feelings and 3. SQ: spiritual intelligence, the ultimate intelligence that solves problems of meaning and value, placing our lives within a wider context.  Without SQ, neither IQ nor EQ can function to its full potential.

The concept of SQ draws on elements of all great religions and philosophies, yet SQ is not necessarily connected to religion.  Though SQ may find expression through formal religion, being religious does not guarantee high SQ.  Many humanists and atheists have a very high SQ, while many vociferously religious people have very low SQ.  A high Priority for increasing SQ is developing a greater awareness of 'The Self' by becoming conscious of how little 'I know about Me'.
 

Spirituality In The Workplace: 

From our own experience in the corporate life, the term ‘spiritual’ is not given much thought at all.  The business organisation is portrayed in terms of money and power, while the objectives of the organisation and that of the employee are often out of alignment.  Consequently, organisations in general, sometimes (if not often) experience dissatisfied employees whose spiritual values at work are ignored, leaving them feeling ‘a lack of purpose and meaning’ in their work activities. Each person must determine his or her own purpose in life. The most essential part of the human condition involves the quest for meaning and relevance in the universe. No organisation is able to survive long without ‘spirituality and soul. 

Using Story Telling as Inquiry and Data:

“Stories are not replicable because our lives are unique.  Our uniqueness is what gives us value and meaning.  Yet in the telling of stories we also learn what makes us similar, what connects us all, what helps us transcend the isolation that separates us from each other and from ourselves.”

There was yet another bit of learning that was brought to our consciousness.  We were in awe of the great wisdom that each one of us accessed from within, while narrating our individual experiences.  Perhaps it was quite possible that we were not even aware of this reserve of wisdom we all had (and continue to have) until it began to pour out while speaking out aloud.  Telling stories and sharing thoughts is truly a healing experience.  This the authors can personally vouch for.

Another intriguing factor that rendered assistance in the making of meaning, is the dimension of ‘voice’, in dialogue. The purpose of the voice is to assist in interpreting verbal statements because there is often contradiction between the vocal and verbal expressions.
  We often found it easier to make more sense of the words being spoken through the voice behind it all.  This means the person being interviewed would sometimes struggle to bring the words and its intended meaning into some kind of congruency.  We soon discovered that by focussing on the vocal expression as well, the unintended gap in meaning would close. 

In this paper we have presented some of the themes relating to the thoughts, reflections, experiences and stories of the interviewees.  Each of them has something to teach, while collectively we all have much to learn.  We hope that in sharing their quest for meaning, it has had some meaning for the reader too.

Connecting through the Collective Unconscious:

Jung believed all humanity shares a common heritage through the phenomenon he called the ‘collective unconscious’in which all experience whether individual or collective, is influenced by age-old archetypal patterns in the psyche.
  The way in which these patterns are realised varies according to the culture and the personal history of the individual. It is in this realm of the unconscious, that people share an impersonal state of collective unconsciousness with all other human beings.
The major activity during the study involved a series of interviews, during which the participants shared their own personal history alluding to their spiritual journey in search for meaning and purpose.  We endeavour to draw out their ‘common heritage through the phenomenon of the collective unconscious’ highlighting the notion that we are all spiritually connected and more similar than we are different in the realm of humanity. 

The authors recognise ‘Spirituality’ is the label we use to express our journey to ‘wholeness’, connectedness and meaning and purpose.  We embarked on this journey wondering if there are other people out there on a similar journey, using labels, words, symbols or language as we do to express feelings and experiences?  The similarities that surfaced from listening to their stories at the interviews are overwhelming and encouraging.  Listed below are some statements and common themes from the various stories that highlight the ‘common heritage’ we all share when we tap into the wider pool of human experience through the collective unconscious.

 Spirituality: searching for ‘the self’, questioning one’s beliefs and values, an on going journey, an experience and connection with self, it is inherent within us all, bringing every aspect of self while interacting with others.

The triggers that started the search: feeling a void in ones life, feeling unfulfilled, suppression of ‘the self’, lack of meaning and purpose in every day living, questioning the meaning of life, a sense of not being a whole person.

Connectedness, wholeness, meaning and purpose: to connect with one’s spirit or one’s self and become whole, enabling one to find meaning and purpose, having a sense of well being, connecting with others through ‘the self', bringing meaning and purpose to life.

Stages of Learning:

Learning is seen as an engaging process during which the perceptions, attitudes, thoughts and feelings of an individual are questioned through a reflective process 

During this study, we experienced different stages of learning in the form of knowledge skill and ability.  There is a predictable process we follow as we learn new skills though we may stop at any stage consciously or inadvertently 
 

· Stage One: Blissful: Unskilled – Unconsciously: Not knowing we don’t know.

· Stage Two: Frustrated: Unskilled - Consciously: Knowing we don't know.

· Stage Three: Awkward: Skilled - Consciously: Knowing, but awkwardly.

· Stage Four: Automatic: Skilled - Subconsciously: Automatic, habit, routine.

· Stage Five: Whole: Integration of Skills: Combining skills into whole sets.

· Stage Six: Right: Alignment with Values: Congruence with personal belief systems.

This stage is reached when the learned skills are in harmony with the individuals core values.  You feel complete and fulfilled because you come to believe in something new you have learned.  This is a personal transformation.  Your new knowledge or skills do not conform to your initial belief system, but your belief system changes to accommodate them.  You have new skills, new understanding, and a new set of guidelines to live by a new paradigm.
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Stages of Learning, depicting how we learn what we learn. (Modified from Davis & Dean 1995)

The Function of Consciousness in Human Beings: 

The analogy of the pyramid is used to describe consciousness. 
  Think of the pyramid as a large fountain, the very tip of which is intermittently illuminated with the flickering light of consciousness.  But the constant flow of life goes on in the darkness too, in unconscious and conscious ways.  When a person is functioning in full consciousness, there are no barriers or inhibitions, which prevent the full experience of what is present.  This person is moving in the direction of wholeness, integration and a unified life. 

Action Research:

Kurt Lewin ‘the founding father’ of action research, developed a cyclic process in which data and information play an important role in guiding and informing the participants action from one action cycle to another.  It was developed to bring about social change. We used this methodology because it aims to bring about change in some community, organisation, program or intervention; and increase knowledge and understanding on the part of the researcher and the participants within the action team, both individually and collectively. 

Action Learning:

British physicist Reg Revans is credited with creating action learning.  Like action research, its approach is aimed at bringing about organisational and personal change. 

Does a child really understand 'hot' until a burn is experienced?  So how can we absorb new meaning from experience when we don't have 'scorched skin' to prompt our learning?  We need to recognise what occurs in an instant for the child with the burnt hand.  Action learning is a rapid cycle of learning, complete with reflective practice,. which enables us to gain insight and understanding.  What is instinct today makes perfect sense tomorrow as our understanding grows and reinforces our theories.

Action Science:

Action Science provides a way to view the world differently, to reframe a situation, view someone else in a different light and learn the ability to reframe interpersonal interaction and problematic situations. (Mink, et al; 1997)

Action Science tools:

To understand the group, data and processes the following tools assisted us immensely:

· Ladder of Inference: to check out some of the participant’s assumptions.

· Model I & Model II: to observe behaviour and values before and after. 

· Force Field Analysis: to identify the driving and restraining forces.

· Advocacy and Inquiry: to encourage questioning and clarity.

The authors hope that by addressing the importance of 'The Self' another insight has unfolded for you.
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