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Overview

Parker Palmer’s book begins with a beautiful analogy and much of the thought in the first two-thirds of the book is original and thought-provoking. I found his descriptions of circles of trust very helpful and thought this technique might be gracefully adapted in some of the small group work I do. In the last third of the book, Palmer relates the Quaker tradition of “clearness committees,” and because I’m a Quaker and have read about (and participated in) this practice, I was less inspired by these passages because they didn’t present me with anything new.

That being said, I like Palmer’s ideas about circles of trust and find the idea of the shyness of the soul to be true in my own experience. Since reading his book, I have been very aware in my work of keeping my own heart open and waiting for those I’m with to feel safe enough to let their souls appear. I know it sounds like an odd practice, but it is very freeing and I find myself flooded with love as I tenderly await this moment in story. I think there is something here for those of us working with narrative, although we ultimately take away may have much to do with our own tradition, experience, and comfort level. –Katherine Murray (kmurray230@sbcglobal.net)
Key Points

· Living an “undivided life” means being congruent inside and out, experiencing no disconnect between inner motivations and outward actions

· Palmer’s suggestion on how to become a whole self involves creating “circles of trust” that create safe spaces for the soul to show itself. The soul, says Palmer, is shy and hides most of the time. It is like a wild animal, sensitive to any change and skittish about being seen in the open.

· Circles of trust help us find out inner teacher “whose guidance is more reliable than anything we can get from a doctrine, ideology, collective belief system, institution, or leader.” (p. 25)

· The point in a circle of trust is not to straight someone out but to give them the safe space to hear themselves and find and witness their own truth. Palmer says we tend to think we know how to help others and that they are lacking some direction or understanding that we can give them. They wind up feeling diminished and disrespected, while we get to feel like the smart ones.

· Palmer describes the relationships in a circle of trust—a relationship in which the soul can feel safe--with a quote from Rainer Maria Rilke, who describes “the love that consists in this, that two solitudes protect and border and salute each other.”

Creating Circles of Trust

Palmer says that we need five things as we begin to create circles of trust in which we can have these safe spaces where we can hear our own souls:
1.
Boundaries that enable everyone to hold to the definition of the group

2.
Leadership that understands what it means to protect, border, salute—and model—solitude

3.
Voluntary participation that makes belonging and participating a matter of free and continual choice

4. 
Common ground on which those with widely varying perspectives and opinions can meet

5.
Graceful surroundings that support in a beautiful, comforting, or peaceful way the work that is being done


[Notes compiled and posted by Katherine Murray on March 28, 2005. Intended for study purposes only.]

