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chapter five

A knowledge of the path cannot be substituted
for putting one foot in front of the other.

— m. c. richards

T his is a story from the kingdom of Camelot about the
Knights of the Round Table. King Arthur sat dining on New

Year’s Eve with Lady Guinevere and his most trusted knights,
Gawain the Good and Agravaine of the Heavy Hand. The halls
were filled with jokes and song from good knights clad in red,
lovely ladies, and the noblest king the nation had known.

No sooner had the first course been served when a huge man
rode in on a tremendous green horse. The man too was green of
skin and beard. His fine clothing glimmered like emeralds embroi-
dered with inlaid gold. He bore no armor and carried in one hand
a sprig of holly, a symbol of peace. In his other hand he held a
broad battle-ax of green razor-sharp steel.

The Green Knight asked, “Who is the king of these men? I
have come to play a game with him.” Arthur stepped forward and
offered him supper. “I have no interest in dining but offer instead a



test for someone who has bold blood and a brash head. I will give
you my ax and allow you the first blow. Yet in a year and a day, I
must be allowed the same.”

No one moved. The Green Knight laughed and chided Arthur,
“You say you are the living legend? Where is your power and
pride now? Are you afraid when no fight is offered?” Arthur,
wincing in shame and flushed with anger, stepped forward,
demanding the ax. The Green Knight smiled, handed Arthur the
ax, and dismounted.

Just as Arthur raised the mighty weapon and considered
his stroke, Gawain spoke. “Allow me, my lord. My life is little to
lose, and it would be improper to have you engage in this mock-
ery.” As the knight bowed at his king’s feet, Arthur gave Gawain
the green ax.

Gawain told the knight, “I am Gawain and will bear from you
what comes after the blow, but from no other knight alive.” The
Green Knight smiled and nodded at young Gawain. “You must
come find me in one year and a day.”

Gawain raised the ax, and the Green Knight lifted his curly
mane to reveal his verdant neck. Gawain’s swift stroke beheaded
the Green Knight, and red blood surged from the decapitated body.
The Green Knight bent over and picked up his head, mounted his
horse, and rode away, calling, “Find me in the Green Chapel.”

Gawain bore a heavy heart as he hung the ax upon a tapestry,
knowing the test had just begun.

Eleven months passed, and Gawain started off toward North
Wales to find the Green Knight. He donned a shield of bright red
gules painted with a pentacle of gold, called the endless knot,
which reminded him of the five virtues of the knight: friendship,
courtesy, a pure heart, generosity, and compassion.

Gawain encountered beasts and suffered from great hunger
and cold, but could not find the Green Chapel. On Christmas Day,
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desperate, he prayed to find a place to rest. Looking up he saw a
castle suddenly appear, shimmering in the distance.

The lord of the castle welcomed Gawain warmly, introducing
him to his strikingly beautiful lady of white skin and flushed rose
cheeks and to the yellowed old woman who sat beside her. “For
sport and to show you are a good guest,” the host, Bertilak, said,
“let’s play a game. For the next three days I will go out hunting
with my men, and when I return each evening I will exchange my
bounty for anything you manage to acquire in the castle. Then I’ll
help you find this Green Chapel.”

Gawain happily agreed.
The first morning, the lord hunted a herd of does, while his wife

snuck into Gawain’s bedchambers hoping to seduce him. Gawain,
wishing to stay true to his knightly vows of courtesy and chastity,
responded, “I am honored, but this is not to be.” The beautiful lady
stole one kiss. When Bertilak appeared that evening and asked for
his winnings in exchange for venison, Gawain kissed him.

On the second day, the lord captured a wild boar, and his wife
again tried to woo Gawain. “I am honored, but this is not to be,”
Gawain replied as this beautiful lady kissed him twice. At dinner
Gawain exchanged two kisses with Bertilak for the boar’s head.

Finally, on the third day, the lord hunted fox. The beautiful
lady kissed Gawain three times after trying yet again to embrace
the knight. When Gawain again said, “I am honored, but this is
not to be,” she asked for something to remember him by. Gawain
wanted to exchange nothing, until the beauty mentioned that the
green and gold silk girdle that she wore around her waist could
protect him from dying. Gawain took and hid the girdle that night,
giving only three kisses to the host in exchange for a fox skin.

On New Year’s Day, Gawain rode off with the girdle to seek
the Green Knight. At the edge of the forest, a guide sent with him
promised not to tell if Gawain decided to give up the quest.
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Gawain refused, saying, “Good or ill, every man must complete
his fate,” and bid farewell.

Soon after Gawain found a cave partially hidden in tall
grasses and called out, “Here I am, do what you will.” The huge
Green Knight emerged as Gawain bravely presented his neck.
The Green Knight then feigned two blows. On a third feint, the
Green Knight nicked Gawain’s neck, barely drawing blood. “You
toy with me, the contract is complete,” growled Gawain.

The Green Knight then explained, “I am Bertilak, and
because you did not honestly exchange all of your winnings on the
third day, I had to draw blood on a third blow. You are a noble
knight whose life should be spared.” He continued, smiling: “The
old woman at my table was Morgan le Fay, King Arthur’s half-
sister. She shifted my appearance into the Green Knight and sent
me to Camelot. Is not woman your true enemy?”

When Gawain returned to Camelot and shared the tale, he
displayed the green girdle and tied it on his left arm, vowing to
wear it the rest of his days as a reminder of his failures. In a show
of support, all the knights of Camelot bore green girdles on their
red-frocked arms.

Like Gawain, we take on the warrior’s role whenever we meet
an adversary and wish to serve something greater than our-
selves. This tale reminds us that through this journey we will be
tested and that the challenges can be terrifying. Yet our sincere
commitment can ultimately protect us, and by practicing spe-
cific skills we are more apt to succeed.
Although these days not all of us have ready access to formal

conflict training, you may have already encountered some of the
techniques we will cover in the next four chapters. Some of
us have had inspiring sports coaches who provided physical,
mental, emotional, and spiritual conditioning strategies to better
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perform. Others may have found help in confronting vexing
problems through studying the spiritual traditions and yoga. Still
others may have been taught about being an
honorable and courageous leader through
military training. Most of us have simply
picked up tricks through trial and error that
have served us well along the way.
The martial arts also codify a heroic war-

rior philosophy into daily disciplines and
techniques. In this chapter we will use the sparring process,
which consists of five basic parts, as a useful metaphor for
engaging with an opponent:

. Your shield: a code of conduct

. The opening bow: beginning well

. Sparring and competitions: the power of practice

. The closing bow: honorable closure and integration

. Proper conditioning: staying strong

This process not only guides our conduct during a difficult
conversation, but it centers us so that we may welcome what-
ever comes to us throughout the day. Just like the mythic war-
riors of old, we set out to meet our opponents with a strong
shield to protect us so we may return home safely from our
daily battles.

Your Shield: A Code of Conduct

Having a set of ethics or ideals that you pledge to stand behind
is a distinct characteristic of the principled leader. When one is
fighting as part of a team, like the Knights of the Round Table,

The purpose of
discipline is to promote
freedom. But freedom
leads to infinity and
infinity is terrifying.

— HENRY MILLER



the group commits to follow a common set of principles both on
and off the battlefield. In The Code of the Warrior, U.S. Naval
Academy professor Shannon French describes a soldier’s com-
mon code as encompassing “not only how he should interact
with his own warrior comrades, but also how he should treat
other members of his society, his enemies, and the people he
conquers.” Our knight Gawain the Good pledged to follow the
five virtues of a Round Table knight:

• Friendship

• Courtesy

• A pure heart

• Generosity

• Compassion

Similarly, Joseph Campbell describes the gallant Warrior
Way in Japanese mythology as:

• Loyalty with courage

• Veracity

• Self-control

• Benevolence

• A willingness to fully play one’s role in the
masquerade of life

And from the Lakota tradition we have:

Endurance, cleanliness, strength, purity
Will keep our lives straight
Our actions only for a good purpose.
Our words will be truth.
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Only honesty shall come from our interaction
With all things.

Doctors, lawyers, and other professionals also hold to an
ethical code such as the Hippocratic Oath and the Model Rules
of Professional Conduct. We may develop shared principles
through religious membership or through our alliance with an
organization like the Rotary or Optimist Club.
Why do we need a code? When we are in positions of

power and leadership we can cause harm. When we are in great
danger we need guidelines that will keep us clear about our
actions. “The code restrains the warrior,” explains French. If
we, like French’s midshipmen students, wield destructive
weapons, having a code helps to guide us along the “fine line
between warrior and murderer.” A study by University of Iowa
law professor Mark Osiel cites a young
man who, after seeing many of his friends
killed, was found by an officer “with his rifle
at the head of a Vietnamese woman.” The
officer simply said, “Marines don’t do that,”
and the young man stepped back and low-
ered his rifle.
In addition to restraining us, our code protects us. It is no

accident that the five-pointed star symbolizing the five virtues
of a knight was painted on Gawain’s shield. The shield has long
been the symbol of one ’s code of conduct. In ancient times,
Spartan mothers, when sending their sons to war, would say,
“Come home with your shield or in it,” alluding to the critical
importance of standing by your ethics in battle, whether you
return intact, wounded, or worse.
A common code brings boundaries and honor to a battle.

As martial artist Phil Heron states, “The code of a warrior is
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speech, doing a good
turn, and treating all
alike.

— BUDDHA
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necessary because without it the opponents are playing differ-
ent games. Modern warfare is made horrifying by the absence
of a code. There is no honor, only death.”
In an extensive study on post-traumatic stress disorder

among Vietnam War veterans, Jonathon Shay found that those
who most suffered from PTSD were involved in wartime expe-
riences that were not only violent but betrayed “what’s right.”
Without their shield to protect them, these men were prone to
such miseries as persistent nightmares, addiction, abuse in fam-
ily relationships, and depression.
Our conflicts will continue to test our shield of ethics and

even to pit one principle against another. Gawain struggles with
Bertilak and his hostess because he is trying to be both loyal and
courteous. In a recent multiple-session workshop, I asked the
participants during the first meeting to create a set of ground
rules for our sessions together. Their guiding principles included:

• Trying to see from the other’s perspective

• Confidentiality

• No political correctness — “just say it”

• No personal attacks

• Honesty

• Enjoyment and having fun

At the beginning of the second session, I reviewed this code
of conduct for two new participants. One of these asked, “How
can one be honest, avoid political correctness, and not engage in
personal attacks?” To her, these ground rules were mutually
exclusive. This brought the group to consider the question of
how they could be brutally honest and respectful at the same



time. Through confrontation, the way we interpret our princ-
iples is tested, and we can more deeply appreciate the meaning
of our code. The Brahman, in the opening story of this book,
appreciates more deeply his ground rule of “caring for even the
most pitiful” by the story’s end. Caring for even the most piti-
ful also means caring for himself.
As everyday warriors, we must confront an inescapable

test. When we align ourselves with a set of ideals, say, respon-
sibility and honesty, the mirror opposite will
also be present.With responsibility comes irre-
sponsibility, and with honesty comes decep-
tion. Each has an inherent value. Just as red
and green are opposing or complementary
colors, crimson-clad Gawain, to reintegrate
into his community after his adventure, must wear the emerald
girdle. In this act he acknowledges that with high ideals (red
symbolizing the heart) comes our basic struggle for survival
(green symbolizing nature or the body). By choosing our
ethics, we explore their apparent opposites, and through this
process we more deeply understand our chosen virtues and our-
selves.
However, if we do not recognize the natural conflict of oppo-

sites that comes with a code of conduct, horrific dichotomies can
result. For example, cultures with strong warrior traditions have
also unconsciously manifested the extreme opposites of these
ideals. The Greek Stoics in the fifth and sixth centuries b.c.e.
were a highly disciplined warrior class that believed in control-
ling all anger, holding high respect for the enemy, and having an
impeccable sense of responsibility. Juxtaposed against the Sto-
ics were the Greek hedonists, who killed slaves for sport and
delighted in gluttony and sexual perversion. In North America,
the Plains Indians warriors would pray with great reverence to
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For equality gives
strength, in all things
and at all times.

— MEISTER ECKHART
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the spirit of an animal before a hunt, asking that the animal be
sacrificed for the tribe. Once he had killed, the hunter offered
more prayers and rituals to respectfully send the spirit to the
next world. Meanwhile, this same culture would ritually bring
home male prisoners from warring tribes so they could torture
them to death.
To keep internal balance while holding to a moral code,

Robert A. Johnson, inOwning Your Own Shadow, suggests mak-
ing a “small but conscious gesture” to acknowledge a virtue ’s
opposite. We can use art or writing to acknowledge our impa-
tience after we have spent our day being extremely patient.
Johnson tells the story of two women who shared a household
in Switzerland. Whoever had some especially good fortune car-
ried out the garbage for a week. If we are going to be a saint, to
stay healthy it helps to acknowledge our inner sinner. If we are
going to be loyal, recognizing our disloyalty will keep us whole.
Creating our own metaphoric green girdles will make us better
shield-carrying warriors.
To consider:

• What is my code of conduct?

• How can I safely acknowledge my virtues’
opposites?

The Opening Bow: Beginning Well

Interpersonal conflict can be scary. We worry about getting
hurt or putting someone we love at risk. Consciously
acknowledging that we are about to enter a confrontation bet-
ter prepares us to meet an opponent. In aikido, practitioners,



when they step on the sparring mat, are taught to begin with a
quick bow while looking at their opponent. In the bow you
acknowledge that the opponent who stands
in front of you is a potential teacher and
also one with the capacity to destroy you.
The bow says in effect, “Thank you for
this opportunity. I am watching you care-
fully. Teach me.”
The haka, or an opening chant that the

Maori people of New Zealand recite before going into battle,
reflects the tenets of the opening bow. In the haka performed
by the New Zealand All Blacks professional rugby team while
they face the opposing team before each game, they honor the
opponent and recognize the transformation the engagement
can provide:

Leader
ka mate! ka mate! (Tis death! Tis death!)
Chorus
ka ora! ka ora! (Tis life! Tis life!)
Leader
ka mate! ka mate! (Tis death! Tis death!)
Chorus
ka ora! ka ora! (Tis life! Tis life!)
tenei te tangata pu’ru-huru na’a nei tiki mai

whaka-whiti te ra!
(Behold! There stands the hairy man who will cause the sun
to shine!)

hupane! ka-upane! a hupane! ka-upane! (Upward step!
Another. . . ! An upward step! Another. . . ! )

whiti te ra! (The sun shines!)
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learned anything from
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The attitude of the opening bow is also contained in the
poem by Rumi called “The Chickpea to the Cook”:

A chickpea leaps almost over the rim of the pot
where it’s being boiled.

“Why are you doing this to me?”

The cook knocks him down with the ladle.

“Don’t you try to jump out.
You think I’m torturing you.
I’m giving you flavor,
so you can mix with spices and rice
and be the lovely vitality of a human being.

Remember when you drank rain in the garden.
That was for this.”

Grace first. Sexual pleasure,
then a boiling new life begins,
and the Friend has something good to eat.

Eventually the chickpea
will say to the cook,
“Boil me some more.

Hit me with the skimming spoon.
I can’t do this by myself.

I’m like the elephant that dreams of gardens
back in Hindustan and doesn’t pay attention
to his driver. You’re my cook, my driver,
my way into existence. I love your cooking.”

Worst Enemy, Best Teacher114



The cook says,
“I was once like you,

fresh from the ground. Then I boiled in time,
and boiled in the body, two fierce boilings.

My animal soul grew powerful.
I controlled it with practices,
and boiled some more and boiled
once beyond that,
and became your teacher.”

An opening bow does not mean that I like my opponents or
even that I invite the fight; it simply recognizes that I need adver-
saries to evolve. Although I would welcome having everyone
adore and agree with me, without opponents I would stagnate
andweaken.We need our competitors to improve our businesses.
We need our children to push against us to be better parents. We
need our partners to disagree so we can find a deeper definition
of relationship. When “bowing,” I accept that I am about to
engage and thus I ready myself. An opponent is not only a great
asset but is also potentially dangerous. “Don’t kid yourself,” one
martial artist told me. “I have been struck while bowing.”
We can create a symbolic “opening bow” before starting a

difficult conversation. I try to begin with a mental picture and an
internal checklist. Saymy husband and I have been battling about
money, and our last conversation ended poorly. The opponent
and the conflict are still present andwaiting to teachme (darn it!).
To “get back on the mat” I visualize myself bowing to him with
gratitude. Then I might open the conversation by:

. Asking if this is a good time and place to talk.

. Describing where I think we are and where we agree.
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. Making ground rules: What do we need to feel safe
enough to talk?

. Explaining my hopes and what am I committed to.

. Starting with an open-ended question.

This checklist creates a space in which my opponent and I
can meet. In it, I hope to say, “You are important to me. I want
us both to feel comfortable so we don’t feel a need to hurt each
other. Thank you for your willingness to engage.”
This kind of gratitude might seem solely altruistic until you

realize that gratitude is a powerful countermeasure to debilitat-
ing fear. In What Happy People Know, Dr. Dan Baker proves
that our brain cannot process fear and appreciation at the same
time.When we are grateful, we move into our upper cortex and
have access to more complex, creative processing.When we are
fearful our reptilian brain, where information and decision-
making processes are limited, predominates. Gratitude simply
allows us to fight more creatively.
Another helpful attitude to incorporate into your opening

bow is detachment. We allow for the future to unfold as it will
and accept that anything can happen. To be detached means we
are actively engaged yet open to new possibilities. Of course

we want to protect ourselves, but we honor
ourselves and others by admitting that we
may not know the best solution to the con-
flict. Sometimes when we are scared before a
confrontation, we become attached to a par-

ticular outcome we believe will keep us safe. This constricts our
creativity and ability to pay attention. If we become strongly
fixated on getting what we want, we can put our shield of ethics
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— OVID
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and thus ourselves at risk. Instead we need to act from the pres-
ent moment without the need to control the future. We pay
attention to the “here and now,” letting our preconceived
notions go, and hold to our underlying ethics.

To consider:

• What would you like to remember at the beginning
of each difficult confrontation?

• How can you acknowledge fear and secrets so that
they don’t force your actions?

Sparring and Competitions: The Power of Practice

When Bertilak’s guide takes Gawain to the edge of the forest
and promises not to tell if he gives up the quest, Gawain
responds, “Good or ill, every man must complete his fate.” The
knight knows that to live well, he must engage.
To engage well, it helps to practice and hone our skills. In

sports, drills and daily training prepare the athlete for peak per-
formance. Those who practice the martial arts do just that; they
practice their technique again and again. To prepare you to
meet your everyday opponents, I suggest two forms of sparring
that are particularly helpful when dealing with interpersonal
conflict: finding practice partners and using dialogue.

Finding Practice Partners

You are struggling with your child over curfew and come away
frustrated as you reach an impasse.Or you try to implement a new



Worst Enemy, Best Teacher118

computer system in your healthcare facility, and the doctors won’t
use it. Before engaging in another frustrating conversation, find

a practice partner to pretend to be your oppo-
nent — teenager or cardiologist. Find a neu-
tral party who will not be affected adversely
if you involve him or her in this conflict. My
husband is a good practice partner for our
children. In a work situation, it may be an

associate who understands the situation and is allied with you so
that he does not have to take sides in an existing conflict.
Ask your partner to play your adversary to the hilt, to push all

your buttons, and to test your arguments. Practice your opening
bow and listen to your partner, assuming that you have previously
missed something. Use these four guidelines while you fight:

. Ask open-ended questions.

. Take yourself lightly.

. Acknowledge the other’s viewpoints.

. Be honest.

As your partner pretends to be your opponent, he or she
may also wish to answer the following questions before spar-
ring to help you gather information:

. What do you care about most?

. What scares you?

. What do you want me to understand?

As you spar, notice where you get caught and lose your
momentum.Where does your argument feel weak?Where do you

Excellence is an art
won by training and
habituation.

— ARISTOTLE



find yourself needing to exaggerate to improve on it? After you
finish sparring, ask your partner to provide honest feedback using
the following questions as a guide:

. When did you feel heard?

. What would you have liked me to say or do?

. Where am I vulnerable?

. What are my strengths, and did I use them well?

I have seen “sparring” used successfully by department
heads before presenting at major corporate board meetings.
Team members play the role of angry and distracted board
members and improve the manager’s presentation by asking
tough questions and looking for weak arguments. By trying to
take down their leader in practice, the team strengthens her and
prepares her for battle.
Sometimes meeting an adversary under any terms would be

impossible given the circumstances, that is, in cases of rape,
murder of a family member, or other violent crime. Neverthe-
less, all parties in the conflict still seek resolution and closure,
hoping to benefit from the experience and move on. Represen-
tatives of victim and offender rights are working to address this
underlying need for resolution. Victim/offender mediation is
often used to create closure when all parties are able to meet,
discuss the crime, and search for resolutions that may go
beyond the court system. However, for cases of violent crimes
where meeting with the offender is not possible, a new form of
group mediation is emerging.
Pilot programs using surrogates have shown initial signs

of lasting success. Facilitators guide meetings in which victims
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of domestic abuse are brought together with convicted domestic
offenders. None of the victims were victims of the abusers in the
room. All parties have been through counseling, and the offend-
ers understand the problem of abusive behavior. The nonprofit
Stop It Now!, based in Massachusetts, has created dialogue circles
between surrogate abusers and victims surrounding child abuse.
When there is a great imbalance of power, such as in spousal or
child abuse, the use of surrogates allows parties to resolve their
conflict without having to directly confront their opponents.

This process, according to participants,
creates enough safety so that each side can
learn from the other about the causes of
abuse and this difficult relationship without
feeling threatened. One female survivor of
abuse remarked after using the surrogate
process that it was “a journey from hate to
hope.” A recovering sex offender who took
part in a Stop It Now! program remarked, “It
took the courage of one person to break my

cycle of humiliation by confronting me honestly, holding me
accountable, and still approaching me with love.”

Using Dialogue

Dialogue is a Greek word that means “moving through the
word.” It is an approach to communicating that fosters progress
in organizations and individuals. “Dialogue seeks to harness the
‘collective intelligence’ . . . of people around you; together we are
more aware and smarter than we are on our own,” says William
Isaacs, founder of the MIT Dialogue Project.
Recently interest in this ancient form of conversation has

been growing in corporate and community circles around the

If we could read the
secret history of our
enemies, we would find
in each man’s life a
sorrow and a suffering
enough to disarm all
hostility.

— HENRY WADSWORTH

LONGFELLOW



world. When using the dialogue technique, people sit in circles
and listen in silence while each person speaks. They may pick
a theme beforehand, or it might be a monthly gathering where
themes and ideas emerge spontaneously. Some use this format
to practice communicating about tough subjects. Others use
it to resolve group conflict and to work on
complex problems. Others learn a great deal
just by being present.
Using dialogue is an opportunity for

“cool inquiry,” as physicist and systems the-
orist David Bohm calls it. The format helps
to keep emotions from running high so that information can
flow freely and the group can act as a coherent whole. It is a dis-
cipline that keeps the “fire” of conflict burning under control.
These are the ground rules of using dialogue:

• Everyone has ample time and quiet to speak.

• Listening and learning are prioritized over convinc-
ing others of our position.

• Participants ask questions to explore other people ’s
perspectives.

• Very diverse viewpoints can come together in a
nonconfrontational way.

Hiring a facilitator who is trained in dialogue techniques
might be a first step if you wish to convene a meeting. Once a
group is accustomed to the rules and techniques, it can easily
self-manage the process. I have included a few dialogue
resources in the selected bibliography; below I provide some
tips to help you create and maintain a meaningful dialogue:
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coolness and calm, but
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• Select a theme or question to be considered.

• Assign a timekeeper and recorder if appropriate.

• Sit in a circle to assure equal access to information
and equal opportunity to speak.

• See the other participants as “fascinating strangers” or
holders of the missing pieces of the puzzle you are
solving.

• Check your assumptions. Practice self-reflection:
What do I believe about this situation or the person
speaking? Why do I think it is true?

• Use a “talking piece” or a single object that is passed
around the circle. Only if you are holding the object
may you speak.

• Institute a “no interrupting” ground rule. The per-
son who is speaking has the floor completely until
he or she closes with an agreed-on line like, “I have
spoken,” “I am finished,” or “I open the floor.”

• Make room for silence. If you want quiet, hold the
talking piece or take the floor and don’t speak!

The Palestinian/Israeli Parent’s Circle consists of members
who have suffered through the murder of at least one immediate
family member and have pledged not to respond in revenge.
The five-hundred-member group is founded on the concept that
lack of communication fuels violence on both sides. “Each side
has demonized the other,” said Aaron Barnea, an Israeli Parent’s
Circle member, whose son was killed while serving as a soldier
in southern Lebanon. “The Israelis think all Palestinians are ter-
rorists who want to slaughter them; the Palestinians think all
Jews want them driven from their land and cast into refugee
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camps. Peace will only be possible when each side throws away
these stereotypes.” As Palestinian member Nadwa Sarandah
explains, “There are always stories behind the story.”
The Parent’s Circle developed a phone line that facilitates

dialogue between Israeli and Palestinian callers. By dialing a
four-digit number, “any Israeli can talk to a Palestinian, and
any Palestinian can talk to an Israeli.” Between October 
and May , the Hello Shalom/Hello Salaam project logged
over , calls with over one and a half million minutes of
dialogue between the two sides.
Ghazi Brighith, a Palestinian from the West Bank village of

Beit Omar, joined the Parent’s Circle after his unarmed brother
was shot at a checkpoint. One of the first Palestinians to partic-
ipate in the phone line project, he notes, “The greatest mistake
we made was to allow ourselves to stop talking. These days we
are under closure. We can’t reach Israel. But this is one way
we can get around the walls.”
The volunteers have been overcome by the success of this

experiment. “Once the dialogue starts, people realize how sim-
ilar they are. . . . People must make up their own minds about
how to create peace,” says Aaron. “But we
know that dialogue breeds understanding,
and this is the first step in any peace process.
If we prepare the public, show them both
sides want to be proud, independent, and
living a normal life, then we’ve taken a
major step towards winning this battle.”
His Holiness the Dalai Lama also sees

dialogue as a viable alternative to war: “It is my belief that
whereas the twentieth century has been a century of war and
untold suffering, the twenty-first century should be one of
peace and dialogue. As the continued advances in information
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A man who is swayed
by passions may have
good enough inten-
tions, may be truthful
in word, but he will
never find the Truth.

— GANDHI



technology make our world a truly global village, I believe
there will come a time when war and armed conflict will be con-
sidered an outdated and obsolete method of settling differences
among nations and communities.”
Although I have used dialogue successfully with adults, I

wanted to try it in the home laboratory. In the middle of a
recent dinner conversation, I asked the family if we could dis-
cuss taking a few days to drive to a favorite Mexican town dur-
ing spring break. I requested that we use a talking piece and lay
down some ground rules. After some grumbling, we chose a
metal moose sculpture that was sitting in the center of the din-
ner table as our talking object. And the fun began.
Since we normally all love to interrupt one another, conflict

broke out over who had the moose, who was talking out of turn
(all of us), and why we were doing such a terrible exercise.
Everyone complained that I had wrecked the dinner conversa-
tion and that it was taking forever (we practiced for ten min-
utes!). Field research can be painful.
When we finally calmed the chaos enough to practice one

round of passing the moose to each person, we made some sur-
prising discoveries that make me stand by dialogue as a viable
approach. First, each child had a list of things that he or she
wanted to say. They grabbed the opportunity of having their
family’s undivided attention not only to describe what they
didn’t like about the process but also to move the conversation
where they wanted. We received a department store list, a
request that an older brother attend an upcoming basketball
game, and an explanation of why our eldest loves dinner banter.
I realized that one of my children’s version of hell is to have his
creative expression restricted. “This is like a concentration
camp,” he added with dramatic flourish. Dialogue is his creative
enemy!
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This ten-minute experiment transformed our communica-
tion patterns for the rest of the evening. Our conversations
slowed down, and we stopped interrupting one another. We all
listened better, and the process opened a conversation about our
collective style that we’d never had before. This exercise also
made it clear that dialogue is a tough discipline. It pushes us to
listen, to slow down and wait. It restricts our actions, as does
any discipline, so that we might refine our skills and improve.
Although it may feel difficult at first, like daily exercise, with
practice it becomes easier and starts to bear fruit.
Summarizing its place in family communications, our eldest

said, “Dialogue makes sense when we are trying to decide
something, like if we stay at the beach or drive around, so
everyone can have a say. But it doesn’t work for normal conver-
sation where I want to ask you a question and have you answer.
Then it is really bothersome.” In the end, we chose not to drive
to the Mexican town, to use dialogue only when we need to
decide important issues as a group, and to continue our usual
evening chatter the rest of the time.

The Closing Bow: Honorable Closure and Integration

Many things happen when we fight, and some of them can be
pretty lousy. We may come away a confident victor or limp
away battered and bruised. We may practice
some moves and find ourselves upset or dis-
concerted. To recover and gain the strength
to fight again, we need to first close the fight.
Martial artists know that they will return to
their opponent soon, if not immediately, and
thus, they close each sparring session with a bow.With the clos-
ing bow, the opponents return to relative stability and keep

If you don’t fail now
and again, it’s a sign
you’re playing it safe.

— WOODY ALLEN



open the option of coming together again. And after the bow,
they might assess their performance with their teacher or other
students.
Like the opening bow, the closing bow expresses gratitude,

awareness, and letting go. We can close and integrate by asking
ourselves some questions. Just as a coach would review an ath-
lete ’s performance, the following questions help us see the
experience from a more objective perspective:

• What am I grateful for?

• What happened?

• What did I do well, and what will I do differently in
the future?

• What do I need to say or do to feel complete?

As with the opening bow, if we close with gratitude we will
shift into an attitude of appreciation and thus into the neocor-
tex. From there, we can better integrate the experience, objec-
tively assess our performance, and create closure with the other
party.
In researching Vietnam veterans suffering from post-

traumatic stress disorder, Dr. Jonathon Shay found that allow-
ing a veteran to fully recount his experience was a key recovery
tool. Anthropologist Angeles Arrien, when discussing the im-
portance of closure, suggests recounting our experience as a
professional athlete would: “I miscalculated my opponent in the
third quarter and executed a poor play,” she might explain, and
the experience becomes a classroom and not an opportunity to
beat herself up. Athletes acknowledge their successes and com-
mit to improving their skills to overcome disappointments. In
our story above Gawain demonstrates this refining skill as he
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returns to Camelot and fully discloses his experience, including
his failures. Doing so allows our conscious mind to take in new
information and our emotions to reorient. What worked?What
didn’t? Where am I hurt? What did I learn?
As an example of this process, I was asked to teach as part

of a leadership development program. The program director
requested that I keep the agenda flexible and listen to the class
through their morning discussion and decide what I would
teach that afternoon.
As I listened that day, I wrote pages on what might interest

the group, and when it came time to teach, overwhelmed by the
competing possibilities, I wasn’t prepared. Nervous, I started
with an exercise and decided to follow the group’s feedback to
come up with the next topic. This was not an effective
approach. I found myself bouncing from concept to concept,
trying to please the audience. Some participants left early, and I
received mediocre evaluations.
As I recounted my experience to my husband, I was able to

better decipher how I had lost the audience ’s interest. I had
to acknowledge my bravery in attempting a
new approach, and then I assessed what I
would do differently in the future. To fully
close, it was also important for me to get the
program director’s perspective, thank her for
the opportunity, and apologize if my miscal-
culation had caused her any inconvenience.
Through closing we work to let past experiences stay in the

past so that we have room to process new information. If we are
seriously injured, physically, emotionally, creatively, or intel-
lectually, our minds and bodies will continue to process the
information in an attempt to fit it within our existing frame-
works. Traumatic experiences, such as war, may be so far out of

I’ve always said that in
politics, your enemies
can’t hurt you, but your
friends will kill you.

— ANN RICHARDS



the norm that we cannot find a way to have it make sense.With-
out a story that tells us this bad thing can happen and that we
can still be safe, we remain in terror or complete flight-fight
reaction.When nothing makes sense, we suffer from PTSD and
continue to reexperience the trauma. “Narrative can transform
involuntary reexperiencing of traumatic events into memory of
the events, thereby reestablishing authority over memory,” says
Shay. “The task is to remember — rather than relive and re-
enact — and to grieve.” In essence, when you have fought a
difficult battle, talk about it when it’s over.
However, simple narrative in some cases is not sufficient to

move one from a traumatic state and can even exacerbate
PTSD symptoms. Recent research shows
that other methods, in addition to narrative,
may help our brains to release the trauma
of a terrible event. In  Dr. Francine
Shapiro pioneered eye movement desensiti-
zation and reprocessing (EMDR) therapy.
In this protocol, a therapist facilitates as the
client moves their eyes to the right and left
multiple times while thinking of the disturb-
ing event. Through this approach, it

appears that the left and right hemispheres of the brain more
actively communicate to process the trauma, allowing fear to
recede.
A simple closing exercise that seems to stimulate this type

of brain processing is the “butterfly hug.” Cross your arms so
that your left hand rests on your right upper arm and your right
hand rests on your left upper arm. Now, thinking about the
event, gently tap your right arm once with your left hand, and
then tap your left arm with your right hand. Alternate gently
tapping your arms, right and left. This exercise has been shown
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Stretch your arms and
take hold the cloth of
your clothes with both
hands. The cure for
pain is in the pain.
Good and bad are
mixed. If you don’t
have both, you don’t
belong with us.

— RUMI



to be successful in helping children in Nicaraguan, Mexican,
and Kosovar refugee camps recover from trauma. By creating
dual-hemisphere stimulation, these exercises can calm and pro-
vide new perspective to any disturbing experience.

To consider:

• In which of my contests have I neglected to do a
closing bow?

• Where do I still need to close with myself?

Proper Conditioning: Staying Strong

To enable us to fight over long periods of time, heroic warrior
traditions include strict conditioning. Athletes, for example, are
given an exercise regimen and drills to practice. They must eat
a nutritious diet and get ample sleep. They are given time to rest
and recover. Their practice schedule assures that when they
compete they are fully ready.
When I coach corporate and nonprofit managers, I see their

roles as matching those of the warrior. They seek bravely to
serve their community and face great challenges and adver-
saries each day. They want to be strong and versatile to accom-
plish great goals. Some of the amazing projects they wish to
accomplish are multiyear battles. Yet these managers, like so
many of us, fail to recognize that we all require daily condition-
ing to fight well. Too often sleep is given over to catching up on
email. Breakfast and lunch are sporadically eaten on the run.We
make little room in our day for exercise and for downtime to
recharge our batteries. When coaching, my mantra has become,
“Exercise, nutrition, rest, and recovery.”
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Can you imagine being a professional athlete and not exer-
cising, eating well, and resting? Yet how often do we embark
on our own competitions without these basics? We often
become our own worst enemies by not caring for the warrior
within. We need our minds and hearts operating at top capac-
ity for the long haul, and there are simple steps we can take to
give ourselves a fighting chance. My husband likes to call self-
care “taking your MEDS,” or remembering to include: Medi-
tation, Exercise, a healthy Diet, and ample Sleep. Our brains
are our most important resources when we are confronting
challenges, and recent research shows that these MEDS pro-
vide the brain the nutrients and recovery needed to function at
top form. In the next chapter, we will also discuss the impor-
tant benefits of meditation. As John Ratey states, “Physical and
mental exercise, proper nutrition, and adequate sleep will help
anyone gain cognitive clarity and emotional stability.” Ratey
provides some other fun facts to help keep us motivated to take
our MEDS:

• Exercise increases the production of our neuro-
transmitters, which support mood regulation, anxi-
ety control, and the capacity to deal with stress.

• Older men who stay in shape score better on men-
tal tests, sometimes equal to men thirty to forty
years their junior.

• Even minor deficiencies in necessary vitamins and
minerals can promote personality and mood
changes, impaired reasoning, and aggressiveness.

• Conditions like memory loss, depression, and con-
fusion once thought connected to aging are also
indicators of a poor diet.
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• Israeli researchers Avi Karni and Dov Sagi have
shown that interrupting REM sleep sixty times a
night will completely block learning. Sleep is essen-
tial to organizing information and
forming lasting memories.

Self-care and being aware of our physi-
cal state is an ongoing process. As parents
or leaders, we help children and others
to recognize the need for balance and to
choose the appropriate time to engage. It
can take a few tactical errors before we real-
ize that we are strongest and most creative
after a good night’s sleep and a nutritious meal. In my case, it
took becoming a mother of three before I realized how precar-
iously balanced I am before dinner. When tired and hungry,
I must remind myself that to fight fair I must take care of
myself first.
What throws you off? Depending on our physiology and

our personalities, we may need not only food, exercise, and rest,
but also time, space, and additional information. Watch what
helps youmove under stress. Is it a break, a meal, or the acknowl-
edgment by another of your situation? Your self-awareness and
care will serve everyone involved.
Often we wait till we ’re on vacation to take care of our-

selves. I suggest that we see sleep, proper nutrition, and down-
time as required components of our daily lives. As a result, we
will become more productive and need less total time to com-
plete our work. When our minds and bodies are well condi-
tioned we can follow the Taoist adage “Do without doing and
everything gets done.”

I can like my fellow
men only when I am at
my peak of vigor and
am not depressed. To
be in this condition I
must keep my body
trimmed. Any revolution
must begin here in my
body.

— CARLOS CASTANEDA
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To consider:

• When am I precariously balanced?

• What are three steps I can take to improve my self-
care habits this week?

Remembering the five parts of engaging with an opponent
— grab shield, open, engage, close, and recover — whenever
an opponent appears can both ground and empower us to

respond. Being a principled leader is a bal-
ancing act. We must weigh our own needs
with those of our community. We will need
to balance between listening and speaking,
inquiry and advocacy. We will need to
include both action and time for reflection,
and we will value both giving and receiving.
The Tibetan Shambhala tradition describes
this constant dual focus as the warrior carry-
ing insight in one hand and compassion in the
other into each battle. Both are equally nec-
essary and improve our capabilities as we

face our opponents. In the next two chapters, we will explore
techniques to sharpen our minds and then condition our hearts
so we may lead and respond in a balanced and productive man-
ner, regardless of the situation.

Becoming real is more
a process of letting go
than it is the effort of
becoming. I don’t really
have to become myself,
although at times I feel
this way. I already am
what I am. And that is
both the simplest and
the hardest thing for
me to realize.

— HUGH PRATHER


