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Prologue

THERE IS A story, perhaps a myth. Typical of mythic stories, it has many versions. Also typical, the source of the version I am about to tell is obscure. I cannot remember whether I heard it or read it, or where or when. Furthermore, I do not even know the distortions I myself have made in it. All I know for certain is that this version came to me with a title. It is called “The Rabbi’s Gift.”

The story concerns a monastery that had fallen upon hard times. Once a great order, as a result of waves of antimonastic persecution in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the rise of secularism in the nineteenth, all its branch houses were lost and it had become decimated to the extent that there were only five monks left in the decaying mother house: the abbot and four others, all over seventy in age. Clearly it was a dying order.

In the deep woods surrounding the monastery there was a little hut that a rabbi from a nearby town occasionally used for a hermitage. Through their many years of prayer and contemplation the old monks had become a bit psychic, so they could always sense when the rabbi was in his hermitage. “The rabbi is in the woods, the rabbi is in the woods again,” they would whisper to each other. As he agonized over the imminent death of his order, it occurred to the abbot at one such time to visit the hermitage and ask the rabbi if by some possible chance he could offer any advice that might save the monastery.

The rabbi welcomed the abbot at his hut. But when the abbot explained the purpose of his visit, the rabbi could only commiserate with him. “I know how it is,” he exclaimed. “The spirit has gone out of the people. It is the same in my town. Almost no one comes to the synagogue anymore.” So the old abbot and the old rabbi wept together. Then they read parts of the Torah and quietly spoke of deep things. The time came when the abbot had to leave. They embraced each other. “It has been a wonderful thing that we should meet after all these years,” the abbot said, “but I have still failed in my purpose for coming here. Is there nothing you can tell me, no piece of advice you can give me that would help me save my dying order?”

“No, I am sorry,” the rabbi responded. “I have no advice to give. The only thing I can tell you is that the Messiah is one of you.”

When the abbot returned to the monastery his fellow monks gathered around him to ask, “Well, what did the rabbi say?”

“He couldn’t help,” the abbot answered. “We just wept and read the Torah together. The only thing he did say, just as I was leaving—it was something cryptic—was that the Messiah is one of us. I don’t know what he meant.”

In the days and weeks and months that followed, the old monks pondered this and wondered whether there was any possible significance to the rabbi’s words. The Messiah is one of us? Could he possibly have meant one of us monks here at the monastery? If that’s the case, which one? Do you suppose he meant the abbot? Yes, if he meant anyone, he probably meant Father Abbot. He has been our leader for more than a generation. On the other hand, he might have meant Brother Thomas. Certainly Brother Thomas is a holy man. Everyone knows that Thomas is a man of light. Certainly he could not have meant Brother Elred! Elred gets crotchety at times. But come to think of it, even though he is a thorn in people’s sides, when you look back on it, Elred is virtually always right. Often very right. Maybe the rabbi did mean Brother Elred. But surely not Brother Phillip. Phillip is so passive, a real nobody. But then, almost mysteriously, he has a gift for somehow always being there when you need him. He just magically appears by your side. Maybe Phillip is the Messiah. Of course the rabbi didn’t mean me. He couldn’t possibly have meant me. I’m just an ordinary person. Yet supposing he did? Suppose I am the Messiah? O God, not me. I couldn’t be that much for You, could I?

As they contemplated in this manner, the old monks began to treat each other with extraordinary respect on the off chance that one among them might be the Messiah. And on the off, off chance that each monk himself might be the Messiah, they began to treat themselves with extraordinary respect.

Because the forest in which it was situated was beautiful, it so happened that people still occasionally came to visit the monastery to picnic on its tiny lawn, to wander along some of its paths, even now and then to go into the dilapidated chapel to meditate. As they did so, without even being conscious of it, they sensed this aura of extraordinary respect that now began to surround the five old monks and seemed to radiate out from them and permeate the atmosphere of the place. There was something strangely attractive, even compelling, about it. Hardly knowing why, they began to come back to the monastery more frequently to picnic, to play, to pray. They began to bring their friends to show them this special place. And their friends brought their friends.

Then it happened that some of the younger men who came to visit the monastery started to talk more and more with the old monks. After a while one asked if he could join them. Then another. And another. So within a few years the monastery had once again become a thriving order and, thanks to the rabbi’s gift, a vibrant center of light and spirituality in the realm.


Introduction

IN AND THROUGH community lies the salvation of the world.

Nothing is more important. Yet it is virtually impossible to describe community meaningfully to someone who has never experienced it—and most of us have never had an experience of true community. The problem is analogous to an attempt to describe the taste of artichokes to someone who has never eaten one.

Still, the attempt must be made. For the human race today stands at the brink of self-annihilation.

Some of the victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are described as walking blindly down the street after the blasts, dragging bundles of their own skin behind them. I’m scared for my own skin. I’m even more scared for the skin of my children. And I’m scared for your skins. I want to save my skin. I need you, and you me, for salvation. We must come into community with each other. We need each other.

Because so few have a vision of community and so many know that peacemaking must be the first priority of civilization, initially I thought this book should be entitled “Peacemaking and Community.” But that would put the cart before the horse. For I fail to see how we Americans will be able to communicate effectively with the Russians (or any peoples of other cultures) when generally we don’t even know how to communicate with the neighbors next door, much less our neighbors on the other side of the tracks. True communication, like the charity it requires, begins at home. Perhaps peacemaking should start small. I am not suggesting for a moment that we should abandon global peacemaking efforts. I am dubious, however, as to how far we can move toward global community—which is the only way to achieve international peace—until we learn the basic principles of community in our own individual lives and personal spheres of influence.

In any case, this book will start small. The first section will focus entirely upon my personal experience of community. For there I discovered its extreme importance in my own life and in the lives of thousands of my fellow humans as we struggled together to communicate without superficiality or distortion or animosity.

The second section of this work will be much more “theoretical.” It is a word I hesitate to use, because “theoretical” implies “impractical” to many. But here I will attempt to build a bridge between the basic concepts of community-making on a personal level and international, intercultural understanding. It is theoretical only because that bridge has largely been untried. But the fact that it is untried hardly means it is impractical. For the reality is that it is our traditional means of international relations that are impractical. They have been tried and are obviously and consistently to be found wanting. It is not impractical to consider seriously changing the rules of the game when the game is clearly killing you.

In the final section the theoretical becomes quite specific as I consider issues of community-making and peace as they relate to three particular institutions: the arms race (which has, indeed, become an institution), the Christian Church, and the government of the United States. Here again I will call for the rules to be changed. And here again, those who cannot think of the future in terms other than an extrapolation from the status quo will probably think: “Impractical.”1 But we must return to the reality that the status quo is murderous. If humankind is to survive, the matter of changing the rules is not optional.

Already the word “salvation” has been used several times. It tends to have two different meanings in our Western civilization, where we traditionally separate, isolate, the physical from the spiritual. Physical salvation—as in “we want to save our skins”—refers to a rescue from death. But what is spiritual salvation, particularly when we think of the spirit as immortal? Here the word takes on more the meaning of healing (as with a salve that is used to heal the skin). Spiritual healing is a process of becoming whole or holy. Most specifically, I would define it as an ongoing process of becoming increasingly conscious. Even Freud, an atheist, said that the purpose of psychotherapy—healing of the psyche—was to make the unconscious conscious. And Jung ascribed human evil to the refusal to meet the Shadow—the Shadow being those aspects of ourselves that we do not want to own or recognize and that we continually attempt to sweep under the rug of consciousness. Indeed, one of the better definitions I know of evil is that it is “militant ignorance.” But however the terms are defined, perhaps the most extraordinary result of nuclear technology is that it has brought the human race as a whole to the point at which physical and spiritual salvation are no longer separable. It is no longer possible for us to save our skins while remaining ignorant of our own motives and unconscious of our own cultures.

Issues of consciousness and unconsciousness will be touched on repeatedly in the chapters that follow. But this is inevitably a spiritual book. For we cannot save our skins without saving our souls. We cannot heal the mess we have made of the world without undergoing some kind of spiritual healing.

While inevitably a spiritual book, it is not a specifically Christian one. Andrew Marvell wrote to his “coy mistress” that he would love her “till the conversion of the Jews.” Well, we cannot wait that long. Anyone who believes that world peace won’t be established until religious and cultural differences are obliterated—until all Jews become Christians or all Christians Muslims or all Muslims Hindus—is thereby contributing to the problem rather than the solution. There simply isn’t time for that. Even if there were—even if “one world” meant a melting pot in which everything comes out a bland mush instead of a salad of varied ingredients and textures—I’m not sure that outcome would be palatable. The solution lies in the opposite direction: in learning how to appreciate—yea, celebrate—individual cultural and religious differences and how to live with reconciliation in a pluralistic world.

After visiting the United Nations Meditation Room, which is unfinished so that offense is given to none of the world’s great religions, Marya Mannes wrote: “It seemed to me standing there that the nothingness was so oppressive and disturbing that it became a sort of madness and the room a sort of padded cell. It seemed to me that the core of our greatest contemporary trouble lay here, that all this whiteness and shapelessness and weakness was the leukemia of noncommitment sapping our strength. We have found, finally, that only nothing could please all. . . . The terrifying thing about this room was that it made no statement whatever.”2

I must write, therefore, out of the particularity of my culture as a citizen of the United States and my faith as a Christian. Should some take offense at this, I ask them to remember that it is their responsibility to embrace my particularity, my uniqueness, just as it is my responsibility to embrace theirs. And that community, which includes all faiths and all cultures without obliterating them, is the cure for “the core of our greatest contemporary trouble.”

Actually, in these pages I am highly critical of many aspects of both my country and my Church, and that may offend still others. They may think that I am not a “true Christian” or a “true American.” But I ask you to remember two things. One is that I focus more upon the sins of the United States and the Christian Church than upon those of Russia or Islam, for example, because as they wisely teach in Alcoholics Anonymous, “the only person you change is yourself.” The other is that I love my country and my Church so much that I expect much from them. The potential of each is glorious. I hope to see them significantly live up to their potential and promises.

Those promises have to do with community—with people living together in both freedom and love. “Freedom” and “love” are simple words. They are not simple actions. True freedom means something much more and different from a “me first” kind of individualism. Genuine love consistently requires some very hard decisions. Community neither comes naturally nor is it purchased cheaply. Demanding rules must both be learned and followed. But there are rules! Quite clear ones. Saving ones. They are not obscure. The purpose of this book is to teach these rules and encourage you to follow them. The hope of the book is that we will learn them first in our personal lives, then apply them universally. For that is how the world will be saved.

Scott Peck

Bliss Road

New Preston, Connecticut

06777 



1Richard Bolles, author of What Color Is Your Parachute?, has succinctly addressed this issue in relation to the arms race in his booklet The Land of Seven Tomorrows (Ten Speed Press, P.O. Box 7123, Berkeley, CA 94707; $1.00, which is the cost to Bolles). He defines the arms race as solvable only by “new brain thinking” as opposed to “old brain thinking.” Old brain thinking is characterized by the limited capacity to contemplate only those innovations that might logically evolve out of the current system. The old brain seems incapable of considering a radical change in the system itself—that is, the possibility of operating under a different set of rules.

2Marya Mannes, “Meditations in an Empty Room.” The Reporter (February 23, 1956), p. 40.


CHAPTER I

Stumbling into Community

COMMUNITY IS CURRENTLY rare.

Certain words become distorted over time. When people ask me to define myself politically, I tell them that I am a radical conservative. Unless it is Thursday, when I say I am a radical moderate. The word “radical” comes from the Latin radix, meaning “root”—the same word from which we get “radish.” The proper radical is one who tries to get to the root of things, not to be distracted by superficials, to see the woods for the trees. It is good to be a radical. Anyone who thinks deeply will be one. In the dictionary the closest synonym to “radical” is “fundamentalist.” Which only makes sense. Someone who gets down to the root of things is someone who gets down to the fundamentals. Yet in our North American culture these words have come to have opposite meanings, as if a radical were necessarily some left-wing, bomb-throwing anarchist and a fundamentalist automatically some right-wing primitive thinker.

“Community” is another such word. We tend to speak of our hometowns as communities. Or of the churches in our towns as communities. Our hometowns may well be geographical collections of human beings with tax and political structures in common, but precious little else relates them to each other. Towns are not, in any meaningful sense of the word, communities. And sight unseen, on the basis of my experience with many Christian churches in this country, I can be fairly confident that each of the churches in your hometown is not likely to be much of a community either.

While on one hand we bandy about the word “community” in such a shallow, meaningless way, many of us simultaneously long for the “good old days” when frontier neighbors gathered together to build one another’s barns. We mourn the loss of community. I am not enough of a historian to know whether back then our forefathers did indeed enjoy the fruits of genuine community more than we do today or whether we are simply yearning for an imaginary “golden age” that never existed. Still, I know of some hints that indicate we humans may once have known more of community than we currently experience.

One such cue is contained in a sermon preached by John Winthrop, the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, in 1630. Speaking to his fellow colonists shortly before they set foot on land, he urged, “We must delight in each other, make others’ conditions our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always having before our eyes our community as members of the same body.”1

Two hundred years later the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville traveled through our young United States, and in 1835 he published what is still considered the classical work on the American character. In his Democracy in America he described those “habits of the heart,” or mores, that gave citizens of the United States a unique new culture.2 The one characteristic that impressed him most was our individualism. De Tocqueville admired this character trait immensely. He very clearly warned, however, that unless our individualism was continually and strongly balanced by other habits, it would inevitably lead to fragmentation of American society and social isolation of its citizens.

Very recently—another hundred and fifty years later—the highly respected sociologist Robert Bellah and his colleagues wrote a most striking follow-up, Habits of the Heart.3 In this work the authors compellingly argue that our individualism has not remained balanced, that De Tocqueville’s direst predictions have come true, and that isolation and fragmentation have become the order of the day.

I personally know of this isolation and fragmentation. From the age of five until I left home at twenty-three I lived with my parents in an apartment building in New York City. There were two apartments to a floor, separated by a small foyer and elevator. As there were eleven stories above the first, this building was the compact home for twenty-two families. I knew the last name of the family across the foyer. I never knew the first names of their children. I stepped foot in their apartment once in those seventeen years. I knew the last names of two other families in the building; I could not even address the remaining eighteen. I did address most of the elevatormen and doormen by their first names; I never knew any of their last names.

More subtly yet devastatingly, the strange geographical isolation and fragmentation of the society of that building was reflected in a kind of emotional isolation and fragmentation within my own family. For the most part I feel blessed by my childhood home. It was both very stable and comfortable. Each of my parents was responsible and caring. There was plenty of warmth, affection, laughter, and celebration. The only problem was that certain emotions were unacceptable.

My parents had no difficulty being angry. On relatively infrequent occasions my mother would become sad enough to cry quietly and briefly—an emotionality that seemed to me then uniquely feminine. Never once in all my years of growing up did I ever hear either of my parents say that they were anxious or worried or scared or depressed or anything to indicate that they felt other than on top of things and in total control of their lives. They were good American “rugged individualists,” and they very clearly wanted me to be one also. The problem was that I was not free to be me. Secure though it was, my home was not a place where it was safe for me to be anxious, afraid, depressed, or dependent—to be myself.

I had high blood pressure by my mid-teens. I was indeed “hypertense.” Whenever I was anxious I became anxious about being anxious. Whenever I felt depressed I got more depressed over being depressed. Not until after I had entered psychoanalysis at the age of thirty did I come to realize on an emotional level that, for me, anxiety and depression were acceptable feelings. Only through this therapy was I able to understand that I was in certain ways a dependent person who was in need of emotional as well as physical support. My blood pressure began to come down. But full healing is a lengthy journey. At fifty I am still completing the process of learning how to ask for help, how not to be afraid to appear weak when I am weak, how to allow myself to be dependent and unselfreliant when appropriate.

It was not just my blood pressure that was affected. Even though I yearned for intimacy, I had major difficulties being intimate, which was hardly surprising. Had someone asked my parents whether they had friends, they would have replied, “Do we have friends? Good gracious, yes. Why, we get over a thousand Christmas cards every Christmas!” On one level that answer would have been quite correct. They led a most active social life and were widely and deservedly respected—even loved. Yet in the deepest definition of the word, I am not sure they had any friends at all. Friendly acquaintances by the droves, yes, but no truly intimate friends. Nor would they have wanted any. They neither desired nor trusted intimacy. Moreover, as far as I can see, in an age of rugged individualism they were quite typical of their time and culture.

But I was left with a nameless longing. I dreamed that somewhere there would be a girl, a woman, a mate with whom I could be totally honest and open, and have a relationship in which the whole of me would be acceptable. That was romantic enough. But what seemed impossibly romantic was an inchoate longing for a society in which honesty and openness would prevail. I had no reason to believe that such a society existed—or ever had existed or ever could exist—until accidentally (or by grace) I began to stumble into varieties of real community.

FRIENDS SEMINARY, 1952–54

At the age of fifteen, much to my parents’ dismay, I adamantly refused during my spring vacation to return to Phillips Exeter Academy, the New England boarding school that I had been unhappily attending for the preceding years. Exeter at the time was perhaps the nation’s leading training school for rugged individualism. The administration and teachers quietly prided themselves on not coddling their students. “The race belongs to the swift,” they might have said, “and if you can’t cut the mustard, it’s too bad.” Occasionally something of a relationship might develop between a student and a faculty member, but such unusual instances were not encouraged. As inmates will in a prison, the students had their own society, with norms that were often as vicious. The pressures for social conformity were immense. At any given time at least half the student body occupied the status of outcasts. During my first two years there virtually all my energy was unsuccessfully expended in attempting to compete for a position as part of the “in” group.

In my third year I got “in.” And as soon as I was in, I realized I didn’t want to be there either. On my way to becoming a well-trained WASP, I dimly had the wisdom to know that I would soon suffocate in the exclusive air of that culture. It was not the thing to do at that time and place, but it was a matter of breathing for me: I dropped out.

In the fall of 1952 I began to repeat the eleventh grade at Friends Seminary, a little Quaker school on the edge of Greenwich Village in New York City. Neither my parents nor I can now remember how this fortuitous choice was made. In any case, Friends was the opposite of Exeter: it was a day school, whereas Exeter was a boarding school; it was small, whereas Exeter was large; it encompassed thirteen grades, from kindergarten up, whereas Exeter had four; it was coeducational, whereas Exeter was all male at the time; it was “liberal,” whereas Exeter was purely traditional; and it had something of a sense of community, whereas Exeter had none. I felt I had come home.

Adolescence is, among other things, a strange blend of heightened consciousness and dramatic unconsciousness. During my two years at Friends Seminary I was surprisingly unconscious of the wonderfulness of that time and place. Within a week I felt immensely comfortable there but never gave a thought as to why. I began to thrive—intellectually, sexually, physically, psychologically, spiritually. But this thriving was no more conscious than that of a parched, drooping plant responding to the gift of rain. For the eleventh-grade compulsory American History course at Exeter, each student was expected to produce a ten-page, neatly typed original research paper by the end of the year, complete with footnotes and bibliography. I can remember what an impossible task it had seemed to me, a dreaded hurdle too high for my fifteen-year-old legs. The next year at Friends, repeating the eleventh grade at age sixteen, I encountered another mandatory American History course. For that course I effortlessly produced four forty-page papers, each neatly typed, with abundant footnotes and bibliographies. Within a mere nine months a dreaded hurdle had become an enjoyable form of study. I was glad of the difference, of course, but hardly aware of the almost miraculous nature of the change.

While at Friends, I awoke each morning eager for the day ahead. The fact that at Exeter I could barely crawl out of bed rapidly receded into the dimmer recesses of memory. I simply accepted my newfound lot in life as the natural course of things. I am afraid I took Friends for granted, never stopping to analyze my good fortune. It is only now in retrospect—more than thirty years later—that I am sufficiently aware to make that analysis. I wish I could remember more. I wish I had taken note at the time of sociological details, now forever lost, which might have helped to explain why or how Friends was gifted with such a unique culture. But I did not. I cannot tell you the whys and wherefores. But I can remember enough to tell you that it was indeed unique.

Despite the hardness of the wooden benches in the Quaker meetinghouse, which was an integral part of the school, I remember that all the boundaries between people were soft. We did not call our teachers by their first names, nor did we “socialize” with them. It was Miss Ehlers, Doctor Hunter. But they gently teased us, and we students gently, but gleefully, teased them in return. I was never afraid of them. In fact, most of them were able to laugh at themselves.

There were perhaps twenty in my class. A few of us boys wore ties; most did not. There was no dress code. (Strangely, I cannot remember any codes—possibly there were some—yet no one ever seemed to get in trouble.) We were twenty differently dressed adolescents—boys and girls—from every borough of New York City and from utterly different backgrounds. We were Jewish, agnostic, Catholic, Protestant. I remember no Muslims, but had there been, it would have made no difference. Our parents were physicians and lawyers, engineers and laborers, artists and editors. Some had splendid apartments; others lived in tiny, cramped walk-ups. This is what I remember most: how different we all were.

Some of us had A averages and some C–. Some of us were obviously brighter than others, prettier, handsomer, more physically mature, more sophisticated. But there were no cliques. There were no outcasts. Everyone was respected. There were parties on most weekends, but no one ever drew up a list of whom to invite and whom not to invite; it was assumed that everyone was welcome. Some hardly ever came to the parties, but that was because they lived far away or worked or had something better to do. Some of us dated; some did not. Some of us were closer than others, but no one was ever excluded. Subjectively, my profoundest memory is a nonmemory: I can never remember wanting or trying to be anyone other than myself. No one else seemed to want me to be different or want to be other than herself or himself. Perhaps for the first time in my life I was utterly free to be me.

I was also, unconsciously, part of a paradox that will pervade these pages. Friends Seminary created an atmosphere in which individualism flourished. Yet, regardless of our individual backgrounds or religious persuasion, we were in truth all “Friends.” I remember no divisiveness; I remember much cohesiveness. Some Quakers in a quaint way will refer to themselves as being “of the persuasion of Friends.” Except for a very occasional and brief silent meeting, Quaker principles were not even taught, much less crammed down our throats. It is a rather safe guess to conclude, however, that its identity as a Quaker school profoundly contributed to its extraordinary atmosphere, although I have no idea how this came about. Certainly we students—individuals all—were unconsciously infected with a “friendly persuasion.”

So there was individualism in all its glory, but there was absolutely nothing “rugged” about it. The word “soft” comes to me again. The competition associated with ruggedness was totally absent. Even our own cohesiveness as a class was soft. There was no interclass rivalry. One final detail returns to mind about parties. A number of us dated people in the class above us or below us, as well as graduates or people from other schools. They were all included in our parties, as were, not infrequently, older or younger siblings. The strange thing is that, utterly unlike my previous mind-set, I cannot remember looking down on anyone who was younger or up to anyone older.

Even allowing for the distortion of memory, these were indeed golden years. Yet if I said everything was perfect, it would be a lie. Although wonderfully softened, all the usual adolescent insecurities still plagued me. My blossoming sexuality sometimes caused me agonizing confusion. One teacher, although lovable, was blatantly alcoholic. Another, although brilliant, was blatantly unlovable. And I could go on. But even though it was unconscious, even though it was muted by many factors, even though I had no idea what to make of it at the time, one thing is clear in retrospect: during those two years I experienced my first real taste of community. It was a taste I would not have again for another dozen years.

CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 1967

Midway through my three years of psychiatry training at the army’s Letterman General Hospital in San Francisco, a senior career army psychiatrist, Mac Badgely, joined the faculty. His coming was preceded by rumors. Most indicated that he was incompetent, insane, or both. But one faculty member I highly respected described Mac as “the greatest genius in the army.” I have previously recounted the difficulty I had coming to terms with this handsome man and remarkable teacher.4 The fact that I was in analysis at the time—among other things because of an “authority problem”—helped me with this difficulty. In any case, by early autumn 1966 Mac had become for me a true mentor.

In December of that year Mac offered to run three marathon groups for those thirty-six of us on the staff—one in February, one in March, and one in April. Mac, we knew, had spent some time at the Tavistock Institute in England, where the theories of the British psychiatrist Wilfred Bion about the behavior of groups were taught and promoted. These groups, Mac announced, would be led according to “the Tavistock Model.” Each would be limited to twelve participants. It was all voluntary. Until that time my training and experience in group therapy had been mediocre at best. But I had come to esteem Mac so much that I was eager to participate in anything with which he was involved. Consequently I was one of the twelve who signed up for the first available “group experience” in February. Twelve others volunteered for either the March or April group. Theirs was eventually held in April. The other eligible twelve decided to turn down the opportunity.

We first twelve—all relatively young male psychiatrists, psychologists, or social workers—began our weekend meeting with Mac at eight-thirty on a Friday evening in February in an empty barracks at an air base in nearby Marin County. Each of us had worked all day and was already tired to begin with. We were told that the group would end early Sunday afternoon. It was not specified how much we would sleep, if at all. Nor was it specified what we would do. Yet three incidents occurred in the course of that weekend which made an indelible impression upon my very life. The first was the most profound mystical experience I have ever had.

Seated next to me in the group was a drafted young faculty psychiatrist from Iowa, who quickly made no bones about the fact that he disliked my East Coast mannerisms and “effete” clothes. I countered that I wasn’t particularly keen either about his Midwestern boorishness and the big smelly cigars he smoked. About two o’clock Saturday morning this man fell asleep and began to snore loudly. At first it seemed a bit funny, but within a few minutes his guttural noises were repulsive to me. He was totally interfering with my concentration. Why couldn’t he stay awake like the rest of us, I wondered. If he had wanted to volunteer for this experience, you’d think he’d at least have the grace and discipline not to fall asleep and disturb our work with his ugly snores. Wave upon wave of fury built up in me. The waves intensified as I looked at the ashtray next to him with its four stale-smelling dead cigars, their chewed ends still wet with his saliva. My hatred became pure white hot, utterly unforgiving and righteous.

But then a most odd thing happened. Just as I was looking at him with such disgust, he turned into me. Or did I turn into him? In any case, I suddenly saw myself sitting in his chair, my head rolling back, the snores coming out of my mouth. Sensing my own fatigue, I realized with equal suddenness that he was the sleeping part of me and I the waking part of him. He was doing my sleeping for me, and I was doing his waking for him. And I was overcome with love for him. The waves of fury, disgust, and hatred turned instantly into waves of affection and caring. And stayed that way. Within a few seconds he looked to me like his old self again, but it was never again the same. My affection for him continued after he awoke. Although we never became the very closest of friends, we deeply enjoyed playing tennis together the next six months until I was reassigned.

I do not know what creates a mystical experience. I know that fatigue can loosen “ego boundaries.” I also know that I am now able to do voluntarily what happened to me then involuntarily: to see, whenever I remember to choose to do so, that all my enemies are my relatives and that all of us play roles for each other in the order of things. Perhaps I have not had so dramatic a mystical experience since because I no longer need one. But I needed that one eighteen years ago. There is no other way I could have loved the psychiatrist from Iowa. I had to be hit figuratively over the head with something, had to have my egocentric barriers broken by some force the like of which I could never have dreamed up by myself.

I told the others in the group of my mystical experience. Thereafter there was much hilarity and good fellowship. Exhausted by five in the morning, we broke for a very brief two hours of sleep. Around nine o’clock Saturday morning, however, the spirit seemed to go out of our group. I felt mildly depressed at the loss. During a lunch break at noon I confided my feelings to the two other members with whom I was eating. That was when the second memorable incident began.

“I don’t see why you feel that way,” each responded. “The group is going wonderfully, and we’re having a marvelous time, even if you aren’t.”

I was disturbed by the discrepancy in our perceptions, so when the group reconvened at one o’clock Saturday afternoon, I spoke of it. One by one almost all of the other group members spoke of their delight in the group and the experience we were having. I was clearly the odd man out. I became more depressed as the group wondered what was wrong with me that I wasn’t having the same wonderful time they were. They all knew that I was in psychotherapy at the time and inquired whether I might not be having some problem with my analyst which I was inappropriately bringing into the group.

It was now two o’clock in the afternoon. The only person who had not spoken during the preceding hour other than Mac, our leader, was Richard, a rather distant, reserved, and detached individual. “Perhaps Scotty is the voice of the group’s depression,” Richard commented in his unemotional way.

The group members immediately turned on Richard. “What a weird statement,” they proclaimed. “It doesn’t make any sense. How could someone be a voice of the group’s depression? What a peculiar thing to say. The group isn’t depressed.”

Then they turned back on me. “Obviously you’ve got a significant problem, Scotty,” they told me in one way or another, “—in fact, a very major problem. Certainly not a problem a short-term group like this could deal with. Obviously you should talk about it with your analyst at the first possible opportunity. It’s really a matter for your therapy, and you shouldn’t have brought it in here and contaminated our group work with it. Probably you are so sick you really aren’t ready for a group experience like this. Maybe the best thing for you and for the rest of us would be for you to pull out of the group right now. Even though it’s Saturday afternoon, maybe your analyst would be willing to see you on an emergency basis this evening.”

It was now three o’clock. Feeling more and more depressed—and, indeed, very much a pariah—I was on the point of offering to leave the group so as not to weigh it down with what seemed to be my psychopathology. But then Mac, the leader, spoke for the first time that day. “An hour ago Richard suggested that maybe Scotty was the voice of the group’s depression,” he said, “and you as a group chose to ignore that suggestion. Perhaps you were right in doing so. Perhaps you are correct in believing that Scotty’s depression has nothing to do with the rest of us. But I would like to make one observation. Up until five o’clock this morning, when we broke for a nap, there was a great deal of laughter. If anything, the mood was one of hilarity. As you know, I haven’t said anything since then, but I have been watching you, and I want to let you know that no one in this group has laughed since nine o’clock this morning. In fact, no one in the group has even smiled for the last six hours.”

The group sat in stunned silence for several minutes. Then a member said, “I miss my wife.”

“I miss my kids too,” another added.

“The food here stinks,” said a third.

“I don’t know why we had to come all the way out here to this stupid air base for this stupid thing,” added yet another, “when we could have saved time if we did it back at the Presidio, and we could have gone home to sleep.”

“And your leadership has been lousy, Mac,” chimed in yet another. “As you yourself acknowledged, you haven’t said a word for six hours. You should have given us more leadership.”

After everyone had expressed his feelings of anger, frustration, and resentment—the elements of depression—mirth and the spirit of joy returned to the group. I, of course, basked in the transformation of my status from pariah to prophet. Prophets are almost invariably the bearers of bad news. They proclaim that something is wrong with their society, as I had done in our little society. But people don’t like to hear bad news about themselves, which is why prophets are so often stoned or otherwise scapegoated. This experience of being scapegoated as a minor prophet was so condensed, so clear and personal, as to be of great benefit to me. For ever since that time when I have been out of step in some way, I have never been totally certain I was wrong. And whenever I have been a member of a vigorous majority, I have never been able to be complacently certain I was right.

The third particularly memorable incident of that pregnant weekend was as gentle as the preceding one was potentially vicious.5 After the group had ceased scapegoating and had dealt with its depression, it enjoyed Saturday evening suffused with quiet calm and lighthearted affection. We decided we had earned a reasonable night’s sleep. We stopped at ten and agreed to resume at six Sunday morning. Our good spirits prevailed as we greeted the California dawn together. Within an hour, however, a note of discord began to be subtly struck. Members started sniping at each other for no obvious reason. Only by this time we had become rather facile at being conscious of ourselves as a group organism and thereby able to contemplate our own health as a body. So it was not long before one of us remarked, “Hey, guys, we seem to have blown it. We’ve lost the spirit. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know about anyone else,” another responded, “but I have been feeling irritated. I’m not sure what it’s about. It just seems to me we’ve been going off into left field with a lot of airy-fairy talk about human destiny and spiritual growth.”

Several members nodded their heads in vigorous agreement.

“What’s so airy-fairy about human destiny and spiritual growth?” countered another. “It seems to me they’re only crucial. That’s where the action is. It’s what life is all about. It’s basic, for God’s sake.”

Several others of us now nodded in equally vigorous agreement.

“When you say ‘for God’s sake,’ you put your finger right on the problem, as far as I’m concerned,” said one of the earlier head-nodders. “I don’t happen to believe in God. That’s why you guys are out in left field. You’re spouting off about God and destiny and spirit as if those things are real. None of them can be proved. They’re ephemeral and leave me cold. What I’m interested in is the here and now of earning a living, my kid’s measles, my wife getting overweight, how to cure schizophrenia, and whether or not I’m going to be assigned to Vietnam next year.”

“One could say that we seem to be divided into two camps,” another member mildly interjected.

Suddenly the whole group erupted into laughter at the mildness of his interpretation. “You might say that—yes, indeed, you just might,” exclaimed one, slapping his thigh. “Just possibly seems that way,” another said, guffawing.

So, rather gleefully, we set to work to elucidate further the division between us. It was equal. The camp I belonged to identified the other six as marching under the Sears, Roebuck banner. They, the materialists, in turn identified us as marching under the banner of the Holy Grail. Hence we came to be known as the Grailers. Mac refused to be sucked in as a tie-splitter.

Being efficient—having become what Mac said Bion called a “working group”—we quickly recognized that in the limited time left to us the Sears, Roebuckers would not be able to help us Grailers come to our senses and stop chasing after some spiritual will-o’-the-wisp. Similarly, we Grailers accepted the reality that we would be unable in the few remaining hours to convert the Sears, Roebuckers from their crass materialism. So we agreed to disagree, set our differences aside, and successfully got on with our work.

Which was the work of ending. We dealt with our impending demise as a group organism in a manner that was neither purely materialistic on the one hand nor blatantly spiritual on the other: we resorted to myth. Sad and happy at the same time, each member throwing in a new detail, we wove a myth of ourselves as a giant pregnant sea turtle that had come onto a beach to lay its eggs only to lumber back into the ocean to die. How many, if any, of our primitive eggs were to survive was left up to fate.

The resolution of the friction between the Sears, Roebuckers and the Grailers was my first experience with group-conflict resolution. I had not known before that it was possible for a group of people to acknowledge their differences, set them aside, and still love each other. What would have happened to those differences had we been able to work together for a longer time I do not know. But for that brief period of time I witnessed human beings both celebrating their differences and transcending them.

Those are the three incidents I particularly remember about that extraordinary marathon group that Mac Badgely led in February 1967. But what I remember even more clearly—what was even more important and potent for me—was not an incident. It was the feeling of joy.

Genuine communities vary extremely in their intensity. Friends Seminary was a relatively unintense community. There were separations between us students and faculty. We all lived in various parts of the city and were involved elsewhere dealing with our families and other friends. Most of the time, even when we were together, we were concentrating on academics and not on our relationships. When I was at Friends, as I have said, I awoke each morning with eagerness. It was a feeling somewhat akin to joy but so much more muted; the more accurate way of putting it would be to say simply that I was remarkably happy during those years.

Mac Badgely’s group, on the other hand, was extremely intense. Brief, but intense. During the forty-two hours we thirteen spent together we were focusing on our interrelationships 75 percent of the time. There were major periods of depression, resentment, irritation, and even boredom during the experience. But these were interspersed with joy. The sort of happiness I experienced at Friends was condensed tenfold into a distillate no longer definable by the simple term “happiness” but only expressable by “joy.”

I had felt joy of equal intensity before, but this was the first time I had ever known it with such frequency and constancy. Since it was a first experience for me, I was not at the time able to name it any further. But now I know it was the joy of community. Now I also know that, like lesser kinds of happiness, the joy of community is a by-product. Simply seek happiness, and you are not likely to find it. Seek to create and love without regard to your happiness, and you will likely be happy much of the time. Seeking joy in and of itself will not bring it to you. Do the work of creating community, and you will obtain it—although never exactly according to your schedule. Joy is an uncapturable yet utterly predictable side effect of genuine community.

There is an epilogue. All twelve of us in Mac Badgely’s group agreed that the weekend was gloriously successful. On the other hand, from the reports I heard, the second marathon group that Mac led, in April, was a dismal failure. It was apparently a weekend of unresolved conflict and unceasing anger. I remain to this day curious as to the difference. The scientist in me picks up on the one variable of which I am aware: we in the first group were apparently sufficiently eager for the experience to elect the first possible date; those in the second group were apparently sufficiently ambivalent to opt for a later one. I would hypothesize that the eagerness—and perhaps openness—of our group accounted in significant part for its success. Other facts were involved. To my mind it is highly unlikely that we ever would have been able to achieve and briefly maintain community were it not for Mac’s loving and highly disciplined—even brilliant—leadership and the Tavistock Model (about which more will be said in Chapter VI) that he employed. Nevertheless, it seems clear that his leadership and use of the Tavistock Model alone were not sufficient to ensure the creation of community by just any group.

OKINAWA, 1968–69

My next experience of community was of still a third kind.6 It was as unintense as a community can be and still be a community. It again included another dozen males, but in this instance we met together on the average of no more than one hour a week for a year. A happy, fortuitous experience, it brought echoes of joy in its hilarity. And there were other connections between it and the much more intense community experience in Mac Badgely’s group. The connection I want to focus on is the one of myth. Mythmaking seems to be a frequent characteristic of true community. And the “Tech Group” on Okinawa created the most elaborately beautiful myth it has ever been my joy to witness.

From the autumn of 1967 until the summer of 1970 I was responsible for virtually all psychiatric services provided to the hundred thousand or more military personnel and their families who were stationed on Okinawa. The largest part of our work was with outpatients. The department was seriously understaffed. Consequently I had to make maximum use of the young enlisted men assigned to our outpatient clinic. I learned that with a little training many of these young men, ranging in age from nineteen to twenty-five, were able to be remarkably effective psychotherapists.

The army job title (military occupational specialty or MOS) of these young men was “psychological technician.” We came to call them simply “techs.” They almost all arrived at this position through the same particular set of circumstances. At that time, as the Vietnam War was increasingly escalating, the draft was active. Service for students in college could be deferred until the end of their college education as long as they maintained a certain grade-point average. If a student failed to maintain that academic average, he had three choices. One was to flee to Canada. A second was to wait around helplessly until the draft struck, whereupon he would be assigned to whatever job the army decided on—including that of foot soldier. The third, and perhaps the smartest choice at that point, was to beat the draft by voluntarily enlisting. As an enlistee the student was allowed to choose an available job classification—one that somewhat suited his interests—and usually one unlikely to end up with him in combat in Vietnam. The latter was the route that almost all the techs had followed and that had placed them on Okinawa.

So they were smart and mature enough to have entered college, and they were sufficiently interested (though often only vaguely) in psychology to have chosen the job of psychological technician. From there they had gone through basic training and an additional two-month period of training in psychology before being assigned to Okinawa. Gradually I came to realize that they had two more things in common. One was a sense of helplessness over their condition. They had indeed been able to make some choices, but they were still choices that had been dictated to them by the mechanics of the draft and a war they did not believe in. The other was that they had all failed. Specifically, they had failed to maintain the grades in college required to make them draft-deferred. In no case, however, was this because of a lack of intelligence. For some it was because they had partied too much. Others had lost themselves in dating or drugs. Still others, for whatever reason, had simply been too apathetic to study enough. In any case, they had all failed, and this
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