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Introduction
I have been a member of a self-creating group of seven people who met for three years in a series of peer-led inquiries. We were all involved in facilitation in our professional work, facilitating individuals, groups or teams. 
The original call to meet was framed in terms of creating a supportive group within which issues relating to our practice could be explored, reflected upon and learnt from to the benefit of future practice. We all at that stage were well-versed in the Oasis approach, which embodies a reflective and developmental response to individual experience -  a whole person learning approach. 

Seven people met in the autumn of 2004 in response to that call, and agreed some basic terms of commitment: to meet four times throughout 2005 for a five hour session, with an agreed focus on facilitation as our theme. Those seven people became the group, and the membership has remained consistent since then 
.
The group was open ended, in that our original commitment was for one year. At the end of that year, we committed to another year, and only at the end of the year after that, in January 2008, did we decide to end the group.
Year One, 2005: The Facilitators’ Network
We met four times during the year, from 4.45pm to about 9.30 pm. Each session was flexible, but tended to include: a go-round to help us be present in the room and to bring in questions or learning since last time, space for anyone to ‘claim’ to work on a particular issue, and a shared meal somewhere in-between.
We plunged in deep from the first session, with discussions about ‘edges’, the depth of presence we were bringing to the group, and the levels of autonomy we might expect from ourselves. A late enquiry to join the group surfaced inclusion issues: if we’re not yet firm about committing to a previous decision to keep the group closed, we won’t yet be ready to start collaborating. Did we yet agree that we were ‘enough’ in terms of commitment to each other? Where were we on the scale of inclusiveness <> flabbiness? (We chose not to allow the inquirer to join).
Power was there too, of course. How can we do the world-transforming act of shifting beyond ‘because I have power I’m therefore going to use it over others’? I wrestled with the dilemma of wanting others in the group to explore something in them or otherwise ‘get’ something, yet recognising that my need for them to do this was exactly that – an internal need which told me more about myself than them.
I was learning that everything I said in the group was informed by – and revealed – my capacity to work at this depth of awareness and intention. Do I risk exposing myself? Am I willing to work with what I might get in response? Am I willing to learn?

Yet we knew that only by trying it out would we learn. We had affirmed to ourselves that when one of us learnt in front of the others, the others will learn too about their internal landscape. If one does not participate, the others’ learning is diminished. So we needed everyone to be present – physically, emotionally, mentally, and in the process – in short in a whole person way.

Year Two, 2006: The Facilitators’ Development Group

All of us wanted the group to continue beyond the first year. One question we then faced was whether we wanted to open the group to others. We felt, cautiously, that we did – but when we advertised it to the Oasis community, no-one came forward. Perhaps we were all glad of this outcome, as I in hindsight was. 

And what was our theme to be for year two? We continued with facilitation, formalised for the year as “The relationship of facilitation to some aspect of the self”. For several of us, this inquiry was closely linked to whole person learning and the way in which our group was embracing aspects of peer-led (ie non-facilitated) learning and discovery.

Through our process, we decided also to explore aspects of co-operative inquiry 
. We – I – wrestled with formulating and speaking proposals about what we as a group should do next, voting, and then as proposer exploring the responses. It seemed that all I learnt was how my proposal could have been better formed, and even that it should never have been made! I was realising how ever-present were my inner needs and anxieties, and how frequently they drove my actions.
We also formalised the inquiry cycle into our process. By the end of the session we would formulate an individual question for ourselves to work on in the coming weeks. Each session would then begin with feedback from each individual about their learning (whether about the question, about themselves, or about facilitation or other aspect of themselves or their work). We would then explore where that feedback was taking us, individually and as a group. Out of that joint reflection came a new question for each of us, which was spoken into the group before we finished. I wanted the inquiry cycle to bridge the gap between knowing and learning, and to move from intention to action.
We explored fractures in the group process – sometimes not becoming aware of them for an hour or more after they had occurred. 

We had a two-day residential which plunged us deeper than ever before into the ‘soup’ of being a group together. For example, we began a process on the first day which by after lunch the following day was still not completed. I learnt that I am married strongly to process and to needing to know just what we think we are doing. I also noticed how as an appointed facilitator it is comparatively easy to shape a course programme with clearly-marked beginnings and endings of sessions, compared to a peer process when we only know what we are doing if we keep checking in with each other. If a question comes in exploring another idea or theme, am I awake enough and brave enough to say ‘I think there’s something else we need to finish first’?
A quartet of four aspects of human activity ran through the lifetime of the group: intention, discernment, choice and power. “Choisir, c’est renoncer”: to choose is to renounce – not everything, but at least some things. If we are to make choices, we must discern ourselves clearly. In particular, we need to know our intentions, and how infected they might be by hidden distress or anxiety. If we act assertively in our choices, we are brought to another choice about the responses to or the consequences of what we’ve just done.
It can feel very heavy. So playfulness is needed too: to enjoy it for the sake of it, to be rigorous in the play ‘rules’, and to be open to what happens and what might be learnt. 
When we were angry in the group, that anger was most likely a genuine response showing us what was going on in ourselves. Likewise when we were defensive, or in blame mode. And expressing minority opinions was not of course wrong; but we learnt that the minority person is not usually the best person to propose a way forward because of their inner need to find a way out of the potentially difficult position they have found themselves in.
The oldest question is the best, and (in the context of a lifetime) the hardest. What do you want to do? What is your next step? What is required of you? Where would you like to reach to? In essence, our group was working out ways to ‘discover’ and express new aspects of our authentic selves in this unusual cauldron of space-for-autonomy and space-for-awareness.

Year Three, 2007: Untitled
At the end of year two, we might have folded. I was not clear I wanted to continue committing to the group if the process was to continue unchanged. Had one of us left, the other members may have felt the shift in membership to be too great to overcome.

In talking about the year ahead, the challenge was thrown down of removing all underpinning themes and processes. What if all we agreed to was a series of diary dates to meet? What if we knew that ‘all’ we would do when we met was to work out what it was that we were there to do?
The rationale for such a challenge was that it would require us to take every opportunity to be – and to bring – ourselves fully into the process. That is the self-developmental obligation I feel I have for my consultancy work with staff and organisations in the not-for-profit sector; and thus the challenge to remain in the inquiry group proved irresistible.
For this year we carried the heritage of the first two years: an opening go-round proved to be helpful, soon supplemented by a second space for each of  us to bring out the questions or reflections that were living in us. We chose not to continue setting ourselves a question to work with in between sessions – and on reflection, we felt we missed the discipline and attention that such a process encourages.

The effort to remain real to myself was as strong as ever, but I felt I was getting the hang of managing my self-imposed doubts: did I want to speak from genuine inquiry, or because I was being driven by old or contaminated agendas?
And again for myself, I found a deeper level of commitment to the group which manifested itself in a concern to know that people were (still) up for the level of inquiry I believed us to be engaged in. We lost one member half way through the final year, when she went on an extended trip round the world. We had two remaining sessions, but the change within the group caused by that departure had already begun to make its mark. Circumstances changed for a couple of the group’s members, and we decided at the end of our third year to end the group (more details on this below).
Our lack of theme in the third year led to a lack of a name for ourselves. We all, I think, had a private way of referring to the group in our diaries, but we never spent time sharing these names with a view to agreeing a common title. The basic descriptors, of a peer-led inquiry group, do not do justice to the depth and quality of our experience together.
We noted some minimum standards which apply to our group. We do not know if they are generic to every peer inquiry group; but they may be of interest if you are contemplating something similar.
· Every last attempt to control the process has to be resisted or let go of 

· You have to work out what you are committed to do in the group, as regards yourself and the other members of the group 

· Love the real: love exploring the real, and know how you sense what is real in the group
· In particular, know how real you can be in the presence of others
· You've got to be interested in experiences beyond the ordinary experiences that individuals and groups get in everyday life 

· Be willing and open to experiment and to playfulness 

· You've got to be able to intertwine and work with different and even conflicting ideas
· Embrace the group process when seeking to answer your questions.
Ending the group

All too often, learning opportunities are prescribed in some way, by some one or a limiting factor who decides who will be involved, when the work will start or finish, what the subject will be, and even how much money is available to fund and continue the initiative. 
This group’s members had the near-unique experience of being a group of adults voluntarily deciding to work together and then voluntarily deciding to end that work. The most common comparison is the starting and ending of a loving/romantic relationship – the beginnings of which can often wonderful, but the ending may turn out to be extremely painful and even damaging.
We were fortunate to be able to devote quality time to our group’s ending. 

At our last planned session in year three, one decision we faced was whether to continue or not. Circumstances had changed for two members, including myself, which made future participation unlikely – but the decision by the group was only taken at what turned out to be the group’s final session. 
With the comparison of ending a relationship in our minds, I was able to commit to celebrating what had gone before whilst still saying the equivalent of “I don’t love you enough anymore to want to stay with you”. I had chosen to create an opportunity for facilitating a whole person learning community, which I wanted to prioritise above the current group. Honesty helped in explaining this, however hard it may have been for the others to hear. Imagine the equivalent romantic clichés! – “I’m only able to do this because of what you’ve given me”; or “What we had was wonderful, but now …”. It is a testament to my colleagues in the group that they responded as lovingly as they did, and I am grateful to them.
Do I run away from endings? Do I stay with them but spoil them out of anger or passion? In this group, was I acting out previous unfinished endings? Can I choose to sit with my lover for a little while even as the ending is begun? And – if I am being rejected, but am still in love – can I honour my love for the other person by accepting their decision despite the unwelcome consequences it has for me? 

These were the loving painful questions that we sat with as we brought the group to an end. It was painful, but good. We dared to sit with it and learn about its effect on ourselves together. It was not spoilt.
Epilogue – from I to us to the world
A real shift came during the mid-year residential in year three. I – we – seemed to lift our horizons from our personal engagement to be able to look at the ‘us’ that we were creating together. Just how do we create an ‘us’ when all we have is our individual selves? How can an individual being-in-the-moment reach out to others and create a sum-of-ourselves experience? Where might the ego of the group reside, and how might it be manifested?

It is no wonder that one of us likened our process to being impeccable warriors, requiring attributes such as courage, intuition, non-sensory perception, and (for me at least) a level of attentiveness and awareness wearying to maintain.

I believe though that the skills we need to participate honestly and fully in such a group are skills that are applicable to all walks of life. And, further, that they are the skills of collaboration that are needed on a world scale.
Our current ways of thinking and interacting socially aren’t bringing about the global changes we need in anything like the necessary speed or quality. 

Love and friendship persist, of course, and commitment, self-lessness and subduing one’s own needs to wider ends. There are other positive trends – customer-focussed services, increased monitoring and evaluation, partnership working, social networks, and the green movements to name a few. However, these rarely reach full participation or collaboration, and some are driven by needs other than truly living as though other people mattered. And the rampant capitalist economic model perverts many of the ways in which we relate to ourselves, each other and the world.

It seems to me that the skills of collaboration, inquiry and self-awareness necessary to participate in a whole person learning community are those which the world needs to bootstrap its way out of the ecological and political and social consequences of the anthropocene 
. 

Whilst WPLC’s are very few in number, and take time to grow in depth and impact, they feel to me to be small seeds that have world-changing potential.
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It’s fun to have fun but you’ve got to know how.





The Cat in the Hat, Dr Seuss





Mr Duffy lived a short distance away from his body.





Dubliners, 


James Joyce








The truth is that as a man’s real power grows and his knowledge widens, ever the way he can follow grows narrower and narrower until at last he chooses nothing but does only and wholly what he must do.





Ursula Le Guin 





It can be a long time before you learn to take your place in your own life. Indeed, a slow and difficult journey before you come to realise the privilege and invitation of the adventure of being yourself actually offers you. 





 ?Ingeborg Bachmann





It’ll be no use their putting their heads down and saying ‘Come up again, dear!’ I shall only look up and say “Who am I then? Tell me that first, and then, if I like being that person, I’ll come up: if not, I’ll stay down here till I’m somebody else.’





Alice in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll








There is a conflict that comes to light between one’s heart’s desire and one’s circumstances … One can find whatever unity there is between what one wants to be and what one must be. Heart’s desire and circumstance come together to define a path.





John Dunne








� The Oasis School of Human Relations, Boston Spa, West Yorkshire. www.oasishumanrelations.co.uk


� Shani Choudhari, John Gray, Helen Green, Edward Harland, Rosie Kearton, Martine Moorby, Bryce Taylor


� Co-operative Inquiry John Heron 1998 Sage


� ‘Anthropocene’ is a term sometimes used to describe the most recent period in the Earth’s history. It began in the 18th century when the activities of the human race first began to have a significant global impact on the Earth's climate and ecosystems.
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