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The Canadian poet/songwriter, Leonard Cohen, took 10 years to perfect these four lines of his 

1992 song “Anthem”. 

“Ring the bells that still can ring 

Forget your perfect offering 

There is a crack, a crack in everything 

That’s how the light gets in” 

A.      “Ring the bells that still can ring” 

 Do what you can do today. They are the only bells available to ring. 

  

The past has gone and the future hasn’t happened yet. Those bells are illusionary. 

  

Everything, the past and the future, is contained within each moment. It is the definition of 

what it means to be human, to be alive. Embrace each moment fully as it is the power 

position that drives change and innovation. What you do today changes your future. 
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The mediator’s power comes from creating a shared moment in time by setting a date and 

place for the mediation session.  Mediation is really just a venue, a physical encounter that, 

while messy and uncertain, provides the creative energy that can drive the movement forward 

to the unexpected and unpredictable. It explores the untapped potential of the moment. 

 Fully embracing the creative chaos of human interaction, opens the door to a world of 

‘Adjacent Possibilities’ (Stuart Kauffman). Life is a journey not a solution. 

 

 For a mediator this means engaging in the immediacy of the now rather than in an idealised 

future state. It’s about mapping the present and walking forward with the parties’ step by 

adjacent step.    Mediation is therefore an emerging space. You cannot plan or control what 

emerges, you can only participate in it. 

  

It is the direct opposite of mediators working to close the gap between the parties’ arbitrary 

starting positions or negotiating from a mediator’s settlement proposal. 

  

AI can also create a venue particularly in conflict situations. Like mediation, it can be a 

meeting portal.  A cheap and available do- it- yourself communication device that can 

instigate direct dialogue without the need for professional advisors and intermediaries. ‘I will 

get my AI to talk to your AI’. 

  

B.      “Forget your perfect offering” 

 A perfect offering is a static idealised outcome that only exists in our imagination. Perfection 

is unattainable. Let it go as it can divert you from what you need to do today. 

 

We are relational beings existing in a complex fluid and emergent world. We are not perfect 

beings living in isolation. Instead, we exist as part of a complex human-to-human 

organism.  It is an unpredictable state with each person contributing to that organism with no 

one in ultimate control of where it lands.  Anything you do or don’t do changes it. It is fluid 

and emergent. 
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 For mediators the challenge is in holding the ‘whole’ big picture and the technical/factual 

parts of the conflict together. Keeping the macro and the micro in productive tension creates 

space and time for something new and unexpected to emerge.  

For the mediator it is about embracing and inhabiting the uncomfortable tension of the 

moment without an irritable reaching after fact or reason (John Keats, Negative Capability). 

Trust that something will emerge out of the interaction. Mediators model this trust for the 

parties. 

 Ai can provide glimpses of ‘a perfect offering’ but not the winding path to achieving it. 

Information is not wisdom. Information is not action. Information cannot replace the 

imperfections of human interaction. 

 

 C.     There is a crack, a crack in everything 

It is the challenges in life, the dysfunction the confusion and the uncertainty that constitutes 

the crack. Conflict brings the crack into a focal point in time. It challenges us to move out of 

our comfort zone.  This disturbance wakes us up and makes us take a step forward. 

  

The first step is to accept our crack and openly confront it, not trying to paper it over. 

Accepting it without being paralysed by it. 

  

The crack is impacted by the natural power of cascading entropy (the scientific principle in 

physics that disorder always increases) however that disordered energy is also the 

springboard that is needed to transition to the new.  If you paper over the crack you kill the 

energy for change. 

  

AI has the potential to paper over the crack with low value knowledge that is free, available 

and created with little effort. It provides the certainty of an answer eliminating the creative 

messiness that is needed to drive change. 

  

Human interaction has a richness and creativity which is something that AI cannot emulate. 

Knowledge is not something you acquire, it is something to give directions of where to go. 

Change occurs on the edges of a journey not in the center, certainly not with AI answers. 
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The mediator’s choice is to either; inhabit the messiness of the conflict by engaging with 

uncertainty allowing challenging moments to gestate into something new or; creating an 

emotionally ‘safe’ protective bubble, keeping the parties and their emotions locked in a back 

room while intermediaries, the mediator and the parties’ lawyers, crunch a transactional deal.  

 

Problem-solving without human interaction becomes structured and codified reducing 

uncertainty thereby dissipating that fluid energy needed for change. 

 An aversion to treating conflict as a holistic event embracing both the factual problem and 

the human elements can be seen in negotiation and mediation theory particularly Fisher and 

Ury’s “Separating the people from the problem” and Transformative Mediation’s “Separating 

the problem from the people”. 

  

There is another line in Leonard Cohen’s song Anthem: “You can add up the parts but you 

won’t have the sum”.  The whole of the dispute is not the sum of the parts. Working with the 

whole, the emotions and the substance, is the source of all genuine novelty whereas just 

focusing on the parts condemns you to finding out nothing more than you already know 

(Freud's- Evenly suspended attention). 

 

 It is either order or novelty; you can’t have both. 

 

 D.     “That’s how the light gets in” 

 The mess, the ambiguity, the uncertainty, and the complexity of life is the crack that lets the 

light in. The crack inhabits our daily lives. It is an opportunity not an impediment to be fixed. 

The challenge is to accept our crack and its disorder and bravely confront it. 

 

 The crack can be treated like a weathervane or a warning; it tells us to pay attention, to 

embrace and live through it. A small shift can bring big changes in everything opening the 

door to the new. It generates novelty. 

 

Corporate management models also tend to smooth over human conflict and corporate 

dysfunction, the crack, with the aim of efficiency and structural alignment. Human resources 
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departments are serial offenders in covering up corporate cracks much to the detriment of 

overall corporate growth.  

 

 Conflict represents an opening in the crack. For the mediator the task is to inhabit that crack 

and accompany the parties on the journey allowing space for an energy flow to the new. To 

suppress the emotional and messy part of conflict is to suppress creative development. 

  

Embracing the crack is the fuel for growth and the yet, unrealised future. Creativity emerges 

out of productive tension. Covering the crack diminishes us and stifles the opportunity for 

change. 

 

Greg Rooney 

Greg has been a practising mediator in Australia since 1991. He has mediated more than 

1,500 disputes in a diverse range of conflicts including multi-party disputes involving 

government institutions, commercial and industrial disputes, agricultural disputes, franchise 

disputes, matrimonial disputes and disputes involving conflict in the workplace. 

Greg has been a Director of the Mediator Standards Board that regulates the Australian 

National Mediation Accreditation Scheme. For the last eleven years he has mediated over 200 

face-to-face mediations between religious leaders and individual victims of sexual abuse in 

the Catholic, Anglican and Protestants religions in Australia as well as abuse within the 

Australian Defence Forces. 

He has lectured in mediation, dispute system design and project Alliancing in a number of 

Australian universities, including the University of Queensland and Southern Cross 

University. Greg has conducted dispute resolution training for a number of public and private 

Australian institutions. He has published papers on a number of mediation based topics in a 

number of national and international journals copies of which can be downloaded from his 

web site. 

Website:  www.gregrooney.com.au    
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