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Draft Script for ORT America
Campaign Video: 2013
[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K59WWQFUOQU]
(burning candle against black background)
A thought experiment:
What if starting tomorrow -- no, starting today -- in fact, right now
ORT and all of its history just disappeared.
Gone.
(candle blown out with sound effect of breath)
Programs and schools in Moldova, Argentina, Lithuania, Belarus, France, Brazil, Kyrgyzstan,
Chile, Latvia, South Africa, Cuba, Uruguay, Haiti, Estonia, Panama, Czech Republic, Germany,
Belgium, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Georgia, India, Ukraine, Italy, Liberia, Mexico, Canada,
Bulgaria, United Kingdom, Russia, United States, Armenia, Israel -- 300,000 students across
five continents all linked by ORT’s mission to “Educate and Elevate.”
Gone.
The inspiring stories of lives transfigured, the five-generation history of a world transformed
-- gone.
Think about this incredible loss, this emptiness as large as the world.
(candle flame comes back)
But thanks to deep and enduring investments made by you, the sun still rises every day
on this shining network of ORT programs -- on ORT Renzo Levi in Rome; on the ORT-KesherNet
Centers in Polotsk, Tbilisi, and Gori; on Kadima Mada in Israel or Colegio Israelita de México
ORT in Mexico City or the ORT schools in 13 Russian cities or the three ORT colleges in the
United States -- the list is of places where ORT does its work each day is long and inspiring.
Since 1880 ORT’s supporters have never shied away from doing what needs to be done
to keep the ORT mission alive. Investing in ORT has never been just an act of charity. It has
always been a declaration of membership in a mission: “Educate to Elevate” has transformed
the world.
So our pitch to you is simple: Invest -- now -- in ORT.  That’s it -- four words that will make a
literal world of difference.
Invest. Now. In. ORT.
And we guarantee you the dividend of a better and brighter world. Thanks.

Michael Bettencourt • Portfolio • Page 1

Panel Text
Text written for panels at an exhibition titled “ORT Saved My Life: 18
Testimonies,” presented at the Holocaust Memorial and Tolerance Center
of Nassau County in September 2013.
Imagine:
A young woman sits at a sewing machine, making a dress based on patterns she designed
herself. Liberated months earlier from a death march headed to Nazi Germany, she arrived at
ORT’s school in Amsterdam with only the clothes on her back.
An eight-year-old boy wearing cardboard shoes is visited year after year by a nurse at the
ORT school in Casablanca. She gently daubs medicine onto his trusting eyes to stave off
blindness from trachoma.
A ferry load of 106 students and teachers from ORT’s school in Berlin are given safe passage
to London under cover of night - a step - a half-step - ahead of German troops marching into
Poland. Within three months, ORT replicates the Berlin school in the English factory town of
Leeds.
Against all odds, ORT gave them and thousands like them the will to survive and the tools
to live.
In 1880, ORT trade schools, industrial cooperatives, and model farms began the heavy
work of lifting 5 million Russian Jews out of crushing poverty by blending modernized vocational
training with academic education anchored in Jewish culture. For 135 years, this combination,
always tailored to what specific communities needed, has proved successful, adaptive, and
oftentimes miraculous.
Even when the communities were ghettoes. Even when these communities were displaced
persons camps. Even when these communities, as they do today, span the world from Central
and South America through Haiti and the Caribbean to Europe and the former Soviet Union
and on into Africa and India.
What has always driven ORT is the combination of the Jewish tenets of “Pikuach Nefesh,”
which likens each human being to a whole world of infinite value and irreplaceable uniqueness,
and “Tikkun Olam,” which is our responsibility to repair the world.  
The ORT programs have always treated each individual person as if he or she represented an
entire world in need of the repair that an ORT education brings, a repair that is simultaneously
social, economic, moral, and spiritual.   An ORT education confirms the infinite possibilities
every human life carries within its arc from birth to death and on through to future generations.
The beneficiaries of ORT inspire each of us to do what we can do to ensure that this work
continues. We owe it not only to the millions who have already triumphed but also to those
who are striving today to improve their tomorrow.
Join us as we work to save the lives of the next 5 million.
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Existential Eeyore

he prompt for this essay comes from reports by various
people that I have an Eeyore strain, meaning (I think) that
I am a glass-half-empty person, dysthymic if not depressed,
lacking a certain fizziness. This nudged me to read Milne’s
two Pooh books, which I had never done, and do some webrummaging to learn more about the donkey.
Eeyore’s gotten a bad rap.

What, exactly, is going on in the
Hundred Acre Wood?

But before I get into that, some groundwork first because I found Alan Alexander Milne’s
Winnie-the-Pooh and The House at Pooh Corner really odd. Not charming odd or make-mehalf-smile odd but odd odd, and not as bright as their surface appears.
A few academic writers have recognized this with tongue-in-cheek, such as “Pathology in
the Hundred Acre Wood: a neurodevelopmental perspective on A.A. Milne,” with this daunting
abstract: “Somewhere at the top of the Hundred Acre Wood a little boy and his bear play. On
the surface it is an innocent world, but on closer examination by our group of experts we find a
forest where neurodevelopmental and psychosocial problems go unrecognized and untreated.”
Frederick Crews, in both The Pooh Perplex and Postmodern Pooh, uses Pooh to deconstruct
the deconstructionists, all in good (if esoteric) fun. (But Claudia Nelson is completely serious
in “The beast within: Winnie-the-Pooh reassessed” when she states that the books depict “the
raw brutality of the supposedly peaceful English countryside.”)
But one doesn’t have to do such tunneling to still notice how strange is the Hundred Acre
Wood. For instance, no one has parents - the occasional mention of an uncle or a grandfather,
but no parents, even with Christopher Robin. (And though Roo has Kanga, we know nothing
about a father, and who knows anything about Rabbit’s interspecies “relations” that trail
behind him).
Geography reveals a social hierarchy, with Christopher Robin’s house high enough to
avoid floods and Eeyore’s hovel down in the swamp, illustrating their relative worths in the
community. (Everyone goes to Christopher Robin for advice because he has learning; no
one goes to Eeyore for advice, even though he, too, has learning.) Everyone encourages the
newcomers in the forest (the “immigrants,” so to speak) - Kanga, Roo, and Tigger - to live
together (and thus separately from everyone else).
The material conditions of life in the Hundred Acre Wood are also strange. Pooh always
seems to have honey in pots - how? And Kanga gives extract-of-malt to Roo and Tigger - where
does she get it? Rabbit has condensed milk and bread - again, how? (Piglet eats acorns
and Eeyore thistles - unprocessed foods - and it’s not clear what Owl takes in.) Who built the
houses? Why is Eeyore the only one with a house not in a tree? And so on.
Maybe the author of “The beast within” has a point.
And the characters, as Milne has drawn them, are also quite, well, odd. Milne calls Pooh a
bear of little brain but then has him compose poetry and makes him quite capable of planning
and organizing (such as when he rescues Piglet from the flood by using an over-turned
umbrella as a boat). Milne also makes him quite capable of completely misreading situations
(the Woozle, the Heffalump), but no more so than Rabbit, Owl, or Christopher Robin.
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But the oddest thing I find about Pooh is how selfish and gluttonous Milne has made his
little bear - and how adeptly these unflattering attributes are turned into charming foibles.
For instance, in the tale about Eeyore’s birthday, Pooh brings the donkey a gift of honey - but
it never gets there because Pooh eats it en route, showing up instead with an emptied pot,
which he gives to Eeyore as the gift. He never expresses any misgivings that that the gift is a
make-do gift and that he has lied to his friend. Eeyore happily accepts it, and Pooh goes off
satisfied.
And the tale ends with a lie when Milne, as the narrator, tells his son Christopher Robin
that he, Christopher, had given Eeyore a set of paints and prepared a big birthday party for
Eeyore - a complete fabrication designed to make the boy feel better about his forgetfulness.
In another chapter, Pooh goes to visit Rabbit and more or less forces himself as a visitor
upon the reluctant Rabbit, who, courteous nevertheless, feeds Pooh honey and condensed
milk. Finally satisfied (though he does pry a bit to see if Rabbit has anything more to feed him),
he leaves Rabbit’s house, only to get stuck half-way-in/half-way-out the door because he has
grown too fat. It takes a week of starving him, while Christopher Robin reads him stories, to
finally pop him free, at which point Milne has him go his merry way without any concern about
the inconvenience his gluttony has caused his fellow creatures.
Given the nature of life in the Hundred Acre Wood, perhaps we can forgive Eeyore his
grumpiness since his world seems filled with unreliable or overbearing creatures doing many
pointless things (such as the expedition to the North Pole). For Eeyore, any one day can bring
about the following:
loss - Pooh and Piglet, in a snowstorm, transfer Eeyore’s house from one side of the swamp
to the other without telling him.
assault - Tigger bounces him into the river or falls on him out of a tree (without thanking
him for the rescue).
abandonment - The search for Small, one of Rabbit’s many relations, is over for two days
before Rabbit bothers to tell Eeyore, who had continued to look all that time.
being ignored - No one remembers his birthday.
At this point I have to think that Milne is up to something, consciously or not, that is not
only about writing a book will give the warm fuzzies to generations of parents and children (not
to mention oodles of money to movie studios).
Next: Part II.
*****
In Part I, I laid down some track about the oddness of
the Pooh books and what this oddness has to do with the
character of Eeyore. Here, I want focus on why I think Eeyore
is in the books and in our lives.
Of all the characters, Eeyore is the only contrarian:
he sees rain when it’s sunny, he predicts calamity when
success looms. He is the only character who gets angry (at
the end of Chapter 5 of Pooh Corner, about the letter A and
learning), and while he admires Christopher Robin, he also
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Why is Eeyore the only one to get angry in
the Pooh books?

fears what education will do to the lad (note Chapter 10 in Winnie the Pooh when Eeyore says
that writing is over-rated).
Milne also makes Eeyore hungry for the kind of recognition that so easily falls into Pooh’s
lap (which Eeyore resents because he thinks very little of Pooh): recognition for his learning,
for his intentions and his deeds (such as on the expedition to the North Pole, when he sits
with his tail in the water to save Roo). But Milne has no one satisfy or even notice this hunger
(except for perhaps Christopher Robin), which skews Eeyore’s spirit toward the curmudgeonly
and distrustful.
Why does Milne have such a character in the line-up? What is he trying to tell his readers
through such a presentation, especially when that presentation is so at odds with the books’
timbre? And why would someone finger me as an Eeyore?
Perhaps another way to go at this is to ask the question this way: Everyone in the Pooh
books has lessons to teach, or has had lessons assigned to them (Benjamin Hoff wrote two
books about such lessoning, The Tao of Pooh and The Te of Piglet). What lessons does Eeyore
offer?
Let’s start with Hoff’s rendition of Eeyore - call it the usual picture of the grey donkey. He
calls it “The Eeyore Effect” (in the chapter of the same name in The Te of Piglet). Here is his
central description of the Effect (all the capitalized words are original):
Eeyores, in other words, are Whiners. They believe the negative but not the positive and
are so obsessed with What’s Wrong that the Good Things in Life pass them by unnoticed. Are
they the ones, then, to give us an accurate account of what life is about? If the universe were
governed by the Eeyore Attitude, the whole thing would have collapsed ages ago. Everything
in creation, from migrating hummingbirds to spinning planets, operates on the belief that It
Can Be Done....Therefore, no society that wants to last is going to be guided by Eeyores. For
Eeyores sneer at the very things that are needed most for survival and prosperity. (59-60)
So there.
Hoff associates Eeyore and his Attitude with negative-reporting media, the Puritans, Critics
(yes, the capitalized ones), a horrible education system (the Education Eeyores), and, weirdly
enough, people he calls the Eeyore Amazons, hyper-feminists who perversely act from a hypermasculinity rather than from a true femininity.
In Hoff’s bipolarish world, Eeyore’s lessons are worthless because, in his view, all Eeyore
ever does is “make others feel small, especially if they’re smaller than he is [which] makes him
look big.” (53) Eeyore is a bully, a buzz-kill, a Tao damper. He acts how we shouldn’t.
Is this the reason Milne includes him in the Pooh menagerie?
Not exactly, I don’t think, because Milne has him behave in ways that are not just contrary
to the other residents or a comment upon their actions. Eeyore’s actions are more complicated
than that, in part because, except for Christopher Robin, he’s the only one who changes his
behavior.
Let’s take Piglet’s assessment that Eeyore is “gloomy.” That’s not entirely true in the book.
In at least two instances, Eeyore moves from anger and disappointment to genuine happiness:
when Pooh and Piglet give him an empty honey pot and broken balloon as his birthday presents,
and when Eeyore plays Poohsticks (after being bounced into the water by Tigger). Eeyore
responds to kindness and attention, as we all do, and his seemingly perpetual gloominess
Michael Bettencourt • Portfolio • Page 5

may be a sign that while characters in the books often visit each other and do kindnesses
for each other, not much of it feels genuine - a practiced politeness, a civilized “should.” His
gloominess could be seen as a barometer of insincerity - the effort to stay engaged in a society
that is, beneath its veneer, disengaged.
Eeyore is the only character that Milne gives fullness to because he is unsettled, unsettling,
contrary, polite but not obsequious, snarly in his humility, purposefully cranky, intelligent,
unillusioned. Everyone else in the Wood is somewhat monotone, which makes them easier to
“love” (as many generations have): Pooh’s artful cluelessness masking as innocence, Piglet’s
perpetual timorousness, Tigger’s goofiness, Kanga and Roo’s mothering act, Owl’s predictable
wrong-headedness - like characters in a sitcom, they must retain an unconfusing personality
resistant to change. Never will Pooh turn to the others and say, “My life feels suddenly very
empty - and honey will do nothing to change that feeling.”
With Eeyore, on the other hand, Milne presents his readers with a challenge, a specifically
Christian challenge about charity. It is easy to love the loveable character, but Eeyore requires
one to put in some Christian sweat-equity because he is not willing to play that game. To love
Eeyore means working to gain his respect, since he won’t give it to you without you making
the effort to win it. To love Eeyore means accepting him as he is and foregoing any impulse to
change or “improve” him. To love Eeyore means accepting the possibility that he will not love
you back - no quid for the quo. (It’s no coincidence that Eeyore’s food is the thistle, with its
nettles and beautiful blossom.)
So I think the characterizing of me as an Eeyore is not quite right - that is, as the common
Eeyore, Piglet’s gloomy one. Yes, there is that about me, but not just that. I am also one
with thistles, who will be polite and courteous but is also rageful underneath, who distrusts
learning’s ability to teach us anything yet who never stops hungering to learn, who always
thinks life gives us less than what it promises, that sentimentality is both comforting and
untruthful, that life is dry rather than moist, cool rather than warm - that we are all fragile
blusters of pain always on the cusp of annihilation who mythmake to soften this condition
and gain some respite (because who can live for any length of time on the cusp? but that is
where all good art gets made, so someone needs to live there). Eeyore’s life is not easy, but it
is actual.
If what I’ve said about Eeyore is right, then I’m glad to be Eeyore.
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New Hampshire Sunday News
October 1, 1989

Child Labor Law Violations Rising

M

*****
uch of the service industry would grind to a halt if it weren’t for armies of teenagers
willing to flip burgers, sell clothes or pump gas.

The service industry would agree.

A labor drought in certain parts of New Hampshire’s economy in the last year stemmed
primarily from a lack of teenagers to fill available jobs.
But the rising employment of teenagers in the work force is accompanied by an increase in
child labor law violations - what former New Hampshire Labor Commissioner Vance Kelly calls
“the downside of an otherwise good economy.”
According to the U.S. Labor Department, 1,300 violations of federal child labor laws were
reported nationwide in 1986. The next year, the ‘number increased 15-fold - to 19077 - and
in 1988, it reached 20,054.
Last year, a sixth of the violations throughout the U.S. occurred in New England, most of
them in eastern Massachusetts and southern New Hampshire.
Nationally, businesses paid $1.6 million in fines in 1988, with restaurants, hotels and
service businesses generating the greatest number of violations.
With its strong economy, New Hampshire has participated in the national trend. According
to John Chavez, regional director for public affairs in the U.S. Department of Labor, Granite
State businesses paid $93.7;38 in civil penalty fines between October 1988 and August 1989
for violations of federal child labor laws.
Three of the largest violators have been Canobie Lake Park ($26,400), Papa Gino’s
($15,500) and Colby-Sawyer College ($10,900), but at least a score of other businesses paid
fines ranging from $150 to $7,800.
Moreover, in the largest sums, the fines are calculated at $100 to $200 for each violation,
indicating that each business committed a number of violations.
These are federal penalties. But the pattern of violations continues at the state level as
well, according to New Hampshire Labor Commissioner Richard Flynn, who feels strongly that
the rise in child labor law violations indicates “we’re going backward rather than forward as a
society.”
From 1986 to 1987, his department found a 45 percent increase in child labor law
violations, from 895 to 1,300. In 1988, the number doubled to 2,673, which represented half
of all labor violations found that year. So far in 1989, the rate has settled to 3835 an increase
of 43 percent. State fines collected in the last year total nearly $100,000.
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Like the nation at large, New Hampshire’s restaurant and retail industries are tagged with
the largest number of violations.
A typical case is Chez Vachon, on Kelley Street in Manchester, which paid a $1,550 fine
in September. Fifty-five of the 62 charges at that time were hours violations, meaning the
restaurant required its teenage employees to work more hours than legally allowed.
Another example is the Dunkin’ Donuts on Mohawk Drive in Londonderry. Former owner
Paul Ciano began paying a $4,175 fine in May for 167 violations, all of them for prohibited
hours. The store came under new management at the end of September.
But these are small fines compared to some.
For instance, the Dunkin’ Donuts at 4 N. Main St. in Manchester, owned by Carlos Andrade,
was assessed $15,750 in fines - a figure that was later reduced to $9,550.   In 1987 and
1988, the North Main Street stores was cited for numerous violations.
In a file copy of a letter sent to Andrade, the wage and hour administrator for the state
Labor Department, Cynthia Paveglio, wrote that she’d had a long talk with the owner and
that he was “full knowledgeable about Youth Employment (law).” Yet less than a year later,
as the letter goes on to say, it was clear there were “willful violation” of the law and Andrade
“continuously violated the Youth Employment (law)” after he’d paid the civil penalty.
A similar situation has been reported in DeMoulas and its Market Basket supermarkets
throughout New Hampshire. A 1985 investigation by the U.S. Labor Department found
numerous violations in the Tewksbury, Mass.-based company, including the two stores in
Concord, and the company was fined $11,700.
In 1986, the U.S. Labor Department decided to take the company to court for what it
called “oppressive child labor practices,” such as excessive hours and allowing underage
teenagers to use dangerous equipment - in this case, power-driven meat slicer. The company
paid $13,200 in fines.
This year, the state Labor Department investigated and found the pattern of abuses
continuing. On Aug. 18, the department received a check from DeMoulas for $13,000.
As violations escalate and some companies act as if breaking the law is cheaper and
easier than following it, enforcing the state’s child labor laws becomes more difficult.  Although
their department has only nine inspectors - none of them working full time on child-labor
violations - Flynn and Paveglio feel the department has done a creditable job in auditing and
assessing businesses employing child labor.
Commissioner Flynn’s hopes that by fiscal year 1992, only 600 of 10,000 violations will be
child-labor related - 6 percent of the cases.
New legislation, SB 203-FN, to take effect Jan. 1, will amend legislation passed in June
affecting the number of hours 16- and 17-year-olds may work during school terms and
vacations. The new law drops the number of hours a week from 36 to 30, and imposes a
minimum civil penalty of $100 for each youth certificate violation; the figure is currently $25.
In addition, parents will have to sign the employer’s request form for a youth employment
to make it valid, something not currently required. And schools will have the authority, if a
student’s academic performance declines, to revoke the work certificate.
The department will do follow-up investigations to make sure the revocation holds.
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Finally, the new legislation imposes a $1,000-per-violation civil penalty for repeated
offenses.
Additional help may come from the state Department of Education and the Department of
Employment Security.
A DES study directed by Ken Yasuda is surveying high school students to find out if poor
school performance, dropping out, and jobs are related. Yasuda hopes that wage records,
surveys and academic records will provide enough solid information to guide future policy
decisions.
Studies have shown that employment can be a positive experience for teenagers. But
businesses that violate child labor laws, have youths work past their mandated hours, employ
them before their certificates are validated or tell them to operate dangerous machinery can
place the youth at risk.
Flynn says he wants more cooperation and foresight from New Hampshire employers. But
he also notes that employers who lobby for longer working hours cannot turn around and
criticize the general academic performance of schools.
“Students can have a job,” he says, “but it can’t dominate their lives.”

The Christian Science Monitor
Tuesday, October 31, 1989

Child Workers at Risk

M

*****

uch of America’s service industry would grind to a halt but for armies of teenagers willing
to flip burgers, sell clothes, or pump gas. Teenagers flocked into the work force as a
strong economy raised starting wages and opened up choices. But child-labor law violations
nationwide have created what former New Hampshire labor commissioner Vance Kelly calls
“the downside of an otherwise good economy.”
In 1986, the United States Labor Department received 13,000 reports of child-labor law
violations. By 1988, the number had grown to 20,054. Nationally, businesses paid $1.6 million
in fines in 1988, with restaurants, hotels, and service businesses leading the field.

Last year one in five violations in the US occurred in New England. New Hampshire, with
one of the nation’s lowest unemployment and highest growth rates, is a prime example. In the
past year, businesses in the state have paid $93,738 in federal fines and nearly $100,000 in
state fines. State labor commissioner Richard Flynn says the rise in child-labor law violations
indicates that “we’re going backward rather than forward as a society.”
Some businesses find it more profitable to pay fines than follow the law. A case in
point is DeMoulas and Market Basket supermarkets, located throughout New England
and headquartered in Tewksbury, Mass. During 1985 and 1986, DeMoulas paid $24,900
in federal fines for violations found in the company’s New Hampshire and Massachusetts
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stores. In fact, the US Labor Department took the company to court in 1986 for what it called
“oppressive child-labor practices,” such as excessive hours and allowing under-age teenagers
to use dangerous equipment (in this case, a power-driven meat slicer). But in 1989, the New
Hampshire Department of Labor investigated and found the same pattern of abuses. A check
for $13,000 promptly arrived at the department.
The Fair Labor Standards Act states that no one under 18 should work in a situation
“detrimental to their health and well-being,” and goes on to categorize 17 occupations
as “hazardous” for teenage workers. But in 1986, the Boston Globe detailed the injury,
dismemberment, and death of teenagers on the job. A sampling of injury reports revealed
over 1,500 teenagers hurt while they worked because companies were not complying with
child-labor regulations. Based on that sampling, Massachusetts officials estimated that 6,000
or more minors were being injured annually.
Businesses can get away with continual abuse because teenagers don’t complain. Linda
Golodner, executive director of the National Consumers League, says, “Younger workers don’t
know their rights and therefore don’t know the violations.” Also, the US Labor Department has
only 978 inspectors to monitor the millions of businesses under federal child-labor guidelines,
and state labor departments are equally strapped.
These figures don’t include unregistered businesses and agricultural production, areas
notorious for putting working children at risk. Two reports by the General Accounting Office
describe the resurgence of sweatshops and the exploitation of children; and laws safeguarding
children in agriculture are either extremely loose or nonexistent.
Some states are taking actions to combat the situation. North and South Carolina, after a
four-year-old child was run over, no longer permit 17-year-olds to drive school buses. Wisconsin
increased its monetary penalties, Rhode Island’s Department of Labor now has authority to
declare places or occupations as hazardous, and Michigan issued new regulations making
their provisions more consistent with federal standards and requiring closer supervision of
minors.
New York Gov. Mario Cuomo has introduced legislation to restrict the number of hours
youths could work while in school. The legislation would also substantially increase penalties
to as much as $2,000 per violation. He said that his actions were prompted by news of a 500
percent rise in New York City establishments illegally employing children.
New Hampshire has started a survey of high school students to see if there is a connection
between poor school performance, dropout rates, and jobs. The Legislature also recently
passed a bill that drops the total number of hours a 16- or 17-year-old can work per week from
36 to 30, increases penalties, and requires parents to sign an employer’s request form for a
youth-employment certificate.
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MANCHESTER

AMHERST • AUBURN • BEDFORD • CANDIA • DERRY • GOFFSTOWN • HOOKSETT • LONDONDERRY
AUGUST 1988

A Tale of Two Families
Samuel Morales came here from Puerto Rico 34 years
after Tony Rolon did. Here’s how their lives intersect.

T

he soft vowels and rounded lisp of Spanish words moved around
me as Tony Rolon, executive director of the Latin American
Center in Manchester, translated for me the story Samuel Morales,
a recent arrival from Puerto Rico, was telling him. My inadequate
Spanish allowed me to catch only bits and pieces as Samuel, his
face tired but energetic, told Tony about how hard he had been
working but how glad he was that he had finally gathered enough
money to bring his wife and two children from Puerto Rico to live
with him. Tony informed me that after the interview he was going
to help Samuel contact the gas company so he could get service
connected in Samuel’s new apartment.

A house in the suburbs, a front
lawn for the boys, a garden for
June, a car: Tony Rolon has come
a long way from the poverty of his
native Puerto Rico. Not too far,
though, to forget other newcomers who need a helping hand. Tony
is trying to get the Morales family settled in their own apartment.
Top photo: June and Tony Rolon.
Bottom photo: Patria, Maria Sols,
Carmen, and Samuel Morales.

Here was one man, Tony Rolon, who had spent almost his entire
life in the United States, reaching out to help another man, Samuel
Morales, a traveler in a new country. Unused to the folkways of
American society, Samuel must depend on the kindnesses of
friends to help him through. It was a moment when it was possible
to glimpse the historical process that has helped define the
character of the city: The process of the new immigrant turning to,
and getting assistance from, the old immigrant who had somehow
become “native.” In that small room on the second floor of the
Latin American Center Tony and Samuel added another episode to
the story of how the hopes and efforts of immigrants have made
Manchester the city that it is.

Tony had come from Puerto Rico to the United States in 1950
at the age of four, his family settling in Jersey City, New Jersey. Life
in Puerto Rico was, as Tony said, “rustic”: a simple diet, people
working in the fields, calm. And also poor, which was the reason
why the Rolons came to the United States to look for employment. Being four years old made it
easier for Tony to fit into American society because he was able to learn enough English quickly
from his friends to survive in school and in society at large. “One of the problems,” he said, “for
older Hispanic people coming to the United States is that they have to learn where everything
is, and that can be very intimidating. I was able to learn quickly how to get things that I wanted
because I started out so young.”
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Tony Rolon married his wife June in 1968. They met during a joint choral concert sponsored
by lona College (which Tony attended) and Mount St. Mary’s College in Hooksett (which
June attended). They decided to stay in Manchester, living first in a 3½-room apartment on
Merrimack Street (for the princely rent of $25 a week), and then in a slightly larger place on
Grove Street for $50 a month.
After their marriage in 1968, Tony worked at the Sylvania plant on South Willow Street
for four years as a production supervisor. In 1972, he worked independently as a contract
cleaner, but even though the money was good, he wanted to finish his college education (both
he and June left school as sophomores to get married). He returned to Jersey City for two
years in 1975 to finish his college education, and when he returned to Manchester in 1977,
he began part-time as the executive director of the Latin American Center, which had been
established five years earlier. In 1979 he began work for Nashua Corporation. His position as
production foreman lasted for nine years until he became the full-time director of the Latin
American Center. It’s been a life, he admitted, balanced between his Spanish roots and his
American loyalties.
This balance expresses itself in interesting ways. For instance, his three sons - Mark,
Christopher and Michael, all in high school - are taking classes in Spanish. English has always
been their first language. While Tony said it was a mistake not to speak more Spanish in
the house, he realizes that the loss of the language is part of the assimilation process for
the second and third generations. “They don’t feel like a
minority,” he said. “They’ve become assimilated, ‘blended
in.’”
To compensate for this seeming loss of roots, however,
the Rolons have taken trips to Puerto Rico where they have
come to understand better their own heritage. Tony spoke
of a “spiritual awakening” that happened for them all during
these trips. His family had a chance to see where he had
come from and what his life had been like as a child. And
he had the opportunity to better comprehend what life
was and is like in Puerto Rico. The incredible beauty of the
place shelters, but can’t completely hide, a persistent and
damning poverty.
Having the sources of his identity in both the American
and Hispanic worlds gives Tony a special edge in his work
at the Latin American Center. The Center’s function, as Tony
sees it, is to form a support network so that Spanish-speaking
people in Manchester, whatever their needs, can develop
“bicultural competency.” Tony’s term describes an ability
to learn enough about a different and confusing society so
as not to be cheated or at the mercy of the environment.
Language is the greatest obstacle to bicultural competency,
and much of the work Tony wants the Center to do focuses
on building fluency in both Spanish and English. Tony said

Patria hopes Maria Sols will pick up English
from her friends so she can understand her
teachers. (Photos by Peter Blakely)
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new arrivals in particular need successful peer models, people who have acquired the skill to
navigate the shallows and reefs of American society.
One of the people for whom Tony is working hard is Samuel, who recently came to the United
States from Puerto Rico at the age of 24 with his wife Patria and his two young daughters,
Maria Sols and Carmen. Life in Puerto Rico was much the same for Samuel as it had been
for the Rolons a generation earlier. In Puerto Rico Samuel was a truck driver making $15 a
day. Seeing that he was not going to advance economically (Puerto Rico is currently running
double-digit unemployment), he came to the United States in the spring of 1986. He stayed
with a cousin in North Adams, Massachusetts, and worked at a car dealership prepping cars
for customers. When that job ended, he came to Manchester on the advice of his brother-inlaw and worked at Prevue Products as a general laborer until the company closed in 1987.
Faced with unemployment here, Samuel returned to Puerto Rico, partly to try to find work and
partly to nurse a sick uncle. Eight months later, unable to find work at home, he came back to
Manchester searching for employment.
Samuel had to come to the United States alone because he could not cover the expense of
bringing his entire family. It took a month of working two full-time jobs-a day job at Carol Cable
testing the conductivity of cables and a night job at the Millyard as a dishwasher and general
kitchen help-to earn a deposit on an apartment and plane fare for his family. He missed his
family a great deal during that time. But even though they are now here, the living is still not
easy. Samuel has had a few run-ins with what he calls molestosos, people who harassed him
because of his Hispanic background. The apartment also fell through, and the Morales are
still looking for a place to stay. But even given all of these pressures, Samuel still feels that
they all have a good life. They like Manchester (Samuel called it a “tranquil” city) and believe
that in the end they’ll be able to save money and prosper.
Tony and Samuel attested the English language (or rather, the lack of a command of it)
is the most difficult obstacle Samuel faces. At work Samuel can get along because most of
his workmates on his shift at Carol Cable speak Spanish. At home, he and his family find
themselves frustrated when they have to do simple tasks. For example, Tony had to help with
getting the gas service installed. But because of his heavy work schedule, Samuel does not
have time to take English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. His children will most likely
pick up the language from their friends, as did Tony when he arrived at the age of four. Maria
Sols, who is five, may have a problem in school if she has not picked up enough English to get
through her classes. Samuel was not sure how to handle the language problem, but he knows
they all need to learn English well if they are going to have a chance at economic success in
the United States.
As the interview ends and Tony gets ready to call the gas company, Samuel waits patiently.
I want to try my fragmented Spanish with him but feel embarrassed about it, and I suddenly
know what it must feel like for him as he faces signs and lingo and the conversations of
strangers in a language he doesn’t yet know. And as Tony makes contact with a company
representative, I can hear in his brisk tone the voice of one who knows his way around, and I
also know how comforting that must feel for Samuel.
These two men and their families are like parentheses that bracket the immigrant history
of our city. Tony Rolon had time to establish himself and become accustomed to the ins and
outs of American culture, and he and his family inhabit a world both Spanish and American,
rooted in a sense of history that combines different cultures and world views. The Morales are
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new, and in them one can see afresh the struggles that must have engaged all our ancestors
as they came to these shores and tried to make their way. Tony hopes that soon the Center
will be able to move beyond programs of maintenance and begin active political and economic
organization of Manchester’s Hispanic population. But that goal of unity can only be achieved
through individual acts of assistance and kindness that allow people like Samuel and his
family to gather their collective breath and face the challenge of meeting, and prospering in,
a new society.

Michael Bettencourt • Portfolio • Page 14

Boston Review
October 1990 Volume XV Number 5

The Mapplethorpe Moment

J

Photo courtesy of the Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford CT
© The Estate of Robert Mapplethorpe

esse Helms understands completely how politically lucrative a good controversy can be.
But his virulent response to Robert Mapplethorpe’s photography is not just a calculated
gestures; something in Mapplethorpe’s work moved him to anger, threatened those North
Carolina, tobacco-tinted, Bible Belt blinders of his.
That Helms would work so hard to crystallize his anger in legislation just demonstrates, in
a fun-house mirror sort of way, that Mapplethorpe’s work has the voltage to do what good art
is supposed to do: move us off our centers and give us an eccentric, and fresh, angle of vision.

I

saw the show in Hartford last year, in a city that was either confident or indifferent enough
to let the exhibit come and go unmolested. The exhibition staff had framed Mapplethorpe’s
work strikingly, in an arrangement Mapplethorpe would have approved. On the right of the
exit to his exhibit was a self-portrait of Mapplethorpe gripping a cane with a skull perched on
the knob end. Mapplethorpe’s head floated against a black background, slightly out of focus,
while the skull was sharply outlined in the foreground. To the left of the exit were photos from
his X. Y, and z portfolios, three rows of thirteen pictures depicting flowers, black men, and, yes,
all those pictures, the ones that have raised everyone’s dander.
On the right, death and decay; on ‘the left, vitality; erotic, pornographic, aesthetic; and the
observer in the middle, where Mapplethorpe placed himself. Balancing this trinity of energy,
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entropy, and possible epiphany, more than anything else, defined and drove Mapplethorpe.
Mapplethorpe’s photographs are like pictures of particle acceleration explosions: the “perfect
moment” happens when the heat of living and the ice of death meet like anti-matter, and in
their annihilation form sprays of beauty and attention and daring and understanding.

B

orn in 1946 in Floral Park, New York, a place he described as very middle-class and
Catholic, Mapplethorpe attended the Pratt Institute in the late sixties, where he worked on
collages and jewelry. There, living with Patti Smith in the Chelsea Hotel, he slid easily into the
burgeoning pre-punk underground at Max’s Kansas City where, according to his recollection,
there were “lots of scarves and cheap clothes [and) people who were becoming something
that they never became. There were drag queens and people who were in Warhol movies, but
were never really quite talented enough to do anything else.”

Someone wanted to back him as a jeweler, but he didn’t think the work was important
enough. He began making “photographic objects” with pornographic pictures he cribbed from
magazines, and he initially became a photographer because he wanted to “have the right
raw material [for my collages] and it would be more mine, instead of using other people’s
pictures.” After meeting John McKendry, who was at that time curator of photography for
the Metropolitan Museum, and Sam Wagstaff, a collector of many things and eventually
Mapplethorpe’s lover, he began working exclusively with photographs in the mid-seventies.
“Right from the beginning,” he said, “before I knew much about photography, I had the same
eyes. When I first started taking pictures, the vision was there.”
The “vision.” At heart it’s a romantic vision, at least “romantic” as that word applies to
Lord Byron and his cohorts, an urge toward the unconventional, the edge, art for its own sake.
And like many romantics, Mapplethorpe used the old bottles - in his case, figure studies,
still lifes, portraits - to display the new vintages of his obsessions, bending the conventional
forms without breaking them so that his images would radiate what one reviewer called a
“dangerous beauty” and what Susan Sontag dubbed “the quiddity or isness of something.”
Joan Didion called the process “the perilous imposition of order on chaos,” but Mapplethorpe
characteristically put it more simply: “My work is about order. I’m a perfectionist.”
Perfection. That was the grail Mapplethorpe was after, the heart of his vision. He described
perfection as having “[everything] where it should be” in the photograph, but this wasn’t just
a matter of technicalities. True, his images had symmetry and rigor, “classical” in the cool
sense of the “skin” of his photographs is remarkably clean and crisp. But critic Kay Larson
labels his brand of perfection “hot” classicism because it aims to give a shape and a name
to a sensuality - indeed, an eroticism - that Mapplethorpe believed bubbled just beneath the
poised “skin” of his subjects, just as it simmers beneath the controlled “skin” of his pictures.

A

good example of how Mapplethorpe does this is a 1985 black-and-white photograph
titled “Grapes,” one of Mapplethorpe’s still lifes. The frame of the picture encloses a
cluster of dark grapes sprinkled with water, in the rough shape of a human heart. Ambient
light fans over the grapes and a much more directed lighting comes from underneath. These
are not grapes we will ever see in the supermarket. They are ideal grapes, full of juice and
flavor, ready to burst against the palate. Mapplethorpe’s attention is so refined that we can
even see the grain of the grape’s skin.
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But Mapplethorpe doesn’t want the eye to stop at the exquisite detail. Because nothing in
the meticulous uncluttered surface distracts the viewer, the viewer is forced to move closer
and closer to the object until the space between viewer and object becomes charged with a
kind of seductive electro-magnetism, an artistic strong-force. Suddenly, these grapes take on
a gravity, a robustness. even an aura of danger and excitement. He wants the viewer to go
deep into these grapes and consider how ripe they are, how much life and force they have in
them, and to recognize that the life-force that ballooned these grapes also works inside each
of us.
It’s funny, that tingling sensation as you move on to the next offering-after all, they’re only
grapes, But that’s the point. Once you really look at them, which Mapplethorpe’s immaculate
surface forces you to do, they aren’t just grapes any more. There’s more there, and that more
reaches down to some fairly elemental levels. These grapes are erotic, full of eros, that energy
most feared by the gods because it couldn’t be completely controlled, the energy most directly
tied to our physical natures and that fuels our hunger for expression and freedom
Mapplethorpe wants to arouse the viewer, whether sensually or just in some more general
sense, and get us to feel that as we look at his images, we are, in some very basic way, in touch
with a self either pre-social or just outside society’s pale, the thing the Puritans felt they had
to restrain in Hester Prynne.

W

hen Mapplethorpe’s camera moves to people, the intimate charged connection
between viewer and subject becomes even more dangerous, more ambiguous, more
challenging, more exciting, more rebellious. As Arthur Danto said about Mapplethorpe’s
Whitney Museum show in 1988, Mapplethorpe was trying in his images to stretch certain
limits because he hoped, in some way, that “consciousness would be transformed” and people
would be liberated from their preconceptions into new conceptions. The desire to liberate
comes through most strongly in his figure studies of male and female nudes because these
studies are not about “the body,” as it might be viewed abstractly in a drawing class in a coolly
classical way, but about bodies, in all their physical and sexual attractiveness and power.

In his 1983 Lady, Lisa Lyon (photographs from which are included in the exhibit), he worked
with bodybuilder Lisa Lyon in exploring where the line lies between masculine and feminine
identity. He chose Lyon because bodybuilding, as a sculpting of flesh and a choreography of
posing, fit his classical tastes. But he was also aware that Lyon was involved in a traditionally
male activity, and his book is, in part, a narrative about this crossing, and erasing, of gender
boundaries (a topic he explores in some of his self-portraits). Mapplethorpe pushed the
boundaries here because, for him, crossing gender identities was a way of achieving real,
visceral, usable freedom. Lisa Lyon said that what Mapplethorpe was doing was “exploring
the limitations of male and female,” not to maintain sexual limits and definitions but to break
them.
He erases other kinds of lines in his studies of nude black men. Critics have called these
pictures exploitative and racist, but writer Edmund White says that what Mapplethorpe did
was bring black men “out of invisibility.” Mapplethorpe knew that the project was, in his
words, “loaded”: black men, especially naked black men, could never be neutral subjects in
American society. And especially the black men Mapplethorpe chose for models. Brenden
Lemon, in a review of the Whitney in Aperture, said that to some degree Mapplethorpe can
be pigeonholed as the photographer “who has his black dicks” and that “the phallus does
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Photo courtesy of the Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford CT
© The Estate of Robert Mapplethorpe

Mapplethorpe balances his models between
grace and pressure, power and resistance.
provide some measure of the man.” His models are well-endowed and are often posed in ways
calculated to provoke all the myths about the threat and thrill of black male potency. It was
almost as if what Mapplethorpe really wanted to do was take portraits of the black phallus, as
in “Man in Polyester Suit,” where the half-erect elephantine penis looping out of the fly has a
parabolic grace that is both sexual and aesthetic at the same time.

B

ut there’s more to these pictures than just a geometric fascination for phallic dimensions.
While he may have been a little disingenuous by insisting that he was concerned only with
the pictures, not the politics, he nonetheless produced a collection of photographs similar in
form and execution to classical sculptures that in their cumulative effect not only give dignity
to the models but also allow the men to exist as sexual beings without the threat of fear or
violence.

In these pictures Mapplethorpe balances his models between grace and pressure,
power and resistance. For instance, in “Ken Moody, 1984” (Moody was a favorite model of
Mapplethorpe’s), Moody is shown from the waist: up with his eyes dosed holding a brilliantly
speckled tiger lily over his head with both hands. For a moment both the muscular man and
the fragile beauty of the flower held aloft like a halo are equivalent, each being’s beauty a
reflection of the other’s. In another moment the flower will wilt and the man will die, and in
this they’re equivalent, too, but for the instant the camera has captured them they collaborate
in perfection.
In other pictures the balance is less calm, full of tension and restraint. In “Thomas on a
Pedestal, 1986,” the subject is shown standing in profile bent over at the waist. His forearms
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rest on the pedestal, hands crossed at the wrists, fists clenched, and his face is hidden by
his upper arms. His left foot is arched at the hall, while his right foot is flat, and the knees are
slightly bent, as if he were ready to also arch the right foot and balance himself.
He is not at rest, even though he’s stationary; it is the moment before he acts, when the
body has decided but not yet moved. The body becomes beautiful because it’s caught in that
instant between decision and action; a breath before, and the body is too relaxed, a breath
after, and the body’s moving too fast to see.
Mapplethorpe, then, was always looking for that moment between moments when we
could see (because he’s captured it on film) the full humanness of the poised human body. A
quartet of pictures done in 1981 called “Ajitto” (after the name of the model) probably shows
this best of all.
Mapplethorpe has Ajitto sitting on a simple pedestal draped in rough cloth, his knees
pulled into his chest, his face hidden by the posture. The four shots are from the front and back
and each side. From the side, in shadow but clearly visible, is the curve of Ajitto’s penis and
testicles. The play of light on the black skin (what Mapplethorpe called “bronze”) gives Ajitto
a volume that fills the picture frame completely, and his simple yet dignified pose emphasizes
his humanness, his individuality, and his sexual being. We even see small scars on his right
arm and left shin. This may be a man with whom we have an ambiguous and perhaps even
hostile relationship, but Mapplethorpe brings us so close to the subject that if we continue to
deny his political and sexual humanity, we end up denying our own.

F

reedom, humanity, liberation, new ideas, brilliant technique - nice. But what about all
“those” pictures in the “X” portfolio, the ones that Senator Helms fumed about, that
caused the Corcoran Gallery, to its everlasting shame, to cancel the Mapplethorpe exhibit,
that helped journalists cash in on a ready-made juicy congressional contretemps? It would be
nice to say that they’re simply not that interesting and only of minor importance, or are simply
pornographic and not artistic, or simply don’t measure up to the technical standards of the
other pictures. But they’re there. Mapplethorpe wanted them there. And they’re there for a
purpose.

Arthur Danto wrote that Mapplethorpe’s photos of the New York gay community in the
1970s, his “X” portfolio, were “political acts,” meant to “enlist art in some more critical
transformation.” There is no doubt about this. Mapplethorpe said in an interview with ArtNews
that “I was in a position to take those pictures [and] I felt an obligation to do them.”
But an obligation to what? The world that Mapplethorpe photographs in his “X” portfolio is a
world based on sexual energies that simply aren’t accepted, or even recognized as legitimate,
by the “straight” world. But they exist, even in the “straight” world, they are a part of what
constitutes being “human,” and Mapplethorpe believed that the effort to disown them could
only lead to shame or (as with Senator Helms) intolerant condemnation.

M

applethorpe said on a number of occasions that his Catholic upbringing gave him a strong
sense not only of symmetry and iconography but also of redemption and reconciliation.
Mapplethorpe wanted to remove all that had been called “shameful” (in this case, certain
sexual practices) from the power of shame to isolate each of us from the other and from our
own selves. In a number of interviews Mapplethorpe said that as far as he was concerned
there was no difference between a cock and a flower and a portrait because they all had their
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own elegance and power. A little coy in saying this, perhaps, but it was something he clearly
believed because he wanted us to see the “shameful” things without shame, just as we looked
at flowers or a face. He wanted us to be able to envision without the blinders of a morality that
taught us that certain of our impulses should be hidden, distorted, misnamed, condemned.
Such innocence of vision, what Roland Barthes called a “blissful eroticism, “was doomed.
Every society has its code of modesty, and it’s the romantic’s fond notion that such a code can
be nullified simply by people changing their attitudes about sexual pluralism. And it ignores
the fact that lust, however “pure” its energy may be, ultimately depends upon anonymity for
its satisfaction, on bodies with no names or faces, which can only dehumanize people. But
Mapplethorpe’s effort to push these boundaries, to bring the code into relief if not decline,
was an effort to get us to reconcile ourselves with ourselves, through challenge and assault
but also through beauty and grace.
The “perfect moment” for Mapplethorpe was a moment that, in the words of critic Janet
Rardon, captured “the peak of bloom, the apogee of power, the most seductive instant, the
ultimate present.” For Mapplethorpe, to achieve that perfection, what he called “a space
that’s magic,” meant pushing against boundaries - sexual, racial, moral, political. That’s what
bothered Jesse Helms: all the blurred lines, all the calls for exploratory license, all the broken
cherished stereotypes, all the blatant “here it is in your face” quality of some of the photographs,
all the sex, all the bodies, all the nakedness - all the freedom. What Mapplethorpe was trying
to do was bound to shock and disturb, not only as a conscious effort but also by the simple
fact that he was trying to get people to move beyond what they’d been told they were by the
society in which they lived.
In his own way Mapplethorpe was trying to encourage that process of self-definition and
self-discovery, which is also a way of resisting authority, that drives the culture and politics of a
democracy. In a 1985 speech, Ronald Reagan, of all people, said that artists “have to be brave;
they live in the realm of idea and expression, and their ideas will often be provocative and
unusual.” Artists “stretch the limits of understanding...[and] express ideas that are sometimes
unpopular.” “Where there’s liberty,” Reagan concluded, “art succeeds.” Mapplethorpe would
almost add, if he were inclined to speak politically, where art succeeds, there’s liberty. Jesse
and Cincinnati, and the rest of us, need to listen very closely to that.
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The Macho Zone

any years ago the Marvelous Maria Beatriz and I
were traveling from New York to Boston by bus. As
we boarded, a desperate woman holding a young boy
and with a little girl in tow handed Maria Beatriz the boy
(who was suffering from a cold) and blurted out that
the bus line would allow one child to ride free with the
parent but not two, and since she had two children but
only her own ticket… So we got on the bus, sudden
parents of a new son.

Four hours to Boston, so time to hear Kati’s story
of an abusive relationship and cradle a wheezing snotfilled cranky little boy named Macho and play games
with a polite little girl. Kati’s friend would meet them at
South Station and then help them get home to Puerto
Rico.

Macho
Zone
The blessing of those moments when we can
slough off the irritating weight of our egos.

Except that South Station is a big confusing place, and the friend could not be found, so
they took the girl and headed off to scout while I stayed with Macho and the luggage.
So, I am holding this wheezing, sleeping boy against my chest, swaying, the two of us a still
point in the crush of people, his breath through my shirt to my skin, each protecting the other: I
was in the Macho Zone - a place clear, clean, and full of grace. And finite, of course. They found
the friend, and off they went to Puerto Rico, and us to home and memory.
What has this to do with theatre?
I’ve often thought that great art is great because it creates its own Macho Zone, releasing
us from conscience into the liberation of expecting nothing in return, otherwise known as
grace.
I feel that if I can create one or two Zone moments in my writing, I can count myself
successful. But it’s not something I can arm-twist into being. Just as with Macho, all I can do
is cradle something human and let what washes over me wash over me - and then record it
with as much honesty as I can, send it to the world, and hope it makes it home to Puerto Rico.
(October 2008)
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Craggy Ruggedness of Crete
Preserves Beauty of Ancient World

was not prepared.  I had read all the guidebooks and talked with people who’d gone there.
But I was not prepared for tonic beauty of Crete, for the craggy ruggedness of its mountains,
the. quick fertility of its plains, the deep blue and jade green Mediterranean woven to its
shores.

Above all, I was not prepared to find myself sifting, like an archeologist, through layers of
accumulated civilization until my original self rested in my hands. But as Kazantzakis’ Zorba
told us - and as the myths told us even earlier - Crete has the power to unveil the marrow of
bones.
My friends Don and Ida and I had planned for nearly a year to go to Crete to visit the
ruins of the Minoans, a culture that had inhabited Crete from at least 6000 BC to 1400 BC.
We’d became fascinated by the Minoan culture because their worship of the ancient Goddess
seemed to allow them to live in a world full of light and life and sacred power. Chaperoned by
one carry-on piece of luggage, the Blue Guide, and enough film to keep Fotomat solvent for a
year, we left to explore.
It’s usual to first fly into Athens and then from Athens into Heraklion, Crete’s capital. At the
airport we picked up the Suzuki jeep we’d rented (the only kind of transportation, we found
later, that made sense to use on the mountainous island) and set out to find a good hotel.
The city’s narrow streets are fringed with the greasy sweet smell of diesel fumes from
Yugos, Fielat, Mirabellas and the ubiquitous motorbikes, whose gun-shot mufflers and
mosquito buzz slice the air even at three a.m. Most of the buildings are ugly (except for the old
Venetian administration buildings and Orthodox churches, which are merely decrepit), panels
of concrete glued together in flat-top arrangements that crawl up the side of the low hill the
city surrounds. Heraklion makes no effort, beyond the necessarily exploitative ones, to be a
city easy on the foreign eye.
But Heraklion does have the Archeological Museum, which offers a unique display of
Minoan artifacts. Within an hour of depositing our luggage and sloughing off the dirt and
fatigue of our long journey, we made our way there. Like most things in Heraklion, and indeed
in much of Crete, the museum has few pretensions. It looks like a warehouse, and its displays
are minimalist in design: squat glass cases graced by a card with a line or two of description
in three languages, the pieces unpretentiously scattered on glass shelves.
But as we began to see in reality what we’d only glimpsed in pictures, we knew that we
were not prepared for how much life these pieces still had.
After Heraklion we jumped into our jeep and set off to see the four major palaces built by
the Minoans around 1600 BC. The palaces all share similar ground plans, with wide outside
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courts for religious performances, broad approach roads, wide steps leading to spacious
porches, extensive magazines for storing food and materials and pillared hallways.
But two of the palaces in particular, Knossos just outside Heraklion, and Festos, 60
kilometers south, give the best sense of how the Minoans blended their lives with the life of
the world around them.
The word “labyrinth” comes from Crete, and it refers to the kinds of palaces the Minoans
built. Standing as high as five stories, they were honeycombed with hallways and rooms and
staircases and must have housed hundreds, if not thousands of people.
Minoan work, while no less concerned with matters of ultimate meaning, is sprightly and
colorful and local in feel, with artful and naturalistic images of quail in high grasses, dolphins
sporting in the sea, a monkey picking through yellow crocuses.
Pictures of the Minoans themselves show slender, elegant men and women adorned with
jewelry, their hair long and curled. And men and women appear equal in most aspects of life,
even in the deadly bulljumping rituals, where they both took turns making their acrobatic leaps
over the horns of a charging bull.
Crete has been eroded, fissured, cleaved and accordianed by earthquake, volcano, salt,
wind and water, but it has also been carved by humans with their olive groves and grape vines
and windmills. The ancient mesh of natural and human interventions is so compounded that
there are no lines between the two, only various shadings from one to the other and back
again. Standing on the sharp curve of an upgrade looking out over fields and crags, with so
much of this area’s history incorporated into the history of our bones and minds, it’s possible
to feel both awed and familiar, both a stranger and the traveler returning home.
And so many other things about Crete: showers without curtains (and with a handheld
showerhead); the kindness of everyone we met, especially if we tried our fractured Greek on
them; the silty raw taste of Turkish coffee; old men with faces like grape vines arranged in
village cafes; restaurant owners taking you into the kitchen to select your food. (Menus were
never used.) It was hard to leave, to come back to the normalized and expected.
But part of my heart is harbored
in Crete; its energy seeps into
everyday life and lifts the ordinary
just a notch higher, turns it a bit
brighter. And also part of my heart is
at the palace daubing fresh pigment
on wet plaster, lifting the sides of a
vase to exquisite thinness, feeling
the power of life percolating as the
seasons and my spirit change and
grow. For a time, it was possible
to get outside the sometimes
deadening and frightening age in
which we live and rediscover the
original maps of human life.

Entrance to Knossos palace. (Photo by Michael Bettencourt)
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John Gardner Considered

ver three years have passed since the author John Gardner died on September 14, 1982.
Despite the initial lack of notice (he died the same day as Bashir Gemayel and Princess
Grace), Gardner has recently become a small but thriving academic industry. Three books
of criticism have been published about him and three more are planned. SUNY Binghamton
recently ran an October Light festival celebrating the author, and Ballantine Books has
reissued most of his works with a unified typeface and graphic art, making the books appear
as the “oeuvre” of John Gardner. (Even the manner of his death now causes controversy-s-see
Terence DesPres’ recent essay in The Yale Review1). What does Gardner have that prompts
such strong pointed effort? Above all else stands Gardner’s commitment to writing and the
belief that the writer matters. Rightly or wrongly, Gardner believed that writing, especially
making fiction, made a difference, and he spent his short career hammering that point home.

Gardner would be worth studying simply as a portrait of the driven artist. He wrote
prolifically: ten volumes of criticism, five children’s books, two works of poetry, two collections
of short stories, several libretti, and ten novels, as well as giving over one hundred interviews.2
Only forty-nine years old when he died, he doubtless would have built an even more prismatic
collection had he lived longer. His work showed an athletic, unroutine devotion to fiction and
criticism.
But the evaluation of a writer rests on the writing itself; the author must stand or fall on
that. Gardner’s writing, for all its bloat, pretention, and smoke, is a writing dedicated to making
life worth living and intelligible. What “intelligible” and “worth living” meant to Gardner had
much to do with process, with becoming. In On Moral Fiction he argues that the process of
writing fiction creates a kind of moral goodness because the writer, forced by his craft to keep
his intuition and imagination permeable and not linked to any ideology, can catch glimpses of
truth that an ideology would override. As one of his characters says in the short story “The Art
of Living,” the artist is one who “makes a covenant with ... something that’s there, pots and
paintings, recipes: the specifics that make things indefinite come alive ... The artist’s contract
is, come hell or high water he won’t go cheap, he’ll never quit trying for the best.” Such a
process of openness, not only in writing but in approaching living itself, creates the worth that
life has to the individual.
The “intelligibility” of life follows from this vision of process-as-becoming. Gardner did not
believe that life has meaning in the sense that we can find an answer to “why” it exists, that
it can be understood the same way the equation for gravity can be derived from observation.
Like Grendel, in Gardner’s book by the same name, we are all nailed to a brutal agnosticism.
Yet Grendel argues that it is better to know fully the bitterness, blindness, and absurdity of
life than retain the innocence he had at the beginning of the story. Why? Because the despair
and pain he felt were his, earned by a violent apprenticeship in life which, while it led to no
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revelation, did lead to the sort of dangerous vitality preferable to the safe rigor of death. This
vitality informs the smile that Sisyphus wears at the end of Camus’ essay, the smile of a man
who, even though he knows the futility of his world, nonetheless knows his world.
For this reason, then - his “message” of the worth and intelligibility of life - Gardner must
have attention paid to him. Many today forego any political or moral risk because they believe
that the world will soon destroy itself, and taking a risk, which implies a future for the future,
comes off as a futile comic gesture in Armageddon’s shadow. To them, Gardner’s fiction will
say that the “art” of living, like art itself, demands risk; only through risk can anyone hope to
find something akin to peace with the world and its problems.
And where Armageddon’s shadow also outsizes the mundane, makes the apocalypse
common breakfast fare, Gardner’s fiction champions the “merely human.” Though Gardner
has often been called a “writer of ideas,” his characters are never mouthpieces or allegories
or models for emulation. Instead, they are flesh riddled by ideas, compatriots who, in their
struggles to understand and triumph, reflect our own similar struggles to shape meaning out
of morass. Gardner’s characters constantly show us that when we substitute what is most
vibrantly human about our lives with cynicism or ideology or bloodless reason, we disinherit
ourselves. The world becomes the wasteland we fear because it reflects the wasteland we
have become. The “merely human” of Gardner’s fiction has the power that E.M. Forster
ascribed to Eliot and his “Prufrock”: that a poet who, in the midst of World War I, “could turn
aside to complain of ladies and drawing rooms preserved a tiny drop of our self-respect, he
carried on the human heritage.”3 Fiction’s obligation, to Gardner, was to know and record the
“human heritage” of our lives, not to demean it by demoting it to ideology or manifesto. And
an unswerving corollary to this obligation was Gardner’s belief that to the extent good fiction
forces our humanity on us, politics and morality will be legitimate.
GARDNER’S “MESSAGE”
Orwell noted in his essay “Inside the Whale” that “it is always a writer’s tendency, his
‘purpose,’ his ‘message,’ that makes him liked or disliked.”4 Gardner would approve, for while
technique, as he said in On Moral Fiction, “helps the writer to check himself and zero in on
truth,” the important job is to produce writing that, “for its time ... clarifies life and tends to
improve it.”5 Let me focus on Gardner’s message.
Critics have divided Gardner’s fiction into three phases: a very early phase, which produced
The Resurrection and Nickel Mountain, a maturing phase out of which came The Sunlight
Dialogues and The Wreckage of Agathon, and a late phase - Grendel, Jason and Medeia,
October Light, The Art of Living, Freddy’s Book, and Mickelsson’s Ghosts. Reading the books
in these groupings shows a changing view of the world from, roughly, a pastoral world, with a
romantic acceptance of death and a poetic gloss on despair and defeat, to a world both comic
and tragic in its arbitrary working, a world where the quest for “the meaning of life” had a
venomous nobility to it.6
In the pastoral world of the young Gardner, life, despite its evils, plays a benign game. James
Chandler, the leukemic philosopher of The Resurrection, asserts that the world causing his
body’s purposeless dissolution is “the world one must affirm, the buzzing, blooming confusion
itself.”7 Chandler holds no rage against the dying of the light. Similarly, Henry Soames, in
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Nickel Mountain, makes the same ungrounded affirmation in the final chapter of the book. He
and his son are watching an elderly couple disinter their boy, who had died fifty years earlier
from an errant lightning bolt, and who now is to be laid with them when they die. The senseless
tragedy, the almost defunct people glazed with despair, Henry’s own approaching death, elicit
from Henry no anger, no trembling. The deepest well from which he can draw is that his wife
and son, after he dies, will “be heartbroken for a while, as he’d been heartbroken when his
father died, but would after a while forget a little, turn back to the world of living, as was right.”8
This touching faith in the graciousness of the universe comes very close to “sentimentality”
as Gardner himself defined the word: “an attempt to make the reader cry without giving him a
good clear reason for crying.”9
The next phase of Gardner’s work, however, became more daring, both in style and
narrative. A nasty brutishness has barged into the universe, and the universe, now a tyrant,
not a father, requires rebellion, not respect. Where once zephyrs travelled we now find farts,
whistles, leers, and, most of all, doubts. An increased desperation haunts this middle phase
of Gardner’s fiction as his characters become less able to trade on their convenient illusions.
But perhaps “desperation” is not the right word, with its suggestion of abandonment. Gardner
never simply abandons his characters to wander blinded, Oedipus-like. What he does is bring
them closer to their own humanity, force them to stop looking to the gods for redemption and
start the harder business of redeeming themselves. While the possibility for redemption is
always there, it is never assured, as it was for earlier characters like Henry Soames. It is our
responsibility, acting against the backdrop of a deserted universe, to make everyone “one of
our number.”10
This tense balance Gardner brings to his later fiction is not so much a tension between the
individual and an abstract “world,” as between the individual’s awesome capacities for selfdestruction and self-delusion and love and forgiveness. Gardner, at this point, has become
less the “writer of ideas” and more a miniaturist of chameleon human beings. One can, of
course, only speculate how Gardner would have grown and changed as an artist, but there is
no reason to think he would have abandoned the path he had set for himself: shocking his
characters (and his readers) out of thinking themselves residents in a beneficent universe and
throwing them back into the messiness of their own lives to find their own levels of forgiveness
and co-operation.
Yet to put it this way is to say that Gardner, in this late phase, retains some of that
sentimentality of his earlier fiction, and this would be false. When Gardner kicked out the
gods and made his characters depend upon one another, he knew that without the gods,
without their paternalistic assurance that life means something, those contradictions and
exaggerations of life, the fundamental absurdities that otherwise could be explained away,
would sit down next to us at the banquet and steal our food. Gardner’s redemptions in this
late phase never evict these gluttonous guests, they only hold them at bay to provide breathing
room. The ineluctable edge of bitterness that life carries comes from knowing that these
guests will, in the end, eat everything, including us.
What is one to do in the face of this double-bind: damned if I do live, and damned if I
do not? Gardner’s answer: Fight back. Gardner, knowing full well the dangers of lunacy and
suicide, nonetheless has his characters struggle against the abyss in order to maintain some
modicum of goodness, or sweetness, or, at the very least, some cohering picture of the self.
That this is so in Gardner’s fiction is not surprising because it grows out of his conception of
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what fiction is and ought to do. The narrator in Jason and Medeia asks, “Is nothing serious?”11
- and is answered by James Chandler of The Resurrection: “the true meaning of human
adaptability is man’s power to find, despite overwhelming arguments, something in himself to
love” (115). While it may be true that nothing is serious, the asking of the question is a serious
endeavor and constitutes the beginning of the search for meaning. Gardner’s fiction merges
the corrosively absurd with the commandment to love in order to instruct people, in a wholly
undidactic way, that the search for meaning begins and ends in the dangers and possibilities
of their lives.
GARDENER AS A CRAFTSMAN
In the first chapter of On Moral Fiction, Gardner shoots out pronouncements on art like
a crap-shooter on a roll. Art, by turns, asserts, rediscovers, gropes, combines fancy and
judgment, and values chance. This line of argument is fairly well summed up when Gardner
announces that “art builds; it never stands pat; it destroys only evil,” and this fairly well sums
up the self-proclaimed purpose of Gardner’s own fiction.
Yet, as Gardner also intelligently notes, “the artist who begins with a doctrine to promulgate,
instead of a rabble multitude of ideas and emotions, is beaten before he starts,” even if
he’s writing about the sacred doctrine of art. Nothing can be as tedious as a manifesto, or
a piece of “art” which is simply a manifesto in drag. Gardner had more than a “message” in
his work, more than a brief for the ways things ought to be. He complemented the complexity
of his vision with an earnest attention to the craft of writing. Like Henry, the old actor in The
Fantasticks, he knew how to “dress the stage.”
Gardner not only created new forms of fiction, as in Grendel, to handle what he wanted
to say, but also revived all manner of other fictional forms: the epic poem, Platonic dialogue,
pastoral novel, the framed novel in the manner of The Scarlet Letter. His settings are as often
in the mythic past as they are in everyday America, and in such books as The King’s Indian, he
mixes the locales, giving us in one book a realistic story about a small-town minister, the fairy
tales of Queen Louisa, a Poe-ish horror story, and a Melvillian epic on the high seas. Gardner
called this blending of space and time, of the old forms with contemporary notions, the “poetic
mosaic” or “interlace,” a tradition in which the artist weaves old materials together for a new
aesthetic purpose.12 As Gardner said in an interview, “My subject really is (as one critic once
mentioned), human history - the conflict of ideas and emotions through the ages.”13
Thus Gardner tried to expand the consciousness of his readers by placing them
simultaneously in ancient and modern times, using each to activate and illuminate the other.
By doing this he hoped his art would create “a vision of life-in-the-twentieth-century that is
worth pursuing,” a vision that would help people “hunt for positive ways of surviving, of living.”14
And Gardner worked out this vision for his readers through an acutely visual poetic prose.
Grendel probably reflects best his desire to present through language both “the real and
the real transmuted.”15 In Grendel he hones an incisive epigrammatic language that reflects
the deadly keenness and ferocity of Grendel’s world. In this story, the epic of Beowulf related
from the monster’s point of view, we see Unferth, protector of the king Hrothgar, standing in
the presence of Beowulf: “with his head bowed, eyes mere slits, clamped mouth hidden where
his moustache overlapped his beard. Bitterness went out from him like darkness made visible”
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(83-84). Beowulf’s bear “stirred, restless, irritable, like the young king’s anger removed to the
end of a chain” (86). Later, when Grendel is filled with wrathful despair, Gardner’s language
sings out in ironic eloquence the desperation Grendel feels: “(Thus poor Grendel! anger’s
child, / red eyes hidden in the dark of verbs, / brachiating with a hoot from rhyme and rhyme)”
(97). The Shaper’s young assistant “hears the harp behind closed eyes [while] the October hills
in his calm mind run wolves” (98). And Gardner even mimics the kenning of the Anglo-Saxon
poetry when Grendel sees himself as an “old hellroads-runner; earth-rim-roamer” (101).
Yet language was not, and could not be, everything. As he said in a celebrated conversation
with William Gass, language “exists to make a beautiful and powerful apparition,” not just
to paint “pretty colored walIS.”16 And to Gardner, characters roundly fleshed with clear and
truthful language were what pulled readers into the “continuous dream” of fiction and made
the fiction worth reading. The writer’s business, Gardner said, is to “make up convincing
human beings and create for them basic situations and actions by means of which they come
to know themselves and reveal themselves to the reader.”17 When the writer does this well,
the reader can vicariously act out the trials of the characters and learn from their failures and
successes particular attitudes, opinions, assertions, and beliefs. Fiction written in this way,
with strong language creating strong characters, “helps us know what we believe, reinforces
those qualities that are noblest in us, leads us to feel uneasy about our faults and limitations.”18
Gardner’s books abound in finely formed characters who stick tenaciously to the reader’s
mind and engage the reader’s sympathies. One small passage in The Sunlight Dialogues, a
description of Millie Hodge (nee Jewel), wife of Will Hodge, Sr., the Sunlight Man’s brother,
shows Gardner’s gifts at work. Millie is a rapaciously egotistical woman, unwilling to give,
and in the end incapable of giving, love to anyone because she has defined the world for
herself only in terms of what it can give her. As her name indicates, she has a mineral soul,
and Gardner captures this quality emphatically when she receives the news of her son Luke’s
suicide:
“I’m sorry, Millie,” [Will, her husband] said. That was all. The connection broke. She listened to the wind, and
there were no ghosts’ voices now. No time for fantasy. The house was empty. She turned mechanically away
from the phone. The room was cold, for the hot summer had at last broken, and autumn was descending in
a rush, as always in Western New York. She drew the ragged old red and purple afghan from the couch and
wrapped it around her shoulders. She stood at the window with her arms crossed over her bosom holding
the makeshift robe in place. Stony Hill [the Hodge family estate] was burning, a red glow northeast of [Attica]
prison’s white light. She stood looking. Her arms were white, her elbows like daggers. Her eyes were like
emerald, her lips like amethyst, and in her mourning she was beautiful again; she was calm as a stone. (714·15)

Notice the choppy jog of the opening sentences, as well as their lack of depth, paralleling
her refusal to feel grief and responsibility. The rhythm is broken only at the sentence about
coming autumn and one notices suddenly how closely the coming of autumn and winter
reflects the crystallization of her own soul. Donning a ragged royalty with the faded afghan,
she views a kingdom edged by fire and imprisonment. But it is all outside her now, alien and
distant. She does not react to her son’s death, to the destruction of her family’s estate; she
merely stands looking. And the last two sentences have that sense of toting up, as if Millie is
no more or less than that list of both literal and metamorphic images, topped off by the final
clause that has the finality of a sinking stone.
Ultimately Gardner’s power as an author comes from his acute ability to weave his poetic
language into characters who are then woven into narrative structures that gather force
because of juxtaposition, echoing, and rhythmic intertwining, in much the same way a poem
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assumes power from its patternings. In all his fiction Gardner tried to illustrate the advice he
gave to young writers: “One way or another, all good writing achieves some kind of gusto ...
Whatever fire the presentation may have comes from harmony or indivisibility of presentation
and the thing presented.”19 This means that a fiction writer must learn that language is “finally
subservient to plot and character.”20 Gardner was uneven in how well he put his principles into
practice. Gregory Morris, in his study of Gardner’s fiction, fairly states that of the ten novels
Gardner wrote, three will be significant examples of twentieth-century fiction; the rest will live
on as near-misses or undervalued minor works.21 Yet through all of Gardner’s books one can
see him working out his belief, as he stated in an interview:
fiction, to be good, always has to be about the particular, ... and at the same time it has to have universality. You
get universality partly by resonance, by tying your story to a myth, as in Ulysses. Another way you get resonance
and get away from the specific, the particular, is to take several characters with parallel situations and show
slight differences in effect ... [This is] the technique of Jane Austen or Henry James, where you have parallel
figures who. together tell you the larger truth.22

It is fitting that Gardner’s posthumous works have been books about the craft and difficulties
of writing, for they accumulate what he had been accomplishing with all his work, that is, to
show that being a wordsmith was a moral, legitimate, necessary vocation and required great
sacrifice and patience. As he said in On Becoming A Novelist, “spending a lifetime writing
novels is hard enough to justify in any case, but spending a lifetime writing novels nobody
wants is much harder.” Gardner knew very well, as he said in an interview, that “it’s probably
true that writing doesn’t change much, that lives aren’t wildly altered by novels, although
lives are sometimes saved by novels, but generally fiction doesn’t have that much effect.”
Nevertheless, he continues, “when you’re a writer you have to pretend, believe that writing
has an enormous effect. You have to convince yourself that every story you write is something
wonderful.”23 The “something wonderful” of Gardner’s writings is his effort to offer reasons for
embracing life. He knew full well that death would triumph, yet he also knew that in life’s battle
there would be understandings and victories that make life worthwhile, if not eternal. These
victories are what he tries to harness in his work so that we may be drawn away from despair
and provided “with the flicker of lightning that shows us where we are.”24
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Facilitating
Justice
Let us do our duty in our shop or our kitchen, in the market, the street, the office, the school, the home, just as
faithfully as if we stood in the front rank of some great battle, and knew that victory for mankind depended on
our bravery, strength, and skill. When we do that, the humblest of us will be serving in that great army which
achieves the welfare of the world.

T

-Theodore Parker

he search for social justice lies at the heart of Unitarian Universalism, and many
congregations around the country serve vigorously in Parker’s “great army” to make real
the Sixth Principle of “peace, liberty, and justice for all.”
True, not every congregation can have the broad agenda of the 1,400 members of the
Unitarian Church of All Souls in New York City-an ambitious program that includes food
collection and distribution, children’s programs, and a travel auction and other special fundraisers that net over $170,000 a year to support the church’s social justice ministries.
But look at the Unitarian Universalist Society of the Palisades in Englewood, New Jersey.
Its 10 members, along with members of the Ridgewood, New Jersey congregation, raised
$16,000 to end hunger. Or consider the 62 members of the Harrisonburg (Virginia) Unitarian
Universalists, who use every third Sunday to create an intergenerational program on a social
issue. Or take the ISO-strong First Universalist Church of Yarmouth, Maine, which focused on
the environment as a unifying theme and generated curriculum materials for the children and a
group recycling project. For these congregations and many like them (70% of UU congregations
have fewer than ISO members), size presents no obstacle if the will exists to “do one’s duty.”
Yet like any institution in the late 20th-century United States, congregations are bending
under the weight of forces they neither control nor, often, understand; and the commitment
to social justice can wane in the face of more immediate concerns. This is why the UUA
Department for Social Justice (DSJ) has initiated the Social Justice Empowerment Program,
a multiyear plan to give North American congregations the tools to reinvigorate the fight for
social justice.
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Now, as Bill Gardiner and Lola Peters, director
and associate director of the DSJ, know, a vast gulf
exists between stating a policy and actually carrying
it out. For several years they have been conducting
workshops at the district level on how to form effective
social justice programs. But the two of them simply
did not have the time to extend their work to the
congregational level. This need to “clone the DSJ,”
in Peters’ words, gave rise to the idea of a training
program, which would establish “mini-DSJs” in each
district through a network of trained facilitators linked
to the UUA, yet tuned in to the parochial needs of
individual congregations. The facilitators in turn would
give well-planned workshops to congregations on how
to better their social justice programs.
Finally, one day this past April, after a year of
planning, 38 people, including two consultants, and
representatives from 11 districts, the DSJ, and the
World converged on the Canterbury Retreat Center
in Oviedo, Florida, to participate in the Social Justice
The Canterbury Retreat Center in Oviedo, FL
Empowerment Program. Over the next six days these
people (now known as social justice facilitators) learned to assess a congregation’s social
justice program needs, design a workshop to fit those needs, and conduct that workshop.
Districts selected the trainees by “various and sundry methods,” according to Peters, and
funding from the Veatch Program of the North Shore Unitarian Universalist Society of Plandome,
New York, helped cover costs.
During initial assessments, Gardiner and Peters found that UU congregations generally
have social justice programs that fit one of three descriptions: (1) Some congregations have
no social justice program to speak of (the congregation may be just forming or has never
developed a program); (2) Many churches have a social justice committee and some projects
in the works, but may not have yet reached their full potential; (3) Some congregations have a
durable structure in place and several projects in progress. The Social Justice Empowerment
Program is designed to teach facilitators how to assist in the first two congregational situations.
To do this, Gardiner, Peters, and two consultants, Mike Akillian and Niela Miller, designed
the training program to give the facilitators a “tool kit” of both techniques and ideas that would
enable them to help congregations do the mundane, gotta-get-up-each-day kind of efforts that
actually win the battle for social justice.
Putting this tool kit together involved four primary steps: (1) self-assessment by participants; (2) instruction in how to appraise a congregation’s social justice needs; (3) role-playing
exercises; and (4) practicing negotiation and listening skills. The goal of the training, Gardiner
pointed out, was to give facilitators tools that they would in turn pass on to the congregations
so that they could “empower themselves to work on social justice issues.”
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Step 1: Self-Assessment
On Friday night, Miller initiated a discussion about what people hoped to receive from
the training. The motives and expectations of the facilitators were as individual as their
personalities. Some simply wanted to bear better witness to social justice issues during their
lifetime. “I want to make a contribution to my congregation,” said one, while another stated, “I
want to learn how to make a difference.” A few believed the training program would strengthen
skills they already possessed, while others felt the workshop would get them “unstuck” in
their social justice work. “I’m really hungry for models,” one person said, “that attract people
from all walks of the community.” Some hoped to rebuild the dike rather than just put another
finger in it, to bridge the gap between helping the poor and preventing poverty, though some
disagreed, saying, “You don’t have to reach out to the UN-you only have to reach out to your
local community.” One person reminded everyone not to forget that social justice work can
also be great fun.
Finally, all participants agreed that they hoped what they were doing would become the
nucleus for a new way of working for social justice within the UU congregations. They then
established a set of working principles and approaches-the first item in their tool kits-that
would enable them to collaborate smoothly and productively:
1. Gently confront negativism with love.
2. Make a covenant agreeing that it’s okay to disagree.
3. Conflict shows we’re growing-expect it, respect it, celebrate it. (Someone answered
that by saying out loud, “Ooh, that conflict felt good!” The laughter led to the next rule.)
4. Never forget the healing power of good jokes and humor.
5. Remember that if we can’t deal with conflict in our team, we can’t do it in our
congregation.
6. Never remain silent or indifferent.
By 10 p.m. it was time for drinks and small talk on the patio, and then some much-needed
sleep.
Step 2: Theory - Building the Tool Kits
On Saturday, Akillian announced that the next
segment of the workshop would promote insight about
the kinds of congregations facilitators will work with
through an exercise in what Miller called “nonlinear data
gathering,” a way to assess how groups work together in
non-typical ways.
Three groups were formed and given either a set of
colored wooden blocks; colored pens with three sheets
of newsprint taped together; or index cards, tape, and
scissors. These groups were told to create something
aesthetic that fit their needs. Three other groups
were asked to observe the first three at work, looking

Niela Miller and Bill Gardiner review goals and expectations of the “tool kit.”
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especially at who played what role: Philosopher,
Supervisor, Joker, Cheerleader, and so on - some
15 roles altogether.
In what seemed like a throwback to
kindergarten, the ideas flew thick and fast, and
before long, pictures, and structures bloomed.
When the dust settled, everyone gathered to
share what they had observed.
The discussion, which lasted the rest of
the morning and continued over lunch into the
afternoon, produced a number of principles about
working with congregations that the budding
facilitators promptly filed in their tool kits.
• The Iceberg Principle: What’s seen is less important than what’s hidden. Subterranean
motives are usually more important than the obvious ones.
• The Olivier Principle: Facilitators must see who plays what roles in a group, prompt
people to take up unfilled roles, and move them into different roles so that they can
see the task from a new angle.
• The Innie/Outie Principle: Facilitators need to be aware not only of who is on the social
action committee, but who isn’t, and why.
• The Harness-the-Alligator Principle: The facilitator has to blend differing opinions by
convincing people to contract for a common enterprise. Opinions cannot become
loyalty tests.
• The Blah-Blah Principle: Facilitators have to allow for talk, but when the time comes for
action, they have to bring people to what Gardiner called “choice points” to force them
to commit to some plan.
The overarching principle connecting all of these was what one participant called “the
question of balance” that is, how facilitators can best get a congregation to shift the subtle
web of tensions representing all its personalities, hopes, and visions in a way that advances
its commitment to social justice.
To make the idea of a tool kit more concrete, Miller and Gardiner passed out actual tool
kits: oversize black plastic lunch boxes full of felt-tip markers (for working with flip charts),
masking tape for putting newsprint on the wall, pencils, 3” x 5” index cards, and two manuals,
the Workshop Design Handbook and A Compendium of Techniques for Creating an Effective
Social Justice Workshop. Having first assessed themselves, and then having examined some
of the paths and pitfalls when assessing a congregation, and armed with a tool kit in which to
store their materials, the facilitators were now ready to move on.
Step 3: Practice With the Tool Kits
As Gardiner explained at the start of Sunday’s session, completing a successful social
justice workshop requires five steps: (1) an initial needs assessment of the congregation
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(conducted by the DS]); (2) contracting with the congregation for the workshop; (3) designing
the actual workshop; (4) implementing it; and (5) following-up for evaluation purposes.
Much of the morning and afternoon was given over to understanding exactly what these
steps meant through a series of role-playing exercises and discussions between the DS] and
a fictitious minister (the Rev. Rudabaker of the Flaming Chalice Church, played with eminent
grace by Charlie Zoeller of the UU Service Committee).
The role plays prompted many important questions from the facilitators about proper lines
of authority in the workshop process: Who, exactly, do we contract with to do a workshop?
How do we determine what agendas-hidden or otherwise-people are going to bring to the
workshop? What tensions exist among the minister, the president of the board, the social
action committee chair, and the congregation at large? What is the best way to work with a
congregation to set goals? And so on.
The facilitators reached several conclusions, which they added to their tool kits. First, they
needed to have input from as many people in the congregation as possible before they walked
in the front door, in order to ensure that the workshop would not become a single person’s or
group’s soapbox.
Second, facilitators were not responsible for helping a congregation, say, draft a mission
statement if it did not have one. In fact, as Miller promised, facilitators will not be sent into
a congregation if the DS] believes the congregation hasn’t done some basic groundwork to
identify its goals and character.
Third, protocol is important. As Roger Comstock, District Executive from Atlanta, Georgia,
pointed out, the DS] and facilitator should work within the formal lines of authority to minimize
turf disputes. And last, facilitators need to remember that the purpose of a social justice
workshop is to help the congregation achieve its commitment to social justice, however
defined, and not to resolve internal congregational disputes.
During the evening segment, participants
were again divided into small groups: facilitators,
congregations, and observers. Everyone was
given a scenario, and the facilitators had to
come up with a rough workshop design based on
information gleaned from the congregation. At
various points during the process the observers
offered constructive feedback that was then
incorporated into the exercise.
By the post-exercise discussion, facilitators
had gained a more practiced sense about how
to interrogate a congregation. More important,
they also became aware of just how many items
must be considered in creating a workshop that
will fit a congregation’s needs, and to which the
congregation will commit to.
At the end of the evening segment, people were ready for the nightly gathering for snacks
and small talk. The frogs chattered loudly while conversation floated on the warm air.
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Step 4: Negotiations
On Monday and Tuesday, Miller and Akillian took the facilitators through the theory and
practice of negotiating differences among people-something the facilitators would need to
do well if their workshops were going to be effective. While the two consultants presented
different approaches, their strategies and tactics overlapped in many ways.
After several role-playing exercises, Akillian and Miller helped the facilitators articulate four
new tools for their kits. First, the opening stages of a negotiation are the best time to establish
a common ground-a currency-upon which the rest of the discussions can take place. Second,
if a currency is not possible, facilitators need to get people to view the negotiations as an
attempt to outline a contract rather than establish a “win/lose” situation. Such a “contracting”
frame of mind allows participants to hold multiple currencies in hand and feel as if they are
reaching a compromise rather than compromising themselves.
Third, there is always tension when people negotiate, and facilitators shouldn’t be afraid to
take a time-out to gather thoughts and energies. ‘’And don’t worry about momentum,” Akillian
warned. “If negotiations fall apart after a 10-minute break, then you weren’t where you were
supposed to be.
Fourth, both sides must remember that they are involved in a common enterprise and are
not enemies. Both must come away with something but not necessarily feel as if they have
won. As Karen Gustafson from Duluth, Minnesota, said earlier in the day, “We can’t negotiate
as if some relationships were not important, as if it were a relationship with someone like a
car dealer, since as part of the work of the church, we have a moral responsibility to treat all
relationships with equal respect.” Winning implies losing; accommodation, on the other hand,
requires good faith.
Afterthoughts and Aftermath
The program wrap-up was a combination of covering any information that hadn’t yet been
provided and preparing to move on. The newly trained facilitators were left with a refreshed
sense of their own commitment to social justice as well as a mandate to help others articulate
their goals (plus a nifty black plastic tool kit full of strategies and instructions). And they didn’t
shy away from the responsibilities they’d freely chosen to take on. In what became known
as the “palace revolt,” the fledgling facilitators felt strong enough to attempt to conduct
workshops on their own, without someone from the DSJ to help them. The training had given
them a measure of independence, and they were eager to get started on the good work.
Several weeks after the program; participants still had positive impressions. The Rev.
Ralph Galen, from Stow, Massachusetts, said that it ranked “at the top as the best training
I’ve ever taken.” He used a particularly apt metaphor: “It was an organic process, like a river.
There were rapids and slow-flowing parts, but it all made sense in the end.” Galen already has
plans to facilitate a project in his own congregation by September.
Roger Comstock felt that the training program was a “very powerful beginning to rectifying
a part of denominational programming that’s been weak,” while the Rev. Wendy Colby of
Buffalo, New York, noted that it was a good experience. In fact, the trainees that she worked
with in the program, made of up participants from both the St. Lawrence and Ohio/Meadville
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districts, are planning to get together in July to go over the program’s content and do some
preliminary planning for a workshop in the spring of 1993.
The facilitator program can only better the social justice work congregations do. While
some may argue that it’s simply another layer of bureaucracy, it actually brings the DSJ in
Boston closer to all congregations. And, unlike other bureaucrats, the facilitators live close to
the call and response of congregational life and will use their training to fashion workshops
that help people turn well-intended words into effective actions.
Congregations interested in arranging for a workshop with a trained facilitator in their
district may contact Bill Gardiner or Lola Peters at the UUA Department for Social Justice, 25
Beacon Street, Boston, MA 02108, (617) 742-2100. They will do an initial assessment of the
situation and work with the congregation to set up the workshop. Future training events for
other districts are now being planned. For details, contact your district executive.
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