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Maintaining Peaceful Personal Space
by Christina Baldwin and Ann Linnea
In the United States, we are living through a hugely polarized, chaotic, and dangerous presidential election
cycle. People are exhausted by the stamina required to endure the media, or to avoid the media. We
ourselves have only turned on the television for the first presidential debate: our neighbor who is
fascinated by political process has finally turned it off. We meet in the middle of the gravel road between
our homes, both of us saying, "I just can't take it anymore."
It is a beautiful autumn day. There are no political yard signs
in the three cul-de-sacs that comprise the neighborhood. As
board leaders of our cliff-side, shared water system
association, we work diligently to sustain community between
these 25 households. It's a relief not to know who is voting for
whom, to delve too deeply into one another's worldview, or
know who is armed with guns.
We think about arms in a different way.
Christina has often said, "World peace is what happens in the 6-foot radius around you." And people have
often looked puzzled. What she, and we, mean by this is: You have the power to be in charge of your
personal space. You manage the interactions that come and go through this space, both face-to-face and in
writing, in telephone conversations, in electronic texts, tweets, and social media. When people manage
their spaces in peaceful, calm, dialogic ways a collective peace emerges.
Six feet equals two meters. Extend first one arm then another.
This is your space. What do you invite into this space of
selfhood? What do you feed yourself in the way of stimulus,
information and story, association and relationship? How do
you reach out, speak out, write out from your space?
Two people, standing consciously in personal space, can
create 12 feet/4 meters of potential connection.
Maintaining peaceful personal space is not easy. But millions of people have been preparing, in one way
and another, to practice living dialogue, and this is a moment when we need to practice – everywhere.
What you can do:
1. Keep your mind open, your heart open, and your arms open.
Homeland Security has placed signs all over the US in public spaces: "If You See Something, Say
Something™" is a campaign designed to raise public awareness of indicators of terrorism and terrorismrelated crime, and to emphasize the importance of reporting suspicious activity to the proper state and
local law enforcement authorities.
Well, yes, if the person next to you is ticking, or asks you to hold his
latte because the detonator button takes two hands...say
something. But most of the time, it is safe to replace suspicion with
curiosity and interaction. It is important to look around as we walk
through the world, to meet people's eyes, to greet one another, to
extend kindness and noticing, to take care of one another with little
actions and gestures that reassure.
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Take three minutes and watch David Sadler standing blindfolded on a city street in the South offering to
give/receive hugs - without being able to judge or see anyone who steps into his arms.
2. Respond rather than react.
The commands "send" and "click here" may be two of the most dangerous words in modern life. We can
reduce reactivity by taking a breath, taking long enough to experience our emotions and thoughts and then
deciding what to do or say. The driveway to the local Buddhist monastery, positioned on a rather
dangerous curve, is marked with the sign, "Pause 3 seconds before turning." It may be a meditation
practice, but it also saves people from car wrecks. The same can be said before making a left turn into
reactive communication. Count to yourself -1001, 1002, 1003...
3. Take time to re-source yourself.
What fills us up? Not recaffeinates us, but re-sources how we are
drawing on and expending our energy every day. Nature. Beauty.
Music. Silence. Prayer or meditation. Walking the dog. Playing
with children - doing whatever they are doing for an hour: swinging,
coloring, skipping. To get through these times requires that we
draw from the larger wellspring, not deplete ourselves, drinking
ourselves dry by being cut off and drawing down our personal energy.
4. Look for commonality, respect difference.
We recently got an email from a long-ago colleague. It is a fine example, in an increasingly polarized USA,
of extending the open arm, even in difference. She wrote:
"You have been on my mind lately, as I observe the quality (or lack thereof) of discourse in our Presidential
race. I am 99% positive that you and I shall not vote for the same candidate, but I cannot help but reflect
on how our country is becoming more and more polarized - all for lack of conversation and dialogue.
How much better would things be if advocates on all sides felt listened to and seen?
And I don't think the upcoming Presidential Debates are going to be helpful - I expect they will just be
more polarizing. It makes me sad.
Don't want to end on a down note, so I want to tell you how much my experiences with you have positively
affected my life. I don't always practice listening and sharing as I should, but at least when I stray into
arguing, I usually realize it and can back off. That's a great achievement for me, and I thank you.
Hoping you are healthy and happy and prospering."
As long as we wish that we are all healthy, happy, and prospering; as long as we stand fiercely in our lives
and values and keep our minds open, our hearts open and our arms open, we think we'll be alright.
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