
Love, Liberty and Leadership    Chapter 2:    THE CATALYST
A treatise on a youth antiviolence program for the 21st century

I said at the end of the last chapter that the program worked from the very first time it was presented. 
But that’s a viewpoint from 10 years later. We didn’t actually know the time the extent of what we had 
in our hands. Yes, we had 36 of the 43 young man gathered around the fire on Saturday night, 
declaring that they were going to give up something that was kind if mediocre about themselves to get 
something new.  And yes, the memory of those young man declaring what they wanted for themselves 
was heart-wrenching – in a positive way - and it still is. That something that they wanted to get was 
pretty clear to them – the capacity to succeed in their lives regardless of the hand of cards that was 
dealt to them. But wanting to get and actually getting it are two vastly different things. Or are they?

I will more to say about the debrief the adults had in the week following our successful venture, but the 
next thing to report on is what happened when we decided to repeat the program a year later. Keep 
in mind that we were winging it at this point still, as the actual program was still very much in the 
formation stage. Fast forward to a year later now, as we were not a youth agency, but rather a group 
of volunteers, and we did not have the volunteer or financial capacity to put on this program just 
anytime we wanted.

A small but strange and unexpected event happened just two months after our program in October 
2000. Due to some happenstance conversation, we were invited to bring one of our young attendees 
to be interviewed with us on a radio program. The program’s producer had caught wind of our 
program, and wanted to give us some airtime. We thought of 
one rather enthusiastic 10-year-old named Chris [Shorty] Howell 
[his real name] without any particular expectation as to what 
might happen. What did happen is that he took over the show 
and the interviewer was quite taken aback by what he heard. 
As a part of his enthusiasm, Chris claimed that his mathematics 
marks had improved over those two months and he attributed 
this to his weekend. When the interviewer asked him, 
somewhat incredulously, how that was possible, Chris blithely 
answered, without pausing for a second “Oh I’m not spending 
my time worrying about my friends anymore now I can 
concentrate on mathematics.” 

Rabbi Bulka:  It’s the long camp. It’s just a weekend...
Chris: Yeah, and I just found out, boy, it’s better than anything 
I’d ever been to...
 Rabbi Bulka: Well, so why was it so good?
 Chris: Oh, I just felt I learned so much about the leadership it was meant for, and how to work as a 
group, how to stay his team, how do... and that size doesn’t matter, because I’m not too tall ...
 Rabbi Bulka: Size doesn’t matter?... What does matter?
 Chris: The person’s heart, I would have to say... The way they are.
 Rabbi Bulka: Well, there you go... And when you speak of the fact that you learned leadership could 
you tell us exactly how that happened, because this is fascinating stuff?
 Chris: Before I wouldn’t exactly come out and say much, like “How about we do this...?”
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Chris was beginning to sound like the young man we met who had helped us get the ball rolling.  This 
would not be the last time Chris appeared on radio for us and by the time he reached adult age, he 
had purveyed his program attendance into a pretty successful management of ADD / ADHD.

Six months after our weekend program, we decided to gather 
together a group of the boys who participated the year before, and 
create a weekend of rock climbing and camping out, hoping that we 
would enter into conversation with the boys in such a way as to find 
out whether the program any impact on them half a year later. None 
of us hah had any real contact with any of the boys in the interim, so 
clearly we didn’t know what to expect.

We were stunned. A group of boys who would normally carp at each other, give each other a hard 
time, fill the air with sarcasm, talk incessantly about farting - and distance themselves from each other - 
were just so perfectly pleased to be back with people they hadn’t seen in a year. Instead of a group of 
individuals, the boys worked together to learn how to get up the100 foot cliff they had to climb, and 
were very helpful, insightfully, with getting one of their colleagues to the top whom we realized was a 
psychotic kid whom we might have excluded if we had known the extent of his disability. But he 
prospered - as the other boys wouldn’t have it any other way. They gathered around him and made 
sure he got the top. When the inevitable campfire came late in the evening, it was quite amazing 
watching how these boys had each other’s back.

In the interim I had come across a book called Raising Cain8 – which was about 
the adolescent years of boys. It didn’t paint a pretty picture – nothing like we 
experienced at the top of the cliff with boys sensitively looking across at each 
other with true affection–and the willingness to show it, and to put it into action.

Anyone contemplating putting on a program for adolescent boys should read 
Raising Cain, and in particular Chapter 4 which is called The Culture of Cruelty. 
It is highly eye-opening. It starts off:

Almost every man has his boyhood memories of camaraderie and a coming-
of-age story to tell. Maybe it’s about a friend, or his gang of friends, and the 
memorable times they spent together–riding bikes, shooting hoops, going to 
movies, or just “hanging out.” Or maybe his story isn’t about friends but about an event, a moment 
as vivid in memory as on the day it happened years ago. These are the stories men like to tell.

There are other coming-of-age stories that men don’t tell so eagerly or won’t tell at all, even years 
later, because the emotional pain of the experience remains as deeply disturbing as on the day it 
happened when they were 10 or 12 or 14. These are stories of boy cruelty–of domination, 
humiliation, fear, and betrayal that most women never hear and most men and boys are reluctant 
or unable to share even with one another.

Beginning around age 10, as a boy approaches puberty, normal cognitive development makes him 
more aware of himself and his place in the group and raises the stakes in the many diverse 
competitions that consume boys: who is stronger, who is more attractive to girls, who gets better 
grades, who is a better basketball player, who is richer and has better things, and who can get the 

8   KIndlon D, and Thompson M.: Raising Cain: 2000: Ballantine Books 



upper hand in teasing verbal combat. The boy’s eagerness for autonomy, the fact that he now 
receives less teacher supervision, and his desire to cut loose from his parents’ influence makes him 
a willing recruit into the peer culture. At the same time the group demands conformity and holds 
him up to ridicule for any failure to conform. Whether it is the TV shows he watches, the books he 
reads, the shoes she wears, the color of his socks, the length of his shorts, the cut of his hair, the 
sound of his laugh, or the length of his stride, anything a boy says or does is different can and will 
be used against him. The physical changes of his age, in height, musculature, voice, and facial hair, 
for instance, only add to avoid self-consciousness. Almost all boys hide their hurt because to admit 
it appears weak. And they all look to make preemptive strikes when possible–to divert attention 
from themselves and onto others. In this psychological war no boys are truly protected, and there 
are no real “winners.”9 

I was, at this point, reading everything I could get my hands on to make sure that I understood the 
group of boys who would be attending our next program. We had not even considered yet, involving 
boys who were struggling, or boys who were antisocial - as the attendees were drawn from our own 
sons, nephews, and their friends. Amongst these boys were a smattering of boys who’d been sent 
because their parents were worried about them, but for the most part, our early attendees wouldn’t 
have been identified as requiring any particular help. This was just fine, as the program wasn’t meant 
to be therapeutic. And it still isn’t. Remember that the boy who inspired the program was just “his own 
person”–and that’s what we wanted for boys that we gathered to attend.

Reading Raising Cain was eye-opening for me. It explained some of the things that we had seen during 
our first program, but most of all and let me know how one can enter into such a venture rather 
naïvely, oblivious to the difficulties that may occur along the way, hoping for the best but not really 
ready for anything that might be thrown at you. I had, after all, fathered a young man pretty well 
through adolescence myself (Andrew was 17 at the time), and had a 13 year old daughter as well - 
who was entering into this phase of her life. In addition I was a health care professional, and I had 
been a psychotherapist or several years. Perhaps it was because no particular disaster had 
precipitated on my plate during this period that urged me forward without any particular fears. Luckily 
I saw this naïveté in play, as the others who were involved expected me to play the role of vouchsafing 
what we were up to together. It was not their particular field of expertise–and they assumed it was 
mine. But I had to undertake a steep learning curve.

Going back to the group of boys who had gathered for the cliff climbing overnight, when they left and 
the group of men gathered together to express their thoughts, all we could say was “Wow!” These 
boys were “their own person.” There was no doubt about it – what had occurred for them, at least, 
was an unmitigated success.

It set me thinking back to one of the boys who had attended our first program who come all the way 
from the southwest United States. He was a Little Brother in the Big Brothers organization and had 
come with his Big Brother. Let’s call him Otto (we’ve changed most names - except those who’ve given 
us permission). We knew nothing about Otto before he arrived, but soon after he arrived we knew a 
great deal about him. On the bus on the way to the program he picked a fight with several other boys, 
necessitating our totally inexperienced monitors on the bus to pull the boys apart. They weren’t sure 
how much to intervene –as our agreement together was that we would intervene as little as possible.
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Shortly after arriving, and assigned to a cabin, Otto broke a window. This kid was smaller than most of 
the other boys, and there were a number of pretty big lads in the group. We knew he wasn’t going to 
last long if he behaved the way he was behaving. Keep in mind that we didn’t know anything about 
how bullies would respond to our program, so we were surprised when the boys that were 
considerably bigger than him opted not to beat him up. In fact this was one of the things that one of 
the boys declared in the early going of the Saturday night campfire, that he decided to take Otto 
under his wing rather than beat the tar out of him. Interestingly enough, Otto surprised us all by 
responding in kind, saying that he was tired of fighting with everyone and that he would try to get 
along in the future. We had no idea this might turn out. 

But we heard later that Otto had made a decision of some considerable depth. When he returned 
home both his family and other people who had been exposed to him in the past could hardly believe 
his change of heart. As far as I can tell you, he never returned to his disruptive behavior. So this was 
our introduction to what could happened to a young man with considerable problems when exposed 
to our program. While we were not set up to bring about therapeutic change, it seemed that the 
program itself and the deepening interactions between young people who attended ended up solving 
a lot of problems that might otherwise have remained.

I must say that this inspired me, and I was in awe of it, is it all seemed to happen spontaneously, 
without my intervention as the only healthcare professional who was involved. Inspiration I received 
from the cliff climbing event set me to thinking about 
inventing some new Ropes Course elements which 
might be appropriate in a specific way to the needs 
created by our youth program. I spent several weeks 
building a hundred foot wooden bridge across a 
gully. The bridge was constructed so that it could be 
disassembled in short order – and put back together 
in short order too. My plan was to gather both the 
man who had participated in the first event and some 
new volunteers and as many of the young men as 
wanted to return– to do a training weekend for the 
second iteration of the program. The bridge was to 
play a pivotal role in this training weekend.

Young men were told that the bridge was their responsibility. It was, perhaps, unclear at the outset 
what we meant by it being their responsibility, but they would soon find out what this meant. We 
showed them a revolving light we had put up that was like a light on the top of a police cruiser and a 
siren we had devised. We told them that if anything important was happening at the bridge that the 
siren go off and it would be their responsibility to gather and handle anything that came up. Little did 
they know that the bridge came apart.

We were a little disappointed in the early going that the young man who had come - showed off rather 
immature behavior. They seem distracted. Without really knowing this, we had developed the 
expectation that they would act like little adults, not like the young boys that they were. And yet some 
of them were as young as 11 years old. It was a moment of truth for us. We realize that a lot of efforts 
that adults put in with young people were to induce them to be little adults, and we had to reiterate to 
ourselves that the little adult outcome was not (and never had been) our agenda. We wanted these 
young people to be “their own person”–nothing more nothing less!



Well, the bridge did it for us! At three o’clock in the 
morning we disassembled the bridge and set off the siren. 
Two dozen sleepy boys gathered to see that the bridge that 
they had blithely used for a day and a half was simply 
gone. And they quickly jumped into the breach, and started 
putting the bridge back together. It was quite amazing thing 
to see (we have it on video)! They didn’t know what they 
were doing but they did it anyway. They had no expertise, 
but that didn’t seem to matter. They came to something they 
didn’t know how to solve, and they made it up. We had 
asked the adults to be followers rather than leaders here, 
and despite the fact that many of us were chomping at the 
bit to help, we restrained ourselves and let them take it on. 
In the end, they were so proud of themselves. But not only 
that, we were proud of them. Once again they had shown up as “their own person.”

It was not lost on me that one of the fathers, watching his son take over as the leader, was reduced to 
tears. It had been clear that this very macho man, a navy veteran, had not been able to relate to his 
11-year-old son who was more interested in playing classical music on piano than playing football. But 
seeing him “rise to the occasion” broke the impasse between father and son, and I saw him give his 
son a hug - sensing that dad’s hugs had been reserved for his daughters–up until now. This is not idle 
speculation. I confirmed it with the father later, and he told me that he had not really loved his son until 
that night. That would be borne out by observations which I made several times when I saw them 
operating together later – even years later.

At the end of his training weekend, we got the young men together promontory of rock and asked 
them what they wanted for themselves in the broadest sense, as their lives unfolded from this point. The 
way they spoke reminded us of the Saturday night, almost a year before, when we heard young men 
declaring themselves, articulately in a heartfelt way. Again these young men showed up as an 
amazingly articulate. Several of them were teary-eyed when they talked about their lofty aspirations 
for life. But even beyond what they had to say, the men who were listening were finally clear that a 
weekend program, a year ago, without any real reinforcement in between, had set these boys on a 
course of self-discovery which was not about to end. At this point, I could hardly have let go of this.

As an aside here, the reader probably already does know that the Young Canadian Leadership 
Challenge is for girls as well as boys. During this weekend, with the mother aboard who had 
accompanied her son from some distance, we pondered whether our next step was to include girls, 
but we decided that there was much work to do with the boys program before complicating things 
with expanding our mandate. It would be another two years before the girls program saw the light 
of day. But it’s fair enough to tell how a girls’ version got on the agenda. 

Several of the boys who came to our first program were from more than 200 miles away, and we felt a 
certain special responsibility to them – not to just have them come to the program and be forgotten, 
but to see how we could contribute to them after the program. On one occasion during his first year, 
some of us traveled 200 miles with the video I had made of the first event. Ten or 12 young men and 
their parents gathered to see the video. But before the video was shown, we wanted to check out how 
the young men were doing. So we asked them point blank “How are you doing?” 
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Once again, we were surprised by the maturity of the answers. We were often pleasantly surprised in 
the first few years. The young man whose mother eventually came to lead the first girls’ program was 
only 10 years old at the time. His parents were divorced, and at that time at least, his mother was 
really his only parent. Etienne told us that the most important thing in his life had become to get other 
kids involved in our program. He said that he had really liked what happened to him, and his mother 
reiterated that she really liked what happened for her son as well. Etienne had never really been 
considerate before, and now suddenly it seemed that he was looking after her as well as being looked 
after by her. In time, it was Etienne, himself, who reestablished things with his father, and within a year 
or so he was regularly moving back and forth between parents, prospering as a hockey goalie, and 
generally doing better in school than he had done up until that time. As Etienne grew, it became more 
and more certain to his mother that there must be some role for her in the future of the program. There 
was!  But this would be jumping ahead two years and we mustn’t do that.

Not Every Rose Smells Like a Rose

If you were to take what I said above as everything that happened, you would think that all of this 
occurred easily and without us having to learn from our experience at the School of Hard Knocks. 
There was also a definite downside to what happened, and this informed us of the work that was yet to 
be done.

Firstly, I should relate that we were not the only group who had been influenced by the group of men 
in Vancouver who held an annual Young Men’s Adventure Weekend. At least two other groups 
including one from Anaheim, California had taken up the challenge and the leaders of these groups 
soon became valued colleagues to each other - men who frequently talked back and forth. Just before 
our first weekend program, I received a rather unsettling message from my counterpart in Anaheim. 
They had also put on a weekend for young men which by all reports was successful, but the message 
was that after the weekend was over the men who had conducted it had dropped into a black funk. 
Men who were prone to drinking - began to drink; men who had been on diets, often went off them. 
No one wanted to talk about holding another event and there seemed to be an air of depression 
which my friend found alarming. At this point, our weekend was only a week away the best I could do 
was to put the warning on the back burner.

While the boys who attended our weekend were in good shape and tended to stay in good shape, 
some cracks began to emerge in the volunteer men who had assembled to create the program. A few 
of the men drifted off into nonparticipation during the weekend, complaining (whining) that there 
wasn’t anything for them to do. Others began to carp and complain on the drive home about missed 
opportunities and how things could have gone better. My colleague, Ken Victor, was riding home with 
two miscreants were detailing their woes. Ken was absolutely thrilled by what happened and could 
couldn’t, for the life of him, figure out what these men were talking about. Half way home, stopped at 
a restaurant where we all paused for supper, Ken found that he was so disheartened being around 
them, that he had to get out of the car with these men and finish the journey with people and where 
seeing the bright side of the equation. This was certainly a warning of what to expect when the men 
gathered in the following week to formally debrief. Even the logistics of debriefing weren’t easy, as a 
quarter of the volunteers came from 200 miles away and they couldn’t attend.

While Ken and William and I each played a role in the weekend, we had actually handed the 
leadership of it over to two volunteer men - a good decision for the course of the weekend, but a more 
difficult one once we came to the debriefing. Our volunteer leaders knew little about human dynamics 
and what might be going on in their colleagues, pushed my suggestions aside, and wanted to keep 



everything on an up and up “let’s celebrate our victory” basis. I, on the other hand, felt it important to 
draw out any of these negative emotions which might otherwise stay buried, and let them be vented 
before they became ingrained. I must admit I didn’t (yet) quite understand what these downer 
responses were about myself, this being my first venture into putting on this specific kind of 
transformative weekend. But it was important to me to both understand it and deal with it – effectively.

Of course, not everyone felt negative, and perhaps half of the group were quite buoyed up by the 
experience - “stoked”as they say. The volunteer leaders we had appointed were among the stoked, 
and they had a hard time seeing how anyone would feel differently than they did. Those who weren’t, 
tended for the most part to keep it to themselves, just like soldiers coming back from the arena of war 
tend to “suck it up” rather than to throw their post-traumatic stress out for scrutiny. 

Men don’t like to be seen as weak, and so the expression of weakness is often muted or expressed 
only in the company of a trusted friend. What was expressed here was kind of petty. Some men 
blamed others for not participating as fully as they could have. Some went so far as to say that what 
they had been asked to do was too much. While our debriefing brought most of them out of their funk, 
there were a few who hesitated to participate further after that point, a few others to slipped into 
depression and ended up in treatment. Even one of my good friends became unavailable for 
conversation for 2 to 3 months afterwards. Interestingly enough, he was able to tell me what that was 
all about after he had worked it out himself. He said that he had felt so elevated serving the young 
men, that he felt, afterwards, unworthy of the feelings elevated generated within him. Somehow there 
was a disconnect between his heroic performance at the event and the lifelong image he had of 
himself – which was largely negative and and about being unpraiseworthy. Eventually he worked it out 
on his own.  This began to give me some insight about what was happening with the rest of the men 
who were (or had been) suffering, and it sent me to the drawing board to design a  lead-in training 
and a more all-inclusive debrief for the next event - which would address this, and “nip it in the bud.”

Since there there will soon arise other good reasons to talk about immediate feedback as a factor in 
the success of such an event, we might as well introduce it here - as it was in play, and highly involved 
in the difficulties we were seeing.

Generally speaking, when people do something in the human change arena, they might see a positive 
response (or not) somewhere down the road. There’s often little reason to connect what is seen 
eventually with what occurred some months before. But here we were seeing young men jumping out 
of their skins to be heroes. As they jumped out of their skins, we were induced to do the same thing. 
Indeed, many of the men (and later the women who assumed similar roles) outdid themselves, 
performing over their heads – and some if them later hit the ground with a resounding thud. We had 
to accommodate for this – and, in time, we did. Every time we had an issue like this we built it into the 
design of the next event. In this way, it would not be ignored, then we would be able to see if what we 
designed actually dealt with a situation.

 The Drag Effect of Vested Interests

While what was happening in 1999 and 2000 was very exciting and moved ahead like gangbusters, 
none of us particularly understood the phenomena. We felt it would gradually become clear. Then in 
2004, a book by one Frans Johannsen named The Medici Effect appeared in the book stands, and 
reading it began to place what had been happening in context. The book begins:

                                                                                                                                                      17.



“Peter’s café sits on a hillside in Horta, a port city on one of the Azores islands 

in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. By the time you reach the docks in the harbor, 
you can tell that this place is special. Bright, colorful paintings of sailboats and flags 
line the piers—hundreds and hundreds of them, drawn by visiting captains and crew 
members from every corner of the globe. Horta is the one place between the 
Americas and Europe where world-traveling sailors stop to take a break. Some are 
heading toward Fiji, others to Spain. 

Some are on their second tour around the world; others are simply resting before the 
last leg to Brazil. They come from different backgrounds and cultures. And all of 
them converge upon the rustic-looking Peter’s Café. Here they can pick up year-old 
letters from other world travelers or just sit and talk over a beer or a glass of Madeira.

When I saw this place for the first time, I realized that the serene environment of the café actually concealed a 
chaotic universe. The café was filled with ideas and viewpoints from all corners of the world, and these ideas were 
intermingling and colliding with each other.

The Medici Effect

“Get this, they don’t use hooks when fishing for marlin in Cuba,” one visitor says.
“So what do they use?” another asks.
“Rags. The lure is covered in rags. When the fish strikes the rag, it wraps around the fish bill and won’t let go 
because of the friction. The fish don’t get hurt and can be released, no problem.”
“That’s pretty neat. Maybe we could use something like that. . . .”

The people here participate in what seems like an almost random combination of ideas. One conversation leads 
into another, and it is difficult to guess what idea will come up next. Peter’s Café is a nexus point in the world, one 
of the most extreme I have ever seen.

There is another place just like Peter’s Café, but it is not in the Azores. It is in our minds. It is a place where 
different cultures, domains, and disciplines stream together toward a single point. They connect, allowing for 
established concepts to clash and combine, ultimately forming a multitude of new, groundbreaking ideas. This 
place, where the different fields meet, is what I call the Intersection. And the explosion of remarkable innovations 
that you find there is what I call the Medici Effect. This book is about how to create it.”10

It is abundantly clear now, as one looks back - that our chosen central catalyst was, in 2000, at a 
powerful intersect of domains and disciplines. We had stumbled across a rather unusual program, 
which unlike other programs created by professionals, had no intention of changing the boys it served. 
Little did the producers know that this was a new youth paradigm - because they weren’t looking in this 
direction. In fact, the program wasn’t even really for the primary benefit of young people – it was for 
adult men whom Brad Leslie saw as potential “good fathers.” Strangely enough, the mere fact that it 
made no attempt to change the boys distinguished this event from most of the rest of these boys lives. 
Everywhere they went - at home, at school, in the community, there was always someone who wanted 
to change them. But not here!

This was a perfect intersection with our discipline of change program design, about which Ken Victor 
and I knew a lot, and with which we each had had lots of hands-on experience. Perhaps there were 
other disciplines and domains which were folded into the mix in the first year, but certainly, as you’ll 
see in later chapters, the 2nd version introduced several additional disciplines to the intersect - 
enhancing the richness of what we were bringing through. We’ll get to the richness. First let’s talk 

10 Johansson F.: The Medici Effect: 2004:



about the down side of the Medici Effect. Johansson talks about it at length, and ignoring it is at one’s 
own peril. It is that new ideas which come from intersects attract opposition. 

Much work goes into each discipline to maintain its state-of-the-art nature.  Each discipline has at least 
a few written rules about what’s permitted and what’s forbidden. In addition to overt rules, there are 
often even more covert rules. In time, it becomes laid down who can practice the discipline and who 
can’t. We see these as defining concepts. We could equally see them as self-protective maneuvering.

When Discipline X intersects with Discipline Y, all the rules suddenly change. In fact, the rules are 
broken in order to create the intersection. This is troubling to the purists who’ve been working hard to 
keep  DisciplineX or Discipline Y true to its nature, so when someone comes along and co-opts it for 
their own purposes, the natural tendency is for those who have protected the discipline – to protect it 
even more. Beyond purist motives, those who have been employed carrying out Discipline X begin to 
feel threatened as the excitement moves towards what is happening at the intersect. “Will I lose my 
job?” “What about all the hard work I’ve done?” “They just have no respect!” 

Worse than the fact that questions appear, is the fact that they are rarely asked at the surface, and 
thus the opposition is often covert and may not even be seen by those who are mounting it.  But soon, 
the idea at the intersect comes under siege.  Imagine how you would feel if you were from the 
discipline of architecture, and somebody bought a lot on your street and wanted to build a house out 
of straw bales.  You’d fight tooth and nail – but eventually the straw bale house would be built.

We Run Into A Stone Wall

To stay afloat, one always has to keep advancing one’s project, and we had held our first event at a 
summer camp which belonged to a youth agency with whom we were on quite friendly terms. We 
elected to go back there fir our second program, and even to think about working out some long term 
cooperative arrangement with the camp and the agency, once they had a chance to see what we were 
up to. The agency had a new director, because it had been experiencing some management problems, 
and he and I quickly became friends. He told me of the plethora of difficulties he had been brought in 
to correct, and expressed how difficult his new job the was - as the long-standing employees resented 
his arrival. He was an outsider - a police officer running a social work agency. Even though his agency 
had more than one youth program, he was very happy to look at ours, because he was new and he 
didn’t have any reason to defend one idea over another. It felt right to approach this agency because 
many of our volunteers had trained with their staff as Ropes Course facilitators, and so there was a 
personal connection at many levels. We also saw the day when the agency might send some of their 
youth our way. It looked, at first, like a win-win marriage made in heaven.

But not so fast! In short order my new friend hired a new social worker to replace one he’d fired. 
Almost immediately, even though our surface interactions were cordial, I began to hear veiled 
objections to this and overt objections to that – the implication being that we were trying to induce 
some of his staff to support our program over theirs. Nothing could have been further from the truth. 
Their staff and my volunteers were friends, and they talked back and forth frequently. Soon their 
employees would find that they were overassigned - too busy to come to the meetings we were 
holding, and the new social worker complained at one point that his staff member had been forced to 
stand up for an entire two-hour meeting. I had to admit that I’d stood, myself - without thinking much 
about it - but I hadn’t asked anyone else to. It was petty.  Nobody really wanted to confront the issues 
– certainly not me. My expectation was that “everything will come out in the wash.”
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As the time of our event approached, it became clear that none of the agency’s staff would be 
participating - on orders from above. Flimsy excuses were put forward. The social worker stopped 
talking to me. But meanwhile, our folks’ relationship with the Camp Director where the event was to be 
held, never changed - as he clearly supported our program, and wasn’t really caught up in the new 
political situation in the agency - brought about by the new social worker. He always helped.

By the time of the event came, and our event leaders arrived beforehand, ready to set up the camp for 
the arrival of the young men, the social worker had posted a young couple in their early 20s as 
monitors on behalf of the agency. These young people did not take long to position themselves in 
opposition to our leaders - trying to countermand the agreement they had struck with the Camp 
Director to have our campfires – even though they were no different than those they built themselves. 
They barred us from certain parts of the property – or at least tried to – and soon there was an almost 
ongoing shouting match going on between our people and theirs. The agency’s monitors were invited 
to sit in on any meetings, observe any events, or even to participate as volunteers. We welcomed them. 
But they kept a distance, and generally made themselves miserable.

The  volunteer leaders of our event, were very mature men - anything but hotheads. Despite the fact 
that opposition at the 11th hour was the last thing they needed, they kept their cool. But in the report 
that ensued, it was said that they were disrespectful of the authority of the agency monitors. Well if 
arguing against unfair treatment is disrespectful, I guess they were. But this was just the start.

It was quite clear, after talking to others about it, that we were operating with greater latitude than the 
agency would have permitted for its own employees. They had, in all fairness, kids in their programs 
who were major youth-at-risk (whom they treated with kid gloves), and we had a relatively easy group 
of boys by comparison - no big time troublemakers. But the young monitors reported, with derision, 
that we were talking to the young men about their feelings and emotions. And we were. Guilty as 
charged! It became clear that this was a no-no in the agency, and it was suggested in the report that 
because of it, we were, perhaps, exposing the young men to some manner of risk.  Balderdash! It 
wasn’t so much what they objected to in the end, but the clear fact that our presence there was a 
threat to them, and that nothing we could have done was going to assuage such a threat. Frankly 
though, I was devastated. The letter I received afterwards was both extremely unfair, completely ill-
informed – and intended for no other purpose than to get rid of us. And it did. We were gone. 

We were naïve - and excessively idealistic. I could have left out the story. I tell it, however, because this 
treatise is about preparing others for the vicissitudes of mounting a project which feels threatening to 
other workers in the field, - should they sense that there ever might come a question of which program 
would be continued and which might not be. I bet 100% that anyone else under similar circumstances 
will encounter a similar lack of open-hearted acceptance - much as Johansson describes for all Medici 
Effect undertakings. The irony is that the 14th-century Medici Effect in Florence worked because the 
Medici family was rich beyond compare – while many of today’s projects are chronically underfunded 
-  so when opposition mounts, it has an inordinate slowing effect on what can happen next.

Big companies now recognize and plan around the drag effect of “vested interests.” Here’s what IBM 
told its creative managers in 2006 :

“Take action, despite objections of experts and authorities

It’s not an innovation if you don’t make something happen. It’s still just a dream. The problem is that, 
even if you have the right idea and you believe in it, you’ll face opposition. Other people haven’t gone 
through the same unlearning journey that you have, so they don’t have your understanding of it. 



Organizations, as well as individuals, need to socialize ideas and get past the awkward uncomfortable 
stages. And new ideas always create winners and losers. Potential losers understand this, and they 
respond by challenging you.”11

Our Most Reliable Source of Feedback–the Parents

Our decision to proceed at “full speed ahead” came from 
what we had observed firsthand at our very first program, 
and how we were struck with awe at the maturation of the 
boys 6 to 12 months later without their receiving any 
reinforcement in the interim. If we had known at the time 
about researcher Reed W. Larson12, whom you will later 
meet in Chapter 6, we would have known that we had hit 
pay dirt -  partly because the activity itself was highly 
attractive to the young participants in that it remained even 
more attractive afterwards. Larson would have said that 
this was because it was intrinsically motivating and that it 
induced riveted concentration. His thesis is that learning to 
operate with initiative, a critically important lesson which 
apparently cannot be taught in school – because while the 
concentration is present, intrinsic motivation tends to be 
low. He goes on to say that initiative is also not learned 
either while pursuing friendships and relationships, the most 
important aspect of adolescence to the young people 
themselves – because while pursuing relationships is 
intrinsically motivating, their pursuit is not usually 
undertaken with high concentration. 

The advantage we had might seem like a disadvantage at 
first blush. We did not have a school system to tap into or a 
group of kids pressuring us to proceed. We had a group of 
adult men who wanted to do this who had sons, nephews, 
grandchildren, kids living next door to them, and the like. It 
meant that the parents were either known to us or 
accessible to us, and after our first program Hurford and I 
and spent a lot of time interviewing parents, looking for 
comments that would help in the design process for the 
next program. Had we been looking for it (which we weren’t) 
we would have seen a theme emerging -  which we could 
have called initiative, much like we had heard in Chris Howell’s video interview–in which he made a case 
for his mathematic marks growing up because he was not always worried about making or losing friends.

We heard stories of young people having a lot more to say after coming home from the weekend, and 
sometimes this was worrisome to a parent–because what they had to say was often a play for having 
more independence–and sometimes what they had to say was not very complimentary towards their 
parents. Generally however, this was temporary, being later superseded, about six months out, by a 
better rapport between the generations.

Parent after parent told us stories of their young people doing positive things, on their own steam, that 
they’d never done before. Often these were kindly ask acts, taking less fortunate kids under their wings, 
and even, after a time, being better able to communicate with their parents. Some of them were even 
quite caught up in our storyline–of starting as a squire and earning their way become a knight. These kids 
became knights in their own lives–and being a knight was being someone with a Code of Honor. We 
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11 IBM Circular:” Unlearn to innovate: Breaking patterns and getting rid of assumptions

12 Larson R. W. : Toward a Psychology of Positive youth Development (on our video CD)



never particularly called it that, but as a team plowed through the two days accumulating strength and 
values it was motivated to maintain and expand–what could this be the end but a Code of Honor?

We were particularly moved 
by the father who said, from 
merely observing how his 10-
year-old son returned “There’s 
a lot of love in that weekend!” 

He was moved by it too and 
became a volunteer for the 
next weekend – and 
subsequently led a weekend . 
At this point I would like to 
turn the floor over to this 
parent and a mother who 

makes some observations 
about her son’s response to the program. Writing about these interchanges with parents can only express 
so much. That is why we have twinned the book with the Video CD. At this point I’m going to suggest that 
you visit the two short parent videos below before reading on.

Video List Chapter 2.

A video of the Shorty Howell video interview with Rabbi Reuven Bulka can be seen at; 
ChrisHowell.mov 

A video of parent Ted Styles can be seen at Parent1.mov
A video of the mother of two boys who attended can be seen at Parent2.mov


