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COUNCIL IS…

· A way to communicate in a group

· A method of addressing conflict

· An ancient spiritual practice for many indigenous peoples around the world (Lots of Native American peoples use some variation, including Iroquois, Navajo, Hopi, First Peoples of Canada, and Pueblo)
· For our purposes, Council is a way to build and sustain communities based on authenticity, honesty, and empathy
SO, HOW DOES COUNCIL WORK?

· Participants sit in a circle – all participants on an even level (e.g. all on ground, all in same chairs, etc.); sitting on the ground is preferred for the connection to the earth

· In the center is a candle (electric is ok) or small fire

· Environment should be private, quiet, peaceful, intentional
· Talking piece(s), which are used to give a speaker the floor, are passed around as group members share thoughts and listen to one another intentionally
THE 4 INTENTIONS OF COUNCIL
· Speaking from the heart

· More likely to feel non-attached to personal positions, non-defensive, and committed to recognizing the truth of the circle as a whole.
· Means being as honest as your safety level permits while saying things that are meaningful – you have the circle’s full attention, use it wisely.
· Listening from the heart
· The success of the Council is largely determined by the quality of the listening.
· Listening from the heart should be energizing; if you find yourself growing restless or bored you are probably not listening devoutly.
· Being of lean expression (“be brief”)
· Under 2 minutes is most people’s attention span, but time is less important than quality.
· The underlying challenge is finding a way to speak that serves the needs of the teller and those of the circle.
· Spontaneity
· Set the intention in the beginning to not rehearse what is to be said.
· Remember that setting an “agenda” while others are speaking minimizes our ability to listen (and therefore for others to speak) from the heart.
· Trust that you will say exactly and uniquely what the circle needs to hear from you in that moment.
OTHER GUIDELINES FOR A SUCCESSFUL COUNCIL
· Challenge by Choice – anyone always can pass (there is sometimes more that can be said by remaining silent than by any spoken words).
· Make a space for absent members in the circle to remind us of their presence in our group.
· Try not to “lead” Council along an agenda; rather open with a clear topic and direction and then let it take shape naturally. What happens in a Council is almost always exactly what needs to happen for the group.
· Confidentiality – can set it as an expectation or can discuss – most important is consensus among the group to establish safety.
· Use “I” statements whenever possible (e.g. change “you know…when you are sick, you always feel like people are staring at you” to “when I was sick, I felt like others were staring at me”).
· Let others speak for themselves. Avoid “piggybacking,” building on, or interpreting what others have said; rather, speak from your OWN heart. Also instead of calling someone out as “wrong,” share a different perspective on the topic. **This can be very difficult, especially when sitting in Council to address conflict!** 

· It is a good idea to have snacks and light refreshments available, especially if you know that you will be sitting for a long Council. Encourage participants to exercise self-care as needed.

· Optional: “Aho!” can be said or called out anytime to let others know you “feel them” or relate with what is said. This is the only time when interrupting someone else with the talking piece is ok.

· Optional: Consider having participants remove their shoes before sitting down in Council. This may help ritualize the space used for Council.

FLOW OF COUNCIL
· Council leader reviews the 4 intentions and other guidelines.
· Council is opened with a dedication. (e.g. “I dedicate this Council to this group, that we may all share a great coming year together with open and honest communication,” “I dedicate this Council to the staff members who will be leaving at the end of this month”)
· Leader usually begins with a story, song, poem, passage, or presentation of topic, opens discussion, and then passes the talking piece. (See below for ideas.)
· Rotation always goes towards the east (where the sun rises).
· The leader should decide what method of passing the talking piece is most appropriate to the group and topic. Sometimes a group will best be served with the talking piece going around in order to each person; sometimes it is best to place it back in the center of the circle for anyone to pick up; play with different options for different scenarios.
· Council is closed by restating the dedication and blowing out the candle. Sometimes it is meaningful to have all the participants gather and blow out the candle together.

A NOTE ON TALKING PIECES

- 
Talking pieces should reflect the theme of discussion, the group, or a special connection that the group shares. Native peoples believe that different stones and objects contain different energies and can deeply impact the nature of the Council. Pick something that the entire group can connect with, or have individuals provide something with a personal significance and open the Council by first inviting the group to go around and share a story about their pieces; then put them in the center and allow the Council to continue with a host of pieces to choose from.
SAMPLES OF COUNCIL THEMES OR CONVERSATION STARTERS

Council is usually opened by a leader who shares a poem, song, or story to establish the mood and theme of the Council. Below are some sample ideas to get your Council started, but please do not be limited by them! If a song, reading, article, letter, musical instrument, recording, video, etc. has meaning for your group, consider using it as your opener.

1) The Tale of the Stream…A Sufi Story
This story is great for mid-year retreats or when a group is confronting a new challenge or obstacle.

Once upon a time there was a frigid mountain stream. As it descended the mountain it loved to play, tumbling down waterfalls, speeding through rapids, ambling through meadows, and resting in cool mountain lakes. As it descended, though, it gradually forgot where it came from.


Time passed and one day it found itself at the foot of a mountain and before it lay a vast expanse of desert. It had never seen a desert before and was a bit intimidated, but it carried on as before and hurtled itself against the sand. It did not travel far before it realized that it was surely disappearing into the sand. It was, however, convinced that its destiny was to cross the desert. Just then, the stream heard a soft voice from the sands beneath it. “The wind travels across the desert and so can you.”

“Yes,” the stream replied, “but the wind can fly; I have no wings.”


“Rise up and let the wind carry you,” said the sands.


“But how is that possible?” asked the stream.


“By letting yourself become vapor and giving yourself up to the power of the winds, you will be carried across the desert,” replied the whispering sands.


“That doesn’t sound like a very good idea” said the stream. “After all, I am a stream, and I am used to traveling the earth like a snake. Snakes don’t fly either. Even if I do allow myself to become vapor, how can I be sure I will ever become a stream again? Can’t I just stay as I am?”


“That is not possible,” whispered the sands. “You will either give yourself up to the wind or you will fail and become a murky, muddy quagmire. You must trust yourself to the wind, for only it will carry you across the desert to the mountains where you will fall like rain and become a stream once again.”


On hearing those words, the stream had a dim recollection of once being held in the arms of the wind. It then realized that while not the obvious thing, this was the necessary thing to do. So the stream raised its vapor into the welcoming arms of the wind and was gently carried over the desert high up into the roof of a mountain many, many miles away.


Question to ask at the end of the story: “Where do you see yourself in this story?”
2) Community

Sometimes all you need to start a Council is a definition or quote (in this case both). Discussing ideas like “community” can be a great way to help a res hall floor begin a new year together or set expectations for the future.
“If we are going to use the word meaningfully, we must restrict it to a group of individuals who have learned how to communicate honestly with each other, whose relationships go deeper than their masks of composure, and who have developed some significant commitment to rejoice together, mourn together, and to delight in each other, to make others’ conditions our own.”

M. Scott Peck. (1998). The Different Drum: Community Making and Peace. 

3) Listening/Justice/Compassion

Use Council to enhance service work or give groups a chance to process after witnessing social injustice or dealing with a difficult crisis on campus.
“We need to listen fully. It’s the basis of all compassionate action. We need to listen not only to the voice of the person who is hurting, but to her bare feet, the baby wrapped in her shawl, and the stars in the cold night. Such full listening helps us to hear who is calling and what we can do in response. When we listen for the truth of a moment, we know better what to do and what not to do, when to act and when not to act. We hear we are all here together, and we are all we’ve got.”

Mirabai Bush

4) Diversity/Multiculturalism
As something that is new for most students, Council lends itself naturally as a way to explore our comfort levels with one another and to make a safe space to share our doubts, hesitations, differences, and varying needs.

Fire

By Judy Sorum Brown

What makes a fire burn

Is the space between the logs,

A breathing space.

Too much of a good thing, 

Too many logs

Packed in too tight

Can douse the flames

Almost as surely

As a pail of water would.

So building fires

Requires attention

To the spaces in between,

As much as to the wood.

When we are able to build

Open spaces

In the same way

We have learned

To pile the logs,

Then we can come to see how 

It is fuel, and absence of the fuel

Together, that make fire possible.

We only need to lay a log

Lightly from time to time

A fire

Grows

Simply because the space is there

With openings

In which the flame

That knows just how it wants to burn

Can find its way.

---------------------------------------
from The Sea Accepts All Rivers (Miles River Press, 2000)
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Tim Love is a trained Council Leader through the Ojai Foundation. He has facilitated numerous Councils in Colorado and Illinois and currently works at Loyola University Chicago as a conduct officer and mediator for the Office of Student Conduct and Conflict Resolution.

For more information about Council… 

- visit: the Ojai Foundation on the web at www.ojaifoundation.org.

- read: Zimmerman, J. and Coyle, V. (1996). The Way of Council. Bramble Books: Las Vegas, NV.
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