THREE

Getting Started:
Simpler Than You Think

AFTER HER DIVORCE, JENNY, a thirty-year-old office manager in Kansas City,
swddenly found herself cut off from her former social circle, which con-
sisted entirely of couples and families. What do single people do on Satur-
day nights? she wondered. How do they build networks of friends? After
depending on her marriage lo provide a soctal life for so many years, Jenny
feared she had lost the knack for building personal support systems.

Roger, a California-based consultant in his fifties, already had a net-
work of friends. Moreover, he was living with a woman he loved. But he too
felt the need for something more: closer relationships with other men, in
which they could explore their common experiences. Although he did have
male friends he could talk to about subjects deeper than Monday night
foothall, they were scattered around the country. Roger wanted an ongoing
form of local support and closeness,

Despite the busyness of their two-career, two-child family life, An-
thony and Maggie, a young couple in New York City, yeamned for a sense of
connection beyond their immediate family. They lived thousands of miles
away from most of their relatives, so they could not rely on kin to provide
the close-knit community they sought. And their current network of
friends, more a collection of separate relationships than a weaving of in-
terdependent ones, seemed too fragmented to serve the purpose.

Ted and his wife Cynthia, whose adult children had flown the Los An-
geles nest, found themselves facing their sixties with some anxiety. How
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could they create a form of community for themselves that would be as
satisfying as family and that would help them keep on learning and grow-
ing throughout their golden years?

Whether single, married, raising a family, or nearing retirement, many
men and women in today’s fragmented world long for community. Even if
they have plenty of friends and opportunities to socialize, they want some-
thing deeper. And, although they feel competent at getting what they want
or need in most situations, developing community baffles them. We often
hear the refrain, “Of course, | want more community in my life. [ just don’t
know how to get started.” This is not surprising given our fears about com-
munity, the hectic nature of our lives, and the number of options available.
It is easy to become confused, to hesitate, to put off taking the first steps.

If you think of community as a grand vision for the future, you can get
stuck in the imagining, Psychologist Arthur Gladstone used to have such a
vision. “At first | imagined a special place with special people,” he wrote us,
“where I'd feel safe and comfortable and completely at home. It would be
far away from all the people and things 1 didnt like, maybe on an island or
in a remote valley. We would have the best possible rules and strueture, de-
signed to keep us seeure, ereative, free from worry and conflict.

“I still have this fantasy sometimes, but | can see that it really is a fan-
lasy, unrelated to the realities of community. . . . I no longer see commu-
nity as a safe place, or as a specific structure. | think of it as an attitude
and a process. It is understanding and practicing interdependence, recog-
nizing that we need one another for everything that makes life worthwhile
and even for survival itself. Community as a process means commitment to
miitual aid, open and full communication, resolving conflict, and making
decisions by care-full consensus. This can involve sharing a house or a
piece of land, but it can also take many other forms.”

The following steps are designed to help you identify the qualities and
processes of community that most appeal to you, and then to begin pursu-
ing the forms that suit you best, You can complete the exercises by yourself
or use them to stimulate group discussion and action.

STEP ONE: TAKING STOCK —
Your PErsonaL RESOURCES

Before embarking on your search, take an inventory of the resources you
have: your reservoir of past community experiences and your eurrent web
of social connections and personal support. As you do this, you will begin

to view community as an actuality, something to build on, rather than an
impossible dream.

Community Memories

Scan your past for positive experiences. Remember times when you felt
conneeted and supported, although you may not have labeled the situation
“community.” Allow yourself to sense fully each remembered experience,
and jot down what appeals to you about each memory. You will begin to get
a feeling for the qualities you desire in community, and with the knowledge
that you have experienced these in the past, you will realize that you are
not starting from scratch.

When our community study group conducted this exercise, memories
arose that were surprisingly comforting and encouraging. One of my (Kris-
tin's) favorite community experiences was my college dormitory in lowa,
particularly the third floor, which I shared with twenty-one other women,
We were from different cities and different backgrounds, and many of us
would never have picked each other as roommates. At this college there
were no sororilies—we were thrown together by fate—and we were amazed
by fate’s wisdom. We were always there for each other; in small groups or
one 1o one, and we shared our deepest feelings as well as our differing phi-
losophies. We developed our own jargon and our own rituals, lent each
other clothes, shared disappointments in love and in academic struggles.
We overcame interpersonal disputes and small rivalries. It is hard to imag-
ine a biological family as close as the third-floor residents of our dorm.

The unexpected memories that arose in my (Carolyn's) mind were of
the annual holiday gatherings at my maternal grandmother’s home: my
grandma’s aproned lap and down-to-earth love, my uncles’ jokes and
games, the foibles of certain aunts and cousins. [ was choked with emotion
as | described to our group an experience of connectedness that | had not
recalled for decades and had never before considered community.

After conducting the above exercise for two or three memories, notice
any patterns that emerge. You might want to go beyond jotting down a few
notes to telling a full-blown story. Consider inviting a few friends over for
an evening of storytelling aboul memories of community, This could be
the beginning of your own informal community.

Your Current Social Web

1. Ona blank sheet of paper, draw a circle in the center and label it
with your name.
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2. Now contemplate those people in your life with whom you interact
personally. They may include co-workers or professional col-
leagues whom you also consider friends,

3. Draw circles around the center circle for each of these persons or
groups of persons. Position the cireles closer or farther away from
the center one, depending upon how close or distant you perceive
the relationship. To help determine how close and supportive peo-
ple are, ask yourself, Whom can I ask to drive me to the airport or
to help me cart boxes when | move? From whom can | borrow
money? To whom can 1 reveal my fears and doubls—and whe
trusts me enough to reveal theirs? Whom can I depend on 1o fol-
low through on personal commitments? Some of the circles may
overlap.

4. Label the circles either with ECNeric names such as “spouse” or
“work group” or with specific names such as “Terry” or “Com-
puter Systems Group” Other examples of categories you might
include are [amily, housemates, close [riends, church group,
neighborhood, not-so-close friends, and professional association.

Social Web Exercise



