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Nobis est—It’s up to us

That’s the motto of the Giraffe Heroes Project. The idea is that
nobody’s going to magically appear and make everything better
in our lives. So we don’t wait around, whining and wondering
why “they” don’t make it all the way it should be. Instead, we
stick our necks out and move into courageous, caring action

ourselves.
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Think About It Questions

This book is more than pages you read. It also invites you to share your own
ideas, through interactive sections, called Think about it Questions (TAIQ).

Think about it questions are scattered throughout the book, in boxes
that look like this

Think about it Question (Sample): When you watch tele-
vision or go to the mall, you see ads ....

eply
To answer the question, just roll your cursor over the gears and a

blank page will spring up, to close the page click the gears. Use this
page to enter your name and then your thoughts and answers. You
can either complete your answer all at once, or save it and come
back later to finish.

Limit your answers/thoughts to the space provided in the box.

When you save your answers/thoughts, you are saving the entire
book. When reopening the book to start a new session, use the Page
Thumbnails function (pages icon) in the left margin to return to a
specific page. Use the Bookmarks function to return to a specific
Think about it question (TAIQ). When you want to print a Think
About it page, be sure to direct your computer’s print function to
print just “current page” and not “all.” At the end of this course, you
can gather all your answers together and make your own “book” or

journal. You might want to print the page for this purpose.
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Foreword

All the way back in 1984, Patch Adams, MD, was named a Giraffe
by the Giraffe Project, the nonprofit that publishes this book.
Giraffes stick their necks out for the common good, and Patch
was certainly doing that. As medical care becomes more and more
costly, this physician decided to make money the least important
factor in the health equation. Patch wouldn’t take money from
the patients who came to his Gesundheit clinic, and he wouldn’t
take any from their insurance companies. To pay the clinic’s bills,
he worked night shifts at a mental hospital.

A public television documentary about the Giraffe Project intro-
duced him to millions of people across the country as the doctor
in a clown suit who said he was “throwing a pie in the face” of ex-
pensive, depersonalized medical care. Now the whole world knows
Patch, even if they think he looks like Robin Williams.

These days, when people ask him for autographs, they get a pres-
ent—a tiny flyer called “Take 10 and Call Me in the Morning.” In
it Patch prescribes 10 books, 10 web sites, 10 questions, 10 ideas, 10
magazines and 10 things to do. We can’t give you the whole flyer
here, but some excerpts fit especially well with what this book has
to say. One of the questions: “If compassion and generosity were
the measure of success that money and power are now, how would
your life change?” And some things to do: “Turn off your TV and
become interesting.” “Take your vacations in your own home town

and spend the money working on projects there that help build
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community.” (You can pick up more wisdom from Patch at www.

patchadams.org.)

Knowing that he shared our view that people are, at heart, brave
and compassionate, I asked Patch if he had anything he’d like to
say to high school students. He said “Yes and Yahoo!” and sent the
following message for you.

—the Editor

The human world needs major shifts in activity if human culture is to
survive. No longer can we wait until “Tomorrow.” But the world soci-
ety’s lust for money and power has left much of the population feel-
ing powerless to affect change. Consumerism has put value in things
and power and has left people feeling depressed, anxious—and bored.
Young people who see adults in this condition experience a crisis in

meaning.

John Graham's book is the golden ticket to meaning. He's giving you
the ABC’s of making your life count. Bless you, John.

| know how to make a project happen, even if in our case it will take
33 years.:-} I've had to learn through relentless trial and error. | wish |
had had John's book! It doesn't tell you the task will be easy to do, but
it tells you how to do important, complicated, difficult things without

making every mistake | made.

No longer does a young brave (I like the word “brave”) have to go into
the woods with a piece of flint and a knife and come back days later
with a vision and a plan. You can just read It's Up To Us, a comprehen-
sive, programmed text, with many fun, important exercises that will

make your quest—whatever it is—intelligent, creative and enriching.

We who want a world of peace and justice know it can come if each of
us envisions our role and then does it. And I'm sure we must not make
social change a long, arduous, lonely, sacrificing journey. It is the task of

social change artists to find humongous fun and delight at every turn,
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to feel that each day good things happen as a consequence of their
joyful effort.

The sweet nectar of the quest, (here you can burst into a rousing ren-
dition of “To Dream the Impossible Dream”) is the fuel for sustained
effort. If we radiate our joy in the effort then, like Tom Sawyer, we get
all the other kids involved, not out of duty but for the thrill of involve-
ment—and John provides the play book for the action.

In the world of computer games, players become fully absorbed in a
few variables that they master to progress to ever higher, more com-
plicated variables. The higher the progress, the more exhilarated the
player. This hunger for exhilaration leads to the creation of ever more
complicated games. There are magazines that function as primers, help-
ing a person learn and master the games quicker. All this for a goal that

has no meaning.

John Graham has made a primer for the most complicated of games—
social change. One of the raw thrills of being a change agent is being
engrossed in a game with many more variables than all the computer

games put together. Do you dare to master this game?

Everything | read in these pages made me smile and shake my head in
agreement as something | learned along the way. This is not an aca-
demic, rhetorical, hypothetical treatise on making a difference. This is
a guide book. | can’t wait for them to be on the bookshelves so | can
hand them out.

May all who open this book feel they have
drawn Excalibur from the stone, and may they
use that surge of empowerment to join all those
who stick their necks out for a better world. I'll

meet you Out There.

In peace,

Patch Patch with Friend
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CHAPTER ONE

Living a Meaningful Life

Look around you. Look at everyone you know and ask yourself—
Are they leading meaningful lives?

What kind of question is that?

It may be the most important one you can ask because it’s got ev-

erything to do with what you want for your own life.

Just about everybody wants a life that’s meaningful—whether
we're sixteen or 106. We want to be able to look at ourselves in the
mirror and know that who we are and what we're doing matters, that
we're not just marking time. We want to feel a purpose for our lives
that fulfills our yearning for meaning, and makes us feel totally

alive.

But I'm guessing that, as you look around, you won't see a lot of
people who feel this kind of fulfillment. There’s a lot that can get

in the way.

One thing that can get in the way is stuff. You're living in a culture
that would like you to believe that your true worth is in what you
buy. All around you, every day, there are messages that your life
will be perfect if you have this cool car, that knock-em-dead shirt,
the right music—always something you have to buy. But when'’s
the last time something you bought made your life meaningful, or
even made you feel good for very long? Still, for a lot of people the

game goes on—they buy more stuff, still looking for the happiness
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Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?
—Mary Oliver

fix the ads promise. And it is a fix, with all the addictive qualities of
momentary pleasure followed by a letdown, followed by an elevated

need that can never be satisfied.

Think about it: When you watch television or go to the mall,
you see ads designed to sell stuff to people your age. You and
[ both know that the companies that create those messages are
focused on one thing—getting you to buy products. To get you
to do that, they’ve developed clear ideas about who you are.

What are their pictures of you? Are they right?

Chasing stuff is just one way to miss having a meaningful life.
Look at all the people around you who are chasing status and pow-
er, always headed up some ladder. This game can go on forever too.
People struggle to get to the next rung, and when they get there,
what they see is the rung above that.

I know about chasing status and power. I was a Foreign Service Of-
ficer for 15 years and moved up the ladder quickly—I did key jobs
for the United States at the United Nations and in NATO. The most
important day of the year for me was the day when the promotion
list came out. When my name was on it, I went out to celebrate, but
the feeling of emptiness always came back. What I was doing wasn't

tulfilling.

Even people who make it to the top, can still feel empty. Take a look
at people you know who have power or status. Some of them may
lead meaningful lives, but you won’t find many who will say that
it’s power or status that’s filled their yearning for meaning. If they

are truly fulfilled, it’s because of something else.
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You have not lived today until you have done something for someone who
can never repay you.

—John Bunyan

What's the point?
Chasing stuff, or status, or power, is not

the path to a meaningful life.

THEN what is? Consider this story ~

When he read about the murder of a Pakistani child who
had spoken out against child labor abuse in his country’s
carpet weaving industry, oronto student Craig Kielburg-
er didn't intend to start a global movement. He just knew
something had to be done. He formed Free the Children, a

nonprofit youth organization dedicated to the elimination

of child labor and the end of exploiting children worldwide.
“What this is all about is political will,” explains Craig. “If our
own country and other countries made it clear that child labor is both

illegal and unacceptable, then this problem wouldn't exist.”

The then T12-year-old set out to create that political will, embarking on
a seven-week fact-finding trip through five Asian countries, attracting
major media coverage along the way. Soon after, Craig presented his
findings to a U.S. Congressional Policy Committee and met with the
Vice President and with representatives of the International Labor
Organization at the United Nations in New York. He went to Geneva,
Switzerland for a World Council of Churches Meeting, where he urged

the churches to take on this international problem.

Within two years, Free the Children had raised enough money to un-
derwrite its outspoken leadership role and its two main projects: an ed-
ucation and rehabilitation center that takes in Pakistani youngsters who
have escaped backbreaking 14-hour workdays and an informal school
for young children, keeping them out of the child labor system. The
following year, Germany adopted a tag called “Rugmark,” for carpets
that were not made through the exploitation of children. A coalition of
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In this world everything changes except good deeds and bad deeds; these

follow you as the shadow follows the bodly.
—Ruth Benedict

major US sporting goods manufacturers has pledged not to buy soccer
balls stitched by Pakistani children.

Says Craig, “I'd like to make a difference here, and | see that what's
needed to solve this problem is for everyone to get involved and relay

the message that we want this to change.”

As branches of Free the Children pop up all over Canada and the Unit-
ed States, Craig inspires his peers to claim a lead role in stopping this
centuries-old horror. “We're capable of doing more than watching
television, playing video games, or hanging around malls. Young people
have the power to make a positive contribution to this world. | won't
give up until the exploitation of all children has ended and all children
have their rights.”

Craig Kielburger didn’t just listen to the stories of child slave
labor and complain about how awful it was. He didn’t wait for
someone with more experience and training to “fix the problem.”
He stuck his neck out to take on a challenge that most adults would
rather ignore. He did what he did because helping end the suffering

of those children meant something to him.

Craig Kielburger is a Giraffe. “Giraffes” are people commended by
the Giraffe Project, an organization that since 1982 has been hon-
oring people who stick their necks out for the common good, that
is, something that benefits many people. We tell the stories of “Gi-
raffes” in the media and in schools, and they become models for

others.

Giraffes are men, women and kids, and they’re from many races,
religions and backgrounds. They’re truck drivers, students, retir-
ees, artists, waitresses, doctors, homemakers, businesspeople and
teachers. We’ve honored hundreds of them; some of their stories are
in this book.
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Freedom is not worth fighting for if it means no more than license for

everyone to get as much as he can for himself.
—Dorothy Canfield Fisher

Giraffes are working on many different issues, from poverty to gang
violence to environmental pollution. One thing that’s common to all of
them is that they lead meaningful lives. Win, lose or draw they’re living
fully, giving their all. They know why they get up in the morning,
why they do things that may be scary and difficult but must be done
if their cause is to be served.

When the Giraffe Project finds Giraffes like Craig, it gets their sto-
ries told on television, in magazines and newspapers, on the Web
and in schools. Other people see or hear these stories, and are in-
spired to take on challenges they see, from combating hunger and

disease, to cleaning up polluted rivers and revitalizing inner cities.

The Giraffe Heroes Program brings Giraffe stories, themes and prac-
tical guidance for service projects into schools and youth organiza-

tions.

Giraffes lead meaningful lives. But as you noticed, a lot of

other people never get there. Some of them get sidetracked =~ Win, lose or
by the stuff they buy and the status and power they seek. 74w, Giraffes
Another way to keep meaning out of your life is to pretend are living fully.
that meaning doesn’t exist, that nothing is meaningful.

Granted, you're living in a tough world. It’s chaotic and dangerous.
It’s got AIDs and everyday violence and too many people trapped in
jobs they hate. So some people look at all of it and just give up, just
put in time, just get by. They justify dropping out of their own lives
by saying none of it matters, or, even if it does, that nothing can be
done to make it better.

It makes sense—in a way. If you think everything is hopelessly
messed up and that nothing you or anyone else does matters, why
bother trying to accomplish anything?
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| find that if I’'m thinking too much of my own problems and the fact
that at times things are not just like | want them to be, | don’t make any
progress at all. But if | look around and see what I can do, and go on with

that, then | move on.
—Rosa Parks

But that isn’t living—it’s becoming a zombie, joining the living dead.
Some zombies decide to drug or drink themselves out of reality,
others bury themselves in work; all of them have given up on being

truly alive.

What'’s the point?
You can be fully alive by doing things that
are meaningful to you. People who lead

meaningful lives, like Giraffes, don't find
that meaning in possessions or positions;
they find it in personal commitments to
goals bigger than their own needs.

You don’t have to find a deep commitment when you're 12, like
Craig Kielburger did. You find it when you find it. But whenever you
start, it’s this active, personal commitment to goals bigger than you
are that generates the personal enthusiasm, passion and power of a

meaningful life. That’s true for Giraffes. It can be true for you too.

Big goals can come in many forms—some people set out to be bil-
lionaires, or to win the Olympic 100-meter dash. What we’ve found
at the Giraffe Project is that the only goals that provide real, lasting
meaning are goals of service—of acting for the common good, doing
something that benefits other people.

For Craig Kielburger, the service is stopping child slave labor. When
I finally found what it was that made my life meaningful, it wasn't
chasing stuff or status or power; it was helping end injustice and

suffering in the world.

Throughout my time in the Foreign Service I'd seen oppression, hun-
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It is not fair to ask of others what you are not willing to do yourself.
—Fleanor Roosevelt

ger and war all over the world, close up. For most of my career, how-
ever, I wasn’t concerned about the suffering all this caused. What
really interested me was trying to outsmart other countries and gain
advantages for ours—then enjoying the praise when I succeeded.
The low point came at the United Nations when I finally understood
that none of this was fulfilling to me. The emptiness was intolerable.
Then I discovered that I could take all the skills I'd been using to
play political power games and focus them instead on helping end
racial oppression in South Africa and killing in Central America.
Helping stop the suffering for so many people was satisfying in a
way no promotion or power game had ever been. I'd found the path
of service that made my life meaningful, and that discovery made
all the difference—to the people I was helping, and to me. I left the
Foreign Service when I saw there were opportunities for helping
people close to home as well as abroad. Soon after that, I became
Executive Director of the Giraffe Project.

HERE are two more people who found meaning through service. Both
have been honored by the Giraffe Project as Giraffes ~

As a young housewife and mother, Lois Gibbs learned that her Love
Canal neighborhood in Niagara Falls NY was built on a
toxic waste dump. Her children were sick, possibly fatally.
She had to do something. Gibbs set out to talk to neighbors
about what they could do. But she was so unsure of herself
that she quit after knocking on one door. Reminding herself
that people’s lives were at stake, she went back out and
knocked on door after door. People called her nuts, or “that

hysterical housewife.” “Experts” told her she didn't know

what she was talking about, but she kept on, gradually con-
vincing other people to question what was going on, and
not roll over to the corporate polluters and government officials who

said nothing was wrong. Eventually, the effort she started got all 900
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When you stop giving and offering something to the rest of the world, it’s
time to turn out the lights.
—George Burns

families in Love Canal relocated.

Gibbs also went to Congress, where she made sure that what had
happened at Love Canal powered a drive to create the Superfund, a
multi-billion dollar Federal program that forces polluters to clean up

their toxic messes.

Gibbs went on to found the Citizens’ Clearinghouse for Hazardous
Wastes, now called the Center for Health, Environment and Justice,
which helps other toxin-plagued communities not only clean up the
poisons, but also work for safe jobs, drinkable water, uncontaminated
foods, recycling, and reduction and proper disposal of wastes. Only
seven years after she started, the Clearinghouse had five regional offic-

es and an active membership of over 5,000 grassroots organizations.

Lois Gibbs went from being a shy housewife, afraid to talk to her neigh-
bors, to being a national leader on an issue of vital concern, all because
keeping her family and other families safe from toxic wastes meant so
much to her. She didn't find the meaning in her life from getting her
picture in the papers—although she did become famous—she found

her meaning in service.

Think about it: Have you ever been alone against the crowd—
maybe even facing active, vocal opposition—when you knew
you were right? What did you do? If you kept going, why did
you?

HERFE’s another Giraffe story—this one about someone who never
got his name on national television ~

In the small Idaho town of Marsing, football was everything. On Fri-
day nights, hundreds of people from the town and the farms around it
would come to watch the Marsing Huskies play. Ernesto “Neto” Villare-

al was a star player on the high school team, good enough to be con-
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No society of nations, no people within a nation, no family can benefit
through mutual aid...unless we all see and act as though the other
[person’s] welfare determines our own welfare.

—Henry Ford

sidered for a college athletic scholarship.

The problem was the fans. When the players did something good, ev-
eryone cheered. But when they made a mistake, something
else happened. If the player was Latino, like Villareal, peo-
ple shouted insults like, “Stupid Mexican!” It happened a
lot, and people seemed not to notice. But the Latino players
noticed. Villareal led them in deciding that they wouldn't

play anymore unless the insults stopped. Their coach

told them they would only make things worse—the team

couldn’t win the state championship if they stopped play- -
ing. Villareal also knew that he could lose his chance at a

football scholarship. But stopping the insults meant more than a schol-
arship. Villareal talked to the student body president, who then talked
to the principal. When the principal refused to do anything, the other
Latino players were ready to give up and resume playing. Not Villareal.
He went over the principal’s head to the School Board, even though
he'd seen one of the School Board members shouting insults at Latino
players. It was difficult, but Villareal told them why he was refusing to
play. “Now,” he said, “they can’t say nobody told them.”

The student body president, inspired by Villareal's courage, wrote a let-
ter asking adults to stop the insults, and asking officials to throw people
out of the stadium if they didn't stop. Led by Villareal, the Latino play-
ers agreed to play only if the letter was read over the loudspeaker at the

game.

The principal refused to read the letter, but the school superintendent
overruled him and directed that the letter be read. When it was, people
in the stadium stood and applauded. And the insults stopped. Neto Vil-
lareal had scored a touchdown for tolerance. Combating racism in his

town may have been the biggest win of his career.

As with Craig Kielburger, the key to meaning for Lois Gibbs and
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The people | feel sorry for are those who quit, who give up and drop
out at some point along the way . . . who shut their eyes, their ears
and their minds, and settle down in sullenness and apathy . . . to live

out the remainder of their lives like starfish or toads.
—Earl Nightingale

Think about it: Why didn’t Neto Villareal give up when

he ran into the first adult blocking his path? Hearing a few
rude calls during a game couldn’t have been that bad. Or

could it? Would you have kept pressing the issue, as Villar-
eal did? What would have been lost if he’d quit?

Neto Villareal was in carrying out personal commitments to goals
bigger than themselves and their own needs—goals of service. For
Gibbs it’s protecting people from pollution; for Villareal it was stop-
ping racist insults.

It’s not about being a superhero. It’s about starting from where you

What’s the point?

Finding meaning in your life and serving
the common good are linked. This book is
about finding a path of service that brings
you meaning and joy, and following that
path with courage and skill.

are, using your talents, personality, enthusiasm and preferences. The
stories about Giraffes might suggest issues you'd like to work on.
But this book is not about Giraffes, it’s about you.

Is there an issue out there with your name on it? Something you
could do to make a difference in your school, your community and
even your world? It could be working to change a climate of violence
in your school, speaking up when that’s hard to do, or organizing
campaigns to help tackle racism or homelessness—there are hun-
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Technology enables us to do almost anything we can imagine, but we are
gradually losing track of what is worth doing.

—Willis Harmon

dreds of issues and problems out there.

Not for you? Well, that’s what a lot of Giraffes thought too, at least
in the beginning. Then they saw that the problems in front of them
weren’t going away and nobody else was stepping up to solve them.
So they stuck their necks out, despite their own fears, despite the
apathy or even the opposition of people around them. They  This book can
found that committing themselves in this way gave their help you fine-
lives meaning. And while they were making the world a tune what you
better place, they gained self-confidence and skills. already know.

Many of them found that courageous service became the
adventure of their lives. It’s been that way for me. I went to sea on a
freighter when I was 16, putting into ports all over the Far East. Did
it again when I finished high school—I was the only freshman to
arrive at my college via tramp steamer. As a junior, I was on a team
that made the first direct ascent of the north wall of Mt. McKinley
in Alaska, a climb so dangerous it’s never been done again. When I
graduated, I hitchhiked around the world, then joined the Foreign
Service which sent me into the middle of a revolution in Libya, and
to one of the hottest areas of the war in Vietnam. I've been shot at
on three continents. I've even survived a shipwreck in the Gulf of
Alaska.

But none of these adventures match the excitement of service. My job at
the Giraffe Project takes me all over the world, helping people in
organizations and communities stick their necks out to take on chal-

lenges and solve problems. It’s the biggest and best adventure yet.

If you've never considered sticking your neck out for anything,
the stories of Giraffes in this book may change your mind, and the
coaching tips may convince you that you can develop both the cour-
age and the skills you need to act.
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This is the true joy in life, the being used for a purpose recognized by
yourself as a mighty one; the being of a force of nature instead of a
feverish, selfish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the

world will not devote itself to making you happy.
—George Bernard Shaw

If you're considering getting involved for the first time—you’ve just
learned of a project you'd like to join, or an issue that con cerns you
is not being addressed and you'd like to start your own project—this

book will give you the guidance you need to succeed.

If you've got some experience, then look in this book for new approach-
es to solving problems, and for ways of helping you finetune what you

already know.

You can use these ideas in any area of your life, acting alone or with
groups, including your family. No matter what challenge you might
take on and when you might do it, the concepts and coaching tips here

will raise your chances for success.

If the challenges that most concern you now are personal— maybe try-
ing to resolve a problem at home or a conflict in a relationship—what
this book has to say can help you take the right steps in these realms
as well.

Some of the “how to” material here comes from Giraffes, and their
stories illustrate points throughout the book. Other ideas and stories
come from my own experiences. All of it is field-tested, not just untried

theories.

This book is a coaching manual. All of us at the Giraffe Project hope
it moves you to find and tackle a challenge in your school, your com-
munity—wherever you may be or come to be. We also hope what you
learn here can guide you through a lifetime—a meaningful lifetime—of

sticking your neck out for the common good.
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Just about everybody wants a life that’s meaningful—to know that
who we are and what we’re doing matters, that we’re not just mark-
ing time. We want to feel a purpose for our lives that fulfills us and

makes us feel totally alive.

Buying stuff, or gaining status or power doesn’t fill that yearning for

a meaningful life.

Another way to make sure your life is meaningless is to decide that
nothing is meaningful. But that isn’t living—it’s becoming a zombie,
joining the living dead.

You can choose instead to be fully and completely alive by doing
things that are meaningful to you. The challenges are out there—in

your school, your community, and in the world-at-large.

People who lead meaningful lives find that meaning in carrying out
personal commitments to goals bigger than their own needs—es-
pecially goals of service. It’s that active commitment that generates
their enthusiasm, passion and power. It can be the same for you.
This book is about finding a path of service that brings you meaning

and joy, and following that path with courage and skill.

Getting actively involved in service isn’t about being a superhero.
It’s about you starting from where you are, using your talents, per-
sonality, enthusiasm and skills.

Sticking your neck out to help others can be the adventure of your
life.
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CHAPTER TWO

Start Here

What Would You Like to Change in Your World?

Find a way to serve and you’'ll find a path to meaning. There are
plenty of ways to serve, and many paths. Ask yourself what you
care about. That can help you find a path of service that fits who
you are and what you like to do.

We're not talking about personal things you care about like whether or
not somebody likes you, or perfecting your jump shot. I mean something
that’s bigger than you and your own needs. Maybe it’s something that’s
been bugging you for months. Maybe it’s something you've just learned

about.

Think about it: If you can’t think of an issue you care
about, look around. What do you think could be bet-
ter? Are there people in your community who don’t have

enough food or who have no shelter? Is there racial or

religious prejudice that turns people in your community
against each other? Are there too many fights in your
school, too many kids abusing drugs, getting pregnant or
dropping out? Is the air where you live fit to breathe and
the water fit to drink? Are there global issues that concern

you—environmental issues or human rights problems like

the one that Craig Kielburger spotted?
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Whatever the issue might be, at the Giraffe Project we say caring
about an issue or a public problem means more than just wishing
something good might happen, or cheering someone else on. Car-
ing shouldn’t be a spectator sport. It should mean you invest your

own time, energy and resources to make a difference.

When you really care, you get excited about something.

That feeling might not come all at once; maybe the issue Maybe an issue
has to grow on you. This excitement will give you the will find you.
energy to keep going, and help you stay committed and

enthusiastic even if things get tough.

Maybe there aren’t any issues you care that much about right now.
OK. Just keep looking, starting from where you are. What interests
you? What are you naturally good at doing? Answers to questions
like these can suggest the kinds of issues you might get involved
in.

You don’t have to save the world—maybe the issues that grab your
attention are local. Maybe they have to do with some pressing so-
cial concern and maybe they don’t. Whatever they are, pay atten-

tion to them. Maybe an issue will find you.

The Discovery School in Coupeville, Washington is a public school
for kids who've had problems with school work and discipline. When
one class at the school took on The Giraffe Heroes Program, things

really changed.

Intrigued by the stories of Giraffes, the kids asked themselves what
issue they cared about. The choice was easy. A student had almost
been hit by a car speeding past the school grounds, ignoring the speed
limit to get to the nearby ferry landing. The kids knew that this wasn't
the only near-miss, and if something wasn’t done, somebody was
going to get seriously hurt. Making the streets around their school safe

was their issue.
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The students started off their project by videotaping speeding cars,
clocking them, and graphing the results. Then they interviewed workers
in the area about near-misses these people had seen. With that data in
hand, they got a State trooper to confirm their findings with his radar
gun. They got one of the county commissioners to visit their school, to
see the problem for himself, then made a formal

presentation to all the commissioners. The result was a $12,000 traffic
light, a crosswalk and the admiration of everyone who witnessed what
they’'d accomplished. The students themselves experienced the power
of teamwork and of their own value as people who could get an im-

portant job done.

Think about it: Sometimes it’s easier to see an issue far
away than right in front of you. Is there some local issue
or problem that’s affecting people you know? Something
that’s right in your face?

Choosing an Issue

If you're part of a group that will pick an issue and work on a service
project together, it’s still important for you to get clear on what you
care about as an individual. If you've thought about what’s important
to you, you'll help your group make a better choice than if you just sit
back and wait for others to make the decisions for you. Talk about
the reasons behind your choices. Your ideas are as important as
anybody else’s. And speaking up may help others reflect on what'’s

important to them.

If your group isn't coming up with a lot of ideas, here are some ways to
get ideas flowing. They're designed for use in a group, but you can use

them on your own too.
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Gimme five

Each person writes down five issues that he or she cares about in
your school or community. Then five issues that are national or global.
Everyone reads their choices. Someone writes all of them on a board or
large sheet of paper.

Check it out

* Take a walk, singly or in groups, through your community or
through other parts of your town or city. Focus on what you're
seeing and sensing. How do people treat each other and their
surroundings? Check out the condition of streets, buildings and
open spaces. Look for safety problems, environmental pollu-
tion, etc.

* Then discuss as a group what you’ve seen. What needs to be
better? What concerns you the most? What opportunities do

you see for your group to make a difference? Write it all down.

Brainstorming
* You know how to do this. Everyone starts tossing out ideas for
an issue the group might take on. There are no “bad” ideas.
Every idea gets written down. No matter how strange an idea
might sound, it could turn out to be a great one—or it can lead

to someone else’s great idea. The brainstorming needs
There are no

bad ideas in a
brainstorm.

to go on long enough to get everyone thinking cre-
atively. If at some point the brainstorming session hits
a lull, the process shouldn’t stop. Fresh, creative ideas
often appear after a lull.

e After you've done one—or all three—of these exercises, the
group talks about all the issues that have come up, combining
those that are similar. People who feel strongly about an issue
can speak out for it. If there’s a group consensus, fine. If not,
you'll need to decide whether to take on more than one issue

with the resources you’'ve got, or just choose one.
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* One way to choose is to do several rounds of voting, with the
lowest vote-getting idea eliminated in each succeeding round,
until only one idea is left. If there are many issues to choose
from, the class can eliminate the least popular two or three with
each vote.

e Once you've chosen the issue, the next step is to gather enough
basic information about it that you have a fair picture of what
you might be getting into. You need to know, for example ~

e Who is affected by this issue—who are the “stakeholders”?

e Has anyone else tackled this? With what results? Is anything
being done now? Are there potential allies you could work
with?

e Where can you get more information on this issue if you take it

on?

Go or no go
Given the results of your research, does this issue still seem the one to

take on? If not, choose another one.

Choosing a Project

Choosing an issue and doing some homework on it focuses your
attention on what you really care about. Now it’s time to sharpen
that focus by creating a specific service project that addresses it. The
following suggestions are written for a class or group, but you can

easily adapt them if you're on your own.

7. Review what you've learned so far about your issue.

Let’s say that a group decides that the issue it cares most about
is pollution in their area. In gathering basic information, they
find out that their local government has had a “hands-off”
attitude toward polluters, even though, according to the health
department, health risks are high in several areas. The group’s
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research convinces them that local pollution is definitely the

issue they want to work on.

2 . Go back into brainstorming mode and toss around ideas for a
specific project that addresses the issue you've chosen. What
could you or your group do that would make a difference?

As part of this discussion, it’s important to determine the scope of
any service project you might create. For example, what’s the maxi-
mum amount of time you've got to work on it—a whole school year,

one semester...? How many hours a week could people put in?

Steer away from projects that are clearly out of reach for the
time you've got, but don't settle for something that wouldn’t be a
stretch—cleaning up the school grounds would be way too easy.
After all, this is about sticking your neck out and that means going

outside your usual comfort zone.

Don’t veto projects that require money, volunteers or other resourc-
es you don’t now have. You can get all those things as part of the

project.

Again, someone writes all the suggestions on the board, combin-
ing ideas that are similar. Anyone who feels strongly about an idea
should explain why. Go for consensus, but if people can’t agree, use
the same voting process you used to choose the issue. It’s possible
for a class to break into smaller groups and do more than one proj-
ect, especially if the projects are closely related, but this increases
the challenges of planning and logistics. Once you've decided on a

project, add as many details as you can.

The group that picked local pollution as its issue decides to
focus its project on the pollution in Lake McChubb, a ten-acre
lake near the center of town. Levels of contaminants in the water

have been rising for years. The health department is threatening
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to close the lake to swimming and fishing if the levels increase.
People assume the lake will die. Trash on the shore and in the
water add to the grim picture.

The group decides to stop the increase in contamination levels
and reverse the trend. They calculate they can work on this
project two Saturdays a month until school ends in June; they’ll

also have in-class time twice a week.

In doing some research, the group discovers that a major source
of the pollution in Lake McChubb is household and garden
chemicals like the cleaning products and weed killers used by
people living near the lake. So a big part of their project will be
a public information campaign about the toxic effects of these
chemicals. Other details are added as the group’s discussion
continues. Everyone agrees that a successful project to revive
the lake could help focus their community’s attention on other
local pollution problems, and could inspire more people to take

them on.

3 . Once the project idea has been chosen, the group needs to de-
scribe it in one or two sentences, like this ~

We’ll plan and carry out a campaign to start making Lake McChubb
once again a healthy, beautiful place the people of our community
can enjoy and take pride in. We’ll create enough momentum so the

project continues on its own.

Under this description, the group writes down whatever details it’s
agreed on for this project. They can add, subtract or change details
as they proceed. For now, those details might look like this:

* Our project will cover the lake, the shoreline, and the residential areas
within three blocks of the lake.
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o We'll work every other Saturday and have two in-class sessions every
week.

o We'll coordinate with city officials, local environmentalists and oth-
ers, to continue to learn about the causes of the lake’s pollution so that
the solutions we suggest are sound.

o We'll pick up trash, replace trash cans, and remove graffiti.

o We'll organize public meetings and get media to help us spread the
word on what citizens can do. We'll put up posters and create a sim-
ple brochure that we’ll deliver to the homes in the area.

o We'll talk to local nurseries and hardware stores about putting warn-
ings on house and garden products that add pollution to the lake and
about suggesting alternative, less-polluting products.

o We'll create a budget, then raise the money we need for printing and

supplies.

4. Make a poster. Give the project a catchy name--something that
says what the project is and also conveys the action you'll be tak-
ing. Something like ‘Scrub McChubb.” Posters rely on pictures at
least as much as words. See more information about designing
effective posters in chapter 8.
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Asking what you care about can help you find a path of service
that fits who you are and what you like to do.

If you don’t see an issue, look around. Look at all the things in

your school, neighborhood, city and planet that could be better.

Caring about an issue or a public problem has to mean more than
just wishing something good might happen, or cheering for some-
one else. Active caring means you’ll invest your own time, energy

and resources to make a difference.

When you really care, you feel an excitement that gives you the
energy to take on the issue, and that helps you stay committed and
enthusiastic even if things get tough.

Maybe there aren’t any issues you care that much about right now.

OK. Just keep looking, starting from where you are.

You'll help your group make a better choice of what it cares about
if you've thought about what’s important to you. Talk about the
reasons behind your choices. Your ideas are as important as any-
body else’s.

After you've chosen an issue, gather basic information about it so
you have a picture of what you might be getting into. Whose lives
are affected by this issue? Has anyone else tackled this? What were
their results? Where can you go for more information if you decide
to take it on?

Next, sharpen your focus by creating a service project that ad-
dresses your issue. How big a project are you willing to take on?
Steer away from projects that are clearly out of reach for the time

you’ve got—but don’t settle for something that won’t be a stretch.

Once the project has been designed, give it an interesting name
and a oneor two-sentence description. Then add as many details as

you can.
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CHAPTER THREE

Vision
What Would It Look Like if You Changed It?

When an environmental group was working to stop a big, coal-
fired power plant from being built near the Grand Canyon, Michael
Stewartt, a private pilot, had an idea: he and some pilot friends flew
reporters and photographers over the proposed plant site, so they
could see for themselves how close it was to the Canyon. It worked.
Media stories forced the power company to scrap its plans.

The Grand Canyon flyover worked so well that Stewartt
could “see” volunteer pilots providing the same service
for other areas endangered by pollution or clearcutting.

He got a wealthy Colorado rancher to share his vision of

an environmental “eye-in-the-sky.” The rancher let Stew-
artt use one of his planes and enough gas for 150 hours o B
of flying. The new organization, “Lighthawk,” was off the

ground.

In the early years, Stewartt and another pilot worked primarily with
conservationists in the Rocky Mountain area and with Arizona’s Smelter
Crisis Education Project (SCEP), laying the groundwork for a success
that would really put wind beneath Lighthawk’s wings.
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With the supermarket as our temple and the singing commercial as our
litany, are we likely to fire the world with an irresistible vision of America’s

exalted purposes and inspiring way of life?
—Adlai Stevenson

For 40 years, a copper smelter in Arizona had had the dubious dis-
tinction of producing more acid rain and air pollution than any other
plant in the United States. When Lighthawk photographed the emis-
sions from the smelter, helping SCEP get it shut down, conservation-
ists realized they had a powerful new ally. Stewartt’s vision of what
concerned pilots like himself could do to save wilderness areas was
becoming a reality. The organization grew to 30 active volunteer pi-
lots who have their own planes and can give fast support to environ-

mentalists.

The impact has been enormous. After a powerful politician who was
a longtime timber industry advocate flew over Vancouver Island with
Stewartt, she began calling for an immediate end to clearcutting. In
Alaska, Lighthawk spent a week flying legislators, conservationists

and reporters over the Tongass, America’s largest rainforest. In the wa-
ters off the many islands and peninsulas they saw orcas, otters, dol-
phins and humpback whales. On land, there were grizzly bears and
wolves. But in the clearcut patches where ancient old-growth Sitka
spruce once stood, they saw silt-choked streams where fish could no

longer live.

That enlightening week helped start the ball rolling on a repeal of the
Forest Service rules that allowed wholesale clearcutting in the Ton-

gass.

Stewartt’s vision grew to include flying in Southeast Asia and Costa

Rica and producing television ads on the crisis in the rainforests.
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We should all be concerned about the future because we will have

to spend the rest of our lives there.
—Charles Kettering

What'’s the point?

There are two kinds of “pictures” in this
story. One is the literal sight of pollution
and clearcuts that people get from
Lighthawk airplanes. The other is the

picture Michael Stewartt “saw”in his mind
of the ways private pilots could help stop
environmental destruction—a picture that
led to Lighthawk.

Sarah Swagart knew an injustice when she saw one. -
Swagart decided it was wrong for young skateboardersto * "%

be treated like criminals. Kids who skated in her town'’s
parking lots and on its sidewalks were threatened with
fines as high as $500, and 90 days in jail. Not a skate-

boarder herself, she could see that the skaters might be r,
annoying, but they were just kids who needed a place to 1‘ J

use their sometimes awesome skills.

A picture began to form in her mind of a legal place for the kids to
skate. She formed an organization whose goal was to get the skate-
boarders their own place to practice—and to get the community to

recognize them as athletes, not hoodlums.

Swagart shared her vision with a local architect, who volunteered
to design a skateboard park. But there had to be some place to put
it. Swagart realized that no matter how much it scared her to speak
in public, she had to start talking if the kids were going to get some
land for their park. She wrote up a petition and got signatures from
kids, teachers, police officers, and even some store owners. Lead-
ing a delegation of 40 kids, she stood before the City Council and
pointed out that the town had baseball fields, basketball courts, a
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It’s kind of fun to do the impossible.
—Walt Disney

roller rink and a swimming pool where kids could do the sports of their
choice. What would be so different about a place for the skateboarders?

The biggest problem, besides the kids’ bad image, was insurance liabil-
ity. What if a skater got hurt and sued the city? Swagart and the skate-

boarders got information on safety and liability from other towns that

had skateboard parks. The City Council finally agreed there could be a
skateboard park next to the public swimming pool.

The vision Swagart and the skateboarders had for their park caught on.
The SeaBees at a nearby Naval Air Station offered to do the construc-
tion work. Sarah’s group got local businesses to donate materials. And
they organized a series of events to raise money. Swagart’s picture of a
skaters’ park is now a reality. “Before this project I'd never stand up to

anybody,” Swagart says. “Now, | would definitely encourage people to

What'’s the point?
Sarah Swagart and Michael Stewartt
created pictures in their imaginations of

what they wanted to see happen. These
pictures motivated them and attracted
support that helped them turn the pictures
into realities.

go for what they believe in.”

Powerful pictures like these are called “visions.” Visions are mental
pictures of something that doesn’t yet exist—but the pictures are so clear
and strong that they help you make that something real. Visions can help

you succeed in any project or challenge, now or in the future.

People use this technique all the time. Cooks can “see” a beautiful

meal on the table before they lift a spoon. Directors of plays “see”
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‘Realistic people’” who pursue ‘practical aims” are rarely as realistic and
practical, in the long run of life, as the dreamers who pursue only their

dreams.
—Hans Selye

a perfect production before rehearsals begin. Free-throw shooters
practice “seeing” the ball go into the basket—studies show that bas-
ketball players who spend time off the court “seeing” their shots
going through the hoop improve their shooting percentages almost as
much as players who actually practice with the ball.

Sometimes visions make history. When Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
described his vision for racial justice in America in his “I Have a
Dream” speech, it was unlikely that racial justice would ever become
the law of the land, so strong was the opposition. But by describing a
vivid picture of an America in which racial prejudice was gone, Dr.
King touched millions of people’s hearts and set in motion political
activity throughout the country that resulted in laws that support

the racial justice he could “see” coming into existence.

Have you ever created a picture in your imagination of something
that didn’t exist? Maybe it was a picture of winning a close ball
game, finishing a complicated project, or aceing an exam. Did you
hold that picture and move toward making it happen? If you've ever
done that, what was your picture? What happened?

Putting Vision to Work

As you saw in the stories of Michael Stewartt, Sarah Swagart and Dr.
King, visions aren’t idle dreams or hopes or wishes; they’re pictures
of the intended results of real plans and real efforts.

Speaking of real plans and efforts—in the last chapter, you chose
an issue you care about, did some research and created a project.
Now comes a crucial step—creating your vision for your project, a
detailed picture of the results you want. Why take the time? Why
is this so important? A quick and silly way to remember the answer
is—"1GG.”
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Dare to live the life you have dreamed for yourself. Go forward and make

your dreams come true.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson

I for inspiration
As in Dr. King’s case, a powerful vision inspires people to commit,

to act, to persist and to give their best.

G for guide

A vision is a practical guide for setting goals and objectives, mak-
ing decisions, and coordinating the work on any project, large or
small. A vision is like “true north” on the compass; by keeping his
eye on his vision for Lighthawk, Michael Stewartt kept his project
on course. No matter what decisions on a project need to be made,
you can test each option by asking if it will help make the vision for
the project real. If the answer is “No,” then don’t do it.

G for glue

A vision is glue. In a group made up of many different kinds of people,
a vision can help keep everyone together for the long haul, even people
who might not be used to working together in groups. If people share
a vision, it’s easier for them to see connections between what they
want as individuals and the goals of the entire group. Sarah Swagart
had to get some pretty opinionated people to work together to make
the skateboard park a reality, and she couldn’t have done it without

getting them to share her vision.

Not every picture is a vision. Some special qualities are needed.

To work, a vision must ~
* be clear and concrete enough that you can see the details—
and hear, smell and taste them! If your vision is of creating
a fantastic meal for a family event, how does the table look?
How does each dish smell and taste? What do people say as
they taste each dish? Is your vision achieving a personal best

in sports, maybe as a runner? OK, feel the air rushing past
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Hold fast to dreams/For if dreams die/Life is a broken-winged bird/That

cannot fly.
—Langston Hughes

your ears and hear people’s voices urging you on. Look at the
coach’s stopwatch and see that you've done your best time
ever.

e include changes in people’s attitudes. Often what’s behind
problems in communities are negative attitudes such as apathy
and hopelessness. It’s these attitudes that will cause the origi-
nal problems to reappear, sooner or later, if your project doesn’t
address them too.

The vision for the Lake McChubb group needs to go beyond how
the lake looks when their project’s finished. The lake can’t be
healthy and beautiful for the long-term unless the people who
live around it change their attitudes toward using toxic house
and garden chemicals and everyone is more mindful of not
throwing trash. The Lake McChubb Group needs to “see” these

attitude changes in their vision.

* come from imagination, not logic. To create a vision that’s
exciting and compelling, you've got to use your imagination to

see and feel what does not yet exist.

Being logical is important in any project; it’s a question of timing.
Once you have a vision, then use your rational thinking skills to plan
and problem-solve and take the actions that will make the vision

real.

Cleaning up Lake McChubb will require good research, intense
thinking and a lot of work. But for the group that’s taking this
project on, success depends on first using their imaginations
to create a powerful vision of people enjoying a healthy and
beautiful lake.

How to Create a Vision

This process works for groups and it works for people who are act-

ing on their own. Use it to create a personal vision of a significant
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If others can see it as | have seen it, then it may be called a vision rather

than a dream.
— Arturo Toscanini

success in your studies, in sports or at home—as well as for doing
service projects. For teams and classes, there’s a special synergy gen-
erated when all the members share the same vision of what they’ll

achieve.

Start by reviewing the poster for your project you created in the
last chapter. Now imagine that you're in the future, at a date just
after your project is finished. Everyone in your group needs to “see”
clearly what’s going on at that future date. For the Lake McChubb
group that might be:

They’re all on the lake shore on a hot afternoon next June, after
their project is finished. What do they see, hear, smell? How’s
the water? What are people doing? What are people saying to
each other about the lake? The group lets the pictures come
forth, drawing them or describing them in words as they emerge.
Some team members see people swimming in the lake and
fishing from rowboats. Others see people tossing frisbees and
playing volleyball on a clean lakeshore. One guy even smells
hotdogs cooking on a grill...

A useful technique here is for a group to split up into pairs and have
the partners describe the scene to each other. Both of you need to
speak in the present tense, not future tense—you're in the future look-

ing back, with your project accomplished.

Part of the vision for the Lake McChubb project is, “People are
swimming and fishing...” not, “people will be swimming and

fishing...”

If you find it hard to get a vision going, let one person pretend to
be listening to the radio on that day in the future, while the other
person “broadcasts” from the scene, describing what’s going on, how

things look, etc. to people who can’t see what she sees.
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Most of the things worth doing in the world had been declared

impossible before they were done.
—Louis Brandeis

As your group gets rolling, here’s a technique that will add clarity
to your vision: still speaking as if the project is finished, think of
some obstacles you've had to overcome to succeed with your proj-
ect, and then describe how you overcame them and the success that
resulted. Don’t stop to analyze or ponder here—just let the pictures
flow. You'll be surprised at how many good problem-solving ideas
appear. When you move on to actually planning and carrying out
your project, this technique will help you see obstacles not as insur-
mountable, but as similar to the hurdles you've already jumped in
your vision exercise; you've already anticipated some obstacles and
how to solve them so the exercise can be a great confidencebuilder
for the job ahead.

When you finish talking, write down the obstacles you saw and the
solutions you came up with, and put them where you can find them

later. You'll use them when you do detailed planning in Chapter Six.

Someone in the Lake McChubb group might describe obstacles
overcome this way: “We thought that some people would resist
the idea of giving up toxic house and garden chemicals. So we
created a great brochure on good alternatives and gave them to
people all over the area. We put up posters. We did interviews
on radio and television and lots of people listened and watched.
As more and more people started to support our idea, they

talked to their neighbors, and the idea spread.”

Quickly capture the pictures all the members of your group see of
the completed project, taking notes while the pictures are fresh, even
if that gives you just a lot of phrases. Good writing isn’t the goal
here. Then the group or a smaller team summarizes all the notes
into one “Vision Statement” and puts it on a new poster. If there
are artists in the group, they can add drawings or collages that help
depict the vision. Here’s the summarized Vision Statement the Lake

McChubb group puts on its poster ~
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The levels of contaminants in the lake are dropping significantly.
People are using the cleaner lake with confidence again—

people are swimming and fishing, seniors are sitting on benches

Think about it: Did the process of creating the vision spark
any new thinking about your project? Is there anything
that should be added to the first poster you made, the
one describing your project?

and talking, parents are tending babies and playing with older
kids... Nobody in the area is using toxic chemicals—everybody
is taking responsibility for keeping the lake and the lakeshore
clean. People from other parts of the city are coming by and
talking about cleaning up pollution problems where they live.

In the process of creating their vision, the Lake McChubb
group saw themselves working side by side with the people
who lived around the lake, not doing all the work on their
own. They realized that involving residents in this way
would encourage them to take responsibility for keeping
the lake clean and healthy after their project is over. So the
group decides to add a sentence to their poster describing
the project: “We’ll work with local residents to get the job
done.”

What’s the point?

Anyone can create a vision. A strong
vision will consistently raise the odds
of your success on any kind of project.
In my years of helping organizations,
groups and individuals solve tough
problems, I've never discovered a more
powerful tool.
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Visions are clear, concrete pictures of something you’d like to hap-

pen but which doesn’t yet exist. Visions are tools that can help you

succeed in any kind of project or challenge, now or in the future.

A vision is ~

* Inspiration. A powerful vision inspires people to commit, to act, to
persist, and to give their best.

* Guidance for setting goals and objectives, making decisions, and
coordinating the work on any kind of project, large or small.

* Glue. In a group made up of many different kinds of people, a vi-
sion can help keep everyone together for the long haul.

Visions aren’t idle dreams or hopes or wishes—they’re pictures of

the intended results of real plans and real efforts.

To succeed, a vision needs to ~

* be so clear and concrete you can see, hear, smell and taste the de-
tails.

e include changes in people’s attitudes.

¢ come from imagination, not logic.

Anyone can create a vision.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Putting Your Compassion
into Action

An important part of the path to a meaningful life is active compas-
sion for the people you meet on the way. “Compassion” means
to care, to empathize deeply with other people, to put yourself in
their shoes. “Active” means with real deeds, not just words.

Here are two examples ~

Grandma Edie Lewis started rehabilitating “throw-
away” kids when she found a big teenager sleeping
in her snowy yard in Alaska back in the ‘70s. When
his parents said, “You got him. You keep him,” Lewis
did. Soon she was running an unofficial shelter for
as many as 16 “outcast” 18to 24-year-olds. The six-

foot Alaskan businesswoman used a big chunk of

her income to support “her kids.” After she married,
she and her husband kept up the work. When they
moved to Garland, Texas they bought the perfect house— near shop-
ping centers for jobs, a bus line for transportation, and a community
college for training. They kept that house filled with kids other people
had labeled “hopeless.”
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Lewis made sure they got off drugs, off booze and off the street. She
made sure they got jobs, earned high school equivalency certificates
and went on to community college. How did she work this magic?
“Kindness kills them,” she told the Giraffe Project. “The worse they

are, the nicer | am to them ...”

Grandma Edie’s only set rule was that people who were drunk or
stoned couldn’t enter the house until they sobered up. She didn't
want rules so tough she had to throw kids out before they had the
time to improve; that was the main reason she didn't look for govern-
ment funds, which usually limited treatment time to 90 days. “They
seldom come in holy terrors and leave three months later holy angels.

Only God can do such miracles, and I'm not God.”

Most of the holy terrors were angry, and the house took a lot of dam-
age when they raged. One hard case had punched nine holes in the
walls. After the ninth, Lewis calmly walked over and punched a hole
next to it. “It made him think, ‘That’s not so macho, the old woman

can do it/ and he never punched a hole in the wall again.”

After more than two decades of caring for kids, Grandma Edie Lewis
was killed in the fall of 1998 when her van was hit by a truck. A few
years before she died, Lewis told us she’d been able to reach all but
three of the hundreds of “incorrigibles” who had lived with her—quite

a lifetime batting average.

Grandma Edie’s active compassion turned kids’ lives
around. It moved her into the service that made her life

meaningful. The same is true for this Giraffe ~

When Steve Mariotti got mugged by teenagers on a New
York City street, he didn't start agitating for better police

protection. Instead he started thinking of better ways that
kids like the muggers could make money. He had a hunch

that streetwise kids could make it the way he had—by
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starting their own businesses. They were tough, assertive and used to
taking risks. What if the high energy levels some of them invested in
illegal, destructive behavior could be channeled into entrepreneur-

ship?

Because he cared about kids, Mariotti left his import/export business,
gave up his yuppie lifestyle and became a business teacher in a ghetto

high school.

To his great frustration, he found that “business” in the public schools
meant typing and bookkeeping. The kids were bored and so was Mar-
iotti. But whenever he insisted that he had a better idea, Mariotti was
told to stick to the text. “The system doesn’t want real entrepreneur-
ship,” he says, “because it's so hard to control. Entrepreneurs need to

get out into the world and act.”

Using his own savings, Mariotti set up the nonprofit National Foun-
dation for Teaching Entrepreneurship and he was finally hired by a
principal who understood and supported his program. That led to
contracts with schools throughout the city.

Mariotti's students learn real-world skills like product development,
marketing techniques and financial planning. They've started doz-
ens of new companies, ranging from chore services to rap songwrit-
ing. Mariotti sees them helping with the economic regeneration of
their neighborhoods. As his program succeeds, his motives haven't
changed: “It's not about making money,” he says. “It's about making
these kids' lives better.”

As for himself, he'll tell you, “When | come home from working, | feel

great. | never used to feel that good when | was just making money.”

It’s easy to be caring in the abstract, to just think compassionately.

But the kind of compassion I'm talking about is active—it goes past
good thoughts to good action. Mariotti and Lewis didn’t just open
their hearts —they put themselves on the line to provide practical
help.
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It wasn't easy for either of them. Mariotti started by seeing the
world through his attackers’ eyes, something most people would
find hard to do. When he began his work with kids, he had to deal
with a bureaucracy that blocked him again and again. Lewis dealt
every day with people who could have stolen what little she had—
or put her in the hospital. She also went door-to-door begging for
money to keep “Grandma’s House” open. Their active compassion
took time, effort and courage. Sometimes the risks can be physical,
but more often they’re emotional—you can be rejected, and you

may fail.

Moving compassion from theory to action means doing some

things that, for most people, aren’t easy ~

e Putting yourself in other people’s shoes—seeing the world
through their eyes. The more different they are from you, the
harder this is. Doing this won’t magically close any distance
you may feel from them, but it will help you dispel prejudices
that feed distrust and conflict. (“Kids from that school are all
snobs.” “People who dress like that are losers.” “Those peo-
ple are always stupid.”)

Think about it: Think of people you don’t want to associate
with. Think of one admirable thing about each of them. Do
you have anything in common with them? Are you willing
to find out more about them? What would it be like to be
them?

e Seeing people as fellow humans, not as objects to be manipu-
lated. Caring people understand and respect the fact that ev-
erybody has feelings and the right to be treated kindly. They
don’t “use” anyone to achieve their own ends. They look at
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others with an eye for common interests and for positive traits

rather than zeroing in on differences and faults.

Think about it: Have you ever taken the risk of befriending
someone your friends think isn’t cool? If you have, why did

you? What happened?

e Allowing the possibility that an opponent could become an
ally. Their opposition may be rooted in a misunderstanding or
a lack of information. You could be giving up a chance to de-

fuse a conflict and make an ally.

If that change is ever to happen, you'll probably have to risk the first
move. Try opening a conversation on something noncontroversial
that might be a shared interest. Invite the person to join you in doing
something you both like to do—playing a game, studying for a test,
going to a movie. Doing something together can give you a chance
to see more agreeable sides of each other. Once you're both more at
ease and have established some trust, you both have a better chance
of talking openly about whatever it is that divides you and seeing if

you can come to some agreement.

Think about it: Do you have any friends now who were
once “enemies”? If you do, what caused the change? Do you
have an opponent now that you could get on better terms
with? Would you want to if you could? How could you go
about it?

e Listening—without judging.
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Think about it: Think of a time, perhaps when you were

feeling down, when someone really listened to you, not to
tell you what’s wrong with you—just listening. What was the ' y
situation? What difference did that person’s listening make for |] ,f‘

< i i
T Vil

Roll over to reply

you? Have you ever listened that way to somebody? What
was that situation? In both cases, what effect did this kind of
listening have on the relationship?

e Following through. Active compassion is rarely a one-time
thing. It usually takes more than one caring action to help
someone through a difficult time, or to build a trusting rela-
tionship. Say the new girl on the team blows an important
point and the whole team is furious. You can see she feels
awful about it so you say something caring to her like, “I
know how you feel. You should have seen me when we lost
to Jefferson and it was all my fault.” That’s good, but it'll be
even better if you go find her the next day and ask her how
she’s doing. And better still if you talk your teammates into
letting up on her, maybe giving her some friendly pointers
on how to make the play she missed, and making sure she’s
included when the team goes out for pizza.

* Doing small favors. I live down a long, winding dirt road
with 15 other families on it; some of them have always been
friendly, some not. Visitors to all our houses are constantly
getting lost, so I decided to make a detailed map showing
how to reach all 16 houses. I gave copies to everyone on the
road so their visitors wouldn’t get lost. It was fun and that
was enough. But the next time I was out patching potholes,
almost everyone came out to help—working with people they
normally didn’t talk to. There was a new friendly spirit that
felt good to everybody, and there’s no doubt that little map
helped cause it.
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e Acknowledging people for their strengths and contributions.

 Caring for yourself. Give yourself credit for all the times you've

Think about it: Think of a time someone acknowledged
you for something you did and a time when you ac-
knowledged someone. How did it feel to get that recogni-

tion? How did it feel to give it?

Roll over to reply

done the right thing, whatever the results. Don’t beat yourself
up over past mistakes.

Why Care? Why Act?

Think about it: Have you ever really celebrated a personal
accomplishment, or even given yourself a simple pat on the
back? What did you do?

Roll over to reply
We can always come up with plenty of reasons for not putting our

compassion into action, for just letting it be a good intention. We're
too busy or too angry, we don’t have the qualifications or the re-
sources needed, we're too young or too old—always too something.
The reasons not to act are all too easy to come up with, easier than
coming up with reasons to make a caring move. But thinking about

compassionate actions while sitting on our butts doesn’t cut it.

Here are the reasons I think it’s important to care and to act on that

caring ~

Think about it: Think of a time when you had an opportuni-
ty to act compassionately, but you didn’t. What was the sit-
uation and why didn’t you act? Think of a time when you've

done something compassionate, despite the effort or risk.
What did you do? Why did you do it? What were the results?

Roll over to reply

www.giraffe.org 51 of 205



http://www.giraffe.org

7. Active compassion makes a difference. There’ve been times
when I've stepped forward to act on my compassion—and
times when I've run in the other direction. But when I've
made the caring move, I've seen for myself that active com-
passion is one of the few things that can change a situation for the
better—even in conflicts.

My experience is that when people avoid important challenges,
it’s not because the problems themselves are that difficult; it’s
because people’s anger, fear and frustration make it impossible
for them to trust each other enough to work things out. 4 . imple act
They can't stop seeing each other as opponents, which of compassion

blinds them to opportunities for solutions that might can shift the

be right in front of them. atmosphere
, : . . toward
Here’s where active compassion comes in: the best way .
, ) _ cooperative
I've ever found to defuse negative emotions and end con- 5 .o

flict is to actively care for opponents, putting aside my
negative feelings and putting myself in their shoes. A
simple act of compassion can open channels of communication
and shift the atmosphere away from conflict and toward coop-
erative solutions that simply couldn’t be seen before. The people
opposing you won't expect your caring, and your courage in

expressing it could amaze them into responding.

Think of the story of Grandma Edie. When she said, “Kindness
kills them,” she was talking about defusing years of rage and
pain in kids who’d received very little kindness in their lives.
She could see the world through their eyes, and understand the

reasons for their anger and hurt.

When helping people resolve conflicts, I've seen strikes avoided
when union leaders and company officials came to understand
and care about the pressures both sides were facing. I've seen

bitter land-use disputes solved when environmentalists and de-

www.giraffe.org 52 of 205



http://www.giraffe.org

velopers were brave enough to put themselves in each others’
shoes. And I remember an awful battle between my teenage
son and me over doing the dishes—it ended when we were able
to talk honestly about the real concerns that were beneath this
silly argument and to begin to see ourselves from each other’s
point of view.

Warning!

Active compassion should never be tried as a ploy to manipulate
people, play on their emotions or trick them. If you pretended to care,
you would fail—and you'd deserve to. Active compassion works because
it's real.

2 . Active caring can open doors, even in big organizations. Let
me share a secret: the key to dealing with big organizations,

no matter how bureaucratic they may seem, is remembering

Think about it: Have you ever seen a conflict avoided or v;

resolved because somebody—maybe you—had the courage |] lfl

3 e o
. &

to actively care for an “opponent”? What happened?

Roll over to reply
that they’re made up of individuals—people who want to be
treated with caring and respect, in an environment in which
they may be treated like parts in a machine. Treat them com-
passionately and you’ll be amazed by how well they respond.
As a State Department employee, I met with hundreds of
people. My attitude toward them got a lot more helpful when
they treated me as a person—not just as someone who might
do them a favor. And I closed down very quickly to anyone
who assumed that I was the enemy or some dull bureaucrat
without a life.
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3 . Active compassion improves our own lives. Think about
Scrooge in the famous Christmas story. Scrooge came to real-

Think about it: Think of a time when you had to deal with
someone in a big organization, maybe the Department of
Motor Vehicles or a large store. How did it go? What was

your attitude and what effect did it have on the person you
dealt with?

Roll over to reply

ize that without compassion our lives are isolated and un-
happy. The movie Groundhog Day is a story making the same
point: Bill Murray’s character slowly, slooowly learns that
active compassion produces meaning and happiness in his
life and in the lives around him—instead of the discord and
loneliness he created by being cynical and manipulative.

“BUT that’s not the way it works in my world!”

Many people agree that active compassion is a good thing, but then
say that a person just can’t act that way in the “real world” or they’ll
get run over. Then you get the descriptions of the selfish classmate,
the nasty boss, the bad-tempered teacher. Everyone seems to have

someone like that in mind.

There are obviously some uncaring people in Grandma Edie’s world
and in Steve Mariotti’s. I've dealt with a few villains myself. I wasn’t
the kind of diplomat who works in nice clean embassies in Paris and
London—my work involved wars, revolutions and arms sales, which
meant dealing with some of the most uncaring people in the world.

To them, I was uncaring too.

I did change. I slowly came to realize that most of these conflicts
were preventable and unnecessary. I saw that humans would never

end conflicts, personal or global, until we were more compassionate
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toward each other, and learned to put that compassion into Suspend your-
action. I began to put myself in the shoes of the people L had doubts and give
to deal with, and then to risk being more compassionate compassionate
toward at least some of them. As I saw my compassionate action a real
actions actually help settle conflicts, I got braver about car- shot.

ing. And I learned something that’s now been confirmed

for me a thousand times over: the risks of acting compassionately

are well worth taking.

It’s natural to be skeptical about dealing compassionately with
someone who's opposing you. But to experience how active com-
passion can work in your life, you've got to risk giving it a serious
chance. If you're convinced such an approach will never work,
any trial effort you might make will be too restrained to succeed.
But if you suspend your doubts and give it a real shot, you may be

amazed by the results.

It doesn’t have to be a big deal—active caring can manifest in small
stuff. You can start with “Hello” and a smile. Then a friendly com-
ment about something you're likely to agree on. “Do you believe the
homework he gave us?” Listen—really listen—to the response from
this real, live fellow human being who may be as concerned as you are
about doing the assignment. Realizing that you're concerned too could
be the first time he’s seen you as a fellow human with concerns he
shares. Not liking the homework assignment could be the first thing

you two have ever agreed on. It’s a start.

It could be possible now for you to see something you honestly
like about him, and to tell him so. Maybe it’s just “Nice shirt.” If
that wasn't too hard, you might manage to do him a small favor. “I
found an Internet site with some good data for that report we have
to do. Here’s the URL.” An acknowledgement could be as simple
as, “What you said in class yesterday—that really was good.”
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Small stuff, but as you do it, you're likely to see this person defrost-
ing before your very eyes, becoming more likeable, and opening
up to a dialogue about your differences of opinion. Experiencing
this can give you the confidence to become actively compassionate

as a matter of course.

You won’t always receive the responses you're hoping for, but
compassionate action will consistently raise the odds of resolving
any conflict. And you can’t really lose in trying it. Even if an “op-
ponent” doesn’t respond well, by having the courage to act with
compassion in what is often an uncaring world, you're helping
shape that world for the better. Someone watching you act this
way—even in a “losing” effort—may be inspired to try a more
compassionate approach in an entirely different situation, where

somebody else will see his example, and on it goes.

Think about it: Are there people in your life who would
reject any caring action from you? How do you know this?

What would happen if you tried? Are you sure?

What’s the point?

Actively caring for “opponents” will
consistently increase the chances of
finding good solutions.

Conflict can be an addiction. For some people, the biggest obsta-
cle to caring isn’t their opponents, it’s their own need for conflict.

When the Cold War was going on between the US and the Soviet
Union and I was a “Cold Warrior,” I sometimes met with peace
activists who wanted both sides to disarm their nuclear weapons

and stop endangering the planet. Their arguments made sense, but
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I was amazed by how much personal hatred some of them had for
the people making Cold War policy. That hatred was so intense that
when people like me came to agree with them, they couldn’t accept
that they had won us over. They were used to dealing with enemies,
but they didn’t know how to react when those enemies said, “You're
right. I'm with you on this.” They didn’t know how to win the argu-
ment and accept converts to their cause. When the Cold War ended,

they were at a loss—until they found new enemies to combat.

Think about it: Do you know people who seem to be happy
only when there’s something to fight about? If you do, how

have you dealt with them?

Roll over to reply

When you act compassionately in a conflict, you begin to see that
the “enemy” is the problem itself—not the people you're fighting.
They re just fellow human beings who could become allies in solving
the problem, provided you can build up enough trust to work with
them.

Here’s the story of a Giraffe who not only accepts converts, she’s

devoted her life to putting her compassion for them into action ~

Peggy Schlagetter, an accomplished woman from a comfort-
able middle-class background, used to work as an executive
secretary. Now she works with men many people would be
afraid to even speak to, all of them inmates and ex-inmates
of Ohio’s prisons.

A survivor of a violent assault herself, Schlagetter has more
reason than most to fear such men. But she says that her
own assailant might be in prison somewhere and, “If he's treated like
dirt..he'll end up committing another crime.” Schlagetter wants to
break the cycle.
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She was working as a volunteer in a prison when she realized that
inmates feared getting out. They worried about finding jobs, finding
places to live, finding their way without constant rules and supervision.
No one in the prison was helping them make the transition to useful,

lawabiding lives on the “outside.”

Schlagetter adapted a mentoring program she’d been using as a high
school counselor and took it into maximum-security prisons. Prison
officials gave her their incorrigibles, sure that she'd never crack “that
joint mind set.” But crack it she does. Graduates of her program, Careers
in Progress (CIP), include a former thief who went on to earn his MBA
and a murderer who's been law-abiding and productive for years, after
prison officials swore he'd be back in a week. Schlagetter can reel off

success story after success story.

CIP deals with responsibility, values, job readiness, communication
skills and stress management. After inmates are released “Miss Peggy”
walks them through life on the outside. She has four telephones, a ho-
tline and a toll-free number, because she and her volunteers can be all
that stands between an ex-con and the next crime. “We've talked five

bank robbers out of it, so far,” she says.

She says that in the beginning, “I didn’t know if | wanted to take this on.
| really wasn't qualified. But | think | can outdo any of these psycholo-

gists now.”

Seventy-five percent of CIP grads stay out of jail, making the program
a rousing success, thanks to the personal persuasive power, and the

active caring, of one determined woman.

www.giraffe.org 58 of 205



http://www.giraffe.org

Think about it: Think of the person you find yourself in conflict
with most often. Imagine a scenario in which you are actively
compassionate toward that person. Imagine your caring actions

meltlng your own negatlve feelings, and those of your opponent

conflict. Roll over to reply

NOW really challenge yourself. Turn that scenario into reality.
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Compassion has to be more than good intentions.

Moving caring from theory to action means doing some things
that may be difficult

e Putting yourself in other people’s shoes, seeing the world through
their eyes.

e Seeing people as fellow humans, not as objects to be manipulated.

¢ Listening.

* Following through. Active compassion is rarely a one-time thing.

e Allowing the possibility that an opponent could become an ally.

* Doing small favors.

e Acknowledging others for their strengths and contributions.

¢ Caring for yourself.

Active compassion makes a difference. It can defuse negative

emotions and build the trust needed in a difficult situation.

Active compassion should never be faked to manipulate people,

play on their emotions or to trick them.
Active compassion opens doors, even into large organizations.
Active compassion improves our own lives.

The risks of acting compassionately are well worth taking. To ex-

perience how it can work, give it a serious try.

Compassionate action doesn’t always bring the responses you
might be hoping for, but it will raise the odds of resolving any

conflict.

People can become addicted to conflict. Active compassion can be
an antidote to that addiction.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Risktaking and Courage

Have You Got the Nerve?

There can be risks in living a meaningful life. Whether or not
you're willing to take them is one of the most important ques-
tions you'll ever face.

Ranya Kelly of Arvada, Colorado, had no idea what risks
were ahead of her when she virtually fell into her life’s
work. She was looking for an empty carton in a dumpster
behind a shoe store. Instead of empty boxes, she found
hundreds of brand new shoes, thrown out by the shoe store
because they hadn't sold. Kelly was delighted to salvage the

shoes and take them to shelters for the homeless.

Did the shoe store thank her for finding a good use for

shoes they'd thrown away as worthless? No way. They told Kelly she
was a thief and threatened to have her arrested for stealing. Afraid peo-
ple from the shelter might try to return the shoes to the store for cash
refunds, they began putting yellow paint on the next shoes they threw

out, so they couldn’t be returned—or worn without embarrassment.

But Kelly kept pulling shoes out of the dumpster. She just cleaned off
the paint, and took them to the shelters. The thought of going to jail for

theft was unnerving. She not only didn’t want to be locked up, she also
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We make progress in our society only if we stop cursing and complaining
about its shortcomings and we have the courage to do something about

them.
—FElizabeth Kubler-Ross

didnt want to jeopardize her husband’s position in a prominent firm.
If he was fired for having a jailbird wife, it would be a disaster for her
family.

In spite of all that, she kept taking the shoes. “I decided it was more im-
portant to do this work, and that if | got arrested for it, that was okay.”
When Kelly discovered that other shoe stores were also throwing away

useable shoes, she began taking them from their dumpsters too.

Kelly stayed out of jail; she discovered that discarded goods became
the property of the hauling company once they're put in a dumpster.
The hauler took her side and gave her permission to take what she

wanted.

Persistence paid off and that original store, plus all Denver-area stores
in the same chain, now just give her the shoes without marking them
with paint and without threatening her. Publicity about Kelly has in-
spired other stores and manufacturers to donate good stuff they would
normally throw away. Kelly’s crusade to prevent thoughtless waste is
now moving thousands of dollars worth of goods to the poor every day

of the year.

Ranya Kelly stuck her neck out to help the homeless. She wasn't a
superhero or an experienced activist. Before she saw those discarded
shoes, you'd say she led a pretty ordinary life. Getting thrown in jail
was a serious risk for her, and so was the possibility of jeopardizing

her husband’s career. It took courage to face those risks.

Here’s another story about seeing a problem and taking risks to do

something about it ~

When David Charvat retired from a career in the Navy, he returned to
Dillonvale, OH, where he'd grown up, and used his engineering know-
how to run the regional sewage treatment plant. He soon discovered

that the plant wasn’t producing clean water—or honest reports.
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Reports to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) said the plant
had been meeting clean water standards, but Charvat learned that the
plant had secretly dumped raw sewage into the Ohio River, as much as
four million gallons a day. The sewage equipment had also been cross-
connected into fresh water systems, to save money (think about that

one!)

Charvat made changes. He authorized all employees to tell the truth to
the community and he posted the EPA’s phone number throughout the
facility, so employees could report violations directly. In an area where
some people blamed environmentalists and federal regulators for a
slumping economy, Charvat became a pariah to many people, even
some of his relatives. He took the heat, insisting that the plant could
perform well instead of breaking the law and lying about it. Indeed, the
operational changes he ordered started to improve the plant’s perfor-

mance.

But Charvat was threatened on the job, and rumors started at the plant
and in the community impugned his integrity. A member of the plant’s
Board of Directors who was running for public office told Charvat to
shut up or he'd be fired; Charvat told him that he'd not only keep mak-
ing honest reports, but if his improvements weren't allowed to contin-
ue, he'd also blow the whistle. Charvat was fired.

That still didn’t stop him. Charvat helped start activist groups to fight
public health hazards and testified at hearings on sewage treatment. His
efforts led to a huge fine being leveled on the sewage plant and trig-
gered a federal program requiring states to show what actions they're
taking against plants violating the Clean Water Act. And, in a happy
ending to this story, Charvat was reinstated and went back to running
the plant again—the right way.
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Whatever you do you need courage. Whatever course you decide upon
there is always someone to tell you you are wrong. There are always
difficulties arising which tempt you to believe that your critics are right.
To map out a course of action and follow it to the end requires courage...

peace has its victories, but it takes brave people to win them.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson

Think about it: If people like Kelly and Charvat were guar-
anteed in advance they could never get hurt, then there'd
be no risk. It would be like a video game—if Ranya gets
thrown in jail or David gets fired, just press the reset button
and start over. But you and | know that’s not the way life
works. The risks that come with sticking your neck out are
real.

What are the risks?

Most of us think of physical dangers when we hear the word “risk.”
I've taken a lot of those. I never drove cars at 90 miles an hour, but I
dodged avalanches, climbed steep mountain walls a mile high and
hitchhiked around the world alone. I've had bullets whiz past my ears

on three continents.

But it wasn't these physical risks that scared me—I was young, strong,
quick and enjoying the adrenaline hits. The risks that really scared
me—the ones I tried hardest to avoid—tested my spirit. They were

risks like ~

* being different—trying something new; standing up for an un-
popular idea when I knew others would criticize me and I could
lose friends.

e failing, especially in public, where I could be embarrassed or
ridiculed.

e reaching out to someone who might not reach back.

* being honest with myself about my own mistakes—and apolo-
gizing when I'd caused hurt.

These risks scared me then—and they still can. I used to think I was
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Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure.

The fearful are caught as often as the bold.
—Helen Keller

the only person who was afraid of such things. Other people seemed
so sure of themselves. Now I know better. People may look confident,
but they’re often just as scared as you are. Risks that test the spirit

are serious challenges for just about everybody.

Standing up for what you believe in means accepting the possibili-

ty—sometimes the probability—of losing friendships or your stand
ing in your group or community. The penalties for challenging the
status quo can be severe—the conflicts with people who like the
way things are can get nasty. Public failures can be embarrassing
and reactions from peers can be cruel. It takes real courage to move
ahead despite such risks.

Here’s a woman who moved ahead despite some hair-raising risks ~

Emma Lou Kogo watched as crack houses moved onto her
street in Detroit, bringing with them a spreading cesspool
of crime and addiction. “Crack devours people’s lives,” Kogo
says. “It changes them. We saw people on our street who
really cared about their children and their homes and their

families all of a sudden not care about them anymore and

start neglecting them... On our street we call crack ‘the bP o
vampire drug’” Kogo worked with the city’s Department of h__.‘_hﬂ,/a
Protective Services to get help for the neglected kids in the

neighborhood. Again and again she stepped in to defuse abusive and

volatile situations in homes torn apart by drugs. She got angry when
neighborhood kids were accosted by dealers and used as drug runners.

She watched in horror as a friend who had been fighting to clean up the
neighborhood started using crack herself. “We just watched her go right

down the drain, and we all knew that, but for the grace of God, there

we were. Crack doesn't care who it gets.”

At this point Kogo had to get even braver. “I'd always told my kids, ‘If

you don't do something about the problem, you're part of it/ so | was
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You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which
you really stop to look fear in the face... You must do the thing you think

you cannot do.
—Fleanor Roosevelt

just practicing what | preached.” She took on the dealers, determined
to do whatever it took to get them off her block, as long as it was legal.
She called a meeting of her neighbors.

They decided to call themselves “Just the Neighbors.” They educated
themselves about drugs and addiction. They contacted the police, the
prosecutor’s office and other agencies that could instruct or assist them.
They kept each other on a positive track. “We didn't want our neigh-
borhood destroyed by being burnt out or fighting. We wanted to be a
neighborhood that cared.”

Their most effective tactic was citizen surveillance. Members kept clip-
boards ever ready to take down the license numbers of cars pulling up
to the neighborhood crack house. They made no secret of the fact that
they were tracking dealers and buyers. When the Giraffe Project asked
Kogo how real the danger was, she answered, “Very real. Real enough
that we still don’t leave our house alone. Real enough that we always
know where our children are.” Members of Just the Neighbors received
bomb threats, had their cars tampered with and were constantly ha-
rassed. But they persevered, they stuck together, and they won back
their neighborhood.

The information they gathered enabled the police and the city pros-
ecutor to close the crack house. The occupants were evicted, and the
house became the first in Detroit to be confiscated by the city under a
new drug law. Just the Neighbors has gone on to help close other crack

houses in the area.

Emma Lou Kogo certainly faced physical risks—any response to her
situation would have been physically dangerous. But in choosing to
respond assertively but nonviolently, she moved beyond knee-jerk
fear and anger to lead her neighbors along a positive path to peace
and safety in the neighborhood. It was a path that tested her spirit;

Kogo stood up when others wouldn't, risked failure, reached out to
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people despite the dangers, and empowered an entire community to

take charge of its own future.

Think about it: Think of a time you've faced a risk that test-
ed your spirit. What was the risk¢ What did you do? What
was the result?

Why you?
Given the possible consequences, why should you take risks for any-
body or any cause, especially if there are a lot of other people who
could take it on? It’s obviously easier to keep your head down, to
avoid standing out from the crowd and to just hope that somebody

else will fix what’s wrong. OK, here are three very good reasons~

7. Solving tough public problems takes more than wishing they
were solved—it takes action. Just complaining won’t change any
of the things that may concern you. Change happens only when
people—not superheroes, but ordinary people—see problems and
do something about them, despite the risks.

When we ask Giraffes like Kelly, Charvat and Kogo why they
take the risks they do, they often say they had no choice. The
challenge was right in front of them, nobody else was stepping
up— what else were they supposed to do? Giraffes act to make
a difference in their communities and the world. The stories of
Giraffes remind us that if we don't act, the problems won't get

solved. The message of Giraffes’ lives is, “It’s up to all of us.”

2 . You can inspire others. That’s why the Giraffe Project tells Gi-
raffes’ stories—so that more people will be exposed to examples
of good actions, and then take such actions themselves. Sticking
your neck out for the common good makes you one of those ex-
amples that cause more good to be done in the world. And that’s
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To defend oneself against a fear is simply to insure that one will, one day,

be conquered by it; fears must be faced.
—James Baldwin

a pretty good thing.

There aren’t enough such role models. Too many people are

R . h 4 1
willing to just accept whatever’s going on around Too many people

are willing to
whining and complaining about it. Some of them have just accept

them, even if they don't agree with it, even if they're

been taught to play it safe since childhood and they’ve hatever’s going
never questioned that. Some just get used to a comfort- on.

able, predictable lifestyle and aren’t willing to risk any

of that comfort and certainty. Our media-filled culture trains

people to be passive observers, watching actors deal with prob-

lems, and looking for ways to amuse ourselves rather than tack-

ling the real-world challenges that surround us. And our media

further undermine incentives to act for the common good by

using the word “hero” to describe celebrities instead of people

like Kelly, Charvat and Kogo who see a need and take risks to

make a difference.

At the Giraffe Project, we say that heroes take on serious chal-
lenges at real personal risk, to serve the common good. Celeb-
rities are famous, but they’re not usually heroes; they might
inspire you to work on your jump shot or your guitar licks, but
that’s not the inspiration of a hero. Giraffes are heroes, inspiring
us to take on difficult challenges in our communities and in the

world; few of them are celebrities.

Think about it: Using those Giraffe Project definitions, who
are your heroes? Who are your favorite celebrities? What

influence do these people have on your life?

Roll ov

er to reply
Everyone has the potential to be a positive model for others—
and even modest actions count. You don’t have to wait for a

chance to be a big hero, taking on a huge risky challenge. Just
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look at the everyday events of your life and the opportuni-
ties you have to take small, positive risks that could extend
your perceived limits, that could take you to a personal best
in serving the common good. Step up to those opportunities
and take your best shot. Your actions may inspire other people

when theyre the ones being challenged.

3 . You may not be able to lead a meaningful life without taking
risks. Committing to your ideals, being fully alive—can put
you into situations that scare you. But if being fully alive is
important to you, you'll take those risks. Avoiding them time
after time will deaden your spirit, and can lead you into a
wasteland where nothing is meaningful, where life is marking
time.

Remember the zombie!

What’s the point?

Leading a meaningful life is worth the risks
it may entail.

How to Take Risks

There are smart ways to take risks and not-so-smart ways. Smart
is better. Here are three smart suggestions ~

7. Get the facts. Find out as much as you can about the risks you
face.

2 . Reduce those risks by increasing your competence.

3 . Focus on the meaning your actions have for you, so you can
find the courage to face the risks that remain.
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Get the facts

By gathering information, you may find out that some perceived risks
aren’t risks at all, or are less significant than you first thought. People
were afraid of eclipses when they thought they were caused by an
angry god. The risks disappeared when people learned that eclipses
were predictable effects of the orbits of the moon, sun and earth. You
can improve your knowledge of the risks you see by questioning people
more familiar with the situation than you are, and by doing research

in books, newspapers, and magazines, or on the Internet.

Think about it: Have you ever been in a situation in which

the risks you first perceived disappeared in the light of new
information? As an example, you might be summoned to a ' \
meeting with the principal or your boss, and think that you're | ,_-f‘ f
in trouble. Then you find out the person just wants to thank . “’ .

you for some job well done. If something like this has hap- Noll O\Qe to reply

pened to you, what was it?

On the other hand if you increase your knowledge and find the risks
are real, the things you’ve learned can help you prepare to take those
risks.

Increase your competence

Situations tend to be scarier the less competent we feel to handle
them—often because we lack skills, tools, or experience. A trek
through the wilderness is a lot scarier without a map. Giving a

speech is more frightening if you have no idea how to do it.

Assuming there’s time, you can increase your competence to face a

risky situation. For example, you can ~

e Learn and practice a skill you need, like giving a speech or a
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A single, seemingly powerless person who dares to cry out the word
of truth and to stand behind it with all his person and all his life, ready
to pay a high price has, surprisingly, a greater power than thousands of
anonymaous voters.
—Vaclav Havel
media interview.
e Get the right tools. A computer with Web access? A pickup
truck? A hand-held microphone?
e Get advice and support from others. Somebody knows how to

do this and can help you learn how too.

Think about it: Have you ever been able to reduce
a risk by increasing your competence to take it?
Studying for an exam in your most difficult class is
an obvious example. What else?

Find your courage
Even with increased knowledge and competence, it’s unlikely you’ll
be able to eliminate risks completely. Something will still remain that

scares you. To face it will take courage.
Courage is not about having no fear. Only a fool is fearless.

Courage is acting in the face of fear.

Think about it: Think of a time when you've been
courageous. What did you do? What happened?

Where did you find the courage?
Roll over to reply

This is what | know about finding courage ~
When something you're doing is meaningful, you feel deeply that

you're on the right path, and you're committed to walking it. If you
have to do something that scares you, in order to keep on that path,
don’t look at those risks by themselves. See them as integrated
parts of this whole action you feel is meaningful. When you look
at risks this way they don’t go away, but they do seem more worth
taking. The commitment you have for what you're doing spills over
onto the risks you face, and you're better able to act in the face of
fear—you have more courage.

www.giraffe.org 71 of 205



http://www.giraffe.org

Let’s say you've agreed to be a literacy mentor to a young kid who'’s
way below his grade level in reading. But you quickly see that read-
ing is the least of it. He’s angry and he’s starved for affection and
respect, at school and at home. You see you're not just helping with
his homework. You're up on a high wire, looking at far more respon-
sibility than you want. You don’t know how to handle him when he

acts out. You could foul up and make things worse.

Increasing your knowledge of the situation makes it clear that the
risks are even bigger than you thought. His home life is a mess
and he’s flunking everything. So you increase your competence to
deal with the problems—talking to counselors and other mentors,
reading articles on listening skills, and planning activities that will
help you create a bond with him. The risks remain, but you find the
courage to deal with them by reflecting on what it means to you to be
a mentor, helping shape a child’s life for the better. Now you can see
the risks in the context of doing something that’s meaningful to you,
so your inner talk can be, “Being a mentor to someone who needs
one so badly is really important to me. The risks that are scaring
me now are a part of the job—so here I go.” You know the risks are

worth taking, and you have the courage to take them.

What’s the point?
We can find the courage we need by

focusing on the meaning an action has for
us.

Something that happened during one of my bizarre adventures il-
lustrates the impact of meaning on courage. I was on a ship in the
Gulf of Alaska that caught fire in the middle of the night. As the fire
spread, 550 passengers and crew were directed into lifeboats. The

lifeboat procedures were chaotic; 95 people were wedged into our
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Adventure without risk is Disneyland.
—Douglas Coupland

boat though a big sign on the bow said it was built for 48. We were
140 miles from the Alaskan coast. People were freezing cold, and a
storm was building as we waited for dawn, the earliest that rescue
helicopters could arrive. There were a dozen members of the crew
in that boat, including a couple of junior officers. None of them took
charge. One of the seamen stood up in that jam-packed, pitching

boat—a very bad idea—and screamed that we were all going to die.
Several people started to weep.

An elegant woman in her seventies immediately stood up next to the
ranting crewman and slapped him across the face. The man shut
up and stared at her, stunned, while she lectured him on his bad
behavior. He sat down, red-faced. The weeping stopped. Somebody
started leading songs. The moment of panic passed.

This magnificent woman was certainly aware of the extreme danger
we were in. I don’t think she was necessarily any less scared than
the rest of us in that lifeboat, shivering and wet, watching the storm
coming on. I think what separated her from the panicky crewmen
was the meaning each put into that desperate situation. Even with
their training and their professional responsibilities, the safety of
the group, and their professional pride, seemed to mean nothing to
them. When they needed to be courageous, they weren't.

But that woman was from a family with a long history of champi-
oning the common good—public service had meaning for her. Lives
were at stake, so she stopped the panic, not only with her action, but
also with her example. When that crewman lost it, some of the pas-
sengers started to follow his lead. But the woman led in the opposite
direction, showing people that courage was in order, not panic. She
reversed the mood and behavior of the group.

Think about it: Do you think you’re more courageous in
some situations than in others? Does whether or not the situ-

ation is meaningful to you make a difference?

3

Roll over to reply
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Re cap » There can be risks in living a meaningful life. Whether or not
you're willing to take them is one of the most important questions

you'll ever face.

» The risks that come with trying to solve significant problems are

real.

» The risks that test your spirit could be harder to face than those
that endanger your physical safety.

» Three good reasons to take risks to help solve the problems you

see ~

7. Change happens only when people—not superheroes, but ordinary
people—see problems and do something about them, despite the
risks.

2 . Your example is important. Everyone has the potential to be a posi-
tive model for others—and even modest actions count. One reason
there aren’t enough such models is that media confuse celebrities
with genuine heroes, like Giraffes.

3 . You may not be able to lead a meaningful life without taking risks.
But if being fully alive is important to you, you'll take those risks.
Avoiding them time after time will deaden your spirit, and can lead
you into a wasteland where nothing is meaningful, where life is just
marking time.

» Three good suggestions for taking risks ~
7. Get the facts. Find out as much as you can about the risks you face.
2 . Reduce those risks by increasing your competence.

3 . To find the courage to face the risks that remain, focus on the mean-
ing these actions have for you.
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CHAPTER SIX

Planning Your Moves

You've chosen your issue, created a project to address the issue,
formed a vision of the results you want, and found the compassion
and courage you’ll need to move forward. Now it’s time to make
a plan and put it into action.

Plans are boring?

If imagination, spontaneity, vision and enthusiasm were all you
needed to carry out a service project, there’d be a lot more successful
projects. If you really want to get a project done right, especially one
that involves a lot of people and details, you need to back up these
qualities with some solid planning. Sure, planning may not be the
most exciting thing to do in the world, and it takes time, patience
and intense thinking, but... A good plan will keep you organized and
focused, help you make the most of your time and energy, and increase your
chances of getting good results.

Think about it: Have you ever worked on an activity or proj-
ect in which nobody seemed to be handling the details, or

anticipating next steps? What happened? How did you feel?

Roll over to reply

The planning method you'll see here has been tested for years in many
different situations, and it works. It’s written to apply to a group proj-
ect, but you can easily adapt it for working on your own.
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Here are the steps

7. Review the Issue, the project and the vision.
. Get more information.
. Recruit any help you need.

. Create an Action Plan.

L1 N WO

. Put your plan—and yourself—in gear.
6. Assess progress as you go.

Review the Issue, the project and the vision

Get out the two posters you've made. Confirm that your group still
agrees on the issue, the project, the vision and the details—and that
they’re committed to going forward with the project.

Get more information

Identify the key people who can have an effect on your project.
Review your initial information on people whose lives will be affect-
ed by this project—the “stakeholders,” (page 18). Any others to add
now? If you've identified people already working on this problem,
talk to them. Would it make sense to join them or to coordinate your
efforts? Who are the people whose decisions could affect your proj-
ect—people whose support or opposition would make a difference?

In the Lake McChubb example, these might include the Mayor,
the head of the Health Department, the head of the Department
of Parks, and the Chair of the Lake McChubb Homeowners’

Association.

Don’t forget the media—they can do a lot to influence people. Your
list of key people should include local editors and reporters who
might cover a project like yours. Use the tips in Chapter Eight for

developing a media strategy.
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Ask the people you contact for their advice on anyone else you
should be talking to.

If you think that any of these key people are potential opponents,
don’t write them off. Instead, think of ways to get them involved in
a part of the project that might interest them. Getting them on board
early is a lot easier than trying to enlist their support or approval
later on, when their opposition may have hardened. See Chapter

Nine for tips on finding common ground.

Identify obstacles and risks. Obstacles are problems that require
thinking, work, and sometimes money, to overcome. Risks are things
that scare you. Some things, such as giving a speech, might be both
an obstacle and a risk. Write down every obstacle and risk for your
project that you can think of. If you looked at potential obstacles
when you created a vision for your project (pages 29-30), include
them here. The list for the Lake McChubb group might include:

o We’ll have to do things we ve never done before, and we could make

fools of ourselves.

We still don’t have enough information.

* Someone might object to what we want to do, and try to stop us.

* We need more money, tools and supplies than we thought.

* Not everybody in our group is exactly enthusiastic about this.

» We need more time than we have.
Identify resources. Now write down all the resources you can think
of, including those you've already got or can get. Here’s McChubb’s
list:

* Us—uwe're smart, competent and enthusiastic.

Donations from local businesses and service clubs, such as Rotary.

Things we can bring from home.

The library and the Internet.

* Training or coaching from local experts.
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Get any additional information you need. It could be some tech-
nical data, or some advice on fundraising. Use the library and the
Internet. Ask people who have the skills, knowledge and experi-

ence you need.

Brainstorm possible solutions. Look at the obstacles and risks and
see how many of them you can cover with the resources you've
identified. For example, if one obstacle is: “We need more money,
tools and supplies than we thought,” a solution might include “Do-
nations from local businesses and service clubs such as Rotary.” If

you're worried about failing on things you’ve never done before,
then get some training or coaching in whatever those things are. Con-
tinue brainstorming possible solutions—don’t limit yourself just to
the resources you’ve already identified. Think of the solutions to
obstacles you came up with when you created a vision for your
project (page 30). Some or all of them should help you now.

Come up with a couple of possible solutions for each obstacle or

risk you see. Write them down.

Recruit any help you need.

If at this point you see that your project is too big for you or your
group, or if you need specialized help—for example, someone with
graphic arts skills—then you may need to recruit other people.

Start by asking people you already know. If that’s not enough, ask
to speak at meetings of organizations that might be interested in
your issue. Put a call for help in their newsletters. Organize your

own recruiting meeting if you have to.

You'll attract allies by the strength of your commitment and ideas.
But it’s your vision that will have the most power to get people
excited about how they can help. So before you try to recruit more
people, see again in your mind the picture of the results you want.
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Create an Action Plan

An action plan will keep you on course and on schedule as you
work on your project. It’s open to change and refinement, but check
each suggested entry or change against the vision for your project. If a
new idea doesn’t help fulfill the vision, it doesn’t belong in the plan.
Make a third poster headlined, “Action Plan.” Draw a horizontal
“timeline” across the top. The left end of the line represents the day
your project starts and the right end marks the day it is to end.

Break your project down into no more than six or seven goals, each
one the accomplishment of a part of the project. When all the goals

are reached, the project will be complete.
A good way to come up with goals is to look at ~

* The details you've already described for your project.

* The obstacles and risks you've already identified.

* The possible solutions you’ve brainstormed.
If you know that the project will require money to cover expenses, then
one goal will be raising that money. If getting the word out will be im-
portant to the success of your project, then a goal should be to create

and carry out a media strategy (see Chapter 8).

Make sure that the goals, taken together, get all the jobs done that
need to get done, but don’t repeat each other. List the goals down
the left side of the action plan poster, leaving space between them.
See the “Scrub McChubb” action plan.

Most goals will be complex enough so that you’ll want to break
them down further, into steps. For example, under a goal for raising
money, steps might be ~

* Create a budget.
* Find out who gives money.

e Send letters to potential funders and/or visit them.
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e Organize and carry out three car washes.
Write the steps underneath each goal. Now draw a horizontal time-
line next to each step. Put the right end of the timeline on the day
when you know that step has to be finished if the whole project is to
be done on time. Estimate how long that step will take to carry out.
Using that information, count backwards to the day work on that

step must start—that’s the left end of the timeline.

When you’ve finished, coordinate the timelines to make sure that
any actions that must be completed before others can start are done
on time. For example, fundraising steps will have to be completed

before you can buy supplies.

Finally, you might want to add marks on each timeline to note im-
portant events—for example, for the step “organize and carry out
three car washes,” you might want to use these “benchmarks” to

mark the three Saturdays when you’ll hold car washes.

On the next page there’s a simplified version of an action plan for the
“Scrub McChubb” project. The real thing would have all the steps
written in and all the benchmarks (most now just marked with a v)

described. It would also be a lot messier.

Sign people up for jobs. If you're in a group, the final part of cre-
ating your action plan is to work out who takes responsibility for
completing each of its steps. With a little patience, your group can
match most steps with people interested in working on them. If
there’s a specific job or two that nobody wants to do, however, then

draw straws or have people take turns.

All the people working on the same step are a team. Some might be
members of more than one team. Some steps might be small enough
for one person to do. Your group can figure all this out. When you've

got it, write down who’s doing what on the action plan poster.

Pat yourself on the back when your action plan is finished. It’s not an
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easy task but it’s important and you did it. Before the work actually

starts, review the plan one more time.

Create a budget. If your project requires money then the fundrais-
ing goal in your action plan must be based on a budget. Budgets
are estimated expenses matched against estimated sources of cash
income. The cash income must equal or exceed the expenses. A
budget should also list items given to you (“in-kind contributions”).

See the example following.
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Scrubb McChubb Action Plan
Timeline Jan Feb. March April  May

Goal 1: To work with local residents, getting their advice and support.
e
orgh™ 1
v mee v e

Organize and implement a series of public meetings. (Ann, Tyler, Kendra)

g8 g ¥ g B2
Step 1 et i L

Step 2 4 4

Organize and implement a campaign to visit every house in the neighborhood. (Miranda,

Karen)
Goal 2 To coordinate with city officials, local environmentalists and others.
Step 1 4
Step 2 4 4

Goal 3 To pick up trash, replace trash cans, and remove graffiti from benches and trees

along the shore.

Step 1 4

Goal 4 To create and carry out a media strategy to help spread the word on what citizens
can do.

Step 1 4 4

Step 2 4 4 4

Goal 5 To talk to local nurseries and hardware stores about putting more warnings on
house and garden products that add pollution to the lake and about suggesting alterna-

tive, less-polluting products.

Step 1 4 4
Step 2 4

Goal 6 To raise money needed for printing and supplies.

Step 1 4 4

Step 2 v 4 4
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Budget for “Scrub McChubb”

Expenses

Item Estimated expenses
printing flyers $350

travel (gas) $50

trash bags $75

postage $75

other supplies and miscellaneous $50

Total Expenses $600

Income

Item Estimated cash income
Rotary Club donation $300

other donations $150

car wash receipts $200

Total Cash income $650

In-Kind

Item Estimated In-kind Contributions
free ads in newspaper $400

trash cans (from hardware store) $150

Total In-kind Contributions $550
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Put your plan—and yourself—in gear
No plan is worth much if it just stays 