Acceptance

By Damon Azali-Rojas
How do you identify?
How do others perceive your identity?

These are the questions we ask in the circle process on March 13 as we begin our second weekend of
Coaching for Healing and Non-Violence inside California State Prison—Los Angeles County at Lancaster
(CSP-LAC). | begin the circle with my own offering.

How do you identify?

Hi I’'m Damon. | identify as a Black man, as a father to two mixed race boys. One who has
exceptional needs and a visual impairment as the result of a brain tumor that he suffered when
he was 7-months old. I identify as an African Traditional Priest. | identify as a Leftist, as a
Socialist. | identify as a prison abolitionist. As a person that believes that restorative justice
doesn’t do enough. | believe that we need to transform systemic oppression to have any
semblance of justice. | unfairly benefit from hetero-patriarchy and as a result | am trying to be a
survivor of male fragility. | am married to a strong-ass Chicana that survived the projects in
Houston and made it to Stanford University.

How do others perceive your identity?

Humh, | think people perceive me as a grounded got my shit together leader. Although | am far
less grounded at home and somehow create the illusion that | have my shit together. Part of my
stepping up is not so much that | want to lead but | am willing to lead. | think that because | speak
rather articulately about patriarchal privilege | think that folks sometimes give me a pass for
unskillful behavior. At the same time although I fully welcome feedback and seek it out | am often
scared as hell of criticism. Just like all of us, | have parts of me worrying about if people like me, if
I belong and if they accept me for who | truly am.

We continue around the circle and here are some excerpts from what the men share:

| was raised by a single parent. | was one of two brothers. | took to the streets to learn how to be
a man. That was the worst decision of my life. | accidently shot a man in the leg and got 39 years
to life. It was these men in here in this circle that pulled me up. They are the ones that accepted
me and looked after me.

| was born a product of rape. At the age of 5 | had been in 48 different foster homes with my little
brother. | am in here because | killed the man that sexually assaulted me and my little brother.
Even though the lawyers knew what he did to us, | didn’t have the ability to say so. | was afraid
that they would call me names, that they would say that | was gay. So | just stayed quiet and
didn’t say anything. That was 19 years ago.

I was a nerd. | mean the kind of person that everybody talked under their breath about. Always
afraid that no one would accept me. One day | got beat up real bad because of it. That is when |
started to look for acceptance, not because of my grades or being a class clown but instead by
being the most ruthless person that | could be. If | couldn’t be accepted for my intelligence then |
would get your respect through fear. My goal was to become Michael Myers, to instill fear even
when | wasn’t around. It took a long time but | realized that | just wanted someone to accept me
and love me for me. Not with the masks and the illusions, but just me.



When | got in here, | was young and wild. Still trying to be accepted by somebody. Unfortunately |
got sucked in with the others that were also looking for acceptance in the wrong way. That got
me thrown into solitary confinement. During those 20 years that | was in my cell for 23 hours a
day I had a lot of time to think. | made decisions to do it a different way. But the real test was
when | got back into general population and could | hold firm to those commitments. This is what
it was able to do with the help of a lot of the brothers in this room. They spent time with me. They
cried with me. For the first time in my life there were people that didn’t judge me. Now I do the
same for the youngsters that come in here. | let them know they can lead with love instead of
hate.

Of the 26 men in the program 16 are Black, 2 Latino, 1 Indigenous, 3 white, and 4 APl and still everything
comes down to the deep desire to connect with human beings in a pure and authentic way. These needs
are crystal clear. Every single person in the circle—every single person—talks about how they ended up in
prison because they wanted to feel accepted. Each time we come in for a training, we experience the gift
of supporting the men’s development as coaches. The process inherently lives in place of acceptance,
non-judgment and seeing the essence of our clients. The essence of these men is that they love, they have
dreams, and like all of us, like me, they want to be seen deeply and accepted for who they are.

| can share so much more but | will leave you with letters from two of our participants. They explain, in
their words, the impact of all of us coming together.

Our third weekend will be May 12-13. We will share the next phase of this journey with you then.



RE: Appreciation for Leadership That Works
Dear Amanda,

I just want to thank you, Damon Azalia-Rojas, and, of course, Leadership That
Works, for this deeply appreciated opportunity to learn the skills that
Coaching for Healing and Non-violence offers. Having taken Catalyst and
getting a foundational understanding of trauma and trauma-reenactment, I sense
to my core that the prison population is ripe and apt for the guidance and
healing that we can potentially lend to our peers. As I shared with you during
our last session, the vast majority of us come from dysfunctional homes where
abuse of one type or another was the norm. Many of us were injured in profound
ways that we didn't understand, and our self-concept was greatly diminished.
The negative culture of prison and the divisive sub-culture of "us verse them"
that the guards reify, reinforces our limiting self-views. Coaching for
Healing and Non-violence has the potential to reverse our prior damage, and
lend new resiliency to our current situation. For instance, when I coached a
peer—client regarding his limiting self-concept, I was able to guide him
toward the true essence of his being: his abilities and resourcefulness. We
both walked away inspired and refreshed. The most wonderful thing about this
training is that we are teaching our clients to learn how to rely on their own
resourcefulness, and not be dependent on us for each challenge that presents
itself. That is transformative, and thus, powerful.

I coached a dear friend for a couple of sessions, who has cancer. She used to
think negative and worry. Our coaching sessions have transformed her view
point to one of positive possibilities and preferred outcomes. As a novice
coach, these experiences tell me that I have a bright future in this field,
with many, many possibilities that cannot be compared to anything I've
accomplished before.

In a word, I am excited!

Thank you sincerely,
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Coaching for Healing and Non-Violence Training is fiscally sponsored by Social and Environmental Entrepreneurs.
To make a donation please visit: http://saveourplanet.org/projects/coaching-for-healing-and-nonviolence/




