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3.2 A perspective on emergence	  
	  

The Spirit shall look out through Matter’s gaze 
 And Matter shall reveal the Spirit’s face 
 And all the Earth becomes a single life. 
 - Sri Aurobindo; Savitri. A legend and a symbol. 

Now that my question about holding space had found a provisional 
answer, I embarked on a deeper quest to explore the big concepts 'spirit' 
and 'source'. Why was it that in our women’s gathering we rarely ever 
talked about 'spirit', but spoke of 'source' instead? I delved deep within to 
uncover the core qualities and functions of both concepts as I understood 
them in my body and through my experience. This was no easy task, 
because so many concepts and ideas in our language are made to 
separate, while I was looking for synergy and interweaving. To get more 
clarity, rather than thinking and reading 'about it', I resorted to my more 
familiar tools like drawing and contemplation. 

On a blank sheet of paper, I wrote the words 'Spirit' and 'Source'. I tend to 
see Spirit as somewhere high out there, while I experience Source as 
something deep within. So Spirit went at the top of the page and Source at 
the bottom. It is worth noticing my use of language here: I ‘see’ Spirit ‘out 
there’ and I ‘experience’ Source ‘within’. While it was possible that this 
distinction was valid only for me, other people were also prepared to go 
along with it, so I let it stand as the basis for what followed. 

If Spirit lives at the top of the page and Source at the bottom, then the real 
world is in the middle. I use 'real' here in the sense of space and time: the 
manifest world that we see and know in its three or four dimensions. This is 
the world of our senses and experiences, the world of incarnation. Now, 
how was I to understand the interaction between these three: Spirit, Source 
and the manifest world? 
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My contemplation showed me the movement from the manifest world 
towards Spirit as a way of taking some distance from an experience, to 
witness, think and reflect about it; to gain more consciousness and 
awareness; also, the ability to capture the world and life with language, 
symbols and concepts. By contrast, the movement upwards from Source to 
the manifest world seems to originate in a huge space of potential, 
transiting through layers of ever denser energies, until the potential takes a 
form and manifests. In Gaia’s Quatum Leap  (p130), Marko Pogacnik 1

speaks of 'source' as life force “through which the fabric of creation is 
continually enlivened”. The reverse movement, sensing from the manifest 
world into Source, is the capacity to sense what is coming, what is possible 
and what has life in it. More specifically in terms of our practice here, it is 
sensing what is about to happen but not yet here. If we consider the latest 
scientific discoveries in quantum physics, my image might not remotely 
resemble how it works; nevertheless, it was enormously helpful to me in 
understanding a lot of situations. 

Returning to my paper, my next 
step was to draw a circle 
connecting Spirit and Source, 
because to me, somehow, they 
inhabit the same realm. 
Somewhere they are one; 
perhaps together they are ‘the 
One’, or perhaps they share the 
same origin. I can envision Spirit 
and Source as the first couple 
that came out of the One, 
whatever that is (which is 
beyond the scope of this book 

to define). The first polarity arose 
with this pair. Related pairs are: light and darkness, yin and yang, inward 
and outward, masculine and feminine, and so on. “The One is inclusive of 
unmanifest and manifest, the being and the non-being, the before and the 
after, all present now.” This quote comes not from a renouned guru or 
philosopher, but was a reflection by one of our participants in a Women 
Moving the Edge gathering, after representing 'The One' in a systemic 
constellation. (see more about this practice in chapter 8) 

Back to holding space… In a nutshell, when holding space I connect in 
and through my body with the subtle energy dimensions, with the potential 
that is able to unfold. In my drawing, therefore, 'holding space' is another 
layer between Source and the 3-dimensional world. But, as with many 
failed experiments with non-authoritarian education, something is missing 
here if we want to see this potential actually coming into being. Holding 
space asks for its counterpart at the same level on the side of Spirit. Some 
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structuring energy is required to balance the vastness and openness of 
holding space. That structure is provided by keeping our attention on the 
intention or purpose. This focus or intention must not be closed or fixed, 
however, or there will be no room for unfolding, emergence or birthing of 
the new. The best articulation I have found for this activity is 'staying in 
inquiry'. 

On my paper, I now draw a circle connecting Staying in Inquiry with 
Holding Space. It's looking good, but I'm still not satisfied. The distance 
between the two outer circles feels too great. How does Source become 
Holding Space? How does Spirit become Staying in Inquiry? 

In the movement towards the manifest world, what is Source providing? 
What is its first discernible level of manifestation? When I contemplate the 
trajectory towards manifestation from the perspective of Source, I 
experience a vast ocean of possibility. That makes a lot of sense: Source 
provides the material world with an infinite reservoir of potential. What, 
then, is Potential’s counterpart on the side of Spirit? How does Spirit show 
up in the world of manifestation? I am inclined to name that 
'Consciousness'. With this notion, I could now draw the third circle, between 
the first two. The resulting image struck me as highly revealing. Later we 
started naming this the Spirit-Source model and I continued to delve 
deeper. 

Spirit-Source model 
 

Before looking into this model, I 
want to state explicitly that it 
does not aspire to be an 
accurate representation of 
reality. Wiktionary says: 
“'Model' has many meanings, 
one of them is: A simplified 
representation used to explain 
the workings of a real world 
system or event.” I don’t claim 
to have found the truth with 
my model, although it 
continues to help me 
understand how emergence 
can come about, and what its essential elements are. You might find it 
helpful too. 
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Emergence of Collective Wisdom 

My next question was: When I am holding space for the highest potential, 
what is it for? What is the real purpose of holding space? Why would 
anyone do it? Slowly it dawned on me… Ah! I am holding the possibilities 
because I want them to manifest. It seems obvious in hindsight, but at the 
time I was thunderstruck. In essence, then, holding space provides a 
supporting energy or attention that bridges between Source and the real 
world: it is Holding Space for a Potential to Manifest. That is what parents do 
for their children, and it is what we do when we host conversations and 
change processes in groups. Equally, it should be a core competence in 
leadership teams dealing with complexity and uncertainty. 

The next question to arise was: What is the counterpart on the side of Spirit? 
I wanted my model to be balanced; simple, beautiful and elegant like a 
good mathematical formula or excellent programming code. Not having 
any clear distinctions myself for this part of the model, I turned to a male 
friend for help. We concluded that the basic purpose of Staying in Inquiry is: 
for Inspiration to Show up. 
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In this way I saw how Source and Spirit work together in synergy to create 
new life. If we hold space so that potential can manifest, and if we keep 
the inquiry open for inspiration or innovation to show up, then these two 
interweave in co-creation and emergence will happen. 

Emergence is the manifestation of something really new, the novel that 
never existed before. An example of emergence from science is what 
happens when hydrogen and oxygen atoms are combined; it makes 
water. The wetness of water is found in neither hydrogen nor oxygen, it 
emerges from the interaction of the two; it is an emergent property. The 
scientific concept of emergence is now finding its way into mainstream 
conversations, but is not always well understood. In the realm of collective 
intelligence and wisdom, we talk of emergence when connections have 
been made between different elements - like different insights from diverse 
participants - that lead to a totally new feature or insight. A potential that 
was not known or even possible before, has come into existence, and we 
notice an innovation in products and/or processes. 

In real life, even in intentionally designed group situations, emergence 
seems too messy and chaotic for many people to feel comfortable with - 
there is not enough order or control, things are too unpredictable. Although 
what emerges actually is some form of order, it is not any kind of pre-
determined – or even pre-existing -order but something that is too complex 
for us to grasp in the moment it is happening. It is not until after the event 
that we can discern patterns that have formed and become visible. 
Emergence does not spring from external structures or controlled order, 
rather, it can be facilitated (but not guaranteed) by creating a strong 
energetic container (holding space for potential to manifest) while staying 
focused on a core question that holds an intention or purpose. This is when 
new and unforseen connections can arise from the chaos and emergence 
can come through. In some circles, this way of working is known as 'walking 
the chaordic path'. There is little that is tangible to hold on to: this holding 
space expresses itself only through a few guidelines or principles and is 
basically done in the intangible, subtle or energetic space. 

Chris Corrigan, a Canadian colleague from the Art of Hosting network, 
says: “Emergence is what happens when everyone leaves from the party 
with something that nobody came with.” He points to one of the conditions 
in a group that makes emergence possible: the interweaving and cross-
pollinating that happens when people enjoy being together and engaging 
with each other, like at a party. What emerges is what I call 'collective 
wisdom' - a wisdom that is not the sum of constituent elements, but a 
weaving and bringing together of the intelligence and wisdom present in 
the members of the group. While this is already a welcome outcome, the 
emergence of generative, collective action is something more, as we shall 
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see in the second part of this book. It requires greater alignment, more 
deeply into ourselves and more widely out into our context. 

If our purpose is truly to let collective wisdom have its way, this model of 
emergence can inform us in designing meetings and strategic change 
processes. In addition to having a clearly articulated purpose that is 
translated into cogent guiding questions, the processes we design must 
include and support the holding of the space. In essence we need formats 
and approaches that can illuminate the potential that is present in the 
room and bring it into expression. While the skills of deep listening and true 
dialogue are crucial, this model clearly shows that listening to all the 
diversity, allowing all the voices to be heard and holding the energetic 
space are not enough on their own. Of equal importance is the open 
inquiry around the purpose that calls our attention and guides us to 
innovation. (more on emergence in chapter 7) 

Ongoing spiral dance between Holding Space and Staying in 
Inquiry 

Wisdom is a love affair with questions; knowledge is a love affair with 
answers. The questions are there, not to be answered, but as a guidance. 
– Julio Olalla, on video 

There is an ongoing dynamic, coil-like, involving the level or depth of 
Sourcing and the level or depth/height of Consciousness (or Spirit). We can 
access the full depth of the potential in service of manifestation and 
generative action, only to the extent that we can articulate a clear and 
lofty intention or purpose. This explains the importance of finding powerful 
guiding question(s) and clearly naming the shared purpose. Just as the 
tallest tree has the deepest roots, the higher the consciousness from which 
our question is voiced, the deeper the level of sourcing it will invite and the 
deeper and more subtle layers of information to which it will grant access. 
This field that grows wider through many cycles generates authentically 
new wisdom. 

Quote: 
“I know this feeling of having a deep sense of something that wants to 
happen and then your mind goes to work and fills it in. I've learned to just 
hold it. And when things don't align, to just see that my idea is not aligned, 
or not right timing yet, or whatever. At least in me, sometimes it is a lonely 
thing. I feel some loneliness in just holding the sourcing of it, knowing 
something wants to happen. And sometimes it takes years of just holding 
that potential.” (Ria 090902 wmte8) 
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—————————————————————————————————————————-
 Pogacnik, Marko, Gaia’s Quatum Leap. A Guide to Living Through the Coming Earth Change. Lindisfarne Books, 1

2011.
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