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      “Talking Stick is written with all of the clarity and intelligence we expect from Steve’s work, but this book is enlivened by the profound passion of his heart. As such, this is one of those rare books that becomes a teacher. While passing the talking stick is familiar protocol in shamanic circles, the art and warriorship of becoming a peacemaker is not. Today’s shamanic practitioners are being called out by the illness of our time to embody their practices, heart and soul. Here is a teacher who shows us how to step from being contemporary people using shamanic skills to being shamanic people living in the contemporary world and becoming the medicine needed by our time.”

      CHRISTINA LEE PRATT, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF

THE LAST MASK CENTER, TEACHER, HEALER, AND

AUTHOR OF AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SHAMANISM

      Steve offers us a teaching central to our needs as a people. He guides us in a practice of peace, not only as avoidance of violence but as realization of our true nature. At the heart of this approach is listening, a core value of powerfully transformational poetry and music as well. Talking Stick is about healing the world.”

      GEORGE QUASHA, POET AND ARTIST AND AUTHOR OF
AXIAL STONES: AN ART OF PRECARIOUS BALANCE

      “Steve Beyer has taken a bold step toward illuminating a path to conflict transformation through a process of peacemaking by which people meet eye to eye, listen, and speak with an open heart. In this way, sacred spaces are created and relationships are affirmed. Talking Stick is a primer for all those seeking supportive change, be it in the therapy office or in the wilderness.”

      DENE BERMAN, PH.D., CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST AND

COAUTHOR OF THE PROMISE OF WILDERNESS THERAPY

AND THE BACKCOUNTRY CLASSROOM

      “. . . a delightful and inspiring book. . . . a unique and valuable how-to guide, chock full of practices mixed in with insights and challenges. In embarking on the spiritual journey, the reader will sense this wise elder’s presence—an unexpected and special pleasure.”

      DOUGLAS THOMSON, PH.D., PROFESSOR OF CRIMINAL

JUSTICE AND SOCIOLOGY AT CHICAGO STATE UNIVERSITY

AND FOUNDER OF JUSTICE NOT PRISONS

      “Beyer’s gentle and easy style offers a wealth of traditional wisdom about peacemaking, human relationships, and human nature. Don’t be fooled by his good-natured and humane voice. Beneath his words lies a warm sophistication that comes from great experience.”

      ALLAN COMBS, PH.D., COEDITOR OF
THOMAS BERRY, DREAMER OF THE EARTH

      “Talking Stick is a strong reference for understanding how conflict can be transformed in home, school, and community environments. When everyone is heard, there is a calm that allows for collaboration and consensus. Talking Stick provides another way of thinking about how our world can become a more peaceful place.”

      PATRICIA YONKA, MEMBER OF THE AMERICAN

MONTESSORI SOCIETY PEACE COMMITTEE,

MONTESSORI REPRESENTATIVE TO THE UNITED NATIONS,

AND FOUNDING BOARD MEMBER AND FACILITATOR

OF THE GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP ACTION PROJECT
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      Toward a Sacred Way of Being with Others
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        WHAT WE HAVE BEEN TAUGHT

        This is a book about how to be a peacemaker. Notice that I do not say that it is about how to become a peacemaker. I believe that we are all peacemakers already, but we have buried our true selves under years of cultural conditioning that has made us view our relationships in hierarchical, transactional, and punitive terms. The goal is to recover our true nature, and to manifest this true nature in everything we do—in our families, our classrooms, our courts, and our communities.

        We live in a culture that is hierarchical—that is, in which people have power over other people. We accept this as being normal and natural, as if there were no other way to live. We create spaces—classrooms, offices, courtrooms—that express this hierarchy architecturally. But there are consequences to this way of living that are worth examining.

        Hierarchy is essentially unstable. In our culture, people with power over other people seek to maintain this power primarily by using punishment and the threat of punishment. This punishment can take many forms—as many forms as there are ways people can harm other people. We assert and maintain hierarchical relations by public shaming, verbal abuse, physical injury, intimidation, reduction in status, and denying basic social goods, such as education, employment, the right to vote, and liberty. We swim in a punitive ocean without even realizing it is there. We do not realize the extent to which we think in terms of punishment in our workplaces, our schools, our justice system, and our relationships with our children. We think that punishing people is normal.

        In addition, power relationships are constantly being negotiated. We think that negotiation is a fair way to decide issues of power. That means that we view relationships with other people in transactional terms. When people are in apparent conflict with each other, we expect them to handle it transactionally—to negotiate, bargain, compromise. This is reflected in one of the key strategies of our criminal justice system—the plea bargain. We are constantly seeking to craft outcomes rather than deepen relationships.

        Then we wonder why these fixes are so temporary. We see our solutions discarded, our carefully negotiated agreements abandoned in cycles of violence. We try to force people to behave, and then we are bewildered when they do not. The result is a culture in which people are oppressed by the power that others have over them—a culture in which we all oppress each other, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

        The punitive foundations of our culture, like most cultural foundations, are expressed in myth. In our case, the foundation myth is what theologian Walter Wink has called the myth of redemptive violence—believing that a harm can be made right by humiliating or physically harming the offender, that violence is a necessary and appropriate response, even that such violence is healing for the victim. It is normative in our society to seek vengeance for a harm done to us. Anyone brought up in our culture has seen thousands of hours of movies and television in which the schoolyard bully is finally beaten and humiliated by his victim, or the ruthless outlaw is shot dead by the gentle sheriff. The schoolyard victim and gentle sheriff are empowered and healed by this response, and often given a sexual reward for their violence. We are all constantly tempted to reenact this mythology.

        When a harm has been done in a punitive culture such as ours, founded on the myth of redemptive violence, there are, I think, four consequences.

        First, it is completely rational for the person who has done the harm to try to evade responsibility for it—to lie, hide, deny, and blame others. What is the point of being accountable, if all that you get for it is punishment? What is the point of accepting responsibility for a harm you have done, if your own needs—to apologize, to make things right, to repair broken relationships—are not going to be met?

        Second, a punitive system focuses on the past at the expense of the future. A punitive system is obsessed with the fact component of stories—who did what to whom in what sequence—because it is looking to single out the blameworthy participant for punishment. This means that a punitive system ignores the other components in the stories of the participants—how they feel, what they need. The system thus leaves all the participants with their stories untold, and their primary, most basic need—the need to be heard—unfulfilled. Moreover, the emphasis on punishment for the acts of the past means that the system largely ignores how to go forward into the future, how to make things right, and how to repair and restore broken bonds of trust in the community.

        Third, a punitive system imposes a kind of Manichaeism—a belief that the world consists of two powers, good and evil, light and dark, easily distinguished, in constant battle. This Manichaean mythology pervades our criminal justice system and most of our thinking. We worry about the facts because we believe the facts will show us how to apportion blame. When people are in conflict, we attempt to punctuate their ongoing relationship, and thus determine who is the one to be punished. We feel compelled to distinguish bad guys from good guys, because only in this way can we make sure that bad guys get what they deserve. And if we fail at punctuating the interaction, we often throw up our hands and punish both.

        Fourth, our culture views punishment in transactional terms. The very terms we use—giving people what they deserve—embodies a transactional view. Being punished for having harmed someone is very much like a business transaction. The punishment is frequently negotiated. For example, punishment may be lessened in exchange for an admission or an apology—often a meaningless apology, with no intent to repair the harm or make things right. The transactional nature of punishment is also captured in the saying, Don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time. Think about the converse: If you can do the time, then hell, you might as well do the crime.

        This means that the decision to harm another person is reduced to a calculus that does not involve the other person at all—only the harmer and the justice system. This means, too, that someone who has harmed another person is not put face-to-face with the harm that has been done—the physical injury, the fear, the loss of safety, the inconvenience suffered by the person harmed. The harmer does not have to deal with the person harmed at all. The harmer is involved only in negotiating with the justice system for the best possible deal.

      

      
        HOW WE BREAK FREE

        Because we have been brought up in a hierarchical, punitive, and transactional culture, we are ourselves hierarchical, punitive, and transactional in our lives, in how we deal with others, and in how we view ourselves. Living in this way has significant costs in human happiness. We find it difficult to form deep openhearted human relationships; we enter into seemingly endless cycles of violence and retribution; we constantly seek but never quite find the community of our best imagination—egalitarian, liberating, and transformational. We fail to walk in beauty.

        But there is an alternative—a way to relate to each other in a sacred way, which focuses on repair, restoration, and healing.

        Before King Solomon became King of Israel, he had a dream. In this dream, God offered to grant him anything he wished—wealth, power, many wives. What Solomon chose instead is usually translated as wisdom or understanding. But the original Hebrew term for what Solomon desired is lev shomea, which literally means a listening heart.

        Saint Francis of Assisi, too, spoke of the need for a “transformed and undefended heart.” I believe that a listening heart and an undefended heart amount to the same thing. We have erected barricades around our hearts, so that we cannot hear each other. We have been systematically taught in our culture not to listen to each other. We must learn to listen, and we do that by tearing down the walls we have built.

        When I was being trained in active nonviolence by the Fellowship of Reconciliation, we were taught that, when entering a potentially confrontational situation, the first thing we needed to do was to disarm ourselves. Everything in this book about peacemaking is summed up in such words. We must learn to have a listening heart; we must learn to have an undefended heart; we must disarm ourselves. And then we can begin to disarm others.

        We will begin this book with a practice of peacemaking founded in what has been variously called council, circle, peace circle, peacemaking circle, talking circle, and any number of other names. The idea of council is very simple and can be described in a few sentences. In council people sit in a circle and pass around what is called a talking stick. Whoever holds the talking stick gets to speak, and everybody else listens. There are no interruptions, no questions, no challenges, no comments. People speak one at a time, in turn, honestly from their hearts, and they listen devoutly with their hearts to each person who speaks. The effect can be miraculous.

        But, as I will have occasion to note in the course of this book, simple does not mean easy. The few principles I talk about—and their extension into other areas of life and conflict—must be applied regularly, every day, in every encounter. Because we will all struggle and often fail, we must maintain the warrior virtues of transparency, vulnerability, courage, and accountability. We must put ourselves out there, hand our talking stick to everyone we meet, and strive to walk in beauty every day.
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      The Geography of Hierarchy
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      Often, when I begin to teach a class or seminar on peacemaking, I find the room set up in a certain way. There is a lectern in the front of the room, and often a table as well. As I stand behind the lectern, I see rows of seats, one after the other, all facing the front of the room. Behind me there is a board to write on, and usually a projection screen. On the lectern may be devices for controlling the lights, a computer, a DVD player, a projector.

      When everyone is seated, I look out over the rows of faces, and I say, “I want to try something with you. I would like everyone to hold up their right hand.” Almost always, everyone complies. If someone hesitates, I say, “Come on, everyone, please. Thank you.” That always works.

      Then I tell everyone to put down their right hands and raise their left hands. This time everyone does, even those who hesitated before. Then I tell them to put down their left hands and, on the count of three, to clap their hands together, twice. Everyone always does.

      Then I say, “Now that looked really foolish. Why did you do that?” The conversation that follows usually goes like this:

      “Because you told us to.”

      “That’s true. But why did you do what I told you?”

      There is usually some mumbling at this point, until someone says, “Because you’re the authority.”

      And I say, “How did you know I was the authority?”

      After some discussion, we conclude that they knew I was the authority because the geography of the room created hierarchy. I am standing and they are sitting, so I am higher than they are. I can see all of them, but they cannot see each other. I have a lectern and table as a barricade between us. I can talk whenever I want, and they have to ask permission to speak. I have control of all the communication technology—the board, the screen, the projector. I have power because of the nature of the space we occupy.

      We then spend a little time talking about the way geography creates hierarchy in other settings—in a courtroom, for example. The judge sits up high, behind a barricade, wearing special judge clothing, surrounded by subordinates performing mysterious tasks. No one can even approach the judge without asking permission. There is no doubt who is in charge in a courtroom. Participants come up with other examples—an executive in an office, sitting in a luxurious chair behind a large desk; their academic advisor in a cluttered office filled with books representing many years of learning.

      In all these cases, geography normalizes the idea that some people are more important than others and therefore have a voice that carries more weight than the voices of other people. So finally we decide that we will deliberately subvert hierarchy. We will move all the chairs around and sit in a circle.
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      The Components of Council
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      There are three simple things that make council special as a way of meeting together, making decisions, solving problems, dealing with conflicts, and building community:

      
[image: image] Sitting in a circle

      
[image: image] Beginning and ending with a ceremony
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        CIRCLE

        Sitting in a circle is the first of these. There are practical reasons for sitting in a circle. Everyone can see everyone else. No one is in front, and no one can hide in the back. But the circle is symbolic as well. The circle indicates the equality of all who sit together. There is no head of the table. Everyone’s voice carries as much weight as the voice of everyone else. Everyone is out front, equally accountable for their words.

        The world is filled with circles. The sun is a circle; the moon becomes a circle over and over again—that is, in a cycle, a circle. For most of our history humans have lived, not in the square sharp-cornered containers in which we live now, but rather in circular houses, often explicitly homologized to a circular cosmos. The year and its seasons go in a circle. Our lives go in a circle. We all follow in the footsteps of our elders and teachers who have gone before us; I am getting old now, but I have grandchildren who are coming after me.

        And the circle binds us to our ancestors. Whoever you are, wherever your people came from, whatever the color of your skin, your ancestors sat in a circle to meet together, make decisions, solve problems, deal with conflicts, and sing the songs and tell the stories that sustained and nurtured their communities.

        Most important, sitting in a circle creates a special space—a safe space, what many indigenous people would call a sacred space. The council circle takes place in a special space that differs from our ordinary space. In the sacred space of council, it is possible to speak honestly without embarrassment; it is a place where confidences are kept; it is where decisions are made and peacemaking takes place. This is the space inside the circle, within which people listen to each other devoutly and give each other the courage to speak honestly from their hearts. This space is very different from the space outside the circle—a space where people interrupt each other, do not listen to each other, are rude to each other.

        The next time you attend a meeting—a business meeting, for example, or a meeting of a community group—observe how people behave. People arrive with their opinions already formed and may carry with them notes of their talking points so that they do not forget to say something they think is important. People interrupt each other. People shift about impatiently while others are speaking. People do not pause after someone has finished speaking, to show that they are thinking about what that person has said. Instead, people start speaking immediately after someone has finished—indeed, not just when someone has finished, but even when someone simply pauses to take a breath or think about what to say next. The loudest or most aggressive talkers dominate the meeting; shy people may get no opportunity to speak at all.

        That is how people act out there, outside the sacred circle. But inside the council circle, where we can all see each other, where we take turns speaking, we create a space that is filled with respect and receptivity for what everyone has to say. Inside this circle, we create a sacred space—a space that is safe for speaking, because it is a space for listening. Take a deep breath. Inside the circle, we are home.

        There are a number of ways to demarcate the separate and sacred nature of the council space. The council may be held in a special place—a grove of trees, by the bank of a river, on top of a large rock, in a cave. A number of classrooms that use council have a peace table in one corner. This special place for peacemaking might also have a way of marking the number of times that the place has seen friendships renewed and breaches healed—marks on a stick, a pile of stones—that makes the table into a place of power.

        In a circle, too, the gaze of all the participants is naturally oriented not only toward whoever is speaking but also toward the center of the circle. The sacred nature of the circle can be enhanced by making an altar or council table at the center. Making the altar can be a rotating responsibility among the participants, or the altar can be made by those who are moved to do so on any particular occasion. Again, there are numerous variations. The altar can contain flowers, stones, fallen leaves, feathers, or branches that have been gathered before the council. An altar of special significance can be made by each participant placing in the center an object that has personal meaning—a photograph, key chain, pocket knife, memento—or that symbolizes the issues to be discussed at council.

        Or again, if council is held outdoors in an appropriate place and especially for evening councils, the center can be marked by a fire—not the cooking fire, but a special and separate fire. There is something primal about sharing the warmth and light of a fire in the darkness. The glowing fire, the sense of safety, the intimacy and privacy of the darkness seem to lead people to share more of their secret selves than they might do in the harsher daylight. The fire represents a deep and centered place, the heart of everything, the unity for which the circle strives.

        But most important is this. Any time you listen devoutly to another you have created a sacred space. The circle exists wherever people hold the intention of sitting in council together. Two people can be in council; you can be in council with yourself.

      

      
        CEREMONY

        The second thing that makes council or circle special as a way of meeting together, making decisions, solving problems, dealing with conflicts, and building community is that it begins and ends with a ceremony. Just as sitting in a circle creates a special space, a safe space, a sacred space, the use of a ceremony creates a special kind of time—a special time, a safe time, a sacred time.

        I often burn sage as part of the ceremony. I do this because it was the way I was taught, and I honor my teachers by using the ceremony they taught me. I also do this because I think that sage teaches several important lessons.

        The sage bush is actually an unprepossessing little plant—scruffy looking, low to the ground, with twisted branches and plain leathery leaves. Yet after a rainstorm, you can smell the sage for miles across the desert. And many indigenous people of North America believe that the fragrant smoke of burning sage is healing, protective, and purifying. They bathe in the smoke of burning sage, by putting some on top of the hot rocks in the sweat lodge, or burning some in a bowl or shell and directing the smoke over their bodies with their hand or a feather.
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