Excerpts from The Different Drum by Scott Peck of recognizing and handling one’s own defensive tendencies[image: Text, letter

Description automatically generated][image: A page of a book

Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: Text

Description automatically generated][image: A page of a book

Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: A page of a book

Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: A page of a book

Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: A page of a book

Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: A page of a book

Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: A page of a book

Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: Text, letter

Description automatically generated]
image7.png
100 The Different Drum

have to give up everything?” a group member once wailed
during this stage.

“No,” I replied, “just everything that stands in your way.”

Such sacrifice hurts because it s a kind of death, the kind of
death that is necessary for rebirth. But even when we realize
this intellectually, such dying is sill a fearsome adventure into
the unknown. And many group members during the stage of
emptiness often seem almost paralyzed between fear and hope,
because they will incorrectly think and feel about emptiness
not in terms of rebirth but in terms of *nothingness” or anni-
hilation.

The terror that may be involved was never more dramati-
aally illustrated than in Martin's “rebirth.” Martin wasa slightly
hard and depressed-appearing sixty-year-old man whose
“workaholism” had made him extremely successful, even fa-
mous. During the stage of emptiness in a workshop he and his
wife attended, and when the group was still attempting t deal
with emptiness on the level of an intellectual concept, Martin
suddenly began to tremble and shake. For a brief moment I
thought he might be having a scizure. But then, almost as if he
were in a trance, he began to moan, “I'm scared. I don't know
what's happening to me. All this talk about emptiness. I don't
know what it means. I fecl I'm going to die. I'm terrified.”

Several of us gathered around Martin, holding him for com-
fort, still uncertain whether he was in a physical or emotional
crisis.

“It feels like dying,” Martin continued to moan. “Emptiness.
1 don't know what emptiness is. All my life ve done things.
You mean I don't have to do anything? I'm scared.”

Martin'’s wife took his hand. “No, you don't have to do any-
thing, Martin,” she said.

“But I've always done things,” Martin continued. “I don't
know what it's like not to do anything. Emptiness. Is that what
Giving up doing things? Could I really not do

anything?
“Its all right to do nothing, Martin,” his wife responded.
Martin stopped shaking. We held him for about five min-
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utes. Then he let us know that his fear of emptiness, his terror
of dying, had subsided. And within an hour his face began to
radiate a soft serenity. He knew that he had been broken and
had survived. He also knew that through his brokenness he
had somehow helped the whole group toward community.

Because the stage of emptiness can be so painful, there are
two questions I am routinely asked with agony. One is, “Isn't
there any way into community except through emptiness?” My
answer is “No.” The other question is, “Isn’t there any way into
community except through the sharing of brokenness?” Again
my answer is “No.”

‘As a group moves into emptiness, a few of its members
begin to share their own brokenness—their defeats, failures,
doubs, fears, inadequacies, and sins. They begin to stop act-
ing as if they “had it all together” as they reflect on those things
they need to empty themselves of. But the other members
generally do not lisien o them very attentively. Either they
Tevert to attempts o heal or convert the broken members or
else they ignore them by quickly changing the topic. Conse-
quently those who have made themselves vulnerable tend to
retreat quickly into their shells. It is not easy 1o confess your
weakness when others are apt o try immediately to change
you or else behave as if you haven't said anything worth lis-
tening to.

Sometimes the group by itself will soon come to recognize
that it is blocking expressions of pain and suffering—that in
order to truly listen they have to truly empty themselves, even
of their distaste for “bad news.” If they don't it becomes nec-
essary for me to point out (o its members that they are dis-
couraging the sharing of brokenness. Some groups will then
immediately correct their callousness. But other groups to-
ward the end of the stage of emptiness will wage their final
last-ditch struggle against community. Typically, there will be
a spokesman a#ho will say, “Look, 1 have my own burdens at
home. There's no need to pay good money and spend a whole
weekend just to take on more burdens. I'm all for this com-
munity business, but I don't see why we have to focus so much





image9.png
102 The Diferent Drum

on negative things all the time. Why can't we talk about the
good things, the things we have in common, our successes
instead of our failures? Id like this to be a joyful experience.
What's the point of community if it can't be joyful?”

Basically this final resistance is an attempt to fiee back into
pseudocommunity. But here the issue at stake is no longer
over whether individual differences will be denied. The group
has moved 0o far for that. Instead the struggle is over whole-
ness, Itis over whether the group will choose to embrace not
only the light of life but also life’s darkness. True community
is joyful, but it is also realistic. Sorrow and joy must be seen in
their proper proportions.

1 have spoken of the stage of emptiness largely as if it were
something that occurs solely within the minds and souls of the
individuals who compose a group. But community is always
something more than the sum total of the individuals present.
Pseudocommunity, chaos, and emptiness are not so much
individual stages as group stages. The transformation of a
group from a_collection of individuals into genuine
community requires lttle deaths in many of those individuals.
But itis also a process of group death, group dying. During
the stage of emptiness my own gut feeling is often not so
much the pain of watching individuals here and there
undergoing little deaths and rebirths as it is the pain of
witnessing @ group in its death throes. The whole group
seems to writhe and moan in its travail. Individuals will
sometimes speak for the group. “Is like we're dying. The
group is in agony. Can't you help us? I didn't know we'd have
0 die to become a community.”

gentle while for others agonizing and protracted, so it s for
the emotional surrender of groups. Whether sudden or grad-
ual, however, all the groups in my experience have eventually
succeeded in completing, accomplishing, this death. They have
all made it through emptiness, through the time of sacrifice,
into community. This is an extraordinary testament o the
human spirit. What it means is that given the right circum-
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stances and knowledge of the rules, on a certain but very real
level we human beings are able to die for each other.
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“There are only two ways out of chaos,” I will explain to a
group after it has spent a sufficient period of time squabbling
and getting nowhere. “One is into organization—but organi-
zation is never community. The only other way is into and
through emptiness.”

More often than not the group will simply ignore me and go
on squabbling. Then after another while I will say, “I sug-
gested to you that the only way from chaos to community is
into and through emptiness. But apparently you were not ter-
ribly interested in my suggestion.” More squabbling, but fi-
nally a member will ask with a note of annoyance, “Well, what
is this emptiness stuff anyway?”

It is no accident that groups are not generally eager to pick
up on my suggestion of emptiness. The fact that “emptiness”




image2.png
Stages of Community-Making 9%

is a mystical sort of word and concept is not the deterrent.
People are smart, and often in the dimmer recesses of their
consciousness they know more than they want to know. As
soon as I mention “emptiness,” they have a presentiment of
what s to come. And they are in no hurry to accept

Emptiness is the hard part. It s also the most crucial stage of
community development. It s the bridge between chaos and
community.

When the members of a group finally ask me to explain
what I mean by emptiness, I tell them simply that they need to
empty themselves of barriers to communication. And I am
able to use their behavior during chaos o point out to them
specific things—feelings, assumptions, ideas, and motives—
that have so filled their minds as to make them impervious as
billiard balls. The process of EmpEng themselves of these
barriers is the key to the transition from “rugged” to “soft”
individualism. The most common (and interrelated) barriers
10 communication that people need to empty themselves of
before they can enter genuine community are:

Expectations and Preconceptions. - Community-building is an
adventure, a going into the unknown. People are routinely
terrified of the emptiness of the unknown. Consequently they
il their minds with generally false expectations of what the
experience will be like. In fact, we humans seldom go into any
situation withoutpreconceptions. We then try to make the
experience conform to our expectations. Occasionally this is
useful behavior, but usually (and always in regard to commu-
nity-building) it is destructive. Until such time as we can empty
ourselves of expectations and stop trying to fit others and our
relationships with them into a preconceived mold we cannot
really lsten, hear, or experience. “Life is what happens when
you've planned something else,” someone once wisely put t.
But despite shis wisdom, we still do not go easily into new
situations with an open (and empty) mind.

- Prejudices. Prejudice, which is probably more often uncon-
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scious than conscious, comes in two forms. One is the judg-
ments we make about people without any experience of them
whatsoever, as when you or I might say to ourselves on meet-
ing a stranger, “He's effeminate. I bet he's a real creep.” Or
“My God, she looks like she’s ninety—probably senile.” Even
more common are the judgments we make about people on
the basis of very brief, limited experience. Not a workshop
goes by when I don't quickly conclude that some member s a
real “nerd,” only to discover later that that person has enor-
mous gifis. One reason to distrust instant community is that
community-building requires time—the time to have sufficient
experience to become conscious of our prejudices and then to
empty ourselves of them.

Ideology, Theology, and Solutions. Obviously we cannot
move very far toward community with our fellow human be-
ings when we are thinking and feeling, She clearly has no
appreciation of Christian doctrine; she has a long way o go
before she will be saved like me. Or else, Well, it's cear he’s a
Republican businessman hawk. I hope therell be someone
here worth relating to. It is not only such ideological and theo-
logical rigidities that we need to discard,
assumes the status of “the one and only right wa
that the group of Midwestern civic leaders I mentioned had to
empty themselves of their pet plans, which each thought was
the solution for their city.

In speaking of this EIPIE process, however, I do not
mean to imply we should utterly forsake our sometimes hard-
won sentiments and understandings. A community-building
workshop in Virginia several years ago offered an example of
the distinction between Empiyighnd obliteration. The group
was the most dedicated band of converters I have ever en-
countered. Everyone wanted to talk about God; everyone had
4 different idea of God; and everyone was certain she or he
knew exactly who God was. It didn't take us long to get into
chaos of magnificent proportions. But thirty-six hours later,
after the group had made its miraculous transition from chaos
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t0 community, I told them, “I¢s fascinating. Today you are
still talking just as much about God as you were yesterday. In
that respect you haven't changed. What has happened, how-
ever, is the way in which you talk. Yesterday each of you was
talking as if you had God in your back pocket. Today you are
all talking about God with humility and a sense of humor.”

The Need to Heal, Convert, Fiz, or Solve. During the stage
of chaos, when the members of a group attempt o heal or
convert each other, they believe they are being loving. And
they are truly surprised by the chaos that resulis. After all isn't
it the loving thing to do to relieve your neighbor of her suf-
fering or help him to see the light> Actually, however, almost
all these attempts to convert and heal are not only naive and
ineffective but quite self-centered and self-serving. It hurts me
when my friend is in pain. If I can do something to get rid of
this pain I will feel better. My most basic motive when I strive
10 heal is t0 feel good myself. But there are several problems
here. One is that my cure is usually not my friend’s. Indeed,
offering someone my cure usually only makes that person feel
worse. So it was that all the advice that Job's friends gave him
in his time of affliction served only 0 make him more miser-
able. The fact of the matter is that often the most loving thing
we can do when a friend s in pain is to share that pain—to be
there even when we have nothing 10 offer except our presence
and even when being there is painful to ourselves.

The same is true with the attempt to convert. If your the-
ology or ideology is different from mine, it calls mine into
question. It is uncomfortable for me to be uncertain of my
own understanding in such basic matters. On the other hand,
if I could convert you to my way of thinking, it would not only
relieve my discomfort, it would be further proof of the recti-
tude of my beliefs and cast me in the role of savior to boot.
How much eaSiér and nicer that would be than extending
myself to understand you as you are.

‘Asthey enter the stage of emptiness the members of a group
cbme to realize—sometimes suddenly, sometimes gradually—
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that their desire to heal, convert, or otherwise “solve” their
interpersonal differences is a self-centered desire for comfort
through the obliteration of these differences. And then it be-
gins o dawn on them that there may be an opposite way: the
appreciation and celebration of interpersonal differences. No
group ever got the message more quickly than those unsophis-
ticated Midwestern civic leaders. Because we had lttle time to
work together, I was blunt with them. “I told you at the be-
ginning,” I reminded them, “that our purpose in being to-
gether i to form ourselves into a community, and not to solve
the problems of your city. Yet here you are in short order not
talking about yourselves but about your proposed solutions.
They all sound to me like very fine ideas, but the fact is that
you are clobbering each other over the head with them. Now,
you want, you can keep on doing that for the next twenty-
four hours, but I honestly don't think it's going to get you or
the city any further than when you walked in here this morn-
ing. And it certainly isn't going to get you to community. If
You want to get to community, on the other hand, you're going
1o have to empty yourselves of your fine proposals and your
need to see them triumph. And maybe, just maybe, if you
become a true community, you will be able to work together in
such a way that it will help your city. I don't know. But let’s
take an extra-long break—forty minutes—and let’s see if dur-
ing that time each of you can possibly empty yourself of your
solutions sufficiently for us at least to get to know each other as
different human beings.

We became a community within the hour.

The Need to Control. This barrier o community is my own
prime bugaboo. As the designated leader of a workshop I am
supposed to see to it that the group does not get out of con-
trol—that it comes to no harm. Furthermore, even though
have told the group that each member is no more and no less
responsible than any other member for the success of the
group, I don't really feel that way in my heart. If the workshop.
fails, I feel, I'm the one who is going to look bad. Consequently
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1am constantly tempted to do things—manipulations or ma-
neuyers—that will ensure the desired outcome. But the de-
sired  outcome—community—cannot be achieved by an
authoritarian leader who calls the shots. It must be a creation
of the group as a whole. Paradoxically, then, to be an effective
leader 1 must spend most of the time sitting back, doing noth-
ing, waiting, letting it happen. As a basically overcontrolling
person I don't do that very easily.

The need for control—to ensure the desired outcome—is at
least partially rooted in the fear of failure. For me to empty
myself of my overcontrolling tendencies I must continually
empty myself of this fear. I must be willing to fail. Indeed, a
sigificant number of workshops have succeeded in becoming
communities only after I have said to myself, “Well it looks as
if this one is going to fail, and 'm helpless to do anything
about it.” I am not sure such timing is accidental

‘The learning that occurs in community-b
quently extended to day-to-day living. My experience in emp-
tying myself of my need t control has begun to improve some
of my everyday relationships, including my relationship to life
itself. Others have joined me, through community, in learning
an increased capacity for surrender and how to appreciate the
truth that ofien “Life is not a problem to be solved but a
mystery o be lived.”

T have hardly exhausted the st of things that individuals
may need to give up in order to form themselves into a com-
munity. I routinely ask the members of a group to reflect in
silence, during a break period or overnight, on what they as
individuals most need to empty themselves of in their own
unique lives. When they return, their reports are as varied as
the topography of our globe: “I need to give up my need for
my parents’ approval,” “my need to be liked,” “my resentment
of my son,” my preoccupation with money,” “my anger at
God,” “my dislike of homosexuals,” “my concern about neat-
ness,” and so on, and so on. Such giving up is a sacrificial
process. Consequently the stage of emptiness in community
development is a time of sacrifice. And sacrifice hurts. “Do I





