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Out of the Bluey

OThe work of the world is common as mud.O
I Marge Piercy

Somewhere around 1997, | wandered down to my loc
music hall, the Grey Eaglé.Two guys | knew, Matthew Kahler
and Shawn Mullins,had driven up from Atlanta for a concert.
They are both great writers and performers, so | didnOt want
miss the show.

Neither did the other eleven people who showed up
The Grey Eagle could hold over two hundred people, so twel\
was a bit awkward. The sound system and stage lighting seen
sort of silly with such a minimal crowd.

Shawn and Matthew were already seasoned performe
in those days, though, with enough years on the road at
enough perspective to sincerely appreciate those folks who d
come out rather than complain about those who didnOt. The
did a wise and appropriate thing, and | learned by watchin
them. They brought their guitars and MatthewOs drum down o
the stage. They invited us to make a circle of chairs and s
down in the circle with us. Then they played their show
chatting and laughing casually with people between songs a
answering questions as they went. | think they may have pass
me a guitar and asked me to play a song or two as well. In shc
they celebrated and nourished the beautiful intimacy of a sme
gathering, rather than awkwardly pretending it was a large one

The next time Shawn came to town, as | recall, he can
alone in his pickup truck. Or rather, he came with his little dog,
ORoadie0 in the passengsest, which was how he usually rolle
in those days. The crowd may have been a little bit better, bu
as is often the case, it was grossly out of proportion to hi

11n those days, the Grey Eagle was still in Black Mountain, North Carolina,
where it was born, though it later moved into the nearby, larger city of Asheville.
1tOs a wonderful music room, where | cut my proverbial teeth as a performer.
www.thegreyeagle.com
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talent. Shawn is quite a songwriter and deserved a pacl
house, as the world would soon discover.

| was packing the Grey Eagle in those days, not
proportion to talent, but because itOs my own small town a
folks support me here. Shawn consistently sold out Eddic
Attic in Decatur, his hometown venue, and my crowds when
went there were hardly packed. So Shawn suggested #or may
did?$ that we trade opening slots for each other at our hot
town concert venues so that each of us could be exposed to
otherOs audience.

We both liked the idea, and we kept in touch on the
phone. A few months later he came back to town and opent
for me in front of a solid crowd. He was great, as I
consistently is; people loved his set and bought lots of CDs.

In fact, a lot of people were starting to discover Shawr
music, including a major radio station in Atlanta where, a fe
months after opening for me, Shawn was charting with his so
OLullaby.O Subsequently, some major record labels took inte
in the song. The verses are spoken in ShawnOs gravelly, acce
poetry, and the choruses soar with his pure falsetto in
juxtaposition that is hard to resist, not just because itOs catc
but because the whole spectrum of sound and emaotion in tl
song is undeniably authentic.

Not too long after being picked up in Atlanta, the song
was at #1 on BillboardOs Adult Top 40 charts. It spent eig
weeks there and also charted well in the UK., Canada, a
Australia. | thoroughly enjoyed watching that success emer¢
Shawn had worked hard at his craft for years, and it was a joy
see that paying 0"

| never did get in touch to say so, though, knowing the
for a while, at least, Shawn would have a whole lot of peo
trying to get a bit closer. | didnOt want to be one of the mai
people who suddenly wanted to claim him as a best frier
Besides, | didnOt want him to feel obligated to thank me, sin
naturally, | chalked most of his success up to opening for me
Black Mountain. That had to be the tipping point, right?

Sure enough, life quickly became very busy for Sha\
and, by his own description when we talked about it recentl
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somewhat surreal. He was Rying to New York to appear ¢
television talk shows and playing concert venues like Madis
Square Garden instead of opening for me in Black Mountain.
One night Shawn found himself sitting in the interview
chair with Jay Leno on the Tonight Show. Jay opened ti
interview by saying something along the lines of, OWow, y
came out of nowhere!O
Shawn smiled good%naturedly and said, OYeah, | ¢
after ten years on the road, IOm an overnight success.O As S
recounted it to me,
Mr. Leno was

As a cultue, we prfer the idea surprised  anc
. 1 y intrigued by his

that talentd artists ae “discoerd” oqionse and Shaw
and plcked out of obscurity t had the opportunity
.. to gently challenge

become stars, somehow  skipping the Oovernigh

over the smady’ Iong—lﬁrm work of  successO narrati
that we love sc

building something valuable. much as a nation.
By the time
OLullabyO hit the po
charts, Shawn had been on the road for years. He had stud
music formally, led a military band while he was in the servic
performed hundreds of concerts, and put out eight independe!
CDs. ThatOs not overnight.
ShawnOs story, however, doesnOt bt the narrative we
As a culture, we prefer the idea that talented artists al
Odiscovered® and plucked out of obscurity to become s
somehow skipping over the steady, long%term work of build
something valuable. It rarely happens that way, but this id:
holds so much more appeal than the truth because it means
might wake up tomorrow and bnd that we are being celebratt
by the nation.
We love to apply the same narrative to our social justic
heroes, but itOs not true of them either.
Civil Rights hero and U.S. Congressman John Lewis
not start out being beaten into a coma on the Edmund PettL
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\\M bridge. He started out
ARTIN '-UT"ER KING going to a meeting. A
representative of the
Fellowship of
Reconciliation #FOR$ wa
in town to put on a
workshop at a church nea
LewisO college, and he we
to check it out. FOR had
recently published a comic
book about Dr. King and
the emerging Civil Rights
Movement called Martin
Luther King and th
Montgomery Stofy and
Lewis was among man
G - s students across the Sout
who had read it. He
showed up at the meetin¢
with seven or eight other students and listened to a man nam
James Lawson lead a discussion about non%violent resist:
Lewis and his fellow students were hooked

They began meeting every Tuesday night to study justi
issues and non%violence, from the fall of 1958 into the fal
1959. As time went on, they practiced role plays of non%oviol
resistance, abusing each other physically and verbally in or
to feel the full weight of what they were up against and prepa
themselves to respond nonviolentlyFinally, after a full year o
study and preparation, they formed the Nashville Studer
Movement, which orchestrated the sit%ins that desegrega
NashvilleOs lunch counters, then movie theaters, th
restaurants.

Most people in the United States only became aware
that movement when the sit%ins and the the subsequent viol
responses to them suddenly dominated the nightly news.

2 This classic publication has been republished by FOR, and has been translated
into many languages and has been inuential in modern nonviolent movements
as well. http://forusa.org/mlkcomic
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started, though, with attending a meeting. Or maybe one cou
argue that it started much earlier than that, when John Lew
heard Rev. King preaching on the radio, or read that com
book. At any rate, it started small.

And for so many people, it stays small and undramat
And yet these people are the ones who drive the movement a
bring about the change. Going to a meeting is not necessaril’
OgatewayO action. It may lead toE well, going to more meeti
writing some letters, and talking with some peopleand those
undramatic actions may matter a great deal in bringing abo
the changes you seek.

The dozen of us who were at Shawn and MatthewOs s|
at the Grey Eagle wonOt forget it. That mattered. It moved |
and changed us, and it taught me how to approach and honc
smaller%than%hoped%for audience. It wasnOt Madison Squi
it wasnOt insignibcant either.

You may be called to make great sacribces for things y
believe in or you may not, but donOt fall into the illusion th:
what you are doing today has to be grand and heroic in order
matter. DonOt discount the value of beginning. It doesnOt of
come out of the blue. It doesnOt have to happen overnight.
fact, | donOt know of a time when it ever has.



Heroes and Movementsy

ODonOt call me a saint. | don®t want to be dismissed that eas

I Dorothy Day

Growing up in the seventies, | had brown corduroy
pants, a black and white TV in the living room, feathered hair,
and a Trapper Keeper notebook. The widespread cultura
turmoil of the Civil Rights Era had subsided, and, other than
the occasional school bully and vague concern that nuclear
annihilation might come any day, the cultural space | inhabited
felt fairly calm and predictable.

| was born three weeks to the day after Martin Luther
King, Jr. was killed. By the time | entered middle school, it had
been a generation since Rosa Parks had been arrested. F
story had seasoned enough to feel safe for textbooks. Mr:
Parks was held up as a hera seemingly powerless little old
African American lady who had made a spontaneous decisio
not to give up her seat to a White man on a Montgomery bus in
1955 and literally changed the world with her courage.

| was inspired by her story, as | still am, but the shape o
that inspiration has changed fundamentally. What | didnOt know
as a young student is that the version | was being taught ha
left out or glossed over much of the truth!what | believe to be
some of the most important parts.

To begin with, Rosa Parks was hardly a Olittle old lady
On Dec. 1, 1955, the day of her arrest, she was 42 years old. /
write these words, that happens to be the same lens throug
which | am looking at the world, and I sincerely hope that as
you read this, youOre o"ering a hearty OAmendéd 42 is not
terribly old.

Of course, it may well be that | would have seen 42 a
fairly ancient through the big eyes of a young boy. IOm not su
it has tremendous signibcance anyway, except that it seems



reinforce the perception of her spontaneous rise fror
helplessness to heroism.

There are other details that are interesting as well, lik
the fact that Mrs. Parks had quite a bit of Native Americar
heritage, and White ancestry as well. Like my ow:
grandmother, also named Rosa, she had long wavy hair that
only let down at home, pinning it up in elaborate braids an
buns whenever she left the house. Without doing anything
all, her very identity challenged the false idea that OracesO c
neatly categorized and separated.

Many other facts are frequently left out of the story, a
well, removing painful details of this degrading, systemai
oppression. | wonOt spend a |
of time on them here, but one
is worth mentioning: Rosa

Rsa Parks was not

arested for refusing B Parks was not arrested fo
refusing to stand up so that
stand up so that a White man could have her

Whitt man could have her seat. 1tOs worse than that. Ro
Parks was arrested for refusin

seat. It’s worse than to stand up so that a White
that man could have three empt

) seats beside him, sparing hit
the supposed indignity of
sitting across the aiflem a Black woman.

There was not a White section and a Black section on
bus in Montgomery in 1955, there was only a White sectic
which expanded as more Whites got on. A small sign indicatir
OWhites onlyO was moved back, row by row, and the pe«
sitting in that row would need to rise and go stand at the bac
The entire row would rise and stand so that, in frequent cas¢
one White person could sit on that row by himself or herself.

| hope your anger rises a bit at that realization, if it i
not one you have encountered before. The truth of that story,
turns out, is even more degrading than many of us were tauc
There is, however, a much more important di"erence betwee
the story | was told and the truth.
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No one told me in grade school that Rosa Parks h
already been an activist for twelve years by the time she v
arrested. She was the secretary for the Montgomery chapter
the NAACP #National Association for the Advancement o
Colored People$, and she was involved in the WomenOs Poli
Council in Montgomery. She was a day in, day out activist fi
years before the day that wrote her name in the history book
and for years afterwards.

Rosa Parks had also traveled to a training camp at t
Highlander Folk School in Tennessee the summer before s
was arrested. She spent ten days there taking classes
spending time with legendary activists like Septima Clark ar
Myles Horton, a co%founder of Highlander. Highlander was
hub of civil rights training, voting rights activism, and othel
social action training in that era, and it was an extreme
important part of the growing Civil Rights Movement. It was at
an informal Pete Seeger concert at Highlander that Dr. Kin
prst heard the song OWe Shall Overcor@eThis is where Ros
Parks trained a few months before she was arrested.

Mrs. Parks had been extremely active in the struggle f
civil rights for years before she was arrested. Her decision v
not a spur%of%the%moment revelation or Rash of courage
rather the result of long%considered convictions and years
work, training, and practice. That changes the narrative of hi
famous stand, or rather, sit, on the bus in Montgomeryn
signibcant ways.

For most of us, Rosa ParksO life is one day lon
December 1, 1955. As it turns out, though, her arrest was hal
the Prst decision point in her journey. Nor was it the las
contribution she would make.

Though it may not seem so at brst glance, this change
the story is extremely important. The two di"erent versions of
these events demonstrate the fundamentally di"erent narrative
behind these two conf3icting views about how large%scale st
change happens. WhatOs more, these two perspectives giv
very di"erent sets of instructions for what to do if we woulc
like to see a change.
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| was brst introduced to the discrepancies between tf
popular, sanitized version of Rosa ParksO Pbrst arrest and
more nuanced and complete story by author and activist Pe
Loeb in his book Soul of a Citizemnd | have continued to learr
more about it over the years since | encountered it there. Loe
points to this story as an excellent example of the lengths \
will go to in order to support what can be called theHero
Narrative of change.

In this narrative, large scale change happens when
extraordinary individual takes dramatic action in a moment ¢
crisis. Then the problem is bxed, the threat is removed, and tl
credits roll. We love that storyline, as evidenced by the fact th:
it provides the plot for most of our entertainment, and arguabl

our history books as well.

. There is one problem with the
-ﬁe Hero Narratlve’ Hero Narrative, however! it is

appe i i simply not how large%scale char
as almg as It happens. The Hero Narrative, a:

may sound’ IS appealing as it may sound, |
) ultimately false. IOm not saying thi
U|t|ma13|y false. people donOt do heroic things, «

that they donOt matter. They do, an

they do, and that is to be celebratec
But they are seldom the ones who address the problems o
large scale. Before | explain what | mean by that, it might
helpful to look at a hero story.

There are many examples of heroic action to choo
from, but one of my favorites is Wesley Autrey. In 2007, Autre
was in New York City, where he lives, waiting for a subway tra
with his two daughters, when a young man near him had
epileptic seizure and fell onto the tracks below. Autrey an
another bystander jumped down onto the rails to try to pul
him to safety. As they got there, they heard a train coming. Tt
other person who had jumped down made the reasonal
decision to clamber back up onto the platform. Autrey
however, eyed the space between the train and the Roor, th
moved the shaking young man into the space between the r:
and and covered him with his own body while several train c:
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raced over them. The space between the ground and the tr:
was about twelve inches, and when the two were pulled
again, Autrey had grease on his hat from the bottom of tr
train.

ThereOs no question that what Autrey did wi
profoundly heroic, self%sacribcing, and admirable. And
actions unquestionably had a big e"ect on Cameron Hollopete
the young PIm student whom Autrey saved. It also warmed tl
hearts of a lot of other people, nationally and internationall
Autrey was all over the news and talk shows, and he recer
many gifts of gratitude from both anonymous and sel
promoting donors3 In 2007 he was listed amonglime
magazineOs 0100 most
influential people in the the common denominator
worldO.

ThatOs the storyline we  among people who rally

prefer. If for no other reason, ! . that
Autrey can be considered e happy IS a senst tha

extraordinary for this act  their lives ar meaningful.
alone. Few of us can imagine

that we would actually have

taken such a risk for a stranger. The dramatic act was
response to an unforeseen crisis, and the threat was remo
and problem pPxed. ThatOs the heroic mythology of change
spades.

It is not, however, a very good model folarge!scal
change. Before we consider why not, though, we need to look
the other narrative for how change happens.

The competing narrative, what | like to call the
Movement Narrative says that large%scale social chang
brought about by movements!many people taking smal
actions that contribute to a large shift. This is the kind of
example that Rosa Parks provides in the larger context of h
whole story. She was a daily activist, doing the work of

3 Autrey was wearing a Playboy hat that day, and Playboy sent him a lifetime
subscription, as well as a new Jeep. Ellen Degeneres gave him a Jeep as well.
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secretary, with, | suspect, all the heroic drama and exciteme
that title invokes.

This daily activism continued to inform her choices, a
did her experience working on a military base, where she b
experienced a largely integrated society. Together, these ¢
other inBuences inspired her to delve deeper into social justi
work, seek further training, and eventually take the dramat
stand that she took on that bus.

ThatOs all to say that Rosa Parks did not start with t
action we all remember today. She started by getting involved
a small, undramatic way, and
she continued to work in
those ways for years before Te (eatness of our herces
and after her moment of fame. s not rooed in their

She understood that her most o
important action was not her fundamental natue, it is

most famous moment, but the noked in an accumulation
accumulated daily work she

did throughout her life. of small, daily choices.

The problem is that for
most of us, heroic stories like
Wesley AutreyOs and the selectively edited version of R
ParksO!not to mention Dr. KingOs or GandhiOs!are mor
immobilizing than encouraging. These kinds of heroes see
fundamentally di"erent from us, dramatic and larger%than%
so the idea of their action being a model for our own doest
even occur to us. If we ever do consider emulating them, \
usually focus on the wrong part; we wonder if we would ha
the courage to be arrested on that bus, rather than wondering
we can clear the time to go to a meeting about an issue in ¢
community.

In fact, comparing ourselves to our heroes feels vagu
arrogant. Why? | think itOs because of our internalization of tf
Hero Narrative. We have bought into the idea that they are .
fundamentally di"erent kind of people than we are. We
interpret this not just as a question of doing what they did, bt
of being the kind of persahey were, or are. To compar

14



ourselves, therefore, is to infRate our own signibcance. We
normal and Rawed. They ar&bermenschdimey are saints.
ThatOs wrong%headed. They are neither. The greatne
our heroes is not rooted in their fundamental nature, it i
rooted in an accumulation of small, daily choices.
Paul Loeb articulates this well in his bestselleBoul of :
Citizen,where | brst encountered the idea:

Chief among the obstacles to acting on these impulses
get involved# is the mistaken belief that anyone wh
takes a committed public stand, or at least an e$ecti\
one, has to be a largerlthanllife Pgure%someone wit
more time, energy, courage, vision or knowledge than
normal person could ever possess. This belief perva
our society, in part because the media tends not
represent heroism as the work of ordinary human
beings, which it almost always is.

In this passage Loeb echoes the famed Catholic
Worker activist Dorothy Day, who said of herself and her
fellow workers, ODonOt call me a saint, | donOt want to be
dismissed that easily.O | think this is what she was getting at.
If we separate heroes from the rest of us, then their stories
donOt call us to action; they only call us to marvel and
applaud.

| suspect that most of the people we have separated
and sainted would consider that the worst possible outcome
of their notoriety. They would much rather that we begin by
taking on something small and getting involved, as each of
them did, than that we be awed into immobility.

In an interview with the New York TimesWesley
Autrey said Ol donOt feel like | did something spectacular; |
just saw someone who needed help. | did what | felt was
right.0 In George W. BushOs inauguration speech, he praise
Autrey, saying OHe insists heOs not a hero.O

But doesnOt the denial dfeinga hero point back to
how ingrained the hero myth is? We know that heroes are
OspecialO people, set apart, and we know that we are Onorr
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people with normal capacities. OIOm not a hero,O our her
says in the very moment that there is clear evidence to the
contrary, OIOm just a normal person. | just did what | had to
do.O
It might make more sense to debne heroes as Opeople
who do heroic thingsO, but thatOs not the dePbnition we
actually use.This idea that heroes are debned by their
fundamental natureltheir di"erence from the rest of us,
their extraordinariness, rather than their choices and
actions! is the brst point in the debnition of the Hero
Narrative. Implied in the denial of being a hero is this
syllogism: OHeroes are
Plitics is like dentistry. ~ SPecial- 10m not special; 10m
normal. Therefore, IOm not
Yu'e not eally supposed  ahero.O

. That piece of dubious
LU enjoy It but e logic is followed by the

consequences of ignoring next: OHeroes make a
) di"erence. IOm not a hero.
it ae far worse than te  Therefore, | can®t make a

. . di"erence.O
pain of being inwvolved. But the problems with

the Hero Narrative donOt
stop there. Even if you can imagine yourself as a hero, and
we assume that heroism is what has a signibcant e"ect, how
do you display your heroism in order to e"ect change?
Where will you Pnd your oncoming train and student in
distress?
This is the Hero Narrative, in a nutshell:

Things change when someonextraordinary encounters a
moment of crisis and doessomething dramatic

It has three signibcant elements. The brst is that
there is something inherently special about the hero. They
are extra%ordinary, not ordinary. The second is that there is a
moment of crisis. The third is that they respond with
dramatic action. It is not the product of ongoing small
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e"orts; it is a moment of quick and extreme decisions in
response to an urgent situation that arises without our
agency.

Most of us, without ever examining it,
subconsciously subscribe to the Hero Narrative. The story is
deep in our cultural context. It is the plot to many if not
most of our movies. And not just Bruce Willis movies, not
just XMen and Thor, but Harry Potter, Frozergnd Cars II.
This is a central story for us, from childhood on.

The fact that this narrative is ubiquitous and deeply
woven into our cultural consciousness combines with the
fact that it is false to create a dangerous and dysfunctional
pattern. The Hero Narrative is a rotten model for
addressing the problems we see. If we draw guidance for our
actions from the stories we believe about how the world
works #and | believe we do#yen this is one story we may
need to reconsider.

If we subscribe to the hero myth and we want to
have a positive impact, then our instructions can be
summed up like this:

Step One:
Wait.

Wait for the hero. YouOre not a hero, are you? 10Om
not. We all wake up in the morning and smell our own
breath. We know weOre not superhuman. We are normal. In
fact, most of us constitute our own debnitions of the word
OnormalO. We are our own baseline.

And even if you can bPnd a hero, or you are part of
the small percentage of humanity who could perceive
yourselts a hero, then what are your next instructions?

Step Two:
Wait.

Wait for the crisis. Then summon all your courage
and take dramatic action. Wait and watch for the right

17



moment, when the train is coming or the bus driver asks
you to give up your seator someone external to you
presents a situation that calls forth your courage.

This is a fundamental problem with the Hero
Narrative: it is reactiverather than proactive ThatOs not
extremely e"ective.

Step Three:

There is no step three because we end up waiting
forever for the hero and the crisis to emerge. A very rare few
of us may, like Wesley Autrey, bnd ourselves in a moment of
crisis and summon the bravery to do something heroic, and
thatOs wonderful. But is it a useful model for change?

One signibcant problem with that model is that it
denies agency; it emphasizes what happens to you and
deemphasizes your ability to examine your situation and
make intentional choices about how best to engage in the
absence of a crisis.

Subscribing to the Hero Narrative of change can
easily make us feel like a little boy at Halloween in his
Superman costume, waiting on the porch for someone to
cry out in distress so that he can save them. And waiting.
And waiting. Finally, he gives up and goes to play some
other game, which may be a fair metaphor for what many of
us do.

If, however, we subscribe to the movement model,
then the instructions are quite di"erent. IOm going to talk
more about more bite%sized pieces of that instruction
manual later in the book, but it mostly comes down to this:
get to work. Find your community and lay out an achievable
plan together. Do something small to start with. Bite 0" a
chewable piece and start chewing.

The Hero Narrative is so deeply ingrained in our
cultural psyche that we donOt even realize itOs there, an
weOve built quite a few castles on its bad foundation. | doubt
that the various people who gradually edited Rosa ParksC
story down so that it bt the hero myth, in spite of a great
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deal of evidence to the contrary, were doing so consciously. |
suspect they were just trying to tell the story well and
dramatically, and so they made it conform to our underlying
narrative, a story we lovhat heroes are extraordinary
people who respond to a crisis with dramatic and
unpremeditated action.

That myth also informed an article | read online a
few years ago. The title of the article was rather cynical, and
| should have resisted the temptation to click on it, but my
curiosity got the better of me. It was called OThe 8 Most
Overrated People in History.O

| was surprised and interested to Pnd the nonviolent
Indian independence hero M.K. Gandhi on the listHaving
studied Gandhi fairly extensively and worked in India with
people who knew and worked with him, | found his
inclusion intriguing and surprising.

The authorOs argument, in short, is that, O&Gandhi'
was a bgurehead for the cause, while various other leaders
were doing most of the work,O and thatQthe Indian
independence movement was a strong force well before
Gandhi entered the scene.O

Through one lens, the author of this article is not so
far from the truth. Yes, a lot of others did the vast majority
of the work in the Indian independence movement and
they had certainly done a lot of work before Gandhi became
involved.

The important part of this accusation, though, is
that Gandhi was just a bgurehead, while others were doing
most of the work. For the sake of argument, letOs say that is
an accurate portrayal.

Even if we accept that, what is the other alternative?
Is the author seriously suggesting that in order to be a real
hero Gandhi should have expelled the British Empire from
India single%handedly?

IsnOt that the implication?

ThatOs what the Hero Narrative would require. feal
hero would have taken care of the problem himself, this
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argument implies. ItOs certainly what a Bruce Willis
character would have done.

But in the real world, real leaderdead otherto join
them in their work, including those who will become the
next generation of leaders. That, | believe, is the true
function of heroes: to inspire others.And when a lot of
people move a little bit, the problems begin to be addressed.

This means two things. First, it means that the
contributions of followers matter a great deal. But second, it
also means that we may be fundamentally misunderstanding
the job of a leader.

Despite what the Hero Narrative teaches us, our
leaders and heroes are seldom, if ever, the ones to actually
Px things when the problems are large%scale. Rather, the
inspire many others to get involved and address the problem
together. In the real world, thatOs how things change.

The arguments made in this article are deeply rooted
in the Hero Narrative. If, however, we understand the true
function of a hero, then we bnd ourselves feeling grateful
for the inspiration Gandhi provided, rather than being
0"ended that his story got a lot of attention.

What e"ect did Rosa ParksO arrest actually have? The
arrest on its ownmeant little. Several others had been
arrested in similar circumstances in Montgomery before her.
Her arrest had three huge and overarching e"ects, though,
all of which are interwoven.

First, it provided a test case for the court system.
Second, it served as the catalyst for a one%day bus boycot
which was so successful that it turned into a boycott that
was kept up for over a year.

The last reason is perhaps the most important: Rosa
ParksO arrest was widely publicized. Virtually the whole
nation saw it on the evening news. Here was a diminutive,
dignibed, well%dressed Black woman standing between twc
large White police o(cers, being arrested. "Why?", we
asked. The answer was that she was being prosecuted for
not giving up a seat that she had paid fmn a public bus.
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Across the nation, there was a small shift. Many
people were forced to examine and re%evaluate previousl
held assumptions about Othe way things areQ. It didnOt bx ti
problem, but it did shift things slightly and signibcantly, and
the Rames of the Civil Rights Movement in the United
States were fanned.

Rosa Parks seemed to agree that her own action was
not the most signibcant part of what happened that day. "At
the time | was arrested | had no idea it would turn into
this,O she wrote. Olt was just a day like any other day. The
only thing that made it signiPcant was that the masses of
the people joined inO

Leaders and heroes can be extremely important, but
their importance lies in their ability to inspire and challenge
the rest of us, not in their ability to directly right the
wrongs.

In fact, heroic bgures and charismatic leaders are not
always necessary for change, as demonstrated by the
Egyptian chapter of the Arab Awakening #known in much of
the world as the Arab Spring$, where a coalition of activist
groups overthrew the Mubarak regime through non%violent
resistance. A leader without a movement is ine"ectual. A
movement without a charismatic, uniting leader is rare, but
can still be e"ective.

One could make the counter%argument that it is
moneyed powers, not movements, that really change things.
Certainly it would be ridiculous to deny that top%down
power and Pnancial resources are strong tools. Clearly, they
are. They are not the only kinds of power, however; and
bottom%up, grassroots nonviolence can and often does
defeat them, even in the face of formidable obstacles. Just
between the years of 2000 and 2006, organized non%violent
civilian movements successfully challenged entrenched
power in Serbia, Madagascar, Georgia, Ukraine, Lebanon
and Nepal.

Even top%down power depends on the cooperation of
the masses. ftienne de la BoZtie, a young 16th%centur
political theorist asked in a treatise he wrote as a law
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student, OObviously there is no need of bghting to
overcome this single tyrant, for he is automatically defeated
if the country refuses consent to its own enslavement.O He
has a point there, one that was picked up by many political
theorists after him, including Robespierre, and later, the
drafters of the United States Declaration of Independence.
The top%down power is always predicated on the bottom%uy
power. If well%organized and committed, the latter
eventually wins.

Still, the Hero Narrative is deep in us, in spite of the
fact that it is demonstrably untrue. It informs many of the
self%defeating voices in our heads, the ones that ask, OWh:
di"erence could my tiny e"orts make in the face of such a
huge problem?0

In fact, those small e"orts are the best shot we have
at having a large impact. They are the best way to begin
addressing a problem. Though the charge against such small
actions is that they donOt matter, it turns out that the exact
opposite is true:they are the most pragmatic approach we
can take.

If we cling to the myth that large scale change is
e"ected by dramatic heroic actions, we risk missing
opportunities for real impact. As it turns out, movements
are more e"ective than heroes. And movements donOt need
lots of leaders; they need lots of participants.In the end,
the real power lies with us: normal people making small
decisions to engage.

4 One of my favorite illustrations of this concept is a video by Derek Sivers, the
founder of CD Baby, depicting the growth of a movement through the metaphor
of a young man dancing freely, badly, and infectiously at a music festival. Derek
concentrates on the importance of the prst follower, and there are good lessons
to be taken from it: http:/sivers.org/ff
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Small Change vy

Qe get to be a ripple in the water.O
% The Indigo Girls, "Perfect World"

So we know what happened after Rosa Parks w
arrested. The history books tell us that a group of pastors me
the following evening at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, anc
the Montgomery Improvement Association was formed four
days later at Mt. Zion AME Church. They elected a young Re\
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to be the president, apparently, as
Rosak Parks wrote in her autobiography, because Ohe was
new to Montgomery and to civil rights work that he hadnC
been there long enough to make any strong friends or enemie:
We know that position launched him to national prominence
and that these events combined ignited the Civil Rights
Movement #though, of course, that work had been going on f
generations$. We know that Ros@arks became an icon o
courage and that foundational changes came to the Unite
States in the wake of her actions.

Now | want to look in the other direction on the
timeline of Mrs. ParksO life. As | mentioned before, she wi
trained in non%violent activism at the Highlander Center th
summer before she was brst arrested in 1955. We know that ¢
had worked for the Montgomery NAACP as its secretary since
1943. History also tells us that she married her husbal
Raymond Parks in 1935 and that he was already involved w
anti%racism activiswhen they married.

It is interesting to me that for eight years Raymond went
to organizing meetings about race issues and Rosa stayed ho
Apparently, Raymond Parks discouraged his wife from going t
NAACP meetings because he said it was too dangerous. Whe
she pnally did go, however, she got involved quickly, though h
stated reason for doing so may make us cringe, looking ba
from our current cultural context. Ol was the only woman there
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and they said they needed a secretary,O she wrote in
autobiography, Oand | was too timid to say r@.

| canOt help but wonder, though, who invited Raymor
Parks to his brst meeting. That bit of information is lost to
time, but | like to imagine the conversation between Ray an
Chuck, the friend 10ve created for himgoing something like
this:

Chuck: Ray, what are you doing Wednesday night?

Ray: | donOt know.

Chuck: | think you should come over to my house fora
meeting.

Ray: Maybe. IOve got some stu" to do arouride house.
Chuck: 10m bringing BonnieOs pecan pie.

Ray: Really? All right, 10Il be there.

Granted, that is entirely fabricated, but isnOt it possib
that the initial conversation went something like that? Even if i
was more dramatic than that'a passionate appeal to ge
involved based withmanifest injustices argued compellingly k
one friend to anotherlit was still very likely a conversation
between two friends that got Raymond Parks to that meeting
And | kind of like the pecan pie story. We donOt know for sur
but it could have been that small of a factor.

Looking at my own life, | see many corners on my ow
trajectory, times when | was headed one way but ended
taking a turn in another direction, that hinge on such sma
inBuences. My decision to pursue music professionally ratr
than focus on mediation, for instance, or meeting and lat
marrying my wife, or choosing to invite my son Mason into th
world after wrestling for some time with whether or not we
wanted to have children. Each of those decisions hinged
small conversations or other infBuences, most of whicdeemec
quite insignibcant at the time.

In the summer of 1987, | was working in Montreat
North Carolina, for the conference center there. In those day
they brought in about 100 college students each summer
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help run the place #it is many more than that now$, and, a
mentioned before, | was hired to run the Audio%Visual crew.

In my free time, | liked to hang around with some of the
older sta"ers who had a band. It changed names and person
a bit each year, but that particular summer, Will Nash, BIl
Graham, Patrick Miller, and sometimes Wade Powell made
the band. Even though | wasnOt really a good enough gt
player to be in the band they were kind enough to occasionall
let me sit in on a song or two. | admired them all greatly, and
still do.

One night they let me play a few songs while they toc
their set break at the Town Pump, a local watering hole i
Black Mountain. | plugged in my acoustic guitar, nervous bt
thrilled, and sang a James Taylor song and a couple of oth
While | was playing, Patrick, who was then Pnishing up
degree in classical guitar performance at the College of Woos'
but also played a mean electric, wandered up to stand bes
the stage and listen. When | Pnished my three songs, he cock
his head sideways so his unruly bangs were out of his eyes
said, OThat was good, Dave. You couddthis.O

ODo what?0

Ol mean, like, dahisO

Looking back, it seems like a rather low bar to have st
but at the time | was blown away. Patrick, one of the be:
guitarists | had ever met, a guy who had the same relationsl|
to cool that Midas had to gold, thought that | was a goo:
enough guitar player and singer to play )2 door gigs in smc
bars to the backs of peopleOs heads while they watche
baseball game at the other end of the bar. That, believe it
not, sounded to me like a dream come true, and it was the b
time | had seriously considered the possibility. | went home an
did the math: how many shows would | have to do and wh
would | have to make to realistically support a simple lifestyle”.

Many years later, after my music career was establish
interviewers have sometimes asked me when | knew | want
to be a professional musician. | think thatOs the wrong questit
If I ask a hundred 15%year%olds how many of them would lil
have their lifeOs work be making up songs and singing them

PS5



people, lots of hands will go up. If | then ask them how many «
them think thatOs possible for them personally, however, | ge
whole lot fewer hands.

| know. IOve done it

The revelation for me wasnOt that | wanted to do the
but that it might actually be possible. | had played guite
steadily for bve years by the time Patrick dropped that cast
comment in the Town Pump, but it opened a door to a life tha
| hadnOt thought was possible. | still had to choose to
through the door and down the road, but that offhanc
comment pointed the way.

There are analogies to activism in that story. Many of
want to have a positive impact, but we donOt get started becs
it doesnOt occur to us that it is actually possible for us
specibcallyyoy not OpeopleO!to have a signibPcantpact.

That story illustrates something else as well. It was su
a casual comment for Patrick. IOm sure he didnOt remembel
week later. Yet here | am 26 years later, talking about it as a k
moment in my life story. It was a small act, encouraging me il
that, but it led to an entire career. Certainly there were mar
other inBuences that led me into the path IOve been walkil
but that one mattered. Small e"orts very often do.

A cynic might respond by saying, OAnd they very oft
donOt.O ThatOs true too, but itOs irrelevant. | am not arguing
all small changes lead to big ones. In my experience, some d¢
They just evaporate. What | would forcefully argue, however,
that all big changes are made up of millions of small ones, m:
of which are determinative;the big change could not hav
happened without the little one.

One small e"ort can, and often does, have a huge e"e:
especially when it is combined with many other small e"orts i
the same direction. Knowing that leaves me passionate abc
the value of pursuing small changes, doing the simple thir
right in front of us. Inviting the friend to the meeting. Nudging
someone down a path. Calling the governorOs o(ce to weigh
on a bill. Getting a few friends together to talk about how wi
can have an impact on a given community issue that conce
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us. Going to engage the people youOre having a problem v
Making a pecan pie.

One of the most important small decisions we make, ¢
course, is where we spend our money. If we are troubled by 1
fact that much of our clothing is made by sweat shop labor, o
twenty%bprst%century form of slavery, then we can take
trouble to do an internet search on which brands are Osw
shop freeO, or buy more of our clothes at thrift shops, or sim
buy fewer clothes. If our college or faith community is printing
up t%shirts for an event, we can buy them from a company t
is committed to ethical labor practices. ItOs actually not terrib
hard, and it makes a huge di"erence in the lives of the peog
making those shirts

Likewise with investments, it doesnOt make much sel
to let a company borrow money from you to do things yo
object to. There are investment brokers who specialize
responsible investing and can customize your portfolio to ali¢
with the issues you care about.

My sister Kathy was a heavy smoker for many years, ¢
several attempts to quit had failed. In the end, the tipping poin
for her was her outrage at cigarette companies intentional
marketing to minors. She decided she simply could not gi
those companies any more of her money. Where we spend ¢
money is sometimes a small decision, but small decisions v
often add up.

You may make small e"orts to resist #or at least refuse
support$ something you object to, or you may make positi
e"orts to support something you do believe in. In both cases
the small change can be hugely signibcant. The illustrations
this are as myriad as the people doing the work, but one of r
favorites is the story of Jo Ann Robinson, another hero of th
Montgomery bus boycott, but one we hear much less abo
than Rosa Parks

Mrs. Parks was arrested on a Thursday evening, on |
way home from work. The news spread quickly through tF

5 For more information on sweat shop free products, sweatfreeshop.com is a
good place to start.
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Black community, and that evening, an attorney named Fr¢
Gray returned a call from Jo Ann Robinson and she told him «
Mrs. ParksO arrest. They discussed how best to respond, anc
two of them agreed that the WomenOs Political Council shou
call for a one%day bus boycott. By midnight, Jo Ann Robins
and two of the students she taught at Alabama State Univers
were printing RByers. On an old school mimeograph machin
they ran 52,500 copies of a Ryer #17,500 sheets of paper, thr
a page$ calling for MontgomeryOs Black community to stay
of the buses on Monday.

Ms. Robinson and the two students ran copies until
AM and strategized about distribution until 7AM; then she
went to teach her 8AM class. The [Ryers were spread all o
town through the network of the Montgomery WomenO
Political Council. Local ministers had a meeting on Frida
morning and got behind the boycott as well. In church ol
Sunday morning, the Black community was again informed
the boycott and encouraged to participate.

As important as that all%night printing sprint was, it we
only another chapter in the work Jo Ann Robinson had bee
doing for years as a leader in the WomenOs Political Counci
Montgomery. The Council had networks in place that providet
structure for organizing the boycott once the decision we
made. They had actually been planning a boycott for some tir
already, but had not yet chosen a time to launch it. Rosa Par
arrest provided the catalyst, but the plans and the framewo
had already been developed. It is hard to imagine that tl
boycott could have been so successful if that had not been 1
case. | suspect that there was very little that could &
considered dramatic in that behind%the%scenes work, and t
were many, many people involved whose small contributio
have been forgotten, but they weressential.

The problems we face as communities, as a nation, ¢
as a world are inarguably daunting. But as individuals, we ni
to scale our thinking down, at least at brst, so that we can ta
action. Rosa Parks didnOt decide to go to jail in 1943.
decided to go to a meeting. Then she decided to help out. Ev
before her arrest, her work was essential to the movement, jt
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as the work of Jo Ann Robinson and the WomenOs Politic
Council was, even though Mrs. Robinson was never arrest
And what of the two students who helped run those copie:
They occupy a signibcant place in history, but | canOt bnd th
names written down anywhereAll we know is that they were
young men who were enrolled in the class Jo Ann Robins
taught that Friday morning.

But thereOs more. Not only did Rosa Parks do years
day%to%day work for the causeforeshe was arrested; st
immediately went back to that work afterwards. Many peopl
will recognize a photograph of her being Pngerprinted. When
search the internet for ORosa Parks arrestO, it is the brst ir
that comes up on the screen.

What many people do not know is that this photograpt
is not from her arrest for refusing to give up her seat but from
subsequent arrest in February, 1956 when 115 boycott lea
were arrested after the boycott was deemed illegal unc
Alabama State Law.
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While the boycott was going on, people who wer
participating still had to get to work, so the organizers of th
boycott purchased and accepted donations of six static
wagons. They also organized 325 private citizens to help w
transportation and worked with the local Back taxis to ensure
that everyone had a ride to work. Mrs. Parks volunteered as
dispatcher, answering the phone and organizing pick%ups
drop%o0"s for boycotters. It is her arrest for that work that wa
captured in this photograph.

The moral of this T | of this storv i
story is not that the day%to% ¢ mofal 0 IS sry 1S

day work she had done not that the day—t—day
before her arrest mattered

because it led her tothat work she had done before

famous day, whichrea&y  pr aest matterd because
mattered. Rosa Parks, it

seems to me, understood that 1t led her © that famous
her most important work was .

the day%to%day work she did day’ which rea”y mat tred.
rather than the much%

publicized moment for which

she is remembered. She put most of her energy into that wc
for years before and after her celebrated arrest.

We are often immobilized by the enormity of problems
we face. We sit still because we canOt imagine doing anything
a large enough scale to have a meaningful impact. We think tt
large problems demand large e"orts at correction, and tha
true. But we forget that those large e"orts are almost alwa
made up of millions of small e"orts. Perhapsyour small
contribution is essential to a largeséale change.

| received a small package in the mail one day, a cou
of weeks after a workshop | led at a conference in Nort
Carolina. One youth group that had attended had come up wit
a new motto on the way home in the van and had made
some t%shirtthat sum it up pretty well. The shirts read, OBe tr
pecan pie you wish to see in the world.O
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About Homeless Ponts

The inset quotes, or Opull quotesO, in this book are il
font called OGuillermoO, which can be purchased
homelessfonts.org The font is based on the handwriting of a
man named Guillermo, who lives in Barcelona, Spair
Homelessfonts is an initiative of the Arrels Foundation, which
is creating fonts in partnership with people experiencing
homelessness in Barcelona, using the same unique handwriti
that they use to make themselves visible on the street.

This font and several others can be purchased ¢

homelessfonts.org
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David laMotte

David LaMotte, the author of this book, has been a
performing songwriter for his entire adult life. He has toured
and performed professionally in forty%eight of the bfty state:
and in dozens of countries on bve continents. His eleve
albums, two children's books and other items are available :
www.davidlamotte.com . He hopes to release his twelfth
album in 2016.

Currently, about half of his work is public speaking
rather than singing, leading workshops, keynoting conference
and helping people wrestle with how to have a positive impac
on the world around them. For more information about his tour
schedule, workshops, etc., please visit his web site. David is al
the Clerk #Chairperson$ of the AFSC Nobel Peace Priz
Nominating Committee, and the President of PEG Partners,
Inc., a non%probt organization he co%founded in 2004
support schools and libraries in promoting literacy, critical
thought, and artistic expression in Guatemala.

If you or your organization, college, faith community or
civic group would like for David to speak, either in person or
via teleconference, please contact Dryad Publishing, Inc. &
booking@davidlamotte.com

David lives in Black Mountain, North Carolina with his
wife Deanna and son Mason.
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