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Foreword

People involved in business at all levels have time constraints. They are 
bombarded with data: electronic, printed word and voice, much of it 
unnecessary.

They need to find time to continue their education, particularly in their 
chosen business fields. There is so much to read and so little time and often 
little to capture the imagination. This book The Halo and the Noose is a very 
different type of business book. It covers the necessary theoretical aspects 
of business management, but the story telling captivates one.

We remember stories from childhood and some of the better fiction read 
in later years. The 100 stories and poems in The Halo and the Noose enchant 
and educate and will do for many years whilst we remain in harness. If 
you have taken very few memories away from this wonderful book, that 
of Nasrudin’s Donkey is worthwhile relating to your children, your students, 
colleagues and very definitely to your boss.

David Taylor  
Former CEO, Auto Carriers
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Orientation

Stories can free us or trap us. They are like the two-edged sword. It depends on the 
telling, the motive for the tale and how we interpret the meaning. They can open 
us to new possibilities or keep us choked by or strangled in existing paradigms and 

orientations – whether these be about belief systems, values, religions, thinking styles, 
business and life journeys, strategies or behaviour patterns. Writer Dan McKinnon 
advises, “A halo has to fall only a few inches to be a noose”. We acknowledge him for 
the book’s title. 

We also dedicate the book to those readers who seek the liberation of the halo and 
wish to escape the entrapment of the noose.

At a rural gathering a famous actor is invited to recite something. He chooses 
Psalm 23, “The Lord is my Shepherd”. He recites grandly, eloquently, perfectly. 
At the end there is applause. Then one of the locals points to an elderly man. “He 
also knows that Psalm”. So after much persuasion the old man gets up and recites 
in a quivering voice, making a few mistakes. As he ends there is a poignant silence. 
Someone asks the actor, “What was the difference between your rendering and 
his?” The actor responds. “I know the Psalm. He knows the Shepherd”. 

So this book is for those who seek not academic knowledge, perfect performance 
and polished technique – but who wish to be released to bring all of themselves to 
their stories. To tell it from the heart. To live it. We wish that you will carry story into 
your thinking, conversations and presentations. This is profound but also simple and 
easy. The secret is to be yourself, be natural, move away from striving for perfection, 
and from comparing yourself to others, and competing. Not contend: The Chinese 
character for “not” represents a bird flying up and away, and the character for “contend” 
is from an image of two hands struggling for the same object.1  

1 Wing R. L. The Tao of Power. Aquarian/ Thorsons, London. 1986.



Why stories? Because stories 
are origins and origins are 

places that we walk out from. 
Because stories have many 

feet and travel several roads 
at once... because the story 

conjures the invisible 1

Deena Metzger

This section explores the many gifts that stories offer men and 
women at work. We raise many questions. What happens 
when we learn to listen? When we learn to tell? When we 

learn to engage with the stories of others? When we allow story 
to touch us at all levels of our humanity – physical, intellectual, 
social, emotional and spiritual or intuitive? What do stories have 
to do with leadership? With follower-ship? With the current 
constructs of business – customer service, ethics, missions, bottom 
lines, strategy, restructuring, transformation, empowerment, 
retrenchment, mergers, diversity, goals, team dynamics, values? 
With a meaningful career? 

Story has been a part of the fabric of community since time 
immemorial. Stories contain moods and feelings and so can capture 
and engage, allow mind connections and associations (the very basis 
of our neurology). Thus story has the power to motivate, to move, 
to change or reframe belief systems (negative to positive, defeat to 
new beginning, hurting to healing, problem to challenge) and induce 
states (well-being, relaxation, contentment, determination).

1 Metzger, Deena. Writing For Your Life, a Guide and Companion to the Inner 
World, Harper, San Fransisco, 1992.
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Chapter 2

Story Listening

The branches of your intelligence grow new 
leaves in the wind of listening1 

Rumi

Story telling in organizations is becoming a buzz word. But what of story listening? 
How do we listen to other people’s stories? How to we listen to what is going on in the 
organization? How do we listen to someone who repeats information? I recall a friend 
who, when I checked out if I had told her a particular story, responded, “Maybe, but 
tell me again. I might hear something I didn’t hear before”.

The Ear of a Snake

The animals of Africa had a competition to see which creature had the most acute 
hearing. Most of the animals that had ears arrived. Elephant arrived with his big 
ears. So did Rabbit, with his ears twitching. Kudu came galloping to the meeting 
place in the middle of a great plane. Even the small-eared Hippo arrived to take 
part. Snake also arrived zigzagging his body along the ground. The other animals 
laughed at snake, “You have no ears. Go away”. But snake said, “Let me hear what 
I can hear”. 

Lion said, “Let Snake take part. Let Snake go first”. Snake lay on the ground. “I 
can hear a hippopotamus scattering his dung in a circle”. 

Not bad,” said Elephant. “You can hear as well as your cousin, the Lizard, who 
does have ears”. 

Snake raised its body into the air. “I can hear the wind in the distant forest 
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uprooting trees”. 

“Impressive” barked Wild Dog. “I can hear that too”. The animals were so busy 
watching snake that they forgot to listen to their environment. 

Suddenly Snake spoke, “There is a hunter behind that tree. I hear him through the 
air putting an arrow to his bow. Now I hear him on the ground moving his feet”. 
Sure enough, a second later a man appeared with an arrow in a taut bow. All the 
animals scattered and snake disappeared into the ground. The hunter’s arrow flew 
into the empty air. 

From that day on all animals honoured Snake for his hearing.

Deep Listening

When we were young, ‘Cowboy and Indian’ movies showed the Indian listening with 
his ear to the ground. Rumi, the thirteenth century Persian poet, talks of listening 
“with the deep ear in your chest”.1 This is listening without distraction, with total 
attention and mindfulness, with the purpose of understanding and learning and 
responding creatively, with the head and with the heart.

We all understand the way we respond when we feel listened to. But often in business, 

Here are some responses to what was going on in a three hour workshop for a 
change management team in a large company:

“In listening to a colleague’s story about his childhood, I realize what an effective tool this 
is to get in touch with humanness and influence change”

“A recognition that perhaps we haven’t heard enough of the stories of others… about 
recognizing the constraints I put on myself… about courage”

“The tools I came searching for were with me all the time. Just listening to simple stories 
allowed me to go inside myself where the answers lie”

“From confusion to light to assistance to move further. I understand that timing and 
listening have now become the critical aspects in the way forward”

“Stories for me are tools to encourage the hidden – that which is not said but meant or 
implied”

“This morning has reaffirmed that the experience of a person is at the heart of the 
situation and that we should all participate in the story, as tellers and listeners”

“An eye opening session – to be prepared to listen to stories from others – more than 
telling them”

“If we communicated feelings maybe we would understand the difficulties in the 
personal journeys of our colleagues. This will also allow those tasked with ‘driving the 
change initiative’ to work together with others and mobilise effectively”

CORPORATE WORKSHOP RESPONSES
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office deadlines, hidden agendas and corporate politics filter the kind of listening that 
encourages and initiates true dialogue. This doesn’t allow individuals to let go of their 
narrow point of view and inhibits a sense of shared belonging, vision, commitment, 
harmony, engagement, readiness to move forward together, co-operation and 
achievement.

When you tell appropriate stories (work/life stories or fiction), if you listen to the 
responses, you will hear what you need to hear. The responses in the box came from 
hearing the same story which reveals the underbelly of how people really feel. Telling 
a story in a training workshop or a boardroom and asking people to connect it to 
their work situation, creates an opportunity to observe the body language and level 
of engagement of the participants. Here is one of the stories that elicited these 
responses.

Nasrudin, en route to market, loads bags of salt on his donkey’s back. They come 
to a river. Nasrudin tries to tell the donkey to cross at the shallow causeway, but 
the donkey chooses to cross at the deepest part. The salt dissolves in the water. The 
donkey trips lightly up the other bank and trots off.

Next market day, Nasrudin loads the donkey with bales of wool. Once again 
Nasrudin tries to tell the donkey to cross at the shallow causeway. The donkey once 
again chooses the deep part of the river. The wool absorbs the water. The donkey 
staggers up the river bank, the bags weighing heavily on his back. 

Nasrudin turns to it and says, “You thought that every time you entered the river 
you would come off lightly, didn’t you?” 

The Nasrudin story reminds us of times when we follow a recipe for something that 
succeeded last time. This time it fails dismally. Times when we have neither read the 
river, nor the load on my back correctly. 

What does the Nasrudin story suggest about listening? Is this a story about changing 
the relationship between the CEO (Nasrudin) and the personnel (the donkey)? (Or are 
the roles reversible?) Why is the donkey not responding to advice? How are we to read 
the body language of the donkey?

What action needs to be taken? Changing the route to the market? Finding markets 
where there is no river to cross? Developing more insight into likely behaviours? 
Training the donkey? Finding a new donkey? Changing from salt to wool? Building a 
bridge? Communicating more assertively? Working with new identities? Introducing 
punishment or reward?

Creating Space for Listening

In another workshop on story telling, one senior manager stated his needs. “I want 
to learn to tell a story so that middle management will buy into the changes and new 
structures we have put in place. They are resisting these changes”.

We heard his frustration. Yet this is about telling not listening. About manipulation? 
There might be a serious reason why certain employees are not ‘buying into’ the new 
dispensation. In this company many felt anger. “We have been betrayed”. Many were 
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stuck. Colleagues had been made redundant and they mourned this loss and feared for 
their jobs.

It is possible to get stuck in this limbo. Carolyn Myss, intuitive healer, refers to being 
stuck in this way as ‘woundology’.2 How would it be if we allowed time to listen to 
such grieving? What is not grieved is given a shallow burial and comes to haunt us. The 
ghosts roam. When we do the grief work and people feel listened to, we give whatever 
needs attention a proper burial. Then we are able to move on. 

Not that one necessarily needs to do anything about it or that one has the power to 
solve it. Paul Tillich, the theologian, said that the first duty of love is to listen.3 Some 
psychologists feel that Sigmund Freud’s greatest discovery was not of the unconscious 
but the power in the act of telling our story to an attentive listener. Proactive listening 
releases the one who is stuck to connect to their work in a new way, if they choose to 
do so.

Listening to Others

In listening to a story, we pay homage to and acknowledge the value of the other, 
gain new information and knowledge and perspective, learn, become motivated, find 
common ground and become enriched. Rilke says our listening ripens things.4

Here are additional ways in which this ripening happens. We become: 

– a witness to the other person, to the legality of their viewpoint and the right to 
express it, we acknowledge their importance and worth. In the Hindu scripture, 
the Upanishads, there is a text. “Two birds, inseparable friends, sit in the same 
tree. The one eats the sweet fruit. The other watches without eating”. When I tell 
stories, I become both birds – part of me passionately involved in the moment, 
while at the same time, another part develops the capacity to witness my life – not 
with judgment, but with compassion

– someone who draws on knowledge and information at different levels. This is 
perspective, information and knowledge about the story content, atmosphere, 
structure, context, the story teller, and the self – at all levels of being

– a student of those who know, especially at the lower levels. When the cleaner, 
service provider, former salesman now in the administrative office, delivery vehicle 
driver tell their stories from the point of view of their unique interaction with 
and understanding of the customer, we learn valuable lessons that we would not 
otherwise learn

– one who motivates colleagues – a feel-good, affirming event. Throughout the ages 
and from childhood, story captivates us and reminds us what is achievable by ‘little 
people,” who can do what others cannot. A line from the play Les Miserable says it 
all: “A flea can bite the bum of the Pope in Rome”

– someone who establishes common ground through identification and 
understanding 

–  a mirror of the self. Stories offer us the experience of others. In my imagination I 
can enter partly into their experience. As somebody in the office tells a formative 
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story, we are given a glimpse through a window into the life of the person. We slip 
beyond roles into the wider life of the teller. And in so doing we relate at a deeper 
level. 

Stories help us to know the kind of people we are. 

We become a refining, building, enriching, dynamic colleague. The motto in Peter 
Shaffers’ Lettice Douffet (of Lettice and Lovage) speaks of what stories do: They 
“Enlarge, Enliven and Enlighten!”5

People Listen to Stories

As soon as you start telling a story, the listeners go into ‘story-mode’. In story-mode, 
if the story is well chosen, well constructed and well told (skills we can all learn – see 
Section C), people pay rapt attention. Jamie Smart, NLP practitioner, calls stories 
“The Ultimate Covert Communication Technique”.6

Threads 
Listen. 
In every office you hear the threads 
of love and joy and fear and guilt, 
the cries for celebration and reassurance, 
and somehow you know that connecting those threads 
is what you’re supposed to do 
and business takes care of itself.7

There is a resource in your company that you might not be hearing. It is the ‘introverts’, 
the shy ones, the ones who remain silent in a meeting, yet listen like the snake. Such 
people often see hidden connections. They connect the threads, bring new perspectives, 
have flashes of creativity and bring new insights to the group. Such people might not 
speak unless you ask them. Such people will not speak unless they know that their 
story will be heard, understood, accepted and valued.

1 Barks, Coleman. The Essential Rumi, Penguin, 1995.
2 Myss, Caroline. Sacred Contracts, Awakening your Divine Potential, Bantam Books, 2002.
3 Tillich, Paul. The Courage to Be, Yale University Press, New Haven, 2000.
4  Rilke, Rainer Maria. Letters to a Young Poet, Random House, UK. 2001.
5 Shaffer, Peter. Lettice and Lovage, Andre Deutsch, London, 1998.
6 Smart, Jamie. Salad Seminars Ltd. www.saladltd.co.uk. Leics. 2008.
7 Autry, James. “Threads,” quoted David Whyte, The Heart Aroused, Poetry and the Preservation of 

Soul in Corporate America, Doubleday, 1994.
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Chapter 4

Many Selves: Work as Love, Work as Service 

Throw yourself like seed as you walk, and into your own field, 
Don’t turn your face for that would be to turn it to death, 

And do not let the past weigh down your motion.
Leave what’s alive in the furrow, what’s dead in yourself, 

For life does not move in the same way as a group of clouds; 
From your work you will be able one day to gather yourself 1

Miguel de Unamuno

Who Comes to Work?

A man visited his ancient grandfather in a rural village. One morning he watched 
the old man draw up water from the well hand over fist, the bucket attached to 
a rope. 

He approached him. “Grandfather, I can devise a pulley which I’ll suspend over 
the well. All you have to do is turn your wrist and the bucket of water will rise to 
the surface”.

The old man thought a while then declined. “I don’t think so. For then only my 
wrist will get exercise. My body will be left out of the work”. 

The young man went away shaking his head.

(For another version of the story see the Afterword)

The joy of stories is that they are alive and moving. In English, the word ‘motion’ hides 
inside the word ‘emotion’. One way of moving a story is to continue it. We can add our 



The Halo and the Noose offers an innovative approach to the stories that 
beat in the heart of an organization. Here are techniques and practical 
applications. At a deeper level the book shows a way of being in business 
and doing business. The book will raise your Story IQ, so you can hear and 
tell your work life in a new and vital way. 

The authors set out their complex and important themes with an impressive 
directness and clarity. They achieve this, by the simple, persuasive device of 
practising what they preach. For the narrative moves between argument and 
story in a seamless way which argues a deep but unobtrusive scholarship in 
the literatures, cultures and traditions of many societies.

The Halo and the Noose should be seen as an exciting further step in the long 
process of re-connecting business life to the mainstream of human history, 
experience and potential. 

Ralph Windle, founder/director : The Creative Value Network 

The stories in The Halo and the Noose enchant and educate and will do so for 
many years whilst we remain in harness. 

David Taylor, former CEO, Auto Carriers

Graham Williams is a management consultant, author and 
founder of Centre-ing Services, a company active around the 
world in leadership development, customer service delivery and 
steering transition successfully. He finds that the power of story 
is universal, crossing all boundaries. Graham’s formal disciplines 
are psychology, economics and business economics.   

Dorian Haarhoff is a poet, writer and mentor who is steeped in 
story. A former Professor of English, he now runs his own business 
Creative Workshops. He facilitates corporate story workshops 
for a number of companies in Africa and elsewhere and acts as a 
writing coach for local and international clients.




