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CHAPTER IV

R

Being Alone Together

A Communz't}/ of ‘Solitudes

Our disasters come from letting nothing live for itself,
Jrom the longing we have to pull everything, even
[riends, into ourselves, and let nothing alone.
—ROBERT BLY'
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#? On Letting Things Alone %

If we want to create spaces that are safe for the soul, we need to
understand why the soul so rarely shows up in everyday life. The
poet Robert Bly offers one explanation: it is our powerful ego drive
“to pull everything . . . into ourselves” and let “nothing live for
itself.”

Behind that drive is our disbelief in the reality.and power of
the inner teaclfer. Convinced that people lack inner guidance and
wishing to “help” them, .we feel obliged to tell others what we-
think they need to know and how we think they oughr to live.
Countless disasters-originate here—between parents and children,
teachers and students, supervisors and employees—originate, that
is, in presumptuous-advice-giving that leaves the other feeling
diminished and disrespected.

But we can learn a more creative way to be present to each
other, as the following story shows. It is the story of a conflicted
person who was transformed because the people around her chose
to trust her inner teacher, overcoming their longtime habit of
pulling everything into themselves.

It happened in a long-term circle of trust I facilitated for
public school teachers. One of them, Lind4, was a woman at the
end of her rope. After fifteen years of teaching, she had nothing
good to say about her supervisors, her colleagues, or her stu-
dents—all of them, by her account, were misguided and some-

times malevolent. She felt certain that she would be a happier
person and a better teacher if only she could replace all these
annoying aliens with actual human beings.

The teachers who sat with Linda listened to her receptively
and respectfully. Occasionally, they asked an honest, open ques-
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tion to help her say, and hear, more deeply what was troubling her.
Bur guided by the ground rules of this form of community (which
are explored later in this book), they offered no commentary, no
argument, and no advice.

Instead, they held her in a.space where Lindz was ompélled
to listen.to herself. This turned out to be a revolutionary experi-
ence for someone whose cynical view of humanity had continually
been reinforced by the people to whom she complained. I do not
mean the few who agreed with her. I mean those who told her she
was wrong and tried to talk her out of her cynicism, as well as
those who turned their backs in disgust and walked away. See,
Linda would say to herself, I was right about people. No one gets
it, and no one cares. Like most of us, Liridd kriéw igw touse Téjécs
tion'to reinforce-her view of the world. B

I learned how revolutionary it had been for Linda to listen
to herself when she told me, after several retreats, that she intended
to drop out. “It’s not that I don't appreciate the group,” she said.
“In fact, being here has helped me understand that I don’t belong
in teaching anymore. The problem is not my students and col-
leagues; they’re decent people doing the best they can. The prob-
lem is me. I've burned out on teaching, and I'm harming myself as
well as others by sticking with it. I've decided to quit at the end of
this year and find a different kind of job. So I guess I shouldn’t be
taking up space in this circle anymore.”

In fact, I4nda had-made courageous-use ofherspace in the
circle. She had seen her shadow, stopped projecting it onto others,
come to grips with her own reality, and taken a step toward whole-
ness. I told her she was welcome to stay.

Accircle of trust, I said, has no agenda except to help people
listen to their own souls and discern their own-truth. Its purpose
is not to help people recommit to a particular role or even become
better at it, though one or both may happen. The fact that Linda
had seen her shadow and now felt led to leave teaching was no less
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A Hidden Wholeness

important than the vocational renewal that was happening for oth-
ers in the group.

Linda stayed and continued to make good use of this com-
munity. She emerged more fully from her shadow, grieved the loss
of her longtime calling, and found clues to a new vocational path
that fit her gifts. She was able to listen to herself because she was
with people who knew how to let her alone without abandoning
her—let her be alone, that is, with her inner teacher.

# Solitude and Community 3%

4 § O/t (’A‘ﬁ‘lﬂ*"'w

As the story of Linda suggests, £circle of rrust iscommunity jn a

& different keyfCommunity_an- elusive svigfd with many shades of

meaning, gomé&times-points t6.a group of peeple with a shared
commitment, to making 4n external impact of some sort, from
changing one another to changing the world.

But a circle pf trust has np such agenda. Though people’s
lives may be changed in such a circle—and that, in turn, may
change the world a bit—the circle itself is focused on inward and
invisible powers. Its singular purpose is to support the inner jour-
ney of each person in the group, to make each soul feel safe
enough to show up and speak its truth, to help each person listen
to his or her inner teacher. o

@ In a circle of trust, we practice the paradox. of “being.alone

togethet, 3 of being present to one another as a “community of soli-
tudes.” Those phrases sound like contradictions because we think of
solitude and community as either-or. Butsolitude and commuynity,
rightly understood, go together.as bath-and. To understand true
self—which knows who we are in our inwardness and whoge we are
in the larger world—we need both the intgrior intimacy that comes
with solitude and the otherness that comes with community.?
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When-we split solitude and communigy into an either-or
and act as if we can get along with only one or the other, we put
ourselvessin;spiritaal peril. The theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer
-warned us about this risk in his classic Zife Together: “Let.[the per-
son] who cannot be alone bewareof community. Let [the person]
who is not in commupity beware of being alone.”

Bonhoeffer’s warning is based on two simple truths. We have
much to learn from within, but it is easy to-getdost in the labyrinth
of the inner life. We have much to learn from others, but it is.easy
to get lost il the confusion of the crowd.»So we need solitude and
community simultaneously: what we learn in one mode can check
and balance what we learn in the other. Together, they make us
whole, like breathing in and breathing out.

But exactly 44 30litutle and community go together turns
out to be trickier.than-breathing, When we say we are in solitude,
we often bring other people with us: think of howsfren-cus-sdli-
tude” isinterruptedsby an interiorconversation with somedne who
is not there! When we say we are in community, we 6ftenlose
track of true-self: think of how easily we can forget who we are
when we get entangled in group dynamics.

If we are to hold solitude and community together as a true
paradox, we need to deepen our understanding of both poles.Sof-
tude does not necessarily mean living apdrt from others; rather, it
means neverdiving apart fromrone’s self. It is not aboutthe absenee
of other people—it is about.being fully.present. to-ourselves,

)
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whether or not we are with others. Community does not necessar- ¢ =

ily mean living face-to-fate with others; rather, it means.never los-
ing the aiareness that we are conmected to each other. It is.not
about the presence of other‘people—it is about being fully-open
to the reality of relationship, whether or not we are alone.

When we understand solitude and community in these ways,
we also understand what it means to create a circle of trust—a space
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between us that is hospitable to the soul, a comimunity of solitudes
P
where we can be alone together.

If the idea of “creating a space between-is” sounds exotic or
bizarre, consider the fact that we do it all the tifne. Whenever peo-
ple come together, in numbers large or small, we create different
kinds of spaces to support different purposes:

» We know how to create spaces that invite the inzellect to show
up, analyzing reality, parsing logic and arguing its case: such
spaces can be found, for example, in universities.

» We know how to create spaces that invite the emotions into play,
reacting to injury, expressing anger and celebrating joy: they can
be found in therapy groups.

* We know how to create spaces that invite the will to emerge,
consolidating energy and effort on behalf of a shared goal: they
can be found in task forces and commirtees.

» We certainly know how to create spaces that invite the ego to
put in an appearance, polishing its image, protecting its turf
and demanding its rights: they can be found wherever we go!

e But we know very little about creating spaces that invite the
soul to make itself known. Apart from the natural world, such
spaces are hard to find—and we seem to place little value on
preserving the soul spaces in nature.

I am not suggesting that the intellect, emotions, will, and
ego are irrelevant to inner work. Operating independently, these
faculties will not take us where the soul wants to go. But they are
all vital parts of being human, and—with guidance from the
soul—they can all become vital allies on the journey toward an
undivided life.

When the soul speaks through the intellect, we learn to
think “with the mind descended into the heart.” When it speaks

through the emotions, our feelings are more likely to nurture rela-
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tionships. When it speaks through the will, our willpower can be
harnessed for the common good. When it speaks through the ego,
we gain a sense of self that gives us the courage to speak truth to
power. Eyery human facuty, as it becomes.more soulful, can.help
us negotiate the complex terrain of life on the Mabius strip.

#2 The Soul Is Shy ¥

Spaces designed, toavelcame the soul and support the inner jour-
ney e rare. But the principles'and practices that shape such.spaces <
are neither, pew nor pngested. ¢ 507

Some are embedded in monastic tradition, for the ¥
monastery*is the archetypal.‘commuriity of solitudes.” Some o¥ \
emerged over four hundred years of Quaker faith and ptactice.. 6o
Some wete revived in the transpersonal psychology movggprent of §3
the mid-twentieth century. And some are embodied in the
processes of spiritual formatign that can be found at the heart of
most of the world’s great wisdom traditions.

Formagion.may-be the best name for what happens imra-cir-
cle of trust, because the word réfers, historically, to-soul work done 3
incompunity. But a qbick distlaimer is in order, since foxmation , o
sometimes means a process quite contrary to the one described in W‘S .
this book—a process in"which the pressure of orthodox doctrige, y o
sacred text, and institutional authority.s applied to the misshapen "J;.f
soul in order to conform it to the shape dictated by some theology. ~
This approach is rooted in the idea that we are born with souls
deformed by sin, and our situation is hopeless until the authorities
“form” us properly. <

But all of that is turned upside down by the principles of 2 " i
circle of trust: I applaud the theologian who said that “the idea of
humang being born alienated from-the Creator would seem an 093

abominable concept.” Here formation flows from the belief that 43,;"’

A
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we are born with souls in perfect form. As time goes on, we are
subject to powers of deformation, from within as well as without,
that twist us into shapes alien to the shape of the soul. But the soul
neverloses.itsoriginal form and-nevet stops cilling us-back to our
birthright integrity.

In a circle of trust, the powers of deformation are held at bay
long enough for the soul to emerge and speak its truth. Here we
are not required to conform ourselves to some external template.
Instead, we are invited to conform our lives to the shape of our
own souls. In a circle of trust, we can grow our selthoed like a
plant—from the.potential within theseed-of-the soul, in giduhd
made fertile by the quality-of ourtelatishshipstowdrd the light of
our own wholerless—trusting the soul to know its own shape bet-
ter than any external authority possibly can.

What sort of space gives us the best chance to hear soul truth
and follow it? A space defined by principles and practices that
honor the soul’s nature and needs. What is that nature, and what
are those needs? My answer draws on the only metaphor ] know
that reflects the soul’s essence while honoring its mystery: dhie soul

]
is like a wildanimal, 3 Cwwikeasbes cow~A Vs iy € B
Like a wild animal, the soul is tough, resilient, zesourceful, d

savvy, and self-sufficient: it kndws how to-survive in hard places. 1
learned about these qualities during my bouts with depression. In
that deadly darkness, the'faculties I had always depended on col-
lapsed. My intellect was useless; my emotions were dead; my will
was impotent; my ego was shattered. But from time to time, deep
in the thickets of my inner wilderness, I could sense the presence
of something that knew how to stay alive even wiren the rest of me
wanted to die. That something was my tough and tenacious soul.

Yet despite its toughness,the sotik is also shy. Just like a wild
animal, it seeks safety in the dehse'underbrush, especially when
other people are around. If we want to $ée a wild animal, we know
thar the last thing we should do is go crashing through the woods
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yelling for it to come out. But if we will walk’quietly into the
woods, sit patiently at the base of a tree, breathe with the earth,
and fade into our surroundings, the wild creature we seek might
put in an appearance. We may see it only briefly and only out of
the corner of an eye—but the sight is a gift we will always treasure
as an end in itself.

Unfortunately, community in our culture too often means a
group  of people who go crashing through the woods.together,
scaring the soul away. In spaces ranging from congregations to
classrooms, we preach and teach, assert and argue, claim and pro-
claim, admonish and advise, and generally behave in ways that
drive everything-original and wild into hiding. Under these ton-
ditions, the intellect, emotions, will, and ego may emerge, but not
the soul: we scare off all the sotilful things, like respectful relation-
ships, goodwill, and hope.

A circle of trust is a group of people who know how to sit
quietly “in the woods” with each other and wait for the shy soul 1o
show up. The relationships in such a group are not pushy but
patient; they are not confrontational but compassionate; they are
filled not with expectations and demands but with abiding faith in
the reality of the inner teacher and in each person’s capacity to
learn from it. The poet Rumi captures the essence of this way of
being together: “A circle of lovely, quiet people / becomes the ring
on my finger.”¢

Few-of us have experienced large-scale communities-that
possess these qualities, but we may have had one:on-one relation-
ships that do. By reflecting on the dynamics of these small-scale
circles of trust, we can sharpen our sense of what a larger commu-
nity of solitudes might look like—and remind ourselves that two
people who create safe space for the soul carr support each other’s
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Think, for example, about someone who helped you grow X
toward true self. When I think about such a person, it is my father h‘w
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who first comes to mind. Though he was himself a hardworking

" and successful businessman, he did not press me toward goals that

were his rather than mine. Instead, he made space for me to grow
into my own selfhood. Throughout high school, I got mediocre
grades—every one of which I earned—although I always did
quite well on standardized intelligence tests. I look back with
amazement on the fact that not once did my father demand that
I “live up to my potential.” He trusted that if I had a gift for aca-
demic life, it would flower in its own time, as it did when I went

At college.

J(AU,J‘

4

+*  The pgoplevtho-help.us grow-toward trileself offer uincon-
ditiomal love, deitherjudging us to be deficient nor trying to force
us to change but accepting us exactly. as we are. And yet this
unconditional love does not lead us to rest on our laurels. Instead,
it surrounds us withracharged force-field that makes-us want to
grow-from the-inside out—a force field that is safe enough to take
the risks and endure the failures that growth requires.

in every such story I have ever heard. We grow toward true self in
a space where our-growth is-iordrivenrby external-demands but
drawn forward, by-lote, into.our own best possibilities.

Here is one way to understand the relationships in a circle of

/,M That is not only what my father did for me; it is an element
i

trust: they combine unconditional love, or regard, with hopeful
expectancy, creating a space that both safeguards and encourages
the inner journey. In such a space, we are freed to hear our own
truth, touch what brings us joy, become self-critical about our
faults, and take risky steps toward change—knowing that we will
be accepted no matter what the outcome.

There is another one-on-one relationship that reveals, in
microcosm, how we are called to relate to each other in a circle of
trust. | am thinking of the expetience some of us have had ar the
bedside of x dyirig person, “accompaiiying® someone who is mak-
ing the most solitary journey-of all.
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When we sit with a dying person, we gain two critical
insights into what it means to “be alone together.” First, we realize
that we must-abandon the.arrogance that often distorts our rela-
tionships—the arrogance of-believing that.-we.have the.answer to
the-other person’s problem. When we sit with a dying person, we
understand that what is before us is-not a “prablem to be-sqlyed”
burt a mystery to-be-honored. As we find a way to stand respect-
fully on the edge of that mystery, we start to see that all of our rela-
tionships would be deepened if we could play the fixer role less
frequently,

Second, when we sit with a dying person, we realize that we
must overcome-the »ﬁearutbgteqftm:dism;gsmla&xg&xigs—the
fear that causes-us to turn-away when the other reveals something
too vexing, painful, or ugly to.bear. Death may be all of this and
more. And yet we hold the dying person m ouk gaze, our hearts,
our prayers, knowing that it would be disrespectful:to avert our
eyes, that the only gift we have to offer in this moment is our undi-
vided attention.

When people sit with a dying petson, they know that they
are doing more than taking up space in the room. But if you ask
them to describe what that “more” is, they have a hard time find-
ing the right words. And when the words come, they are almost
always some variant on “I was simply being present.”

PW(’ yve €

We dearn tq “practice presence” when we sit with a dying prae¥
person—totreat the space between us as sacged, to honor.thesqul J¥"%

and its destiny. Our honoring may be wordless or perhaps medi-
ated by speech that the dying person cannot hear. Yet this honor-
ing somehow keeps us connected as we bear witness to another’s
journey into the ultimate solitude.

I am not privy to reports from the other side, so I do not
know what having someone “practicing presence” means to a per-
son who is dying. But I have a hunch that comes from my own

experience. When [ went into a deadly darkness that I had to walk
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alone, the darkness called clinical depression, I took comfort and
strength from those few people who neither fled from me nor tried
to save me but were simply present to me. Their willingness to be
present revealed zheir faith that I had the inner resources to make
this treacheroustrek—quietly bolstering my faltering faith that
perhaps, in fact, I did.

I do not know, yet, what a dying person expetiences. But this
I do know: I'would sooner die in the company.ofsomeone prac-
ticing simple presence than-I'would die alose. And I know this as
well: we are all dying, all the time. So why wait for the last few
hours before offering each other our presence? It is a gift we can
give and recgiye right now, in a circle of trust.

#3 Two Solitudes 3% N o
PAUNVCY & nuudy @ Futwke (et d

No one has described the relationships that characterize a circle of
trust more beautifully or more precisely than the poet Rainer
Maria Rilke, who wrote of “the love that«consists ig this; that fwo
sdlitndes-protectand-border and salute-each-othér,™

A love of this sort makes the soul-feel-safé, for at least two
reasons. First, 4t excludes the violenee-we sometimes do to each

% an abusive relationship. I mean the subtte violence we doiwhen.we
violate the other’s-solitude with theintention of being helpful.
In Zorba the Greek, Nikos Kazantzakis tells a tale about the

way some efforts to help can do real harm:

One morning . . . I discovered a cocoon in the bark of a tree,
just as the butterfly was making a hole in the case preparing
to come out. I waited a while, bur it was oo long appearing
and I was impatient. I bent over it and breathed on it to
warm it. [ warmed it as quickly as I could and the miracle
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began to happen before my eyes, faster thanclife. The case
opened, the butterfly started slowly crawling out and I shall
never forget my horror when I saw how its wings were
folded back and crumpled; the wretched butterfly tried with
its whole body to unfold them. Bending over it I tried t¢
help it with my breath. In vain.
It needed to be hatched out patiently and the unfolding
of the wings should be a gradual process in the sun. Now it
was too late. My breath had forced the butterfly to appear
all crumpled, before its time. It struggled desperately and, a
few seconds later, died in the palm of my hand.
THarlitdesbody is, I do believe, the:greatestyeight Fhave
ot my~conscience. For I realize today that {isa mofeaksin
to'violate-the great latws of naturesWe should-nothurty, we
should not be impatignt, but we'should confidently obey
the eternal thythm.® :

On rare:occasionss we nray need to breathe someone:into
life who is incapacitated.in a way that threatens his or her well-
being. But most people.can-and must come tozlife-in-¢heirown
way and time, and if we try to help them by hastening the process,
we end up doing harm. In a circle of trust—as two or more soli-
tudes protect and border and salute each other—we are given the,
freedom to live our own lives by “the great laws of nature” and to
learn how to live them more deeply.

There is a sharper way to put this point: alqve that respectss
the other’s.solitude offers a hedge against amateurpsychotherapy,
an abomination that has created many “circles of distrust.” A cir-
cle of trust is not a therapy group. It is not facilitated by a profes-
sional therapist, and its members do not have a therapeutic
contract with each other. In an age when therapy is practiced
without credentials, competence, or invitation, the image of two
solitudes protecting, bordering, and saluting each other can help
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keep us from falling into this common form of interpersonal vio-
lence.

The second.reason this sort of love makes the soul feel safe is

o the hedge it _provides against benign neglect. Whenive understand
L b that qur effortsto help other people can-be-unhelpful,or worse,

who

ST 0
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we may start to avert our eyes from-theirstruggles and pains, not
knowing what to do and embarrassed by our own ineptitude. If
our efforts to “fix” others do not help them, and might even harm
them, what is left except to walk away?

Rilke’s image of love offers us a«third possibility. Instead of
fixing-up, or letting down, pepple who have a-problem,.we stand
with simple attentiveness at the borders.of théirsolitude—trusting

w %  that they have within themselves whatever resources they need
ﬁ

and that our attentiveness can help bring those resources into play.

A circle of trust consists of relationships that are neither invasive
nor evasive. In this space, we neither invade the mystery of another’s
true self nor evade another’s struggles. We stay present to each other
without wavering, while stifling any impulse to fix each other up.
We offer each other support in going where each needs to go, and
learning what each needs to learn, at each one€’s pace and depth.

There igonit MSTE Way to describe the love that creates a cir-
cle of trust: it is a love that requires us to tréat the-soulasan end in
itself. We often relate to each other as means to our own ends,
é;{tcnding “respect” to each other in hopes of getting something for
ourselves. Under those conditions, certain faculties, such as the
ego, will show up to see if there is something to be gained.

But the*soukwill show-up-enly ifwe approach-each other
with no other motive than the desire to welcome it. When we
“protect and border and salute” each other’s solitude, we break our
manipulative habits and make it safe for the soul to emerge.

I think again of the man from the Department of Agricul-
ture. If the people on that retreat had tried to use him to get lever-
age on public policy, I do not think he could have heard his soul
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say, “You report to the land.” Treated as a means to ether people’s
political ends, he would have responded from his intellect, emo-
tions, will, or ego, but his soul would have been in full retreat. He
was able to hear his soul speak in a way that had political conse-
quences only because nobody tried to use his soul to that end.

There is a challenging.paradox hete, and it is key to circles of ."":

trust. Hororing the.saul will have outcomes for our work in the
world: But if we-want those outcomes to occur, we must approach
the soul for no reason other. than so-honor if;making no effort to
direct or demand certain ougcomes.

It is a paradox best explained with a story. I was once visited
by the leaders of a community whose schools were being torn by
racial and ethnic tensions; they wanted my help in creating circles
of trust to alleviate this crisis. As much as I cared about their
plight, I had to tell them I could not help—at least, not under
these circumstances—because their request reflected a misconcep-

tion of what makes a circle trustworthy to the soul. A

You cantiot gather people and say, in effect, “In this cirgle,

we invite your soul to speak so we can resolve our racial tensiops,” #

The moment you do so, an-impossible distortion setsin: I am in
the circle because I have a “white soul,” he is here because he has
an “African American soul,” and she is here because she has a “His-
panic soul.” But the soul has no race or ethnicity: it is the core of
our shared humanity as well as our individual uniqueness. The
moment we try to trap it in sociological categories, hoping to get
leverage on some problem, it will run away as fast as it can because
we have distorted its nature.

When we create a space where the soul feels safe, it will help
us deakwith our most divisive issues: I have seen it happen many
times around race, class, sexual orientation, and other contentious
matters. And yet to invite the soul to show up in order to solve a
social problefn is to scare it away as surely as when we set out to fix
another person.
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In our utilitarian culture, it is hard to hold fast to the notion
that a circle of trust is not about solving a visible problem: it is
about honoring an invisible thing called the soul. But when we
learn to trust the invisible powers within us, we will watch our-
selves, other people, our institutions, and our society grow in
integrity.

223 What We Trust 3

What exactly do we trust in a circle of trust? Four things, at least:

» We trust the soul, its reality and power, its self-sufficiency, its
capacity to speak truth, its ability to help us to listen and
respond to what we hear.

* We trust each other to have the intention, discipline, and good-
will to create and hold a space that is safe enough to welcome
the soul.

* We trust the principles and practices that create such a space
and safeguard the relationships within it, aware that the pull of
conventional culture is persistent and can easily tug us toward
behaviors that will scare the shy soul away.

* We trust that welcoming the soul with no “change agenda” in
mind can have transforming outcomes for individuals and insti-

tutions.

In the chapters to come, I describe in some detail the prac-
tices required to create a circle of trust. But before I end this chap-
ter, I want to tell a real-life story that shows what it is like, in
practice, to trust the soul, each other, the principles and practices,
and the claim that transformation may occur precisely because we
do not demand it.?

2 66 &

Being Alone Together 6?&-'0‘? o
™ ]

In a long-term group I facilitated for public school educa-
tors, there was a veteran high school shop teacher who, by his own
admission, did not “get it.” Through the first six of eight retreats,
Tim sat in silence, looking uncomfortable, distracted, and some-
times disdainful of the process. And in each of those six retreats,
he took me aside to ask, “What the hell is going on in there?” Six
times I told him thar his question, though heartfelt, was not one I
could answer for him.

As the seventh retreat got under way; it quickly became clear
that something had happened to Tim, and he was eager to tell us
about it. For the past two years, he said, he had been locked in a
power struggle with his principal, who had insisted that he attend
a summer institute on the new, high-tech method of teaching
shop. For two years, Tim had responded to his principal with an
equally insistent and increasingly angry “No!”

“This high-tech stuff,” he told his principal, “is just another
fad that will fade away. And even if it doesn’, it’s not what my stu-
dents need right now. They need hands-on experience! I should
know. I've been teaching shop for twenty years. That summer
institute is a crock, and I'm not going to waste my time or your
money attending it.”

For two years, Tim and his principal had been in the ring
with each other, and a few weeks earlier, the bell had rung for
round three. Once again the principal called Tim in and made his
demand, and once again Tim refused.

But this time, Tim said something new. “For the past year
and a half,” he told his principal, “I've been sitting with this group
of teachers who've been exploring their inner lives—and I've begun
to realize that I have one, too! I can see now that I've been lying to
myself, and to you, about why I won't go to the summer institute.

“The truth is, I'm afraid. 'm afraid I won’t understand what
they are saying. I'm afraid that what I 4o understand will make me
feel like I've been teaching the wrong way for twenty years. I'm

2 67 #R




i etae P AT HO%w esmibie

P e I

A Hidden Wholeness

afraid I'll come home from that institute feeling like I'm over the
hill. T still don’t want to go, but at least I can be honest with you
about why.”

Tim paused for a moment and then continued. “My princi-
pal and [ sat there in silence for a while, staring at the floor. Then
he looked up at me and said, “You know what? I'm afraid, too. Let’s
go together.”

That story embodies much of what I want to say about the
power of a circle of trust. It reveals what can happen when a per-
son is given space to listen to his or her soul, hear its voice, and
find the courage to act on what it says. It reveals the power of
truth-telling to transform us, our relationships, and our work in
the world. As Tim later said of himself, after he and his principal
had returned from the summer institute, “I'm no longer in despair.
My vocation as a teacher has been renewed.”

But this story is not only about Tim, a teacher transformed.
It is also about a circle of people who allowed Tim to take an inner
journey at his owrr pace and in his own way, trusting that the truth
he needed was available from within and would come to him
when he was ready for it. They did not try to force the butterfly
into life, nor did they walk away not caring if it died. In this circle
of trust, Tim was neither invaded nor evaded, and that allowed
him to arrive at a life-changing insight he might never have
reached otherwise.

During those first six retreats, anyone who had taken Psy-
chology 101 could have sized Tim up with ease, so transparent was
his condition: “You know what? Your problem is that you're
afraid.” But if people had approached him that way, he would have
done what we all do when we are invaded: he would have resisted
the diagnosis with all his might while his soul truth receded deeper
into the woods.

During those first six retreats, the group could easily have
turned on Tim, as groups often do, shunning or judging someone
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because they are threatened by the person’s behavior: “Come on!
Get with the program! Stop sending all those nonverbal messages
that make the rest of us feel like fools. Participate, or give up your
.seat to someone who will!”

But nothing like that happened. Guided by the principles
and practices of a circle of trust, no one tried to analyze Tim or set
him straight. No one responded to his behavior as 2 judgment on
themselves or the group. No one judged him in order to assuage
their own feclings. Instead, everyone held Tim in an open, trust-
ing, and trustworthy space, neither taking nor giving offense, unil
he learned what he needed to learn from his own inner teacher—
a lesson made possible by a community that knew how to “protect
and border and salute” Tim’s solitude.

What is required to create and protect such a space? That
question is the focus of the next five chapters.
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