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        We contain an enduring spark of that

        Wisdom

        at the heart of all creation. Isolated and

        unsupported, it is but a small spark. United

        with others, those sparks grow into a flame

        Of illumination and strength for us all.

      

      

      

      
        
        That strength which sustains and renews each

        one of us also

        sustains and renews

        our communities,

        our organizations, our environment, the

        Earth. Gathering in wisdom circles enables us

        to move deeply into ourselves, into that core

        which continues to survive, hope, dream, and

        carry on.1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface to new edition of Wisdom Circles

          

          Charles Garfield

        

      

    

    
      When I was pondering the essence of Wisdom Circles for this new edition, I realized that the book is fundamentally about learning to live in community. This is our collective next step in human development. So much of our psychological, spiritual, and self-help literature has focused on the individual, and how he or she can learn to develop as a person.

      Wisdom Circles, however, provides a necessary corrective to our obsession with radical individuality and paves the way for the next step in self-development: living in community. Embracing this next developmental challenge will allow us to go beyond our singular emphasis on the individual and proceed to the realization that if we are to grow and survive—as individuals and as a species—we will have to learn to live together in community. For decades, we have understood that it is necessary to “grow or die,” and that this meant our growth as an individual through a focus on the self. Wisdom Circles will show any of us who care to listen that we are now at a crossroads where we need to learn to “belong or die,” and that belonging means an awareness that community building in small groups has become our new imperative.

      Cindy Spring

      Since the initial publication of Wisdom Circles in 1998, we have witnessed or been informed about thousands of small groups that have formed by using this format. The book has found its way into places we had never imagined. An Inuit tribe in the Arctic Circle told us how it helped them recapture traditional ways of sharing. A large US insurance company offered it to its employees as a way to create better work relationships. A social worker wrote us to say the “talking stick” format opened communication among gang members in south central Los Angeles. A senior center in Oakland, California created a monthly circle for homeless seniors. Hospice nurses in a large teaching hospital found it useful for sharing their challenges on the job. And untold thousands of people found a way to listen and speak from the heart in personal support groups. More than once, we have heard someone in a wisdom circle say, “I’ve never in my life been listened to as completely as in this circle.”

      We hope this book’s practices of listening and speaking from the heart become habits that you use in daily life.  May you help spread this kind of deep sharing in a world that desperately needs it.

      
        
        Charles Garfield

        Cindy Spring

        Sedonia Cahill (in memoriam)

        August, 2021

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wisdom Circles

          

        

      

    

    
      On Earth Day, twenty-two people gather in a circle in a backyard near wooded hills. As the talking is passed around, they speak to the question: How are you consciously participating in the destruction of the environment? There’s obvious pain as they tell stories of being stuck in traffic jams, wasting enormous amounts of paper at work, and discarding reparable appliances because no service is available. In the second round, each person tells a tale about what they’re doing to help reverse the process of degradation. At the closing ritual, a poem by ecologist John Seed is read that ends with the words, “Fill us with a sense of the immense so that our brief, flickering lives may truly reflect the work of vast ages past and also millions of years of evolution whose potential lies in our trembling hands.”

      Sixteen veteran AIDS caregivers spend a January weekend passing the talking stick and telling their best caregiver stories and their worst nightmares. In the circle they gradually discover how to care for themselves, how to unearth the grief buried beneath the hundreds of deaths they’ve witnessed, how to consolidate their wisdom, and how to carry on. No one else can guide them. They are their own experts, yet they have had no time to stop, breathe, and reflect.

      Members of a United Church of Christ congregation meet throughout the fall in a series of small dinner gatherings, each fallowed by a wisdom circle. Over one-third of the congregation participates and addresses the question: In what ways do you express gratitude for the divine abundance in your life?  “Having these circles where people can listen and speak from the heart with each other has had a profoundly bonding effect on all of us,” says the minister.  “For me, this is what spirituality is all about.”

      In an ongoing wisdom circle begun on New Year’s Eve, five people address the question: What act of courage could you take right now in order to live your values more fully? One person struggles to say she needs help with alcoholism, another needs the courage to leave her successful job for the work that she passionately wants to be doing. Another wants to learn how to live more fully with a life-threatening illness. Each member acknowledges how much they count on this monthly gathering for strength and vision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

          In the Company of Kindred Spirits

        

      

    

    
      We are calling a circle and inviting you to join with us. We yearn for a safe space within which to be authentic, trusting, caring, and open to change. We are searching for a way of life that embraces wisdom and compassion as its core principles. By “wisdom” we mean deep insight into the interdependence of all phenomena, into the ways we are connected and how the strength of each one of us is vital to the whole. By “compassion” we mean the deep feeling that comes when we recognize our soul’s reflection in another person, when that other person’s pain or joy becomes our own.

      We know that the place to begin is within our own hearts and minds. That is what led us to establish Wisdom Circles. We want to share our efforts in self-discovery, social activism, and spiritual inquiry in the company of kindred spirits. We recognize the advantages inherent in the way the entire ecosystem organizes itself: with an emphasis on interdependence, diversity, and the well-being of future generations. To integrate these values into our daily lives, we need the strength and support of a larger community.

      So we invite you to come sit with us in a circle, meeting heart to heart, learning from each other’s life experiences and honoring the values that sustain our lives. This is a place for deep truth-telling, for practicing a way of relating to each other that can become the norm for all our relationships. This is also a place for recognizing our own unique talents and abilities. We will pass the talking stick and take turns speaking to our basic inquiry: How can we continue to survive, hope, dream, and carry on during this time of global tumult? Can you listen from the heart without judgment, without resistance, to the urgencies of a soul longing to be heard? Can you speak from the heart, expressing your truth as best you know it? And will you choose your words carefully, with sensitivity to their impact? Can you express gratitude to those who bear witness to your words? Will you sit in silence and wait for deeper thoughts and feelings to rise? Can you give voice to this new form of community pressing to be born?

      Our Heritage of Circles

      The circle is an ancient and universal symbol for unity and wholeness. For many millennia human beings have met in tribal or village circles to tell stories, provide mutual support, and arrive at an understanding of the common good. The political foundations of North America were shaped primarily by two strong circle traditions: the British and the Native American. One of Britain’s most enduring stories, originating in Celtic mythology, is that of King Arthur and his Round Table. The knights took an oath to serve not only the other table members but the kingdom as a whole. Their covenant promised a humane safety net for even the most vulnerable members of society.

      When we read about the history of the U.S. Constitution, we learn that it was based fundamentally on the model of the Iroquois Confederacy, a system of separate tribal councils that met as a Grand Council every five years with responsibility for the welfare of the whole. Members of the tribal councils were chosen by the Council of Matrons, the oldest women of the tribe, who met in a circle.

      Since the times when people sat around the tribal fire, we have developed many variations of the circle: support groups, dialogue groups, group psychotherapy, Bible study groups, twelve-step groups, consciousness-raising circles, men’s and women’s groups, to name a few. According to a recent study funded by the Gallup Foundation, 40 percent of all adult Americans actively belong to small, voluntary groups whose purpose is to explore what has meaning in their lives and address urgent social concerns.1 Research sociologist Paul Ray concludes that there are as many as 44 million adults in the United States who share values consistent with wisdom circles and are actively pursuing personal and social transformation. “However, these people have been like an audience all facing the same direction, reading the same stuff,” Ray says, “sharing the same views, but not facing one another.”2 It is time for us to come together in small groups that share the same goal: the creation of a compassionate community that values the wisdom and the welfare of all its members. A compassionate community of people who are willing to sustain our gaze upon suffering, upon the wounds that we inflict upon one another and upon the earth, and who are willing to become accountable for their actions.

      How Did Wisdom Circles Begin?

      In the course of writing this book, we three authors gathered in a wisdom circle to discuss our personal history with small groups. Each one of us came to the circle from a different background.

      CINDY SPRING: My initial motivation for starting Wisdom Circles came during a vision quest in the Nevada desert led by Sedonia. For years I had been looking for a way to make my work more meaningful. I wanted to regain my faith in humankind and the determination to make a difference—values that I had held as a social activist in the 1960s. During that week in the desert, I came to understand the power that circles have to create community and to plumb the depths of our experience. I discovered new levels of honesty in myself I hadn’t known. The circles formed during the vision quest both supported and challenged me more than the consciousness-raising groups I was used to. I came away with a new mission: to encourage people to meet in circles and then find a way to network those circles. I asked my husband, Charlie, and Sedonia to join me, and in 1994 we founded an organization called Wisdom Circles to promote a wider understanding of the power of circles and the circle process.

      Since then, I’ve been a circle maker in a wide variety of settings—at conferences, in organizations, and in groups that I’ve seeded with others. An ecology group I belong to—the Women’s Forest Sanctuary—has an ongoing wisdom circle. I’ve helped to integrate the wisdom circle format into the viewers’ guide for a PBS series called Reaching Out that focuses on the role of community service in relation to racism and to the assault on the environment. I’ve answered hundreds of letters from people around the country asking for more information.

      The earliest influence I had to go in this direction stems from my mother. She has been meeting monthly with the same group of seven women since 1941. I grew up with that “circle” meeting being held often in my house, and I saw at close range how important a group like that can be in your life.

      CHARLIE GARFIELD: I grew up in Brooklyn in the late 1940s, when Jews were so profoundly wounded by the Nazi Holocaust. Everything in our community was colored by our soul connection to the survivors who escaped and to the many millions who perished. The Holocaust forged a capacity for deep feeling in me. Later, as a child of the post-Sputnik era, I was channeled into math and computer science and ended up working at Grumman Aerospace during Apollo Eleven, which made our first moon landing. Ironically, that technological achievement taught me a lot about our human capacity for inspired collaboration. So I followed an urge to find work that was more people-oriented, and that led to a doctorate in psychology.

      In 1974 I founded Shanti Project, which is a volunteer-based organization that provides support for people with life-threatening illnesses. Shanti later became one of the first community-based AIDS agencies in the nation. The circles we held for volunteers and for people with cancer and AIDS were much like wisdom circles, since we emphasized speaking and listening from the heart. We never could have done such challenging work without mutual support.

      During the 1980s, I wrote about high-achievers and helped redefine our notion of a “peak performer,” a shift from an independent operator to someone who is a fully participating partner in a group or organization. AIDS work is really about community, and caregivers are doing some of the most magnificent work anywhere. When Cindy asked me to join her in Wisdom Circles, it was a natural fit for me. I realized that here was a way to meet with people that went beyond support groups, something I could take into a variety of settings, wherever there was a need for people to share their feelings, tell their truths, and listen from the heart.

      My greatest satisfaction has come from introducing wisdom circles into the AIDS caregiving community throughout the country. Many caregivers and people with HIV/AIDS have been hit so hard by the disease that their hearts were already opened, so the wisdom circle format suited their needs well. Wisdom circles have also been received well by health professionals, who are facing the turmoil of healthcare reform. Healthcare in the United States is in flux, and people often don’t have the chance to communicate their thoughts and feelings honestly. Many healthcare professionals are shell-shocked by the changes and are struggling to redefine their roles and hold on to their sense of a caregiving mission.

      A wisdom circle gives people a unique opportunity for self-disclosure, and I value that more than any single aspect of the process they entail. I’m most aware of their contribution when I can ask: “What is the deeper truth for us in this context?” I’ve been able to pose that question when I consult with corporations, asking their members: “If we went deeper than what we’re saying, what’s the real truth? What’s the reality you wish you could give voice to but you never believed you could risk saying?” It’s heartening to see how they respond. People have an intuitive sense of how vital truth-telling is. It’s wonderfully empowering to see a group of people, locked up in fear and by what they believe are the limits of their corporate culture, finally begin to tell the truth. When they trust that I’m able to hold a safe place with them, they begin to honestly examine their work and its relation to their lives.

      SEDONIA CAHILL: When I was attending Sonoma State University in 1981 to get my master’s degree in psychology, I was going through a very difficult and confused time personally. I had just ended a painful relationship and was also in a midlife crisis. In one of my classes, we met in circle, used the talking staff, and were expected to speak in a very personal way. At that time I was so blocked I could hardly speak out loud. In those circles, you shared what you had to say in a singing voice with your own melody. Singing felt way past what I was capable of. I had a hard time participating, but I managed to.

      I had been sitting in circles since the 1960s, particularly in consciousness-raising groups with women. We shared a lot, but the circles at Sonoma State were different. Their sacred context challenged me to go deeper than I’d ever been able to. Those circles changed my life. I found that I could express what was most deeply inside me. The circle was the key to unlocking myself.

      Shortly after that, I started a women’s circle that’s still meeting. I believe that one of the spiritual challenges we each face is to create a circle in our hearts that is very large and inclusive. It means questioning ourselves about who and what we feel kinship with, who and what is in our life circle, and about who we feel alienated from and who we exclude.

      The circle is my spiritual path. I use circles in my vision quest work—it’s the heart of it. I’ve traveled all over the United States and Canada, to the Ukraine and Australia, helping people start circles. I’ve been in special one-time circles that honored rites of passage and life events such as births, marriages, menopause, and divorce; also circles that met only one or two times to explore aging, gender issues, and relationships. We’ve held large drumming circles to help other circles start. My women’s circle is responsible for seeding more than fifty circles in Northern California. I’ve led ongoing circles in women’s prisons and women’s recovery houses, and I belong to a listening council that is made up of delegates drawn from eight different local circles. We offer a service to the community—a place where people can bring their issues and conflicts and work toward solutions.

      How Wisdom Circles Work

      Those of us drawn to wisdom circles are linked by a vision of a more humane and sustainable future for us all. We’re beginning to observe our evolutionary journey, assess whether it is in harmony with life on earth, make conscious choices, and take responsibility for contributing to a world that works for everyone. Our intention, then, as circle participants, is to engage each other at increasingly deeper levels of wisdom and compassion. To do so, it is paramount that we learn how to share our stories and experiences. Stories are the language of community.

      The circle is open and closed with a simple ritual of the group’s choosing. A topic is chosen by the members and is sometimes posed in the form of a question, and we take turns responding in a “round.” The speaker holds a talking stick or other symbolic object and speaks without interruption; there is no advice given, no cross-talk. Listening is the primary activity. We value silence as much as words, and empower each person to be a co-facilitator.

      Wisdom circles are places to practice heart-to-heart communication skills, to heal wounds, to find the courage to act upon that “still small voice within.” Places to share a vision, define a mission. Places where we can create a community, where we can learn to be more fully ourselves, while simultaneously becoming an integral part of the group. Our basic orienting question—“What can we learn from our own and each other’s experiences?”—has wide application in support groups, study groups, and organizations of all kinds. Besides the settings we’ve already mentioned, the wisdom circle format is being used by members of the Institute of Noetic Sciences, in Unitarian-Universalist and United Church of Christ groups, by hospice nurses, diversity trainers, social activists, corporate work teams, a medical school staff, and a single fathers’ group, to name a few.

      This simple form has brought understanding and a more profound feeling of community to an amazingly diverse number of groups: to a multiracial group grappling with issues of racism; to executives of a large U.S. corporation demoralized by rapid change; to men in prison; and to hospice nurses working at a major university hospital. What this suggests is that the format has an integrity of its own that speaks to something basic in all human beings. It has the potential to facilitate communications among people who see themselves as very different.

      The wisdom circle also serves many of us who have been following a solitary spiritual path and who now feel the need to continue our journey in the company of kindred spirits. These relationships help us to sustain an honest self-inquiry and to counteract those tendencies toward despair, cynicism, and self-doubt that we all experience at times. By listening and speaking from the heart, we enter a realm where real communion can take place. By developing these capacities through practice, we can begin to respect our differences based on race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, class, religion, and political ideology. We can begin to heal the wounds that ail our souls and fragment our society.

      The Ten Constants

      No two wisdom circles are alike, yet there are elements that all wisdom circles share. The wisdom circle is shaped by a set of guidelines called the Ten Constants. This format has been inspired by councils of indigenous peoples, informed by support and dialogue groups, and drawn from our own experience. We’ve also investigated group relations theory, mediation techniques, and circle-forming traditions such as Quaker meetings.

      We want to help you create and sustain your own circle, using the Ten Constants. A set of guidelines, they also reflect the intentions of a wisdom circle—the shared values and deep purposes common to all wisdom circles, no matter what their individual aims are. For example, expressing gratitude and acknowledging our interdependence are basic to every wisdom circle. Because it is useful to learn “the basics” in any endeavor, we’ve devoted a chapter to each of the constants. We ask you to read these chapters slowly. The better you grasp the constants, the more confidence you will feel in leading and participating in your own group. Later, you may choose to modify these guidelines, depending on the needs of your circle. We encourage you to improvise, go with the Muse. Each person is a teacher in the circle, but it will become clear that the real teacher is the circle itself.

      Please keep in mind that there is no rigid or “correct” order to the constants:
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      Honor the circle as sacred time and space by using simple rituals to mark the opening and closing.

      Create a collective center by mutually agreeing upon a topic or intention.

      Ask to be informed by our highest human values such as compassion and truth, by the wisdom of ancestors, and by the needs of those yet to be born.

      Express gratitude and heartfelt appreciation and deep truth-telling.

      Listen from the heart, and serve as a compassionate witness for the other people in the circle.

      Speak from the heart and from direct experience.

      Make room for silence to enter.

      Empower each member to be a co-facilitator of the process.

      Commit to an ongoing relationship with the people in your group, and carry the intentions of the circle into daily life.
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      You may find that some of these guidelines are easy to relate to, while others are more challenging. Our advice is to incorporate the constants into your circle at a pace that is comfortable. Listening from the heart and speaking from the heart require considerable empathy and trust. What you look for in the beginning is one or more people who can model “from the heart” for the others. Factors such as one’s personal experience with groups, psychological defenses, current life issues, gender, age, race, ethnicity, and economic status can all affect how comfortable a person feels. Part of the group’s spiritual work is to help each member feel safe and valued enough to participate.

      How to Use this Book

      Part 1, Chapters 1-10, outlines the Ten Constants, which provide practical guidelines and embody the intentions of the wisdom circle. Part 2, Chapters 11-16, gives you more insight into the process: how to start, how to deepen the experience, and how to address obstacles that can impede the group’s flow. We will go into more detail on how to cultivate a bond among members and consider the types of questions most often posed in wisdom circles. We will describe the many roles that people play in groups: the leader, the resident guru, the quiet one, the victim, the visionary. Chapter 17 offers our visions for wisdom circles and the role of circles in the larger community. In every chapter you will find stories and insights gleaned from other circles. Given our commitment to confidentiality, the names and some details in the stories have been changed. In addition, we obtained permission from people to use stories that contained particularly intimate details.

      Please note that using the wisdom circle format is free of charge and that there is no need to affiliate with any organization or adhere to any doctrine. We hope this book serves you well in starting a wisdom circle of your own or enhancing the circles you already belong to. Most important, we hope this book helps you to extend the values of compassionate community into the Circle of Life.
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