
Moving Beyond Our Culture of Contest Jeanne Zayac  bjzayac@gmail.com
Breakout Session # 1: Choices – Dialogue or Debate

In your Breakout group, you may wish to read through the following and then consider the 
scenarios.

If we are to move beyond a culture of contest, we must explore how language is used and 
how the decision-making process unfolds.    When there are differing points of view, how do
we proceed?  A natural response may be to enter a 'debate mode', where participants 
valiantly defend their points view.  This is the culture of contest. 

Another response when differing points of view are encountered is to enter into a dialogue, 
where individuals work together toward common understanding.  

The table shown below outlines some differences between dialogue and debate.

  Dialogue ….   Debate ….
- is about finding common ground.

- assumes many people have pieces of the 
answer; together they can craft a solution.

- calls for temporarily suspending one's 
beliefs.

- I listen to understand, find meaning and 
agreement.

- I search for strength and value in others' 
positions.

- I admit that others' thinking can improve 
my own.

- opens the possibility of reaching a solution 
better than any of the original solutions.

- is about winning.

- assumes there is a right answer and I have 
it.

- calls for investing wholeheartedly in one's 
beliefs.

- I listen to find flaws and to make counter 
arguments.

- I search for weaknesses in others' positions.

- I defend my own views against those of 
others.

- defends one's own position as the best 
solution and excludes other solutions.

Adapted from a paper prepared by Shelley Berman, based on discussions of the Dialogue Group of the Boston Chapter of Educators for 
Social Responsibility.

As we can see from this table, after debate individuals are more likely to be affirmed in their 
own views rather than be open to new ideas and perspectives.  As Thomas Jefferson noted: 
“I never yet saw an instance of one or two disputants convincing the other by argument.”



Dialogue, on the other hand, allows participants to take in new information and learn from 
each other.  All voices are heard and diversity is valued. We learn from different perspectives
and that informs our decision making.  We create a culture of learning that replaces a culture
of criticism.

“Diversity in the human family should be the cause of love and harmony, as it is in music 
where many different notes blend together in the making of a perfect chord.” Paris Talks, p 45

“When you meet those whose opinions differ from your own, do not turn away your face 
from them.  All are seeking truth, and there are many roads leading thereto.”  Paris Talks, p 46

Bahá'u'lláh advises us: “In all things it is necessary to consult…. The maturity of the gift of 
understanding is made manifest through consultation.” Prosperity of Humankind, Part III,p 10

“Consultation has been ordained by Bahá'u'lláh as the means by which agreement is to be 
reached and a collective course of action defined.”Universal House of Justice 24 Jan 1993, in Ruhi Book 10 Unit 2

“Every word is endowed with a spirit, therefore the speaker or expounder should carefully 
deliver his words at the appropriate time and place, for the impression which each word 
maketh is clearly evident and perceptible.”  Tablets of Bahá'u'lláh, p 169

“Let not your heart be offended with anyone….   If you wish to give admonition or advice, 
let it be offered in such a way that it will not burden the bearer….  Beware! Beware! Lest ye 
offend any heart.”      'Abdu'l-Bahá, PUP p 453

In light of the above guidance, explore the following scenarios.
(As always, we do not refer to any specific individuals, wary of falling into the trap of backbiting.)
In each scenario, you may consider:
How do we respond?  
How do we move beyond contest, debate and criticism?
How do we move towards a culture of learning?

*  In the social portion of a feast, a discussion occurs concerning the pros and cons of 
wearing masks during the pandemic.  One individual tries to dominate the discussion and 
push his point of view.

*  You are helping an elderly neighbour fix his lawnmower.  He says you should come to his 
church so you can be saved.

*  You and your neighbour are sharing gardening tips.   Conversation drifts to the new family
moving in down the street.  She makes a racist remark directed at the new neighbours.

* Can you think of other scenarios where dialogue and consultation are beneficial?



Moving Beyond Our Culture of Contest    Jeanne Zayac  bjzayac@gmail.com
Breakout Session # 2:  Beyond Politics

In your Breakout group, you may wish to read through the following and then consider the 
scenarios.

One pattern of contest that we may feel ourselves being pulled into is Politics.
Partisan politics is definitely a contest.
We can easily become upset with a government policy or a stand taken by a politician.  We 
can quickly fall into criticism and division.

If we are to move beyond a culture of contest, what can we do?
The following guidance may help us form our own response:

“Be anxiously concerned with the age ye live in.”  Bahá'u'lláh, Gleanings CVI, p 213

“Speak thou no word of politics ….  Except to speak well of them, make thou no mention of
the earth's kings, and the worldly governments thereof.” Selections from the Writings of Abdu'l-Bahá 53, p 92

“It is abundantly clear … that the longing of the believers to contribute to the betterment 
of the world and to participate constructively in the life of society is in no way contradicted 
by their non-involvement in politics.”  Universal House of Justice, 1 Dec 2019

“Let them refrain from associating themselves, … with the policies of their governments and
the schemes and programs of parties and factions….  Let them rise above all particularism 
and partisanship, above the vain disputes, the petty calculations, the transient passions that 
agitate the face, and engage the attention, of a changing world.”  Shoghi Effendi, WOB, p 64

“One conspicuous symptom of society's deepening malaise is the steady descent of public 
discourse into greater rancour and enmity, reflecting entrenched partisan points of view….  
While the importance of keeping at a distance from all politically divisive issues is well 
known to the friends, their engagement with pressing social issues, motivated by a 
commendable and sincere wish to be of service to those around them, can present them 
with difficult situations….. Much that can be taken to be harmless, or even well-intentioned, 
is, on closer examination, serving to deepen social divides,… driving away possibilities for 
consensus and the search for solutions.”  1 Dec 2019

“It will be apparent that the precepts the friends observe in the course of their general 
interactions with those around them must also characterize … their communication carried 
out via social media.  These precepts include the prohibition on backbiting, the counsel to 
see the world with their own eyes and not through the eyes of others, the need to uphold 
the oneness of humanity and avoid a mind-set of 'us' and 'them', and the principles of 
consultation and the necessary decorum associated with it.”  1 Dec 2019



“Attempts at social change through political intrigue, sedition, vilification of particular 
groups, or outright conflict are condemned by Bahá'u'lláh, for they merely perpetuate 
cycles of struggle while lasting solutions continue to elude.  He champions instruments of a 
very different sort.  He calls for good deeds, kind words, and upright conduct; He enjoins 
service to others and collaborative action.  And to the task of constructing a world 
civilization founded on the divine teachings, He summons every member of the human 
race.”  Universal House of Justice, October 2017

In light of the above guidance, explore some of the following scenarios.
(As always, when we analyze tendencies that are to be overcome, we do not refer to any specific individuals, 
wary of falling into the trap of backbiting.)  [Exercise adapted from Ruhi Book 8 Unit 1 Sec.39] 
In each scenario, you may consider:
How does the behaviour, and the subsequent response from others, affect the community?
If not checked, how can the behaviour, and possibly the response, cause stress and strain on
the fabric of the community? 
How do we respond? 

*  During a gathering, a friend begins to criticize prominent politicians, focusing on what she
sees as their harmful policies.  

*  On social media, a friend shares a cartoon ridiculing a politician. You find yourself 
agreeing with the point being made.   

* On social media, a friend wants others to support their stand on a political issue, sharing 
posts or perhaps showing up at a protest.   

* Are there other common scenarios where we find ourselves in difficult situations?


