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“A big title or position will only get you so far. Leaders who truly influence are the ones who rise to the top through these softer skills of leadership. Gene Habecker does a masterful job of explaining these intangibles of leadership that are essential. These skills are the reason that he has been so beloved throughout his career and why he has been able to lead at such high levels. This book is extremely insightful, and these skills are non-negotiable for anyone who wants to reach their full leadership potential.”


Heather Larson, Former Lead Pastor, Willow Creek Community Church, South Barrington, Illinois


“I needed this book. I needed the vivid reminders, the fresh insights and the compelling perspectives. Frankly, I don’t ever remember reading a book on leadership that I didn’t want to put down. Until this one. One chapter after another provided conviction, grace, and hope. They were a magnet to my heart, water to a thirsty soul. Gene Habecker has been a leader I’ve respected for many years. His insights are tested and true. Honesty, humility, and wisdom mark each page. Prepare to be inspired.”


Dan Wolgemuth, President/CEO, Youth for Christ


“There are many good business books that answer the question: How is great leadership experienced? Topics might range from how to build a great team, to the importance of clear strategic direction, to operational excellence, to a myriad of like topics. The Softer Side of Leadership addresses a different issue: How is mature leadership developed? The book is a robust exploration of the deep interior work necessary to be a leader of substance. The ongoing disciplines that yield secure, wise, and centered leadership are counterintuitive. But they feel right and they bring good. We need this brand of leadership. We need this book.”


Thomas Addington, PhD, Head of Company, Givington’s


“This book will go with me when I travel and stay on my desk when I am at home. It will be a resource to me and one to share with others working to combine the soft and hard skills required for effective leadership. In my 45 years in academic medicine, I have worked with many bright people and almost none of them have failed because they lacked the hard skills. Almost all leadership failures I have observed, and there have been many over the years, have resulted from the lack of the soft skills Gene unpacks. While others have sprinkled biblical quotes throughout their work to achieve some measure of spiritual credibility, Gene not only has integrated Biblical truth with leadership wisdom, he has demonstrated that biblical truth is the basis for such wisdom. This is not a casual read. It will require reflection, and this will require time, or as Gene writes, some sacred space. A commitment to finding such space is important and reading this book will make this worth the effort.”


R. Dale Lefever, PhD, Organizational Consultant and Emeritus Faculty, University of Michigan Medical School


“Peter Drucker invented management science by making a simple but profound case: managers are needed to make knowledge effective. My friend Gene Habecker makes a similar case for human flourishing. In order for organizations, and indeed societies, to thrive, leaders must develop the soft skills of employees to ensure highest and best use of hard skills. This book will show you how.”


Jay Hein, President, Sagamore Institute, and former director, the White House Office of Faith-based and Community Initiatives


“The author demonstrates true soft skills of leadership in his life. We saw this as his colleagues on the Global Board of the United Bible Societies (UBS) and some of us, also under his leadership as the President of the UBS Executive Board. We all could not believe how humble he was, and yet, at the same time, he was President of the American Bible Society. He made us feel important and appreciated. To me, this is the summary of true soft skills, so ably explained in this book. This book is enjoyable to read and provides helpful, practical lived-life experiences. I could not put down this book once I started reading it. Many will gain from reading it.”


Ambassador Dr. Mary M. Khimulu, MBS; Former Kenya Ambassador/ Permanent Delegate of Kenya to UNESCO, Paris


“I am grateful to Gene Habecker for writing a book like this. I found that it pulled me in. I had simply wanted to read it from cover to cover but couldn’t do that. It touched me deeply and I needed to meditate on each chapter. I began to use it during my morning devotional time, which I never do with any book. I found that what was written was deeply spiritual and after reading each chapter, I needed to evaluate myself and my actions and take note of changes needed. Absorb chaos, emit peace, give hope, forgive, be a great follower to lead, Sabbath rest, listen, and love. This book was a great check-up and an encouragement for me to do better. I have a small group of books, among the many I read, that I buy to share with others. This one will be among them.”


Morgan Jackson, Director, Faith Comes by Hearing


“Dr. Gene Habecker’s book appeals to leaders who are dissatisfied with the canned MBA approach to leadership. He persuasively discusses the seemingly less important aspects of leadership, those soft skills that underlie and reveal a leader’s character and sustain his or her organizational effectiveness. Drawing on a lifetime of experiences, including candid revelation of his own mistakes, Habecker illustrates the power of quality interactions with people. In serving with him on a board of trustees, I have observed Dr. Habecker lead a university through a series of crises with exceptional competence. At critical junctures, his embodiment of ‘qualitative skills, practices, habits, disciplines, and attitudes that characterize how people interact and behave with one another’ was subjected to public scrutiny, and distinguished by remarkable approval. Drawing not only on wisdom forged through his successes and failures, Dr. Habecker generously includes insights from delightfully variegated sources. I enthusiastically recommend The Softer Side of Leadership for those who are ready and willing to lead from the inside out.”


Paige Comstock Cunningham, JD, PhD, Executive Director, The Center for Bioethics & Human Dignity, Trinity International University


“This is not a theoretical book; most importantly, it is a greatly needed practical and personal one based on real and meaningful experience. As Gene rightly points out, this is a book not about leadership but as leadership. Gene shares some unique and powerful insights drawn from his extensive and successful leadership of two universities and an international faith-based organization, places where he has served together with his very special wife and partner Marylou. For leaders, and those aspiring to be leaders, this is indeed excellent and essential reading.”


Roberto Laver, SJD, Founder/Director, FIDES, former World Bank Senior Counsel, and Harvard Law School Visiting Fellow


“The Softer Side of Leadership is a wonderful book that focuses on the part of leadership that is often not included in degree programs or textbooks, but is quintessential to being successful. This important resource for leaders is filled with practical, personal examples that makes it hard to put down. He captures your attention by sharing the wisdom he has gained by leading organizations and colleges over the past 35 years. The softer skills addressed in this book—behaviors, attitudes, and practices—are often overlooked. People with great business skills often fail, because they don’t understand the power of the kinds of things addressed in this book, such as creativity, maintaining a sacred space, or staying connected to the heart. This book may hold the key as to why some leaders fail. While there are religious examples in the book, it has invaluable information for anyone who reads it regardless of their religious background. This book is good for potential leaders as well as for those who want to be more successful in their leadership positions.”


Dr. Rhonda Jeter, PhD, Professor, and Dean, College of Education, Bowie State University


“A must-read for all active and aspiring leaders in business and nonprofit sectors, as well as in churches and mission agencies. This is a practical and creative exposition of soft skills, seen as indispensable competencies for effective leadership. Here is an invaluable resource for all leaders, particularly for those longing to be ‘the salt of the earth’ in ‘winner take all’ environments.”


Fergus Macdonald, PhD, Honorary Chairperson, Lausanne Committee, and retired General Secretary, United Bible Societies


“My friend, Dr. Eugene Habecker, captures the heartbeat of Christlike leadership. In The Softer Side of Leadership, Gene teaches leaders how to effectively care for themselves and the people they serve every day. The best part is that he practices what he preaches. Whether you’re a CEO, pastor, or parent, I urge you to come sit at the feet of this wise, seasoned shepherd. Not only will you become a more effective leader, you’ll become a happier, holier person as well.”


Roy Peterson, Former President & CEO, American Bible Society


Leaders naturally gravitate to strategic planning, risk management, and financial projections. But leadership is much more. Gene properly highlights the importance of the soft side of leadership. He comes right down to the nub of leadership, focusing on what is best for the organization served, not on what is best for the leader.


Daniel D. Busby, former President, ECFA


Drawing on a lifetime of learning and a wealth of experience, Gene Habecker gifts readers a salient reflection on what matters most in leadership. He pushes back against the common cultural view of leadership that exalts power, authority, busyness, and yes…even competence. Instead, he highlights the importance of the many soft skills and character traits that prove foundational for leadership that is deeply rooted, impactful, and timeless. Having spent his career cultivating his softer side, Gene’s life and leadership prove authentic and compelling. Current and aspiring leaders alike should glean all that they can from Gene’s wisdom and example, praising God for the transformation they will likely experience as a result.


Shirley V. Hoogstra, J.D. President, Council for Christian Colleges and Universities.


Additional endorsements follow the endnotes at the back of the book.
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Introduction


“Little value has traditionally been given to . . . so-called soft skills.”


—Michael Grothaus1


“A total of 58% [of hiring managers across the US] said the lack of soft skills among job seekers was ‘limiting their company’s productivity.’”


—Emilie Rusch, The Denver Post, September 4, 2016


[image: ]“It was a big mess. I had trouble during the interview. I totally missed what they were looking for in their job applicants. Unfortunately, I didn’t get the job—didn’t even come close.”


William was one of those “can’t miss” job candidates. With both undergraduate and graduate degrees from “top five” US universities, and armed with solid entry-level and mid-level leadership experience in appropriate organizations, he thought he was prepared to make the transition to senior leadership. He got the appointment for the “finalist” interview but ultimately wasn’t hired.


So, what happened? He got the “financials” and the “metrics” right and said all the right things in his reports. He understood the financials, his draft business plan was well done, and he was outstanding in his use of analytics. But people seemed distant from his presentations and seemed underwhelmed when he cast his vision for the future. William was confused about the reaction to his interview. He had the right information, had presented the right facts, had studied the appropriate academic subjects, and thought he had the right workplace experiences. He had mastered the right quantitative skill sets in his respective degree programs. Where had he gone wrong? What issues had he missed?


What William had failed to understand is that leaders need to possess and exercise a variety of soft skills—behaviors, practices, and attitudes that contribute to leadership effectiveness: “While the hard skills are essential to getting the interview, it’s the soft skills that will land the job.”2 Daniel Goleman notes, “Of course high performance in academics and the right technical skills still matter. But in today’s job market the best employers are looking for something in addition . . . companies ‘want graduates with soft skills.’”3 An article in the Harvard Business Review adds, “Most leaders . . . tend to emphasize their strength, competence, and credentials in the workplace, but that is exactly the wrong approach. Leaders who project strength before establishing trust (a soft skill) run the risk of eliciting fear.”4


Many who aspire to be organizational leaders limit their leadership development to acquiring more knowledge and information— more “competence training” learning, and more “hard” skills and information about what leaders do. Developing competencies in “hard skills” is an important part of understanding leadership. But effective leadership requires more than just hard skill acquisition. It also requires soft skills and behaviors about work and the workplace. How are soft skills and hard skills different?


Soft Skills v. Hard Skills


There are multiple common sources that provide basic distinctions. Soft skills, for instance, are sometimes described as “personal attributes that enhance an individual’s interactions, job performance and career prospects. Unlike hard skills, which tend to be specific to a certain type of task or activity, soft skills are broadly applicable.”5 Another source observes that “Soft skills are a cluster of personality traits that characterize one’s relationships in a milieu. These skills . . . include social graces, communication abilities, language skills, personal habits, cognitive or emotional empathy, time management, teamwork, and leadership traits.”6 Soft skills tend to lean in the direction of qualitative expectations more so than quantitative ones. Soft skills drive us to look inside, at the parts of us that cannot be easily identified or measured. Alternately, “Hard skills . . . are about a person’s skill set and ability to perform a certain type of task or activity.”7


As used in this book, soft skills represent a collection of primarily qualitative skills, behaviors, practices, habits, disciplines, and attitudes that characterize how people interact and behave with one another. Whereas only a few will be addressed in this effort, in my leadership experience I have found all of them to be necessary and essential to leadership effectiveness.


As an illustration, I often explain to students that effective leaders have to do multiple things well, but that in crisis situations, three things must be done exceptionally well: absorb chaos, give calm, and provide hope. These are all qualitative behaviors, not quantitative ones. Crises come at leaders from all directions; they include natural disasters and personal tragedies that deeply affect organizations and their people. During those times, leaders must actively engage each of these three behaviors, all at the same time. Effective leaders develop them as soft skills.


Two days from my inauguration as president of Taylor University, we experienced one of those kinds of crises, as we lost four outstanding students and a staff member in a tragic tractor-trailer accident less than five miles from campus. The campus was reduced to great sorrow. I remember being in a packed auditorium as we all expectantly waited for news and, ultimately, the names of those who lost their lives. I had no choice but to attempt to absorb the chaos of those moments while providing some semblance of calm for our grieving campus community. At the same time I had to provide hope—hope that somehow God would give all of us strength to get through this, especially the parents and families who had experienced loss. Absorbing the chaos, giving back calm, and providing hope goes way beyond rational competency and skills. People were looking to me to find out if I really cared for those students and staff lost in the accident. They were less interested in my trying to rationalize pain and suffering, and more interested in my helping all of us together to grieve our campus loss. To do so required that I display my softer side, reflecting soft skills in everything I did or said.


To be sure, there are not always clear lines of demarcation between hard and soft skills. On the one hand, “hard skills” seem to focus more on what leaders do, whereas “soft skills” tend to focus on how leaders lead. Those championing “soft skills” also tend to include an intentional focus on the importance of attitudes and behaviors that reflect commitment, character, integrity, teamwork, emotional health, and self-management in their relationships.


A report from a McKinsey Quarterly interview with Chinese business leaders illustrates this new learning and understanding about the difference between hard and soft skills: “The ‘softer skills’ are a leadership necessity for all leaders in China: things like teamwork, communications, presentations, culture—all the skills that help you deal with people. Leadership is built on these skills, but in the past, Tsinghua was only strong in the ‘hard’ analytical skills: things like accounting, mathematics, science, and engineering.” Another Chinese business leader noted, “Successful executives develop their intuition.”8


Many books and articles focus on these hard skills, essentially the stuff of what leaders do—quantitative and analytical skills, including process development, change management, project management, strategic planning, strategy development and deployment, and marketing. Words such as measurement, assessment, sustain-ability, and policy and procedures manuals are all part of the “hard skills” vocabulary. It is not that hard skills are irrelevant or unnecessary. They are quite relevant and necessary to mission accomplishment and fulfillment. The point is simply that their mastery is not enough to achieve mission effectiveness. Soft skills are also needed.


Only since the mid-1990s has soft-skill leadership literature begun to emerge in more visible ways. It’s not that soft-skill acquisition is new; rather, the link between the acquisition of soft skills and the impact of effective organizational leadership is now better understood.


Soft skills can be learned and developed. A simple awareness of their need and importance is a place to begin. The soft skills discussed in this book—and only a relative handful are referenced— are skills and behaviors often overlooked or underemphasized in organizational leadership. Given their vital role for effective leadership, they are simply too important to be ignored. That’s what this book is all about—the increasing importance of soft skills as necessary and essential parts of leadership.


It is imperative to note from the beginning that leadership and leaders are distinctive and serve in unique contexts. Whereas leaders exercise similar functions and carry out common tasks in terms of what they do, how that is done depends totally on the individual leader and the leadership context. A brief review puts that in perspective.


Leadership in Perspective—a Brief Overview


For thousands of years we humans have struggled with this idea of leadership, trying to wrap our arms around a better understanding of just what it means to be a leader. From the earliest stories of the Jewish leaders in the Bible, the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth—who, by the way, cautioned his followers to avoid the term “leader”9—to the contemporary sage on the stage, there have been (and most likely will continue to be) efforts to better understand leadership. The hope is that we leaders will eventually find some ultimate leadership elixir, embedded with all of the appropriate leadership strategies and tactical steps and habits, to ensure organizational success. Isn’t that what we want?


Barbara Kellerman, writing in the Harvard Business Review,10 is representative of those who have studied leaders throughout time. She has studied the work of many leaders and others who have offered perspectives on leadership. David McCullough’s efforts, particularly his popular John Adams and his Pulitzer Prize-winning Truman, are additional examples of leadership narratives, as are the writings of Eric Metaxas about William Wilberforce and Diet-rich Bonhoeffer. Each of the subjects of these efforts has something to teach us about leadership.


Writing in Forbes, Rich Karlgaard notes what probably most in leadership have discovered: “Leadership . . . is not a formula. You can’t find it in a bottle, a pill, or a cereal box. I’m skeptical that you can find it in a book on leadership . . . The truth is every good leader leads in his/her own way. Effective leaders start with their singular gifts and build on them.”11 Kellerman adds that “there is no top ten list of books whose supremacy and currency are self-evident,” observing further that “leadership is contextual. What works in one era, setting, or organization simply doesn’t apply to any other.”12


Leadership ought not to be viewed, then, as some holy grail to be found or identified, once and for all. Rather, leadership needs to be embraced as more of a reality to be experienced and lived rather than only a discipline to be learned and studied. In essence, effective leadership is an art that regularly requires some combination of wisdom, knowledge, understanding, good judgment, discernment, common sense, and, of course, experiential and book-and-classroom learning.


Effective leaders are not satisfied with knowing only about the requisite “hard skills” of leadership. These kinds of leaders are committed to continuous learning that includes an understanding of the soft skills, behaviors, and perspectives essential for effective leadership. The fuel that empowers this kind of learning is often experiential and intuitive.


Again, leaders have their own set of skills they bring to their leadership assignment. Their leadership assignment has its own unique context. Both soft and hard skills in combination, then, influence the mix of how leaders lead.


The Importance of Soft Skills in Leadership


Early in my career I had the idea that leaders needed to be stoic, emotionally disciplined, and in control at all times, especially in front of the public. People who reflected emotion were to be viewed as weak leaders. However, as I have become more seasoned in my experience as a leader, I have come to realize that human emotions—grief, friendship, admiration, affection, love, humility—are what make us more relatable to others. I can no longer separate my feelings from my leadership duties. This is what happens when I embrace soft skills. Let me illustrate.


During one of our commencement exercises at Taylor University, we had the immense privilege of having Dr. John M. Perkins—a famous civil rights leader who had endured various kinds of difficulty, even brutality, during the early days of the civil rights movement—deliver the address. It fell to me to introduce this dear friend to our audience of thousands of students, parents, siblings, grandparents, faculty, administrators, and board members. I stepped to the podium in a state of hesitancy, wondering how it would be possible to do an adequate job of summarizing the life of this man who was at once a father, husband, pastor, patriot, teacher, author, social activist, and counselor.


I turned and cast my eyes on this noble human being, who at age eighty-five was still sharp-minded and bold-voiced. But as I looked at him, memories flooded back to me of how on February 7, 1970, he had been arrested by white deputies during a civil rights demonstration. The deputies had thrown him to the floor of the Brandon jail and had kicked him, punched him, stomped on him, and then left him bloodied, bruised, and broken, offering no medical help and not caring if John died in his cell that night. But instead of filing lawsuits and seeking revenge, this dear saint of God spent the next thirty years in all-out efforts of reconciliation among peoples of all races. He served on the boards of World Vision and Prison Fellowship. He started day-care centers, after-school programs, church outreach ministries, food banks, and employment training facilities. He wrote nine books that advocated love, forgiveness, cooperation, and fellowship.


I had a “John the Baptist experience” in that moment, feeling I wasn’t worthy of lacing this man’s sandals; yet, here I was sharing the dais with him and being given the honor of presenting him to our audience. A lump formed in my throat. Tears came to my eyes. How unfair it was that someone so gracious and loving had been treated so viciously, yet still was able to emerge with love and warmth for all people.


I was awestruck by his life. I was humbled by his strength. I was mesmerized by his stamina, will, and vision. I could not speak for several moments. Those in the audience resonated with my feelings and were quietly respectful of my loss of composure. No one spoke. No one fidgeted. No one got up and left. Finally, John smiled at me and nodded, and I lifted the microphone to my mouth and joyously welcomed him to our university and to the day’s festivities. By my transparency, John knew and the audience knew my feelings, and no one thought any less of me for my moment of genuine, honest emotion.


There are, of course, multiple other examples of soft skills and their organizational impact. How people communicate with love is but one example. Fortunately, there are common understandings and abilities that mark what leaders do and how leaders do their work. The very best of leaders build off a foundation that includes a commitment to character, integrity, and love for people. How those common principles and tasks are carried out, though, actually depend, as Kellerman has observed, on the context and time-frame in which one does leadership. For this there is no simplistic formula, no clever equation. To the question, “How does one lead here, in this context?” the best answer may still be, “It all depends.”


Business leaders continue to understand that hard skills are no longer enough: “Little value has traditionally been given to their so-called soft skills. . . . Now engineers are beginning to realize that soft skills . . . will make an individual developer more marketable in the future.”13 Another writer says it this way: “The most profound transformation in business . . . is the downfall of the barracudas, sharks, and piranhas and the ascendancy of nice, smart people with a passion for what they do.”14


The former CEO of Rosenbluth International, Hal Rosenbluth, has reflected on the importance of soft skills in his leadership, particularly the role of intuition. Noting first the reality of the quantitative hard skills, he then made this telling observation: “But those aren’t that important to me. In fact they might be a hindrance, because they would take away from my gut instincts. My body talks to me. It literally shakes. I know when we’re going to lose a business or when we’re going to be successful in an acquisition before we even start. The fact that I’ve met the people first tells me the outcome.”15


One hurdle leaders must often overcome is their reticence to understand that the acquisition of soft skills is critically important for effective leadership, at all leadership levels. Paradoxically, they sometimes believe the opposite—that their responsibility is primarily to develop competence and mastery of the hard skills, believing that the acquisition of soft skills is primarily for others. Recent research has pointed out this contradiction.


For instance, when leaders were asked to select from choices for themselves between “training programs focused on competence-related skills (such as time management) and warmth-related ones (providing social support, for instance), most participants opted for competence-based training for themselves but soft-skills training for others.” But as these researchers noted, “[P]utting competence first undermines leadership: without a foundation of trust, people in the organization may comply outwardly with a leader’s wishes, but they remain much less likely to conform privately—to adopt the values, culture, and mission of the organization in a sincere and lasting way.”16


Learning about soft issues and their importance in leadership is the focus of this book. First, I identify and then discuss a relatively small handful of primarily personal soft skills that are essential for effective leadership—knowing, of course, that there are many others. Some of the soft skills identified can be developed as behavioral competencies, even habits. Second, I want to identify other soft skills that need to be reflected in the organizational dimension as attitudes or perspectives to be embraced. In some cases, there is no hard and fast distinction between soft skill competencies, behaviors, habits, attitudes, or perspectives. They are interrelated, and seemingly all blend. No matter. The important point is to remember that whereas hard skills are essential for leadership, they may not be enough to create the culture that will likely allow for robust mission fulfillment. It will be the exercise of hard skills, in combination with the skillful deployment of soft skills, by competent leaders, that will likely make the difference in what makes people in organizations effective or ineffective.


How This Book Is Organized


This book is separated into two primary sections. The first section is intensely personal and focuses on soft skills that are essential for human functioning, and especially so for those involved in organizational leadership. These personal soft skills not only provide a foundation for living and leading, but also enhance and hopefully transform the leader. The second section, building on the first, focuses on essential soft skills that need to be an integral part of organizational culture in some way. While soft skills have personal application, embedding them within an organizational culture leverages and expands their impact. Organizations are more effective when both soft and hard skills are properly deployed together as part of the leadership agenda.


What is presented in the following pages reflects a distillation of perspectives and observations learned through reading thousands of pages and coupled with thirty-five years of service in president/ CEO roles. That learning continues.


A quick word about what this book is not. You will not find much, if any, emphases on what leaders do. For instance, there is limited focus on leadership tasks and other leadership responsibilities such as strategic planning, strategy development, change management, organizational visioning, and the many other traditional tasks regularly included on the various lists of what leaders do. Their absence doesn’t mean they are unimportant or irrelevant. Rather, the focus here will be on how leaders lead, and the kinds of soft skills that they regularly employ to powerfully shape leadership results in their efforts to optimize organizational effectiveness.


The aim in this effort is to be as practical as possible—and perhaps less theoretical than some would desire. Obviously, good practice emanates from sound theory. But those theoretical books and articles already exist and will continue to proliferate, primarily through the academic and scholarly world. Alternatively, this effort is to write impressionistically—again, using Kellerman’s words, “as leadership,” not “about leadership.”


One more observation. All followers of Jesus of Nazareth, not just leaders, are called to reflect soft skills and behaviors such as spiritual growth, qualities of character, and the fruit of the Spirit (love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control) in all that is done and said. All followers are called to prayer and dependence on the leadership of the Holy Spirit, not just leaders. The fact that there are no chapters on subjects such as the importance of prayer, or spiritual gifts, doesn’t mean they are unimportant. Indeed, those subjects, as leaders live them out, are indispensable. The hope is that this emphasis will be evident in the chapters that follow.17




THE IDEA OF THE BOOK


Hard skills, while necessary, are not sufficient to meet all of the expectations for effective organizational leadership. Soft skills are also essential. Because leaders differ in terms of their skill sets and personality types, and because leadership is carried out in widely different contexts, the soft skills leaders pursue and deploy will be different.


Leaders need to focus especially on two types of soft skills:




	One type, primarily focusing inward, are those skills that help to build the interior structure of the leader— the space that few people see but which is vital to help support and stabilize the external leadership effort. These types of soft skills include emotional intelligence competencies such as emotional self-awareness, self-control, and self-management.


	The other type of soft skills are those primarily embedded within and deployed throughout the organization. These include embedding soft skills in the organizational such as creativity, forgiveness, and love.





This book will help you begin the journey of soft-skill exploration, but by no means does it complete it. That will be an ongoing journey of discovery and continuous learning.


The context for this book—in essence, the leadership laboratory that birthed it—includes travel to almost one hundred countries, twenty-one years in university presidencies, and a fourteen-year presidency with a large New York City nonprofit. These collective experiences have included communication with international leaders from more than 140 countries. For some of those leaders, the conversation has been intense, has lasted several decades, and is still continuing.


Within the US, there have been hundreds of other conversations with leaders within the collegiate and larger nonprofit world over three decades, including thousands of students. This ongoing learning has been supplemented with extensive leadership literature reviews. Many of these types of learning experiences have been structured; many others have been anecdotal, impressionistic, and relational. Taken together, they have provided the fuel that informs the content of this book.












SECTION I
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Soft Skills


The Personal Dimension









CHAPTER 1
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Protect Sacred Space and Enable Deep Thinking


“As soon as Jesus heard the news, he left in a boat to a remote place to be alone.”


—Matthew 14:13a


“After sending them home, [Jesus] went up into the hills by himself to pray.”


—Matthew 14:23


“Think on these things.”


—Philippians 4:8 (KJV)


[image: ]In the beginning, God created . . . sacred space. That’s not the way most biblical texts read, but in a way, creating sacred space is what God did in His initial act of creating. He created beauty in a sacred place. Part of His intent was to establish this sacred place as something to be honored throughout all of the earth, within our understanding of time, within the human heart, and by extension, within the workplace. As a result of God’s creative act, the entire earth is the Lord’s, as are all of its inhabitants: “The earth and everything in it, the world and its people, belong to Him.”1 This is the reason we care for the environment, why we steward and care for our bodies as the temples of the Holy Spirit. Who we are and everything we do needs to be viewed as being part of the sacred. The planet where we live, the bodies we dwell in, and the places where we exercise our vocation are the fulfillment of our calling—all of these can be considered to be sacred spaces, created and nourished and held together by God Himself.


These topics are already addressed in multiple books and articles, especially in regard to care for the environment and also in regard to care for the body as God’s temple. The concept of viewing the workspace as sacred space is less regularly addressed. That is where this chapter begins. The creation of sacred space within our homes, the workplace, and our workday is vital for effective leadership.


Sacred Space Defined


What more specifically is meant by the concept of sacred space (or white space, as some have called it)? Could it be a location, such as a church, synagogue, or temple? Of course. When we lived in New York, the workplace and 24/7 mindset were sometimes overwhelming. I had to find regular times and a sacred space where I could pull away and stop, in order to hear God’s thoughts better amid the confusion of my own. Fortunately, right next door to my office was a beautiful Catholic church with a quiet sanctuary. This became a regular place of solace and refuge, and I regularly looked forward to my visits. Might sacred space be a memory of a cherished place in time, such as at a chapel on the Michigan sand dunes where I would frequently meet with a close friend to pray about the future? Yes. Perhaps a place in one’s heart during a morning jog or swim? Of course. The movie War Room is a great example of one kind of sacred space—a place where one can pray and cry out to God.


Sacred space is that place where boundaries are placed in some way that allows refocusing of the mind and soul on a different agenda, a transcendent one rather than a transactional one—where “Heaven seems to touch Earth and we find ourselves aware of the Holy, and filled with the Spirit.”2 It is within that space that leaders often gain a vision for serving and leading. Without it, we risk getting caught up with the noise and busyness of life. As a bank president shared with me, “I am frequently most able to connect with the presence of God when in solitude and silence. . . . I am then (better) able to approach my spiritual, personal, and work life with a resolve that is quite clearly forged by God.”




THE CHAPTER IDEA


Because leadership responsibilities are so varied and complex, the leadership agenda will sometimes drift, often becoming dominated by leadership reaction rather than by leadership intention. As a result, reaction often becomes the leader’s default position. Effective leaders protect their time and seek space, so that the meta-issues they face can be processed in thoughtful and intentional ways.


Provision for “sacred space” within the work environment enhances reflective leadership capacities, and increases the likelihood that appropriate “thought work” will become an important part of the leadership journey. Sacred space can provide opportunities for leaders to connect to their spiritual or transcendent selves in ways usually not possible, given the rigor and demands of the daily schedule.


Leaders consistently need to embrace a way of working that allows them to think deeply about issues they face. If caught up in the whirlwind of perpetual reaction, they run the risk of living in the world of the mundane and operational, rather than reaping the benefits of being more strategic and intentional.


The concept of Sabbath (not its legalistic version) embodies the idea of sacred space, as well as the belief that personhood is more important than unending work performance. In essence, the Sabbath experience (or something similar) provides boundaries that preclude the 24/7 mindset.





We often don’t like boundaries, believing they restrict and constrain. Yet, paradoxically, it is the boundaries that give us freedom. Todd Henry says it this way: “The reality is that we are not capable of operating without boundaries. We need them in order to refocus our creative energy into the right channels. Total freedom is false freedom. True freedom has healthy boundaries.”3 Henry further quotes Joseph Campbell: “[A sacred place] is an absolute necessity. . . . You must have a room, or a certain hour or so a day, where you don’t know what was in the newspapers that morning, you don’t know who your friends are, you don’t know what you owe anybody, you don’t know what anybody owes to you. This is a place where you can simply experience and bring forth what you are and what you might be.”4


Sacred space is often where vision is birthed, where it is nurtured, and where it flourishes. It’s where we listen to the “still small voice” saying “over here—here’s the way forward.” This is foundational for leadership. In this context Stephen Covey references the inner side of leadership: “It is in this . . . area where the soul of leadership is best determined and developed. And both the public and private dimensions of leadership will be shaped by the kind of fire which is kept in this furnace.”5 Yet, attention to the importance of sacred space is noticeably absent from leadership literature.


So, how does diminution of sacred space marginalize leadership? Or, stated another way: How does protecting and nourishing its presence enable it? Why should leaders embrace this concept of sacred space as a soft skill essential for effective leadership?


The Benefits of Embracing Sacred Space


Leaders lead out of who they are on the inside. One writer has noted that the first challenge facing leaders “is a matter of how to be [leaders]—not how to do [leadership].”6 To be sure, a leader sometimes needs to be part actor, particularly in difficult situations where people need encouragement. If what people experience on the outside, however, is not grounded by some kind of transcendent or spiritual depth on the inside, the leadership persona or façade will be eviscerated the first time an organizational storm is experienced. Ungrounded leaders without a strong inner foundation will likely fail. This will be addressed further in the next chapter.


Sacred space provides a better opportunity to understand and experience the presence of the spiritual in our lives—to understand that the source of our strength is not merely human, but also something from “the Lord, who made heaven and earth!”7 The Bible repeatedly calls us to stop whatever else is occupying our time, to acknowledge God’s presence in our lives. The psalmist’s challenge to us is, “Be still, and know that I am God.”8 Isaiah’s words amplify this point: “In quietness and confidence is your strength. But you would have none of it.”9 Like Isaiah’s audience, many times we ask for God’s wisdom in matters of importance but then rarely take the time to put ourselves in a position where we might optimize our ability to hear His voice.


Our human dilemma is that we often live life as if we know best. We study the issues, read the electronic and print literature, look at the facts, identify the opportunities, count the numbers, and then draw conclusions. All leaders have done this, believing in the rightness of their decisions. I count myself among them. But the reality is that leaders can’t manage what they cannot know, nor can they lead if the destination is not clear. Oftentimes that is the leadership reality.
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