


LEssoN Four: Hore

AND finally comes the poet. So wrote Walter Brueggemann, the Old
Testament scholar, about what he called ‘the prophetic imagination’.
His contribution to the survival debate is less about technical skills
and more about inspiration and leadership. But without these there is
no point in surviving.

The role of the prophet is threefold. To warn about the dangers
and iniquities of the existing system. To paint a desirable vision of
the promised land. And to maintain energy and commitment in the
people during the 40 years in the wilderness it will take to make the
transition.

This is the role of imagination, and of hope.

But before I come over all Obama, let’s get technical. When
business as usual systems and practices begin to fail the task is to
innovate. Managers must keep the present system running while
the innovators get to work fashioning new offerings better suited
to the times. Clayton Christensen identifies the moment when the
new offerings become more successful than the legacy product as a
‘disruption’.

‘What Brueggemann adds to this model is a third horizon. The first
horizon is failing. The second is innovating. But if there is no vision
of a desirable third to which an innovation is heading, change is merely
opportunistic.

The third horizon makes a
distinction between ‘innovation’
that props up the old system and
innovation that paves the way
to a new, sustainable system fit
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for changed times. Without a third horizon vision pulling us forward
there can be no such distinction and all innovation will inevitably draw
us backwards towards the past.

The philosopher Jonathan Lear tells the story of Plenty Coups,
chief of the Crow Indians at the end of the 19th century as his tribe
came under pressure from the white man to give up their way of life
and enter the reservation. It was a moment of cultural crisis. The
bottom dropped out of the Crow Indian world.

Plenty Coups described the transition many years later: ‘when the
buffalo went away the hearts of my people fell to the ground, and they
could not lift them up again’. As one Crow woman put it: ‘I am trying
to live a life I do not understand’.

Some tribes gave in to despair and accepted the white man’s
superiority — throwing in their lot with ‘business as usual’. Resistance
was futile. Some — like Sitting Bull and the Sioux — chose to go down
fighting. To the bitter end, as it turned out. Their vision of the third
horizon was psychotic and destructive rather than aspirational.
Neither was successful in negotiating a cultural transition.

But Plenty Coups had a dream that although the buffalo would
vanish, provided they kept attuned to changing conditions the Crow
would come through to find a new way of living. Lear calls this ‘radical
hope’ - the hope for cultural rebirth, but without any predetermined
vision of what that rebirth will look like. In the event Crow youth
learned the white man’s law, negotiated favourable settlements,
maintained far more of their land than any other tribe and came to
reinvent notions of honour and courage in a world without warriors.

Lear writes: “There may be various forms of ethical criticism that
one might be tempted to level at this form of hopefulness: that it
was too complacent; that it didn’t face up to the evil that was being
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inflicted on the Crow tribe. But it is beyond question that the hope
was a remarkable human accomplishment — in no small part because it
avoided despair’.

I regard this as a story for our times. As the skies turn dark and the
‘imminent collapse of civilisation’ literature grows, we too are in need
of inspiration if we are to avoid the predictable future. How else can
we interpret the swell of emotion around the world at the election of
Obama? Mario Cuomo said that we campaign in poetry but govern
in prose. Nobody denies that. But we do need both. Without the
poetry, the vision, we have no third horizon. And we have no hope.
The authentic voice in Obama’s poetry awakens that same authentic
voice in us.

‘Which brings me to the most vital part of the story of how we
might navigate our way through the present crisis ‘toward the hope of
a better day’. We need to find among us individuals and organisations
willing to connect their actions today to a vision that is more than a
patched up version of the past. These are the pioneers.

Where innovators and entrepreneurs are opportunistic, pioneers
are visionary. They display all the characteristics I have talked about
in these pages. They are not waiting to be rescued. They are aware
of the larger, shifting context for their actions. They are not afraid of
big thoughts and wide ambition. They have strong values that feed
their capacity to persevere through good times and bad. They provide
inspiration to others. They are the individuals who turn radical hope
into reality.

Further Reading: Jonathan Lear: Radical Hope — ethics in the face of cultural
devastation
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