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FOREWORD 
 

 

Kay Pranis 
 

July 2015 

 

Greetings to the reader of this book! Welcome to a diverse collection of perspectives on 

the intersection of restorative justice and offender rehabilitation. I was surprised and honored 

to be asked to write a Foreword for this work. I am not a researcher or academic writer myself 

and wondered what I could bring that might be of use to the aspirations of this wide-ranging 

exploration of theory and practice. What is my role? In my work in general I believe my role 

is to support people in bringing heart and spirit to their work, as well as their minds, in the 

context of Western culture that pulls us relentlessly in the direction of our heads.  

What does it mean to bring heart and spirit to the social science analyses of restorative 

philosophy and practices? Two themes that have been a growing edge for me in recent years 

came to mind. Paradoxically one theme relates to 'not knowing' and the other relates to 

'knowing'. I offer these reflections with awareness that I have a limited view. What is 

meaningful to me may not be to you, the reader. Consequently, I invite you to leave behind 

anything put forth here that is not of service to your journey with restorative justice.  

For me restorative justice is a philosophy calling us to a very big paradigm shift – 

including how we think about what we know and how we know. First, knowing, having 

definitive answers, is highly prized in our current dominant world view. Second, one 

particular kind of knowing is privileged over other kinds of knowing. Restorative philosophy 

and practices challenge both of these assumptions. 

Status in our culture is related to knowing, to having the answers. Our sense of worth – 

derived in part from our status – is related to knowing, to having answers. We are rewarded 

financially, socially, academically for knowing the answer to whatever question arises in our 

chosen field. We have more power if we are perceived as having answers. Our sense of 

competence in our field is directly related to having answers. To not know is to feel 

incompetent. Yet, all the restorative processes require us, as professionals, to not have the 

answers because those processes involve the key stakeholders in producing answers. 

Restorative processes are processes of accessing collective wisdom. If any one person has the 

definitive answer, the possibilities of collective wisdom may be short-circuited.  

Not knowing is not a state we have been trained to value. The place of not knowing is a 

place of fear, a place of feeling inadequate, but the ability to not have answers and be open to 



Kay Pranis viii 

possibilities seems to be an essential skill in a restorative paradigm. To find joy or energy in 

the state of not knowing is extremely counter-cultural. In Western culture it is very difficult 

for people to enter spaces of not knowing, especially professionals who have invested heavily 

in learning to know the answers and whose identity is strongly linked to their sense of 

expertise.  

Rilke offers a helpful perspective on this dilemma. He writes, ―I beg you . . . to have 

patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves as 

if they were locked rooms or books written in a very foreign language. Don't search for the 

answers, which could not be given you now, because you would not be able to live them. And 

the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the 

future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.‖ 

We are not educated or socialized to live the questions – only to answer the questions. I 

think this is where bringing spirit to our work is important. I believe strength of spirit helps us 

to sit with uncertainly, ambiguity and the unknown with less anxiety. A sense of mystery is a 

positive way of relating to the unknown. For me this sense of spirit in restorative justice is 

rooted in the values which describe who we want to be when we are at our best as human 

beings – the values describing how to be in good relationship with others.  

Because all thoughts, feelings and actions are in the context of thousands of influences, 

we cannot be prescriptive about what should be, but must be, instead, generative in the 

moment while staying within the bounds of those values of our best self. The mystery is in 

the generative nature of collective work. We cannot know at the outset how it should unfold 

or what it should unfold to, but we do know the values that would serve the well-being of 

everyone involved and therefore are appropriate guideposts for our collective work. For me 

any space rooted in those values is a space where heart and spirit are welcome and are part of 

the lived experience. 

When the heart and spirit are engaged in a safe space they bring a kind of knowing that is 

different from our mental and physical ways of knowing. Our culture dismisses that kind of 

knowing, valuing only the kind of knowing that comes from linear, analytic processes. The 

collective wisdom of restorative processes depends upon these other ways of knowing in 

balance with our analytic knowing. How do we identify and assess the knowledge of our 

hearts, spirits and bodies with tools that have evolved in a linear, analytic research model? 

This is a major challenge faced by researchers studying various aspects of restorative 

justice. The emergent, generative nature of restorative processes does not reduce readily to 

the predictability we expect in our current paradigm. Validity of knowing is tied to 

predictability which does not have space for the creative character of collective wisdom. 

Restorative justice researchers are navigating through uncharted waters – still for the 

most part accountable to funding sources and governing bodies tied to the dominant paradigm 

while trying to test the ideas and ways of the new paradigm. This is not wrong - it is in fact 

necessary and is very messy. 

What can our own processes teach us about how to engage constructively with this 

challenge? How can we bring a restorative attitude to our reading of research papers so that 

our interaction with the papers may transcend the limitations of the research paradigm? 

Restorative processes teach us to listen deeply and with respect, to listen for intent as much as 

for content. They teach us to be fully present with an open mind and an open heart. They 

teach us to hear and appreciate differences of perspective. They teach us to practice not 

knowing, leaving space for emergence of the unexpected. They teach us to be curious rather 
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than judgmental. Circle process teaches us to remember who we want to be in our best self 

before we begin an exchange of information, ideas or feelings. Restorative practices teach us 

to invite our hearts and spirits into the dialog incorporating their particular ways of knowing. 

They teach us to hold the uncertainty of ambiguity because language is fluid, relationships are 

dynamic and life does not separate into neat packages. And ultimately they teach us to speak 

our truth even when no one else sees it the same way. What might happen if we read this 

book practicing the restorative attitude described above?  

I wish to honor all those whose work is presented in this volume and all those who will 

pick this book up and read it. We are joined by the connecting threads of the writing and 

reading process. We are all engaged in making meaning – living the questions as best we can. 
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