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The big stand-off was about to be over.  The showdown was here.  The heads of three world powers each held a thumb over a doomsday button.  They had tried everything.  And everything hadn't worked.  Now, no one of them willing to give an inch, they prepared to send the planet into its total annihilation.  The only question was, which of them would have the satisfaction of being the last to die.


Suddenly one of them, Thomas Ivanovitch Woo by name but Ivan for short, remembered a promise that in a weak moment he had made to his wife.  "Wait a minute, fellows," he said.  "Before we do this number we might as well give the women a chance.  We got nothing to lose." The others agreed.


So Ivan called his wife and asked her how to get in touch with this Great Mother she was always talking about.  His wife gave him three instructions: "Shut up.  Go into the woods.  And listen."  So Ivan shut up, went into the only forest left on the planet and stood and listened.  Pretty soon he sensed some sort of presence and he asked an old, old question: "What must we do?"


The answer was prompt and fairly direct: "Disarm."


Since that was clear enough Ivan went back to his colleagues and told them what the Great Mother had said.  And they all disarmed their nations, right down to the last bullet.  Ivan went back to the woods and asked the same question again.  This time the answer was equally prompt: "Decentralize."


And so the world decentralized its population, its business and government.  Time and again Ivan went back to the woods and time and again the Great Mother directed him in the re-making of the world.  He did not even argue with some things that seemed of a strictly personal concern to her like the requirement that women be given all the say-so about sex and reproduction, and the requirement that all future planning hold the male population to twenty percent, or that the whole world acknowledge the primacy of the female of the species and embrace the values of nonviolence, nurturance, and cooperation.


"Yeah, yeah, yeah," said Ivan, pretty tired of it all by this time.  Off he went and saw to it that all these things were accomplished.


One day when he came back to the Great Mother he was pretty smug.  "Say, G.M.," he began.  "It's really working.  There's a pretty good world out there.  Thanks a lot." And he started to go.


"Just a minute."


Ivan turned back.


"You haven't even started yet."


"Whaddya mean?"


"I've had to be pretty directive up to this point.  But I won't do that much longer.  It's time now for you to begin cleaning up your communication."


"My what?"


"Shut up.  Go deeper into the woods.  Listen harder."


So Ivan went deeper into the woods and tried to listen harder.  He sat for many days in the forest trying to listen.  It was not at all easy.  Finally a big oak tree said to him: "Hello." Ivan was so relieved that he sprang up and hugged the tree, an action pleasing to the tree since in all its experience the one thing that men do not do to trees is hug them, much less with tears running down their cheeks.


When he sat down again Ivan remembered that his mission was communication, so he tried to decide on his general purpose.  Should he entertain, inform or persuade the tree?  Since he had been in politics all his life he naturally decided on the persuasive mode.  "Tree," he began, moving straight to his proposition, "you must help me and the rest of mankind with our communication problem.


In response the tree cried out in pain and shrank away from him.  Clearly he had done the wrong thing.  "What is it, what is it?  What did I do?"


“Too violent," wailed the tree.  "You're trying to change me, and that hurts."


"By asking you to help me?"


"You didn't ask.  You didn't even say you wanted or needed something.  You told me what I must do."


"Oh," said Ivan.  This was going to be difficult.  He sat for a while and finally it dawned on him--if he simply opened up, said only what he wanted or needed, and was himself willing to change, then maybe he and the tree could change together.  Ivan was ecstatic at this idea, and having been through EST training he was undaunted and eager to try again.


"Well, tree," he said.  "I won't persuade.  I'll inform you.  I want to tell you something.  About . . . about trees.  Trees.  Trees are a type of vegetation found. . . ."


Again the tree reacted, somewhat more mildly this time but enough to let him know that he was still behaving violently.  "You're still trying to do something to me," said the tree.  "You might just as well put a chain saw to my throat.  Instead of trying to inform me you could.


"I could . . . ?" prompted Ivan.


The tree was silent.


"I could . . . ?”


"Do just what you're trying to do now?" suggested the tree.


Ivan exploded.  "What I'm trying to do now?  What I'm trying to do now is find out something." He stopped abruptly.


The tree seemed to smile.


And then Ivan was truly in despair.  "What can I do," he said to himself.  "What is there left?  If I can't persuade but can only be open to change, if I can't instruct but must only discover, what can be the nature of my discourse with others?" Truly a puzzle.


He sat for many hours, thinking and listening, thinking to himself, listening to the trees, the grass, the small animals.  Finally he said to the tree, "Tree, I've been sitting here for hours puzzling over this thing.  First I tried reasoning it out but that didn't work.  Then I tried getting in the mood of being all vulnerable and open, not trying to persuade you at all but being willing to change with you.  But still nothing happened.  Then I tried getting in the mood of just plain learning from you or with you but that didn't work either.  Now here I sit, dog tired, and still not able to communicate with you without hurting you."


"Well, you just did it," said the tree.


"???????" said Ivan.


"You just told me a story.  About what you've been going through in your head.  It was in chronological order.  That's the best beginning you've made."


"A story?" Then again Ivan was blessed with illumination.  "Yeah!  Yeah!  You mean I entertained you!  That's it!  The only nonviolent way to communicate is to entertain!  Telling stories that's what the Toastmaster Club said all along!" He jumped up in exuberance and in sheer release of tension he began to do a buck and-wing for the tree.  "Let me entertain you," Ivan sang.


Again the tree shrank back as if offended.


Ivan stopped abruptly, mid-kick, his face a mask of astonishment.  "I'm still trying to do something to you right?" he said to the tree.  "To you, and not for us."


"Right."


Ivan collapsed again to his thinking/listening position.  So even stories could hurt if they tried to change people or things.  There must be a difference, he mused, between wanting thin-as to change and wanting to change things.  The moment he thought that, a good feeling washed over him.  Then instead of entertaining the tree he could simply express himself.  And then if the tree expressed itself . . . .


He tried it.  "Tree, I want to tell a story." And he picked the first fairy tale that occurred to him, one that he barely remembered.  But as he warmed to his task of the telling, he found that the words he was uttering themselves generated other words.  Soon he began remembering easily and soon there were brand new images, new ideas and feelings that flew by so fast within him that he had trouble getting them out.  He paid less and less attention to what he wanted the tree to think of him, even though he was of course still very much aware of the tree's presence, and more and more attention to the story he was telling.  He began to enjoy the telling and when he had finished he was sure he heard sighs of appreciation and excitement.


To his amazement another tree in the forest spoke up.  "I have a story too," it said.  And when it had finished its story there was another tree and another story, another squirrel and another story.  Ivan felt himself to be inside a great matrix, a womb, where he and the entire forest shared a constantly changing and intensely intimate reality.


Deep into the night trees and animals told stories of their past, of the things they had observed, of the things they had heard about.  They told stories of the future, how they feared it might be, how they hoped it would be.


It was dawn when Ivan rose to his feet to start back to the world of politics.  He knew now at least one way that they might begin.  Good reason in controversy would have to wait a while.  And so would that old taskmaster, justification.  He had a story to tell.  And he suspected his colleagues had some too.


When he pulled up his chair at the World Council and the whole assembly drew their attention to him, an old enemy-turned-friend said, "Well Ivan, what have you got for us this time?" The whole assembly laughed heartily.  Ivan smiled.


“Shut up," he said.  "Let's go to the woods.  And Listen."




















