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**Moving from an I-It to an I-Thou Way During Times of High Anxiety 
and Conflict  

By Dr. W. Craig Gilliam 
  

The key that one needs for one’s peace is in the heart. 
~~Howard Thurman 

 
 People may not hear what we are saying because of who we are when we say it. The 
inverse is also true: sometimes we have trouble hearing others because of who they are when 
they speak. In other words, how we view others is how we treat them. This insight is one I 
gained as a conflict specialist for Arbinger Institute.  
 Several years ago, I was invited to work with a large congregation experiencing deep, 
prolonged conflict. They had hurt and done harm to each other and the destructive patterns 
were continuing. I was asked to help them find a way out of the mire. Part of my work with them 
involved conducting interviews and listening sessions with individuals and small groups. Things 
sounded pretty hopeless and bleak. The victim narrative ran deep, which is often a symptom of 
long-term conflicts. There was a lack of trust, an abundance of self-justifying narratives, a dearth 
of hope and stability. Compassion was as scarce as fresh water in a dessert. Individuals and 
groups were interlocked in unhealthy triangles as gossip and half-truths fueled the fires of 
conflict. Groups in the congregation viewed each other in I–It ways and couldn’t hear those who 
disagreed with their narrative, including what was the identifying issue, who was at fault, and 
who was to blame.  
 By I-It, I am referring to a relational construct described by the philosopher of dialogue, 
Martin Buber. I-It is a stance he uses to describe when people view others and/or self as 
objects, in contrast to I-Thou, which sees self, others and the relationship with equity, value, and 
acknowledge that every person is made in the image of God and deserves to be treated with 
dignity.  
  Later in the process with the congregation, we organized an event that invited the 
parishioners to share their feelings, perceptions, experiences, and thoughts on what was 
happening in the congregation and possible ways forward. After all, a wise saying in the field of 
conflict transformation is that our perception of the conflict is part of the conflict. 
 This collective gathering gave rise to anxiety because the group was not certain what 
might happen. We sat in concentric circles with approximately 150 people present. In the center 
was a small altar with symbols representing the community’s core values, mission, and vision. I 
had a talking object in the center of the circled seats and stated the purpose of the object, which 
was, “The only person to speak is the one holding the talking object; the challenge for the rest of 
us was to listen with compassion and curiosity.” We agreed that no one can speak for more than 
three minutes. Another person seated in the circle had agreed to keep time. When a person’s 
three minutes were up, the time-keeper would ring the bell and the speaker would bring their 
comments to a close. 
 About an hour into the session, a person walked to the center of the circle, picked up the 
talking object, walked back to his seat, and began to speak. He was a large, robust, burly man, 
who was a retired high school football coach in the community and now was part of the school 
board. He yielded a great deal of influence and didn’t mind stating his opinion. No one was 
certain what he was about to say. One could feel the anxiety and tensions in the room rise. He 
began, “Dr. Gilliam has been talking about the way we are toward each other both in our 
behaviors and ways of viewing each other. He offered some observations about our behaviors 
toward each other and identified them as possibly growing out of an I-It way of seeing each 
other.  He contrasted the I-It with I-Thou. What I heard Dr. Gilliam say was that I–Thou was 
Jesus’ way.  
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 The more I reflect on what he said and think about the way I have been acting, I realize 
that I have been part of the problem, not the solution. I have been seeing many of you in an I-It 
way and treating you as such. Yes, I have been treated badly by some of you, but more so, I 
have treated some of you badly, lacking compassion. If I am going to take our scriptures 
seriously and what Dr. Gilliam has taught us, which makes a lot of sense to me, I need to 
apologize to some of you and ask for forgiveness.”  
 At that moment, the timer sounded, and his three minutes were up. He humbly asked for 
more time. The community agreed; as the facilitator, I agreed. He continued by  calling a 
particular name of a person in the circle and said, “I am sorry how I have treated you. I was way 
out of line. Will you forgive me?” Then he called out the name of another person in the circle 
apologized and asked for forgiveness. Absolute silence filled the space. 
 He continued, “I am not going to call out the names of everyone that I have hurt, but I am 
going to make contact with many of you in the next weeks to apologize and ask for forgiveness. 
I hope some of you do the same with those you have hurt. While I hope we can do what it will 
take to reconnect, experience forgiveness, and get on with ministry, if you say that you cannot 
forgive me, I will be disappointed, but I will honor your choice. If we are going to take Christ’s 
teaching and this work seriously, I am not the only one who needs to ask for forgiveness, but I 
know that my primary responsibility begins with me—my own sins of commission and omission!”  
 Genuine honesty and vulnerability are incarnational. The entire tone of our meeting 
changed. The community asked questions about how they could forgive and reconnect with 
people they had hurt. What did reconciliation look like in their context in practical terms? How 
were they to respond to those who chose not to accept their genuine apologies, etc.? What do 
they need to put into place to change their systemic patterns so as not to repeat this pattern 
again? How can they live up to their potential and become their best selves and invite the same 
in each other? 
 Being aware of our stance toward life and one another are critical to conflict work and 
facilitating difficult conversations. To deal with conflict constructively and generatively or to 
facilitate difficult conversations and mediations, doing the inner work required is critical. Doing 
the necessary soul work beforehand cultivates the soil from which authentic presence, integrity, 
and influence are cultivated. Brene’ Brown, a research professor who has spent her career 
studying vulnerability, courage, worthiness and shame, writes, “What we know matters but who 
we are matters more” (Daring Greatly, p. 16).“ The inner work touches and transforms the “who 
we are.”  Cultivating this part of ourselves and an I–Thou stance toward self, others, and life is a 
life-long journey. In part it involves being aware of the stories we are telling ourselves about 
ourselves, about the other person or people, and about God.  
 When I view the world in an I–it way, the path forward is lonely, depleting, and difficult. It 
is about me, my justifications, and my well-being. Cognitive dissonance is part of the equation. 
This I-It mentality is like driving our cars down a road at night with the dome light on. Regardless 
of what we encounter, all we see is reflections of ourselves. When I hold this stance, it not only 
invites but also invests in anxiety, conflict and distorted story telling. When my solutions fail, I 
become frustrated, hopeless, indifferent, “actively disengaged,” and disconnected. I begin to 
blame others, act out against them, look for their worst, feel like a victim, fight, flight, or freeze, 
and in some cases unconsciously act out against myself in irresponsible ways.  
 An old maxim in conflict work is that the people are not the problem, the problem is the 
problem. When in an I-It way, the people become the problem and the issues get lost in 
personalities. I think Saint Paul in Ephesians 4:26 is mirroring this wisdom when he remarks, 
“Be angry but sin not. Don’t let the sun go down on your anger” (NRSV). As a facilitator and 
leader, I am regularly asking myself how do I help the people with whom I work hold the 
problem as the problem instead of letting the people become the problem? How do I help them 
and myself see and evoke the unique strengths, talents, and gifts of people? As Donald Clifton, 
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the founder of StrengthsFinder, asked, “What would happen if we studied what was right with 
people versus what’s wrong with them?” 
 Buber acknowledges that the place between, the middle space, is where genuine 
meetings occur, alternative narratives emerge, new relations form, and transformation happens. 
The Thou dwells not in the other or the self, but in the space between where we meet. This in-
between space is very subtle and important in conflict transformation and having genuine 
conversations, even when difficult. The middle is where the third other emerges.  
 When I hold an I–Thou stance toward those with whom I work, I know that progress and 
growth can emerge through sustained, generative connection – staying in relationship while 
maintaining a mature, well-defined sense of self. My senses are oriented toward the inward and 
outward, on self and other, and on discerning God’s nudging or direction in the situation. The 
focus is about them and their well-being, as well as my own, for we are deeply connected, and 
all of us are made in the image of God. “No person is an island entire of itself; every person is a 
piece of the continent, a part of the main. . .,” as John Donne poetically reflects. Francis 
Thompson offers a similar image of our connection in his poetic line: “Thou canst not touch a 
flower without troubling a star.”  
 Martin Buber writes, “But on the height of personal existence one must truly be able to 
say ‘I’ in order to know the mystery of the Thou (and the We) in its whole truth.” In systems 
language, self-differentiation points toward the ability to define self while staying in relationship 
with others; to say “I” in a mature, responsible way that does not diminish people who stand in a 
different place. In a mature I-Thou 
culture that values “we” or community 
life, people are no longer committed just 
to their own interests, outcomes, and 
well-being, but to the relationship, 
common good, growth, core values, 
and the performance of the “we.” You 
and I matter; people matter. Between 
and among us is the space for creating 
a better world where God’s electricity 
connects, transforms, and flows. I am 
not enough, alone. You are not enough, 
alone, but WE with God are enough—whether together or apart. 
 

Agree or disagree, you are invited into the conversation! 

. . .on the narrow ridge, where I and Thou meet, there is the realm of “between,” . . . Here the                                                                          
genuine third alternative is indicated, the knowledge of which will help to bring about the person                                                                   

again and to establish genuine community again.                                                  
~~Martin Buber 

 
 


