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John

Ta pscott
" MARCHING TO
‘A DIFFERENT
DRUMMER

_Editor and Publisher

When John Tapscolt was
growing up on the south side
of Des Moines toward the tail
end of the Depression, the
boys of St. Anthony’s ele-
mentary school held a’
parade. Observing the class
march past, Tapscoit’s
grandmother commented,
“Why are all the other kids
out of step with John?”’ Asa |
student who questioned the
authority of his teachers and

ulate Conception of the Vir- .
gin Mary. You were told you

included fairly frequent cor-
pora] | puiishment. “I learned
" the potential of institutions to
do harm as well as good to
-those people they are
intended to serve.

In Tapscott’s view, a clas-
sic example is the church —
not one particular denomina-
tion, but organized religion in

the institutions they repres- general. Asked what he -

ented, as a young legislator * thought of the person of
who sided with the power- Jesus Christ, Tapscott
less, as a gubernatorial can-  reflected, “l have no doubt |

didate who sought not so He existed, no doubt of His

much t6 win the contest asto  ministry. But I think He was

raise public awareness, and ' a srophet, like Mahatma
as Director of the lowa Gandhi or Martin Luther
Council on Alcoholism, John  King. People can imitate the -

as the doctrme of the 1ﬁﬁac- :

simply had to believe.” -
Moral prescription_was sup:
ported by discipline which

Tapscott has always fol-
lowed his own drummer, and
abided by his deepest inner
convictions,

Three forces provided the
context for Taps_catt's ado-
léscent years. The first was

ethnicity. “On the South

qualities and example of

Christ according to our own |

time and circumstances. But
I do not define the idea of His:
being Messiah the same way
I was taught in school. We:
have made Jesus Christ into!
an_institution to the extent

Down Tow e
ng‘ lbz

| ¢ 8 2.

i .
ent backgrounds meant alot _] would rum acrosﬁs ;lrap: '
to me then and broadened ping fellow we knew as Eric.
my perspective.” ~ Not long after, 1 found out

Politics was the third sal- who Eric was. As you may
ient feature of the secial now have guessed, he was
landscape. “I remember my . Eric. Hoffex, the longshore.
grandmother shoving me in man philosopher. People like
the face of Franklin D. this havehadareal influence
Roosevelt when I was on!y on me.”
five years old. He had this | Much of Tapsco“ s

Side, you were either Irishor ‘to live with it, but the fear
hahan, and most certainly stays with. For me, it took |
~you.were a. Catholi

‘tor. Not the religion of scho- . it.

lars and philosophers,ofaG.  Not that the Catholic edu-
K. Chesterton or a Jacques = cational system was entirely:
Maritain, but instead the | negative. ‘One of the lasting
practice c of a rigid authoritar- strengths was cultural diver-

ian code: “In school, 1 was  sity. Dowling High was prob-- -
taught to accept chureh dog- ably as integrated as any
mas on blind faith. Often I school in Des Moines at the

‘had troubling questions for time I went there. Meeting |

which I got ne answers; mu:ht peopk'. from so many dlffer—
; Sabisek) Sk

shiny silver cigarette holder, : « mature phillosophy deals with -

and his waimth was so mag:
nelic, so very real. My uncle
had been lucky enough to
ride with FDR on the cam-
paign train.” Tapscott
further observed, “You have:

share of taxes.”

He confiessed that his pas-
sion for padlitics is not what it.
once was. “It's not that I'm
-exactly turmed off, but it’s just
that maybe I'm not as much

" _For. forty-one years of my life
religion was the second fac- - reaﬂy to come to terms with

to rememher that so many turned on. | have learned |
people. in our nengbborhood long ago neverto say ‘never,
were first generation immi- but for me to get back in
grants, and politics was a would take an issue which

-means. of advancement and. would - ge# my adrenahn
" opportunity for Irish Ameri=. flowing.”

cans i Des Moines, just asit  Tapscott expressed more
‘was in larger cities.” = mterest in discussing the per-

* Muich of Iheeducahdnand sonal and inner dimensions
formation of John Tapscott of his life tthan the political,
happened outside#official  but he shared with the writer
channels. “When | was a memories wof passions and

| young manin San Francisco, | pilched baditles in the public 0
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Hospi ,_.whereheservedﬂqr
appronmalsely three years..

|
o e s el
experiences mﬁl‘a.f to what 1
. had endured, mﬁg"!héy had
| turned to chemicals of one
‘sort or another in their efforts
o deal with their pmblm_u
§Aw I was notin a position to .
ge this, ar condemn, or be
. eritical. They simply made.
different choices. What we
hopeﬂ to do was intervene at

i

the name of the Holy of

Hohes. There are some rab-
‘binical scholars even today
“who refer to thu Powu as
‘G-D.

- When Tﬁuott asat:{nﬂcﬁ
thepomhbn Director
\lowa Council on Alcoholism
[ loyeg ~Assistance

Emp ¥ the middle nine-

Fveen seventies, he faced the |
 challenge of embodying his | become aware of and honest |

3

stage- where maybe they

woub:lni have to experience

these losses and reverses to -
‘the fullest, and we could cut

short the negative aspects. -
“We were of assistance,
but you can't really help peo-
ple except insofar as you
help them to help them- -
selves.  Otherwise you get
into. a_savior relationship
which 1 think has no basis in
‘the human services profes-
sions. You are back inta
power, fear, guilt, control.
That is not where real trans-
formation happens. | learned
from my own experience that
first you have to accept your-
self, come to terms with your-
self, then you have the
freedom to love others and
accept them as they are, This

wasn’t- easy for me, even

went against my grain some-
times. | had been taught, for |

example, that theman had to -

rule his family, and | sin-
cerely believed this. Really, 1
was carrying a lot of garbage
around. Butif you aren’t able
to treat others the way you
want to be treated, then you
must riot really be happy or
think highly of yourself. .
“Sometimes " it almost
seemed | was given the grace
to reach someone or say
what needed to be said in a
counseling  situation. One
time a client told me how she
had given up her children. It
might have been easy for me
to be judgemental about that.
But I was given to Znswer,
“You must have loved your
children very much to do"
this. In view of what you
were facing, you didn’t see
any way to provide them a
good environment, so you
were ready even to give them |
‘up if this meant lhey would/
‘have a better life” Agam,
Tapscott was reluctant to
name-the communicator of
this insight, just as rabbis of
"old were reluctant to speak|

‘own deepest personal
mslghtsandcuunsdm  expe-

fiences .into the fa
structure of an institution,

 writer _had witnessed
and |

With full knowledge of the

tendency of agencies to
breed empires, and of how

“difficult it is to translate an
essentially personal vision

into the design and daily
workings of an organization,
Tapscott set about enlarging
staff and programs (Recently

 there was a cutback from 21
employees to 18).

225 new

“We serve

; clients a month, and make

group. presentations to
20,000 persons per year.
Some ninety companies take
part in our Employee Assist-
ance Program, where we can

help’ people stay on the job .

and be more productive, As
for me, I divide my time up
about evenly between
administration and counsel-
ing. This not only helps me
keep in touch, but it is in my
sell-interest as well, because
it preserves my sanity and
feeling of well-being.”

How does one translate |

personal vision into an

organizational structure?’

“Leadership is basically atti- |

tudinal. You have to act in
such as a way to bring out the
best in others. Remember the
last time you really enjoyed a
presidential press confer-

" ence? Remember when one

moved you, or inspired you?
For me, that was under John
F. Kennedy. It is a matter of
bringing out what is already
within people, for that is what
counts,

“You also have to learn
when to let go, in your per-
sonal life first, then in your
dealings with others. Trust,
letting  go, living each.
moment, that s what is
mpoﬂﬁﬁ%meﬂswbe
more flexibility in organiza-
tions. . The absence of it is
hurting American industry
right now. We try here to,
develop our people.”

| legiimate power,

Tapscou cited for an

suffer, ‘and to help people

about their own feelings. The
the
group in 1980, and was
impressed. “Every one of
them has moved on. One
you asked about is in semi-
nary now. Another heads her
own agenecy. | am happy and
satisfied with this. It is clear
that their work here helped
them discover their own gifts,
vocations.”

“There is such a thing as
and as
illegiimate authority. Some

“functional leadership is

necessary, but it should be
for building others up, not for
control or for pawer.

“Many people define suc-
cess as having money or
prestige in the community. |
don’t see it that way. Success
is accepting yourself and |

“being free to accept others. It
is personal, relational.”

Toward the end of our |
encounter, Tapscott indi-
cated that just as his staff
were free to move on if their
talents so led them, that he
was reassessing his own
situation. He expressed the
belief that in perhaps two
more years it would be time |
to infuse some new vision !
and leadership at the Council

“on Alcoholism. “1 have had
the satisfaction of realizing
our hopes, even though we
faced a lot of skepticism at
first. But | don’t want to rest
on my laurels.”

“As for 1984, | dont
know what I will do. I am a
spontaneous person. It will
depend on” what channels
and avenues there are at that
time.”

Now John Tapscott knew
his guest had wanted war sto-
ries of campaigns and the
smoke of political battle,
These there were, aplenty.
But Tapscott communicated
something far more mean-
ingful than the political com-
mentary he offered as a

_gragious aside. What John

example the careers of staff =~ Tapscott shared was hiis own
members who had formed an = vision of himself. The self he
acting troupe which dramat. ~ revealed transcends the
ized personal and family hearty Irish voice and Middle
was to show how interper- Nol—aﬂ_whq_belongloﬂxe
sonal communications break | faith of Tapscott’s fathers are
down, how huris are not ,._._ilu‘hontanans- W}'uiedmew ‘
healed, haw relationships = @’ ‘radition of hiér

Caﬂwlxasm, there is also a

lradiﬁtm of mysticism, of
active contemplation or con-
templative action. The

- worldly mystic of Catholic

tradition is someone who dis-
covers the reality of God in
his“own inner being, but
knows not how to name or
define this reality. The mys-
tic’s theology is ane of
unknowing. Instead’ of
knowledge, the mystic seeks
a: relationship, draws
strength from it, impasts that
strength into the works and
loves of this Eve, God is not

named, not prescribed. God |

is loved, and lived. The mys-
tical tradition in Cathwolicism
is not bound to the institbe-

tional framework alome, but |

its energies and insightts have |

renewed the church — and
the world.

So his grandmother
asked, “Why are all the

~ other kids omt of step with

John?”’ And then came
John, following the
Drummer, and after him,
was the parades
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